
 

                        To Know Christ . . .  

                        and to Make Him Known 
 

 
Wilmington, North Carolina www.templebaptist.us 
Dr. Mark E. Gaskins, Senior Pastor (910) 763-3351 
The Lord’s Day, September 8, 2019 © 2019 

 

 

Faith for the Tough Times 

Habakkuk 3:16-19 

 

Magnificent confessions of faith in God aren’t simply composed; they’re hammered out on 

the anvil of perplexity and struggle, and refined in the furnace of anguish and affliction. Such 

was the case with this tremendous confession that comes to us from that little-known but great-

minded prophet Habakkuk. 

The prevailing theology of his day said that those who obeyed God would always be blessed, 

while those who disobeyed Him would always be cursed and punished. The problem was that 

this soon degenerated into the idea that those who were prospering must of course be pleasing to 

God and enjoying His blessing, while those who were poor must be displeasing to God and 

experiencing His judgment. 

Many of Habakkuk’s fellow-Israelites accepted this idea without question. Yet as the prophet 

looked around himself, he saw things happening that just didn’t add up according to this 

equation. He saw those he knew to be righteous in his nation being oppressed by those he knew 

were wicked. It was the wicked who were prospering, and they were prospering at the expense of 

the righteous! 

This was the beginning of a life-changing struggle that kindled in Habakkuk the unfailing 

confidence in God that he expressed in the confession we just read. He was facing tough times, 

and his nation was about to face even tougher times. Yet through his struggles, Habakkuk came 

to base his faith on God rather than on circumstances. God helped him develop a faith for the 

tough times.  

Now everybody faces tough times at some point. We’ve been through them as a nation—the 

9/11 attacks 18 years ago this week, not to mention wars, recessions, and don’t forget—

hurricanes. We go through tough times as individuals and as families, and even as churches.  

Maybe you’re going through tough times right now, and you’re asking yourself and God 

some hard questions about events in your life and His plan, His will, and His justice, just as I’ve 

done at times through the years. 

I invite you to join me for a few minutes as we follow the tracks of this fellow struggler1 

known as Habakkuk, seeking a word from God for us in His word to him.  

 

Habakkuk’s struggle . . . 

Habakkuk’s struggle began when he became keenly aware that the little nation that was 

supposed to be God’s people was filled with blatant corruption. Even the king, who was 

supposed to lead the people in doing God’s will, was very corrupt, along with many other 

government officials. As a prophet who seemed closely connected with the worship at the 
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temple, Habakkuk poured his complaint out before God in the style of the psalms of lament (1:2-

4) 2:  
 

O LORD, how long shall I cry for help,  
and you will not listen? 

Or cry to you “Violence!” and you will not save? 
Why do you make me see wrongdoing and look at trouble? 
Destruction and violence are before me;  

strife and contention arise. 
 So the law becomes slack and justice never prevails. 
The wicked surround the righteous— 

therefore judgment comes forth perverted. 

 

But this was only the beginning! The LORD’s reply was even more perplexing to Habakkuk 

than his original struggle. You see, God informed Habakkuk that He was going to do something 

about the people’s sin, something Habakkuk wouldn’t even believe if anyone else told him about 

it. Even at that very moment, God was rousing up the Chaldeans of Babylonia, a proud and 

mighty nation with its own brand of justice, to chasten His people! The Chaldeans were a fierce 

and hasty people who were already running roughshod over other nations, violently conquering 

them. This was almost more than Habakkuk could handle! 

So now the prophet’s struggle moved to a new and deeper level. His first pleadings had been 

motivated by his understanding that God is holy and just. So while he understood that God was 

going to use the Chaldeans as an instrument of judgment, he couldn’t understand how God could 

use them. So he prayed (1:13): 

 
Your eyes are too pure to behold evil, 

and you cannot look on wrongdoing; 
why do you look on the treacherous,  

and are silent when the wicked swallow  
those more righteous than they? 

 

In other words, he was saying, “O God, You are pure and holy and righteous! How can You 

stand by and let this happen? Yes, Your people have sinned, but their sin and wickedness are 

nothing compared to those Chaldeans! How can You even allow such a thing to happen?” 

Habakkuk just couldn’t imagine his holy and just God using a people as cruel and idolatrous 

as the Chaldeans to carry out His purpose. So he earnestly laid bare his doubts and questions 

before the LORD, and then went to his regular place of prayer to await God’s reply—whatever it 

might be. 

And the LORD did answer him. But it wasn’t the answer he wanted. He was asking, “Why?” 

and “How?” And God didn’t rebuke him for asking! But God’s response had to do not with 

trying to justify His own actions to His perplexed servant, but rather helping His perplexed and 

frustrated servant deal with the circumstances at hand. 

God’s reply began with the instruction to write down the revelation he had received so it 

would be clear to everyone. Its fulfillment was awaiting its time; it would surely come, even if it 

seemed to delay. In the midst of all that would take place, the proud person would fail, but the 

righteous would live by their faith (2:4). Then God went on to describe how at the right time, the 

Chaldeans would be judged for their wickedness and violence to the nations. They, too, would be 

devastated and plundered, and the cup of the LORD’s wrath would come to them as well. In the 
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midst of all this, their idols would be silent and do nothing, because they couldn’t do anything. 

But the LORD is and would be in His holy temple, and all the earth would be called to keep silent 

before Him (2:20). 
 

Habakkuk’s turning point . . . 

This was the turning point for the troubled prophet. It seems he took God very seriously 

when He said, but the righteous live by their faith. Now, in the form of a psalm, Habakkuk called 

on God to work on behalf of His people for their deliverance as He had in earlier times. 

Recalling God’s past deliverances in a sublime, poetic way, he took confidence in God’s mighty 

works. But the prospect of what was coming before the deliverance caused him to shake in his 

sandals. Yet even as he trembled, he expressed his confidence that deliverance would come 

(3:16). 

 
I hear, and I tremble within; my lips quiver at the sound. 
Rottenness enters into my bones,  

and my steps tremble beneath me. 
I wait quietly for the day of calamity 

to come upon the people who attack us. 

 
Habakkuk hadn’t come to this point easily! It had been a long, heart-rending struggle that had 

shaken the very foundations of his beliefs and the very depths of his being. It had involved 

honest fears and frustrations and sincere doubts. But now, with a renewed confidence that despite 

the appearance circumstances might give, God was ultimately in control, His will and purpose 

would be accomplished, and His justice ultimately done, the prophet expressed his faith and hope 

(3:17-18): 

 
Though the fig tree does not blossom, 

and no fruit is on the vines; 
though the produce of the olive fails,  

and the fields yield no food; 
though the flock is cut off from the fold, 

and there is no herd in the stalls, 
yet I will rejoice in the LORD; 

I will exult in the God of my salvation. 
 

Habakkuk had come to the point that his confidence in the holiness, purity, and righteousness 

of God no longer depended on his circumstances, but on God Himself. His situation no longer 

dictated his faith; rather, it was dictated by what it actually was—his relationship with God 

(3:19)! 

 
GOD, the Lord, is my strength; 

he makes my feet like the feet of a deer, 
and makes me tread upon the heights. 

 

This God with whom he had a relationship enabled him to face the mountains of his difficulties 

with the agility of a deer scampering across the rocky ridges of Palestine! Truly, this righteous 

man was living by faith and faithfulness! 
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Faith for our tough times . . . 

As I said earlier, there’s a word here for us in our struggles today. Even in the tough times, 

when it seems impossible to have faith, we can have this same kind of unconditional trust in 

God, a faith that looks to God as our joy and strength. Even when we feel like crying out with the 

psalmist and with Jesus on the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” we can come 

to the point where we also pray with Jesus, “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit” (Psalm 

22:1; Mark 14:34; Luke 23:46). Like Habakkuk, we can have faith, even in the toughest times, 

when we base it on God rather than circumstances. 

I’ve had to learn over and over again how to make this confession with Habakkuk. There’s a 

lot we can learn from his struggle that helps us keep coming to this kind of faith. 

First, it’s essential that we always remember that the righteous live by their faith and 

faithfulness. According to Stephen Winward,3 the Old Testament emphasis on faith is that 

because God is reliable, trustworthy, loyal, and faithful, those who trust Him become so, too. 

The New Testament emphasis is on trust in and commitment to God, leading to this 

trustworthiness and faithfulness. The point is that those who have faith are faithful to God! Not 

only does this lead to our salvation; it dictates our daily living here and now! 

So it’s important to strengthen our faith by recalling what God has done in the past. This is 

what Habakkuk did in his psalm. But we have much more to recall than he did. We not only 

recall God’s deliverances of Israel; we also remember God’s greatest deliverance through the 

cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ! There He won the victory through what seemed to be 

defeat! We remember how He forgives and sets free all who put their trust in Him, and His 

promise to return in glory to raise the dead, judge the world in justice, and set all things right in 

new heavens and a new earth. We also recall what He’s done for us personally. From God’s 

story in Scripture and our own experience with Christ, we bear witness to His saving acts and 

sustaining power to help others know Him. 

 A word of caution here, though: Sometimes rather than taking the problem away, God 

chooses to bring us through the problem. As his young daughter lay dying, the great Baptist New 

Testament scholar A.T. Robertson walked around his house with his Greek New Testament in 

his hand. Over and over he read the story of Jesus’ raising Jairus’ daughter, pleading, “He raised 

Jairus’ daughter, why not mine?” She died, but God gave comfort and graciously saw him and 

his wife through their loss. 

Another insight from Habakkuk’s struggle is the twofold basis of this kind of faith. First, God 

is sovereign, and thus ultimately in control of the situation. By His own choice and nature, He’ll 

never violate humankind’s power of choice. Yet He’s able to work through the right and even the 

wrong choices we make to bring about His will. That was exactly what happened with Jesus’ 

crucifixion! The second basis is that faith is a personal relationship with God. Habakkuk called 

Him “the God of my salvation” and “my strength.” We personally know this God who is in control, 

and thus we can have this kind of confidence in Him! 

Finally, we learn that this kind of faith is a decision. It doesn’t come to us unwillingly or by 

accident. When we’ve struggled with our questions, we must then, by God’s grace, decide, “I 

will trust God.” This is a choice that’s left to us. No one else can make it for us! We must decide! 

 

Habakkuk’s confession of faith is perhaps the most beautiful of all the confessions found in 

the Old Testament. It speaks a needed word to us when we experience testing and trials and 

tragedies in our lives. What better way to conclude a sermon on this stirring Old Testament 

confession than by reading what is perhaps the most moving confession of the New Testament 
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(Romans 8:35, 37-39)? 

 
Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or 

distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? 
No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him 

who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor 
angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, 
nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to 
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

 

MEG 
                                                 

1 I first saw this phrase in the title of the late John Claypool’s helpful little book on grief, Tracks of a Fellow 

Struggler (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1974).  
2 Scripture quotations are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
3 Stephen F. Winward, A Guide to the Prophets (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1976), 120. 


