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A timeless lesson from Habakkuk: 
God's grace upholds me when doubt assails me 

 
"I believe," we declare almost every Sunday as we recite the words of the creed.  "I believe 
in God the Father Almighty...I believe in Jesus Christ his only Son...I believe in the Holy 
Spirit."  And understand what's included in that little word "believe."  We're not just saying, 
"I believe that this God exists."  No, the word BELIEVE is our expression of trust and 
confidence in this triune God and what he has done.  We believe in him and declare that he is 
good, that he is faithful and kind and merciful, that he is a God who delivers and saves and 
blesses, a God who is worthy of our trust and worthy of our praise and worthy of our 
worship. 
 
We believe.  And then we walk out the door of the church and into a world in which that 
simple word "believe" is challenged.  Sometimes the challenges come from those who don't 
believe as we do.  At other times the challenges come from within our own hearts.  We look 
at the griefs and problems our own lives and at state of the world around us and begin to 
doubt.  We can face a crisis of faith, asking ourselves, "With everything going on around me, 
do I still believe in a God who is good?  Or should I?" 
 
And so maybe it can be an encouragement to us, if we have ever felt that struggle, to see 
that same struggle portrayed in the words of one of God's own prophets.  Today in our 
series on the Bible's forgotten books, we take a look at the words of a man named 
Habakkuk, a man who was struggling in his faith.   God preserved both Habakkuk's words 
and his own reply to his prophet for us in a remarkable conversation.    God wanted that 
conversation to stand for all time as a help to all believers, so that we know that we are not 
alone.  GOD'S GRACE UPHOLDS ME WHEN DOUBT ASSAILS ME! 
 
 
Who was this man Habakkuk?  We don't know much about the man himself.  His short book 
of 3 chapters is one of what are called the "minor prophets", minor in length but not 
importance, the 12 short prophetic books that end our Old Testaments.  We know about 
when he lived.  Habakkuk lived near the end of the time of the kingdom of Judah, about 600 
years before Christ.  Judah had had some good kings and some bad, but over time the 
spiritual state of the kingdom was deteriorating.  Habakkuk looked around at some of the 
things going on in Judah and he was appalled.  But for Habakkuk it wasn't just a case of 
being upset.  It was a problem for his faith.  Why wasn't God doing more about all of these 
problems?  Why wasn't God answering the prayers of his people?  Habakkuk pours out his 
soul in the opening verses of his book.   



 

How long, O Lord, must  I call for help, but you do not listen? 
Or cry out to you, "Violence!" but you do not save? 
Why do you make me look at injustice?  Why do you tolerate wrong? 
Destruction and violence are before me; there is strife, and conflict abounds. 
Therefore the law is paralyzed, and justice never prevails. 
The wicked hem in the righteous, so that justice is perverted.  (Habakkuk 1:2-4) 

 
Habakkuk's faith told him two things:  God is good, and God is in control.  But he looked 
around and he couldn't square that with the world he saw.  Not only was there a great deal 
of crime, violence and robbery--but all too often it was going unaddressed.  The people 
perpetrating these horrible wrongs were the same ones with all the power and control, so 
that the justice system no longer brought any consequences.  It doesn't seem so much that 
Habakkuk was dealing with personal tragedy, although we don't really know; he was having 
trouble squaring his faith in God simply with the fact that so often good people were being 
hurt by bad people and God wasn't doing anything about it.  And as we watch the news and 
read the headlines we probably feel that not too much has changed since Habakkuk's day. 
 
And so Habakkuk asks two anguished questions of God.  "How long?"  and "Why?"  How 
long do I have to keep watching all these terrible things happen and you're not doing 
anything about it?  And why do they have to happen in the first place? 
 
 
 
 
The glorious, eternal, all-knowing God doesn't owe people any answers or explanations 
when it comes to how he runs the world.  But because he is a loving God, because he cared 
about his prophet's faith and his people's faith, on this occasion he gave Habakkuk an 
answer.   Here's how the Lord replied: 
 
"Look at the nations and watch and be utterly amazed.  For I am going to do something in 
your days that you would not believe, even if you were told.  I am raising up the Babylonians., 
that ruthless and impetuous people who sweep across the whole earth to seize dwelling 
places not their own..."  (Habakkuk 1:5-6) 
 
God said to his prophet:  I haven't ignored all of this wickedness in Judah.  I'm not going to 
let it go unaddressed.  I am going to raise up the Babylonians.  They will sweep in and 
conquer and capture Judah because of all the idolatry and evil that you've been complaining 
about. 
 
But did that satisfy Habakkuk?  Not even close!  In fact, he felt even worse!   For the 
Babylonians were pagan idolaters themselves!  At least in Judah there were still SOME 
believers who still knew and acknowledged the true God, even if they were outmanned and 



outnumbered.  But in Babylon there was basically no knowledge of the true God at all!  So 
Habakkuk addressed a second "complaint" to the Lord: 
 

"Your eyes are too pure to look at evil; you cannot tolerate wrong.  Why then do you 
tolerate the treacherous?  Why are you silent while the wicked swallow up those more 
righteous than themselves?"  (Habakkuk 1:13)   

 
It would be as if, when we complained about the immorality of our nation, God would reply 
that he would allow us to be conquered and slaughtered by Islamic terrorists.  We would 
feel like saying:  how is this an improvement? 
 
God again chose to give Habakkuk an answer.  This time, though, he warned that the full 
answer to Habakkuk's complaint was something that was tied up in God's much-longer term 
plans for his world. 
 

"Write down the revelation and make it plain on tablets so that a herald may run with 
it.  For the revelation awaits an appointed time; it speaks of the end and will not prove 
false.  Though it linger, wait for it; it will certainly come and will not delay. 

 
"See, he is puffed up; his desires are not upright-- 
But the righteous will live by his faith."  (Habakkuk 2:2-4) 

 
"He" refers to Babylon or the king of Babylon.  And in the rest of the chapter God explained 
to his prophet that in due time God's judgment would fall on that arrogant kingdom as well.  
But in the meantime, Habakkuk was to wait patiently and focus on that interesting phrase:  
"The righteous will live by his faith." 
 
That sentence is quoted 3 different times in the New Testament.  It's used by Paul to sum up 
the whole Gospel of Jesus Christ.  In fact, it was Paul's use of this verse that Martin Luther 
credited with his own conversion, the first time he truly grasped the message of salvation:  
we are saved by grace through faith alone! 
 
 
What was God saying here?  Let me put it this way:  when we come to God demanding that 
he do something, when we see all the evil in the world and see truth being slandered and 
trampled by lies and liars and start to doubt that God is good or that he's paying attention or 
that he's even real--God doesn't stay silent.  He has spoken about this.  And he says:  Yes, 
there will one day be judgment.  But my greatest way of dealing with sin and sinners is not 
that.  My biggest, most wonderful plan is about grace. It's about my Son Jesus Christ.  It's 
about faith and how the righteous will live by faith. 
 
We think that God should hurry up and judge.  God says:  I choose to be patient.  I choose to 
forgive.  I choose to take the guilt and punish Jesus Christ my beloved one, my holy Son, and 
have him be judged instead.  I choose to command you to take that message into a 



rebellious, sinful world before my judgment will fall, in the hopes of changing hearts, in the 
hopes of bringing people to faith, a faith through which they will be declared righteous and 
live.  
 
And guess what?  You need that same grace, you need that same forgiveness, because you 
are a sinner too.  And so when you are inclined to complain about all the wickedness in the 
world, remember that you're in that world too.  And rejoice that instead of being in a hurry 
to deal out death and judgment to sinners, be glad that's not my only answer.  My answer is:  
the righteous will live by faith. 
 
Conclusion 
Habakkuk learned his lesson.  He had his answer.  And so in the 3rd and last chapter of his 
book he doesn't have any more questions or complaints.  That chapter is one of praise, 
written like a psalm for all of God's people to use.  He looks back at all that God did for his 
people, the power he showed in rescuing them from Egyptian slavery.  And then he 
concludes with some incredibly powerful lines: 
 

Though the fig tree does not bud and there are no grapes on the vines, 
  though the olive crop fails and the fields produce no food, 
  though there are no sheep in the pen and no cattle in the stalls, 
  yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will be joyful in God my Savior.  (Habakkuk 3:17-18) 

 
Even if the world continues to be a mess, even if in my own life I have to suffer trouble and 
pain, grief and want--none of it can shake my faith in a God who saves me from sin and 
death, the God who sent his Son, who saves me by faith alone.   
 
God help us all to learn this timeless lesson from his often-forgotten prophet Habakkuk, so 
that we don't drown in doubt but confess daily:  I believe in a God of power, a God of 
holiness, a God of love all in one!  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


