
“JUDGMENT AND JOY”

I. Introduction

A. We just started this sermon series, and already it is at its end.

1. This is because Habakkuk is one of the shortest books in the 
Old Testament.

2. It is only three chapters long, but a great deal is packed into 
these three chapters.

3. One of the things that stands out is the transformation that 
takes place in Habakkuk.

4. The man who is speaking here in the third chapter is not the 
same man that we heard back in chapter 1.

5. This short book began with Habakkuk bringing a complaint 
before God, but it ends with him composing a song of praise.

B. God has told Habakkuk that he is going to use the Babylonians to 
send judgment upon his own people.

1. He has also assured Habakkuk that he will eventually send 
judgment upon the Babylonians as well.

2. As we study this passage tonight, I want us to consider three 
aspects of Habakkuk’s response to what the Lord has 
revealed to him.

3. First, Habakkuk prays for God to revive his work.

4. Second, Habakkuk recounts God’s work in the past.

5. And third, Habakkuk rejoices in the Lord.

II. Revive Your Work
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A. In the first two verses of this chapter, we see the prophet praying 
for God to revive his work.

1. Habakkuk was living at a time when most of God’s people 
had turned away from him.

2. Back in chapter 1, this caused him to ask the Lord accusatory 
questions like, “why do you idly look at wrong?”

3. But now that Habakkuk has heard the Lord’s words about 
the coming judgment, his tone has changed.

4. He responds to the things that God has told him by saying, 
“O LORD, I have heard the report of you, and your work, O 
LORD, do I fear.” 

5. Instead of charging God with neglect, he stands in awe of 
him.

6. Listen to Martyn Lloyd-Jones’ explanation of how this 
change was brought about:  “How was Habakkuk brought 
to such a position?  It would seem that it was when he 
stopped thinking of his own nation, or of the Chaldeans, and 
contemplated only the holiness and justice of God against 
the dark background of sin in the world.  Our problems can 
nearly all be traced to our persistence in looking at the 
immediate problems themselves, instead of looking at them 
in the light of God.” [cited in Boice, 419]

7. Do you see Lloyd-Jones’ point?

8. Our field of vision is so easily dominated by the things that 
are most troubling to us.

9. When that happens, we tend to lose sight of the things that 
the Bible tells us about God.

10. It is only when we turn our eyes away from our immediate 
problems and attend to God’s Word that we begin to see the 



3

situation in the light of God’s truth.

11. This does not mean that all of our questions will be 
answered.

12. It simply means that we will be humbled before God.

B. The first thing that Habakkuk prays in this chapter is for the Lord 
to revive his work and make it known.

1. What is this “work” that Habakkuk wants God to revive?

2. I think that the context makes it clear that it is God’s work of 
carrying out the redemption of his people by unleashing his 
judgment upon all that stands opposed to it.

3. God’s “work” involves both salvation and judgment.

4. These two things go hand in hand in the Bible.

5. They are two sides of the same coin.

C. On of the places where we can see this is in Jesus words to 
Nicodemus in John 3.

1. Jesus tells Nicodemus, “Whoever believes in [God’s Son] is 
not condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned 
already, because he has not believed in the name of the only 
Son of God.  And this is the judgment:  the light has come 
into the world, and people loved the darkness rather than 
the light because their deeds were evil.” (Jn. 3:18-19)

2. The same event (Jesus’ coming into the world) is 
simultaneously a matter of salvation and judgment.

3. Sin had to be condemned.

4. Jesus bore that condemnation on the cross.
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5. But those who refuse to believe in Christ stand condemned 
already.

D. Habakkuk does not ask God to change his mind about sending the 
Babylonians against Judah.

1. He doesn’t presume to tell God how to do his work.

2. He understands that this is how God is going to carry out his 
purposes.

3. At the same time, he also prays, “in wrath remember mercy.”

4. Though he accepts the fact that God’s wrath is about to fall 
upon Judah, he pleads with the Lord to extend mercy to his 
covenant people.

5. We might wonder how Habakkuk could speak of God 
having wrath toward his own people.

6. The Scriptures tell us that there is no longer any 
condemnation for those whom God has redeemed.

7. This was just as true in the Old Testament as it is in the New 
Testament.

8. So how could God have any wrath toward the people of 
Judah?

E. One thing that we need to remember as we think about this is that 
there is a distinction between the visible church and the invisible 
church.

1. Not all of those who belong to the visible church have true 
faith.

2. Not all of the people of Judah were genuine believers.
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3. Perhaps some of them were brought to saving faith through 
the judgment that came at the hands of the Babylonians.

4. But for those who persisted in their rebellion and unbelief, 
Babylon’s invasion really was a matter of God’s wrath.

5. This was not the case for the faithful remnant in Judah. 

6. As Calvin explains, “the word wrath is not to be taken 
according to its strict sense, when the faithful or the elect are 
spoken of; for God does not chastise them because he hates 
them; nay, on the contrary, he thereby manifests the care he 
has for their salvation.  Hence the scourges by which God 
chastises his children are testimonies of his love.”

7. Even though God did not spare the faithful from the 
invasion, he used it for their ultimate good.

8. In his wrath, he remembered mercy.

9. No matter what form of adversity the Lord ordains for us, he 
never forgets to be merciful towards his children.

III. Recounting God’s Work in the Past

A. This brings us to the next part of Habakkuk’s prayer, verses 3-15, 
where he recounts God’s work in the past.

1. By composing this song, Habakkuk was helping Israel reflect 
upon how God had carried out his saving purposes for them 
through the judgments that he brought upon their enemies.

2. This is a helpful exercise for us to engage in as the people of 
God.

3. We should regularly look back at the works that God has 
done in past redemptive history.
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4. By doing so, we stir up our faith and gain biblical 
perspective for our lives in the world today.

5. This is why it is so important for us to be singing songs that 
are focused not only upon our subjective experience of God 
but also upon God’s objective work within history.  

6. When we sing about those things, we are reminded that our 
God is the same God who worked such great deliverances in 
ages past.

7. We are reassured that he is just as mighty to save his people 
today as he was in days gone by.

B. Without looking at every single detail, I want us to consider a few 
of the things that Habakkuk sings about in these verses.

1. In verse 3, he speaks of Teman and Paran, which were 
mountain ranges situated between Israel and Sinai.

2. Habakkuk uses these ranges to give a poetic description of 
how God came to his people’s aid when they were out in the 
wilderness.

3. It was as if God swooped down from the mountain-tops and 
rescued them.

C. Verse 5 says that pestilence went before the Lord, and plague  
followed at his heels.

1. This is a poetic description of what took place when God 
sent the plagues on Egypt because of Pharaoh’s refusal to let 
Israel go.

2. Those plagues were not merely natural disasters.

3. They were judgments from God.
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D. The remaining verses in this section describe God as a great warrior 
who strikes terror into the hearts of the creation and its inhabitants.

1. There is a great deal of hyperbole and personification here, 
but the reference to the sun and moon standing still in verse 
11 is referring to something that actually took place.

2. In Joshua 10, God suspended the laws of nature so that the 
Israelites could finish destroying their enemies.  

3. The overall theme of this section is summed up in verses 12 
and 13.

4. The Lord threshed the nations in anger for the sake of the 
salvation of his people.

5. He accomplished salvation through his acts of judgment.

E. The judgment of Israel’s enemies was salvation for Israel.

1. They would have had no hope were it not for God’s 
intervention on their behalf.

2. This is the point that Habakkuk makes in verse 14, where he 
says that Israel’s enemies “came like a whirlwind to scatter 
me, rejoicing as if to devour the poor in secret.”

3. God didn’t let that happen.

4. He saved his people by unleashing his judgment upon those 
who sought to do them harm.

5. God does the same thing for his church today.

6. He will not permit the world to swallow up his people.

IV. Rejoicing in the Lord
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A. This brings us to the third part of our passage, verses 16-19, where 
we see Habakkuk rejoicing in the Lord.

1. As he reflects upon the ways in which God displayed his 
power in the past, Habakkuk stands in awe.

2. The God who has done such wonders in the past is now 
going to bring his wrath upon the nation of Judah.

3. Again, it would only be wrath in the strict sense for those 
who were without true faith.

4. For the faithful, it would either be a means of discipline or a 
means of perfecting their faith.

5. Habakkuk does not raise a protest about what God is about 
to do.

6. Instead, he trembles before the Lord.

7. Such a reverent response served as an example for 
Habakkuk's fellow Israelites.

8. They too needed to repent and renew their faith in the face 
of the coming disaster.

B. At the end of verse 16, Habakkuk says, “I will quietly wait for the 
day of trouble to come upon people who invade us.” 

1. Note that this is exactly what God told Habakkuk to do in 
the previous chapter.

2. God said, “For still the vision awaits its appointed time; it 
hastens to the end—it will not lie. If it seems slow, wait for it; 
it will surely come; it will not delay.” (2:3)

3. Habakkuk is waiting.

4. He believes that God will keep his word.
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5. Even though he will not live to see Babylon’s fall, he trusts 
that it will take place in God’s appointed time.

C. As we come to verses 17-19, we find what one commentator calls 
“one of the most moving statements of faith and trust found in 
Scripture.” [Baker, 68]

1. Listen to the prophet’s words one more time:  “Though the 
fig tree should not blossom, nor fruit be on the vines, the 
produce of the olive fail and the fields yield no food, the 
flock be cut off from the fold and there be no herd in the 
stalls, yet I will rejoice in the LORD; I will take joy in the 
God of my salvation. GOD, the Lord, is my strength; he 
makes my feet like the deer’s; he makes me tread on my 
high places.” (3:17–19)

2. It is easy to rejoice when things are going well.

3. It is much more difficult to rejoice when things are falling 
apart all around you.

4. But that is precisely what Habakkuk does here.

5. He describes the coming desolation of Judah.

6. He knows that the Babylonians are going to bring 
devastation.

7. He understands that lean years are ahead for God’s people.

8. Yet he is determined not to allow the absence of temporal 
blessings to cause him to despair.

9. Because his joy is in the Lord, it cannot be shaken.

D. We need to cultivate the same attitude.

1. As Calvin puts it, “our joy shall not depend on outward 
prosperity… for we are fully persuaded, that our salvation is 
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in God’s hand, and that he is its faithful guardian.” 

2. Whatever distress falls upon you in this life, you can and 
you should always rejoice in the fact that in Christ you are 
the object of God’s favor.

3. Remember the words that we sing in the hymn “How Firm a 
Foundation” -- our God says to us, “For I will be with you, 
your troubles to bless, and sanctify to you your deepest 
distress.”

4. Like a deer that nimbly climbs up a mountain slope, you will 
receive strength from your God to surmount whatever 
obstacles come your way.

V. Conclusion

A. Join me now as I conclude by reading the prayer that John Calvin 
wrote at the end of his comments on this book of prophecy:  
“Grant, Almighty God, that as we cease not daily to provoke thy 
wrath against us, and as the hardness and obstinacy of our flesh is 
so great, that it is necessary for us to be in various ways afflicted, -- 
O grant, that we may patiently bear thy chastisements, and under a 
deep feeling of sorrow flee to thy mercy; and may we in the 
meantime persevere in the hope of that mercy, which thou has 
promised, and which has been once exhibited towards us in Christ, 
so that we may not depend on the earthly blessings of this 
perishable life, but relying on thy word may proceed in the course 
of our calling, until we shall at length be gathered into that blessed 
rest, which is laid up for us in heaven, through Christ our Lord.  
Amen.”


