
“AN UNEXPECTED ANSWER”

I. Introduction

A. Before we delve into our study of Habakkuk, it will be helpful to 
review the historical backdrop of this book. 

1. You will recall that the nation of Israel was divided into two 
separate kingdoms after the reign of Solomon.

2. The ten northern tribes revolted against Solomon’s foolish 
son Rehoboam and were henceforth known as the kingdom 
of Israel.

3. The southern kingdom consisted of the territory that was 
allotted to Judah and it was therefore known as the kingdom 
of Judah.

4. The northern kingdom fell to the Assyrians in the year 722 
B.C.

5. Habakkuk lived about a hundred years after that, serving as 
a prophet in Israel’s southern kingdom.

6. At this point in time, the Babylonians, who are here referred 
to as the Chaldeans, were quickly gaining power and 
eventually overtook Assyria as the superpower in the Near 
East.

7. God used Assyria to punish Israel’s northern kingdom, and 
in our text he tells Habakkuk that he is going to use Babylon 
to punish the southern kingdom.

8. And God’s word was fulfilled in 586 B.C. when Babylon 
captured Jerusalem and destroyed the temple.

B. One of the things that makes the book of Habakkuk unique is that 
it is not directly addressed to God’s people.
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1. Unlike most of the other prophetic books, it is not a 
collection of oracles prefaced by the phrase, “Thus says the 
LORD.”

2. Instead, it is a dialogue between Habakkuk and God.

3. This dialogue originates when Habakkuk is troubled by the 
things taking place around him and he brings a complaint 
before the Lord.

4. God answers Habakkuk’s complaint, but this only makes 
matters worse for the prophet.

5. The key question in the book of Habakkuk is this:  how can 
God use a wicked nation to accomplish his holy purposes?

6. This is essentially the question that Habakkuk is asking in 
the last part of our passage.

7. As we study this text tonight, we will consider it under three 
headings:  an unfaithful church; an ungodly nation; and a 
perplexed prophet.

II. An Unfaithful Church (1:1-4)

A. The book begins with Habakkuk complaining to the Lord about the 
state of God’s covenant people in his day.

1. He is troubled by what he perceives to be God’s failure to 
administer justice in Israel.

2. As one commentator puts it, Habakkuk’s “theological 
understanding of God as just and righteous is not matched 
by his experience of God.” [Baker, 51] 

3. Habakkuk was alive during the reign of Josiah, a righteous 
king who brought about a significant revival in Judah.

4. But the description that Habakkuk gives of the people of 
Judah in his complaint makes it clear that this book was 
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written after Josiah’s death.

5. While Josiah led a reformation, his reforms were imposed 
from the top down.

6. Consequently, when he died the nation quickly reverted to 
its ungodly ways.

7. Things were very dark in Judah during this period.

8. The people worshipped Baal on the high places.

9. They let the temple fall into a state of ruin.

10. They even sacrificed some of their children to the false god 
Molech.

B. Habakkuk loves the Lord and his ways, and his heart is broken by 
the fact that God’s people are living in such blatant disregard of 
God’s law.

1. He even says that the law is paralyzed.

2. It is not ordering society as it should.

3. There was still a righteous remnant, but they were being 
persecuted by the wicked.

4. God seemed to be inactive.

5. Habakkuk brings his concerns about this directly to God.

6. He asks, “why do you idly look at wrong?”

C. This may sound like a bold question, but when we look at the state 
of the church in our day, we find that we can identify with 
Habakkuk’s question.

1. There are many churches these days that call themselves 
Christian but that teach and approve of things that God 
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explicitly condemns in his Word.

2. To give just one example, think about what is taking place in 
the Presbyterian Church (USA), the denomination from 
which our Presbyterian Church in America separated about 
forty years ago. 

3. This past summer the PCUSA overwhelmingly voted at its 
General Assembly to allow its ministers to perform same-sex 
marriages.

4. It also voted to redefine marriage as a covenantal 
relationship between “two people” rather than between one 
man and one woman.

5. This is just one blatant example of unfaithfulness in the 
church today, and there are many other problems with the 
state of Christ’s church in our world.

6. Does this bother us?

7. Are we grieved over it?

8. We should be.

9. And we should express our grief in the same way that 
Habakkuk does here.

10. We should cry out to God to do something about the 
shameful condition of his church.

III. An Ungodly Enemy (1:5-11)

A. This brings us to the second part of our text, where the emphasis 
shifts from the idea of an unfaithful church to that of an ungodly 
enemy.

1. God does not leave Habakkuk’s complaint unanswered.
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2. He tells him that he is going to manifest his justice.

3. He says, “Look among the nations, and see; wonder and be 
astounded.  For I am doing a work in your days that you 
would not believe if told.”

4. As we will see in the next section of our text, this was 
literally true.

5. After being told what God was about to do, Habakkuk could 
not believe it.

6. But before we get to that, try to put yourself in Habakkuk’s 
shoes as he listens to the way in which God prefaces what he 
is about to tell him.

7. What do you think would be going through your mind if 
you heard God say that he is going to do a work that is so 
amazing that you wouldn’t even believe it?

8. I suspect that Habakkuk thought something like this:  ‘Yes, I 
knew that the good old days would return.  Now we are 
going to have a revival even greater than the one that we 
enjoyed under Josiah’s reign.  Praise be to God!’

9. Well, if that was what Habakkuk was thinking, his hopes 
were quickly dashed.

10. God was going to bring judgment, not revival, upon his 
unfaithful people.

B. God tells his prophet that he is going to raise up the Chaldeans 
(another name for Babylonians) to bring judgment upon his people.

1. Notice that God says that he is the one who is doing this.

2. He says, “I am doing a work.” 

3. The Chaldeans certainly didn’t see things this way.
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4. They thought that their rise to power was due to their great 
prowess and their cunning.

5. But this text makes it clear that God is in control of history.

6. He is in control of all the political powers in the world.

7. As Martyn Lloyd-Jones puts it, “Every nation on earth is 
under the hand of God, for there is no power in this world 
that is not ultimately controlled by him.  Things are not as 
they appear to be.  It seemed to be the astute military 
prowess of the Chaldeans that had brought them into the 
ascendancy.  But it was not so at all, for God had raised them 
up.  God is the Lord of history.” [Boice, 393]

8. We need to constantly remind ourselves of this.

9. God is always carrying out his purposes.

10. The news outlets do not interpret things along these lines for 
us.

11. But we need to remember that political events are never 
simply in the hands of those who wield political power.

12. God is in control.

13. And because this is the case, Lloyd-Jones offers us this 
counsel:  “Let us not therefore be stumbled when we see 
surprising things happening in the world.  Rather let us ask, 
‘What is the relevance of this event to the kingdom of God?’  
Or, if strange things are happening to you personally, don’t 
complain, but say, ‘What is God teaching me through 
this?’” [cited in Boice, 394]

C. As the Lord describes the Babylonians to Habakkuk, he does not 
hide the fact that they are a fierce and wicked people.

1. God calls them “that bitter and hasty nation.”
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2. They seize dwellings that are not their own.

3. They come for violence.

4. They gather captives like sand.

5. They trust in their own might as their god.

6. Make no mistake:  God knows who these people are.

7. He sees into their hearts.

8. He judges both their actions and their motives.

9. Nevertheless, he is going to use them to bring judgment 
upon his covenant people.

D. Habakkuk has already said that the people of Judah were 
perverting justice.

1. Israel was bad, but they were not nearly as bad as the 
Chaldeans.

2. On top of that, not all of the Israelites were living wicked 
lives.

3. There was a righteous remnant.

4. Habakkuk was one of them.

5. This righteous remnant was going to suffer alongside their 
wicked brethren at the hands of the Babylonians. 

6. They were not exempted from what was about to happen to 
their nation.

7. This does not mean that God forgot about the faithful 
remnant or that he caused them to suffer for other people’s 
sins.
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8. On the contrary, the same events that were an administration 
of God’s judgment upon the wicked in Judah were at the 
same time used by God to further the ultimate spiritual good 
of the faithful.

IV. A Perplexed Prophet (1:12-2:1)

A. This brings us to the last section in our passage, a section in which 
we see the words of a perplexed prophet.

1. Habakkuk is reeling after receiving this news from the Lord.

2. His response certainly reflects his confusion, and perhaps 
even his anger.

3. At the same time, his response is also a response of faith.

4. Habakkuk begins by stating what he knows to be true about 
God.

5. He says, “Are you not from everlasting, O LORD my God, 
my Holy One?  We shall not die.”

6. Notice what he is doing here.

7. Even though he is devastated by what he has just heard, he 
stops to think.

8. He expresses basic biblical truths and then he applies those 
truths to the situation.

9. In the words of James Boice, “I think [Habakkuk’s] 
reasoning must have been along these lines.  If God is the 
everlasting God -- if he was here before anything we know 
came into existence and will be here after all our problems 
and enemies have faded away -- then the Babylonian 
invasion is not his last word, however final that invasion 
may seem.  His relationship to us is more important and 
more lasting.  Again, if God is holy, as I know him to be, then 
the outcome of this invasion (since it is being caused by 
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God) will not be evil but good in the final analysis.  It will 
accomplish some good purpose.  If God is sovereign, then 
the invasion is not the result of mere chance.  God is still in 
control.  Finally, if God is faithful, then the victory of the 
Babylonian armies must be for the good of God’s people.  It 
does not indicate that God has changed his mind.  He has 
not abandoned us.  We are still his people.” [403]

10. Habakkuk is expressing his faith that God will keep his 
covenant promises to his people.

B. While this is true, there is also a great deal of anxiety in the 
prophet’s response.

1. He cannot understand how the God who is “of purer eyes 
than to see evil” can “idly look at traitors and remain silent 
when the wicked swallows up the man more righteous than 
he”.

2. Habakkuk describes a particular aspect of Babylonian 
brutality in verse 15.

3. He says that they bring up their captives “with a hook.”

4. This was a practice that the Babylonians picked up from the 
Assyrians.

5. They took their captives, put hooks through their lips, tied 
all of the hooks together in a line, and marched the whole 
line of people off into exile.

6. It was not just humiliating but was also excruciatingly 
painful, especially if someone in the line fell down or 
stopped abruptly.

7. Habakkuk cannot understand how God could allow such a 
wicked nation to have their way over his own people.

C. Our passage ends before Habakkuk’s questions are answered.
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1. Habakkuk is still troubled.

2. He does not understand what God is doing.

3. But notice what he does.

4. He says, “I will take my stand at my watchpost and station 
myself on the tower, and look out to see what he will say to 
me, and what I will answer concerning my complaint.”

5. He commits the problem to God in faith and then he leaves 
it with God.

6. And having done so, he then waits for God’s response.

D. This is what we need to do when we find ourselves perplexed over  
what God is doing in the world or in our own lives.

1. We need to commit the problem to God and then leave it in 
his hands.

2. Once we have done that, we need to actively wait for God’s 
answer.

3. God does not speak to his people directly today, but he still 
speaks to us.

4. He speaks through his Word.

5. The way for us to follow Habakkuk’s example of waiting 
upon the Lord in faith is by immersing ourselves in the 
Scriptures and listening carefully to what they say.

6. This does not mean that there is always going to be a clear-
cut answer to all of our questions when attend to the Bible’s 
teaching.

7. But when we station ourselves at the watchpost of the Word, 
we will find clarity and perspective.
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8. God’s Word is a lamp to our feet and a light to our path.

9. Let us strive to wait for its light whenever we are perplexed.


