
Sermon 2: Habakkuk 1:5-11: My Ways Are Not Your Ways

OUTLINE

God’s action
God’s agent

INTRODUCTION

Have you ever had an answer to prayer that was completely unexpected?  There you were 
asking the Lord for one thing, and then He went and answered your prayer but not in the 
way you had hoped.  There is a famous example of this in John Newton, it is recorded in 
one of the hymns we sing.  It was originally called ‘Prayer answered by crosses’ here is the 
opening stanza, 
‘I asked the Lord that I might grow
In faith and love and ev’ry grace,
Might more of His salvation know,
And seek more earnestly His face.’
How would you expect God to answer this prayer?  Newton tells us of his surprise, in 
stanzas 3-4, 
‘I hoped that in some favored hour
At once He’d answer my request
And, by His love’s constraining pow’r,
Subdue my sins and give me rest.

Instead of this, He made me feel
The hidden evils of my heart
And let the angry pow’rs of hell
Assault my soul in ev’ry part.’

He prayed for holiness and he got the sinfulness of his heart exposed stirred up through an 
onslaught of temptation, but he ends the poem with a recognition that this is how God 
answers prayer for holiness.  Habakkuk is in a similar situation.  He prays for God to do 
something about the sin in the people of Judah.  He is part of the righteous remnant who is 
crying out for God to act.  What did Habakkuk expect?  Perhaps he thought God would raise
up another Josiah and a nationwide revival break out, or perhaps cause Jehoiakim to be 
humbled like Manasseh and repent bringing blessing upon the nation.  God’s answer to 
Habakkuk’s prayer is Babylon not reformation.

We are at present in the middle of a dialogue between God and Habakkuk.  Habakkuk has 
made his first complaint accusing God of not hearing prayer, not caring, being complacent in
the face of sin and now God will make His first response.  This section falls into two parts, 
the first is v5-6a which speaks about God acting, and then v6b-11 is a description of God’s 
agent.  

God’s action

V5, ‘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.’  God is going to reveal to Habakkuk that He 
has not been inactive and uncaring, but rather that He has taken the situation more 
seriously and been more active than Habakkuk could have guessed.  God knows that what 
He is about to reveal is unexpected and surprising and Habakkuk is prepared with four 



words, ‘Look,’ ‘see,’ ‘wonder,’ ‘be astounded.’  Look and see call Habakkuk to see things 
from a new perspective, wonder and be astounded call for an unexpected point of view.  
This is what God says to us when He wants us to change the wrongheaded way in which we
are thinking.

Firstly, notice that Habakkuk is called to expand his horizons from his local concerns to what
God is doing internationally, ‘Look among the nations and see.’  Habakkuk has been looking 
for a solution but has only been looking for those expected solutions that his finite mind 
could conceive.  He is now invited to view the big picture.  There will have been a little bit of
this in the gospels.  The problem that Israel and the disciples saw was Roman oppression, 
the solution they thought they needed was a Warrior Messiah to rescue them and bring 
about political supremacy, instead they got a suffering Messiah and a cross, an apparent 
defeat and reversal of their hopes.  Habakkuk wanted revival he got invasion, exile and the 
terrors of war. 

Secondly, Habakkuk is told to expect the unexpected, to be ready to wonder and be 
astounded.  Notice that Habakkuk is assured that God is the one working, ‘For I am doing a 
work.’  This reminder will be important because sometimes when God brings His will to pass 
it looks like the devil is in the driving seat.  Habakkuk is also warned that it is going to be 
something hard to believe, something ‘that you would not believe if told.’  

This is one of the great lessons of this section, that God does not do as we expect, and 
things may in fact appear terrible before they come right.  One biblical example will suffice.  
Think on Joseph, the one who had been given prophetic dreams by God of his supremacy.  
Then the road to their fulfilment takes a drastic turn as his brothers turn on him desiring to 
murder him, but he is sold into slavery instead.  Then just as he is doing well in his work as 
a slave, perhaps he was even entertaining the prospect of buying his freedom, and gaining 
prominence he becomes the victim of Potiphar’s wife’s lies.  All he was trying to do was be 
godly and that got him landed in prison.  Then in prison he serves well, and he helps some 
fellow prisoners interpret their disturbing dreams.  He does them a good turn hoping that 
they would put a good word in for him, but it is years before Pharaoh has a dream he needs
interpreting and the cupbearer remembers Joseph.  But then it all changes and things take 
shape showing how God had been at work preparing everything for His own wise and good 
purposes.  Joseph through his hard life was now an interpreter of dreams with a well-honed 
ability to manage finances.  And when it became clear that famine was on the way and 
careful management was needed, not only were Joseph’s fortunes reversed but God used 
him to save many people’s lives including the lives of God’s chosen people, his own family.

Is it the unexpected way in which God works that you have to be reminded of today?  Listen
to 1 Peter 1:6-7, ‘In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, if necessary, you have 
been grieved by various trials, 7 so that the tested genuineness of your faith—more precious 
than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire—may be found to result in praise and 
glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ.’  At the moment you are not experiencing 
the rejoicing of the verse and the grief of the various trials.  What brings the joy in the midst
of the grief?  It is knowing that our Father who is keeping heaven for us, and us for heaven 
is doing a perfecting work, a refining work in our lives.  It is a work of testing and purifying 
our faith, that it might bring glory to God and result in the rewards for our good deeds for 
ourselves in heaven one day.  Seeing who does it, being reminded of the purposefulness of 
what we suffer, seeing the good that results, having the eternal perspective placed before 
us, this is how we walk by faith and not by sight, this is how we remind ourselves that God’s
ways are not our ways.         



Then God drops the bomb at the beginning of v6, ‘For behold, I am raising up the 
Chaldeans.’  Now these statements are twice as hard to accept for the modern man as they 
were for Habakkuk. Habakkuk struggled with the theological problem of a good God using a 
sinful people as His instrument against His own people.  This is a problem but not the first 
one that occurs to us, we stumble at the ‘I’ statements that God is in control of the nations, 
of who rises and who falls, and on top of that that the obviously sinful actions of these 
nations are by His ordering.  God is here answering Habakkuk’s question but with an answer
that creates more questions.  Firstly, the Bible makes no bones about God’s sovereignty 
over the nations, Nebuchadnezzar, the most powerful king at the time was humbled by God 
and confessed the same, Dan. 4:34-35, ‘At the end of the days I, Nebuchadnezzar, lifted my
eyes to heaven, and my reason returned to me, and I blessed the Most High, and praised 
and honored him who lives forever, for his dominion is an everlasting dominion, and his 
kingdom endures from generation to generation; all the inhabitants of the earth are 
accounted as nothing, and he does according to his will among the host of heaven and 
among the inhabitants of the earth; and none can stay his hand or say to him, “What have 
you done?”  For us this is a sticking point, did God put the Roman Caesar who killed 
Christians in power?  Yes!  Did God raise Hitler up in Europe?  Yes!  The bible is most clear 
on the fact that kingdoms rise and fall by God’s will.  That God does it is not questioned, 
why He does it is not always clear.  We know from Nahum’s prophecy that Babylon was 
raised up to punish Assyria, and from various prophets we also know that God has been 
patient for generations and now is the time for Judah’s idolatry and injustice to be punished.

The second problem that arises is the problem of God’s sovereignty over the sinful actions 
of men, namely the Babylonians and the cruel and sadistic practices along with all the 
travesties of war.  Here is a classic example of this from when God promised to raise up the 
Assyrians for the same purpose of being instruments of His justice, Isaiah 10:5-11, ‘Woe to 
Assyria, the rod of my anger; 
the staff in their hands is my fury! 

6 Against a godless nation I send him, 
and against the people of my wrath I command him, 

to take spoil and seize plunder, 
and to tread them down like the mire of the streets. 

7 But he does not so intend, 
and his heart does not so think; 

but it is in his heart to destroy, 
and to cut off nations not a few; 

8 for he says: 
“Are not my commanders all kings? 

9 Is not Calno like Carchemish? 
Is not Hamath like Arpad? 
Is not Samaria like Damascus? 

10 As my hand has reached to the kingdoms of the idols, 
whose carved images were greater than those of Jerusalem and Samaria, 

11 shall I not do to Jerusalem and her idols 
as I have done to Samaria and her images?” 

Firstly, notice how God calls Assyria the rod of His anger in v5.  Then how the staff in their 
hands is His anger.  Secondly, notice in v6 how they are sent by God to do His will in 
punishing an ungodly nation, v11 reveals this to be God’s own people.  It states that God 
has commanded them and they are obeying God’s command.  Now this sort of description is
problematic, but the bible makes no hesitation in crediting God as the source of Assyria’s 
actions.  At this point it may appear that God is the author of sin and that He wills sin, 



based on the statements so far it seems hard to not draw that logical conclusion.  However, 
v7 brings in an important clarification, ‘But he does not so intend, and his heart does not 
think so….’  V5-6 give us the impression that Assyria is God’s servant obeying His 
commands, as if he had been given direct instructions.  But 7 helps us to see that Assyria 
itself does not see itself as God’s servant and obeying God’s will.  V7 goes on, ‘but it is in his
heart to destroy, and to cut off nations not a few.’  That text says that God commanded 
Assyria, but then it says that the idea to destroy is Assyria’s own.  So which is it, is Assyria 
doing God’s will or is Assyria doing their own will?  And the answer is yes, it is both.  God 
has a holy a perfect will to punish sin giving it what it deserves, and Assyria who have a 
sinful will to dominate, plunder and destroy are doing all of their own will.  

The next question that comes up is: How does God get the Assyrians to will evil without God
being the author of their sin?  Does God put the thought to do evil in their hearts?  Romans 
9:18 sheds some light on this question by introducing us to the process of God hardening a 
sinner’s heart.  Hardening a sinner’s heart is what is called a passive, judicial hardening.  
The natural tendency of an already sinful heart is to drift from God to sin.  The only thing 
keeping us from being as sinful as we could be is God’s restraining grace.  So if God is 
passive, if He stops exerting His good influence, the sinner’s heart will harden of its own 
accord.  God does not take an active role in guiding the heart to sin, He takes a passive role
in permitting the sinner’s heart to harden of its own volition.  In other words, there is no 
violation of free will.  But it is also a judicial hardening, in other words, God sees a sinner 
who has impenitently gone on in sin and has provoked the anger of God’s justice against 
themselves.  This is not a random and unwarranted act, but a holy act of justice.  It is not 
arbitrary, nor is it vindictive, but justice that allows the sinner to go their own way and bring
the full weight of their own sinfulness upon themselves.  This is what Isaiah is talking about 
when he describes the Assyrians doing God’s will while doing their own will.

So coming back to Habakkuk; this is how God is able to use a sinful people to do His good 
and holy will without condoning their sin nor being the author of it.  Their will is not violated
while God’s will is fulfilled.  They do what they want all the while doing what God wants.  

God’s agents

The rest of our text from the second half of v6-11 is a description of God’s agents, the 
Babylonians.  Habakkuk accused God of not seeing the details of injustice and violence, now
God responds with a very detailed description of those who He will use to do His justice.  
The terrible picture He paints of the Babylonians makes  it very clear how seriously God is 
taking the situation in Judah.  There are as many as 20 things said about them.  

‘That bitter and hasty nation.’  Different nations get characterized in different ways here we 
see that Babylon is said to be bitter, in other words their hearts are not sweet and 
generous, but they are driven by cruelty and hatred.  ‘Hasty’ describes not only their sudden
rise and fall from power but their impetuous nature.  

‘Who march the breadth of the earth to seize dwellings not their own.’  They do not keep 
within their own borders, they roam far and wide simply to own what is another’s.  They are
selfish and thieves and they will bring upon Israel the prophesied consequences of sin.  
They were given the land and houses they had not built when God judged the Amorites, 
now because of their sin the Babylonians will have the land and their houses.  Where once 
the Israelites drove out the Canaanites, the Israelites are now the Canaanites.



V7, ‘they are dreaded and fearsome.’  A people who did not fear God will now fear the 
instrument of His wrath.  ‘Their justice and dignity go forth from themselves.’  This verse is 
a statement about how they have their own ideas about justice and honour and are a law 
unto themselves.  They do not obey God’s law they have their own laws they follow and so 
disregard Israel’s.  

V8, next we have described their military might, ‘Their horses are swifter than leopards, 
more fierce than the evening wolves; their horsemen press proudly on.  Their horsemen 
come from afar; they fly like an eagle/vulture swift to devour.’  Leopards are quick and agile
killers, the Babylonian cavalry likewise is quick and agile, and their warhorses are not timid 
but fiercer than wolves.  Then we have described the horsemen who are strong and proud 
and undaunted by the conflict of battle.  The bird of prey depicted here is most likely a 
vulture who sees a kill from afar and descends upon it and gobbles up the leftovers before 
the other scavengers arrive.  

V9, ‘They all come for violence, all their faces are forward.  They gather captives like sand.’  
None of them are merciful they all love violence, and they are eager for it.  The last part of 
v9 echoes the promise to Abraham that his descendants will be like the sand on the 
seashore.  The picture I have in my mind is this, when you grab a handful of sand, how 
many grains of sand are you holding?  In the same way these Babylonians snatch and grab 
thousands of slaves from Judah.  Three times Babylon attacked Judah and three times they 
carried off captives, people like Daniel and Ezekiel were taken to Babylon.  

V10, ‘At kings they scoff, and at rulers they laugh.  They laugh at every fortress, for they 
pile up earth and take it.’  Kingdoms, armies and fortresses do not deter them.  They are so 
accomplished in the art of war it is fun.  The strongest defenses like a fortress are overcome
as simply as building a sandcastle. 

V11, ‘Then they sweep by like the wind and go on, guilty men, whose own might is their 
god!’  None of us can stop the wind and so irresistible are the Babylonians.  God’s final 
description of them defines them as guilty, as sinners, as lawless, and men who are self-
sufficient who worship their own strength.  

No doubt this description is terrifying but this is what happens when God allows a sinful 
nation to pursue its hearts desires and to become a power that He will use to bring 
punishment on other sinners.  The detail of Babylon’s sinfulness will no doubt catch in 
Habakkuk’s throat, he will not be able to swallow it, and this will lead to his second 
complaint.  We will pick that up next week.                   
 
     
     


