
Sermon 5: Habakkuk 3: A Song of Faith
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INTRODUCTION

Imagine yourself as the prophet, you know that one of the worst tragedies in human history
is coming, a holocaust against your nation in which many will die and suffer terrible 
atrocities.  What do you do?  Most of us would pack our bags and run away.  Instead 
Habakkuk writes a song to equip Israel for the coming trial.  As a shepherd and teacher of 
the people, Habakkuk shows the righteous what their own response to God should be in the
coming times.  The relevance of a song is immense.  Many truths that have impacted our 
lives have been those we have sung in a hymn.  God instructed Moses to instruct Israel with
a song in Deut. 31:19.  Lessons we were taught with a song are easier remembered, and so
it is with this song.  It is structured like many other psalms, and so technically there are 151
Psalms in the Bible.  You will notice how it begins with the description, ‘A Prayer of 
Habakkuk the prophet, according to Shigionoth.’  Psalms 17, 86, 90, 102, and 142 all have a
similar introduction.  Shigionoth is obscure but could point to the song as a type of lament.  
It then also ends like a Psalm, ‘To the choir: with stringed instruments’.  Not only that 
‘Selah’ is used three times in this song, this is understood to be a dramatic pause for 
reflection.  This is the only place outside the book of Psalms where Selah is used.  You could
call it a song of faith, or a song for the sufferer.

This will be our last message in this series so let us remind ourselves of the argument of the
book up to this point, H was complaining to God about the injustice and sin that was 
permeating the people of God.  H was on the point of accusing God of not being holy and 
just for tolerating it.  God responded in a vision showing that He did care and that He would
act by sending the Babylonians to judge Judah.  This was even harder for H to swallow for 
how could a holy God use a wicked people to afflict a less wicked people?  God did not 
answer all of the questions that we would normally ask when discussing the problem of God
controlling evil instead God rebuked H and told him of his duty which was to live by faith not
sight, and secondly, He gave the assurance that Babylon too wold be judged.  The second 
dialogue ended with a very dramatic picture, ‘But the LORD is in his holy temple; let all the 
earth keep silence before him.’  God is King, God is resident on the throne, God is Holy and 
God is about to judge, our response is one of silence not accusation, silent repentance not 
argumentation.

This prayer has three parts.  V2 is the introduction with a recognition of God and His holy 
plan and three prayer requests.  The body of the prayer is a portrayal of God as the Warrior-
Savior in v3-15.  The psalm ends with trembling yet trusting response of the prophet, v16-
19.  Since this is a song prepared by the prophet for the nation to sing you should picture it 
being sung when Babylon is attacking and ransacking Jerusalem, you think of it being the 
song of the exiles during the 70 years of their captivity, it is a song of faith to be sung by 
the one who suffers.  It is the song of the believer who in faith reconciles himself to loss  
and suffering as God works out His holy and wise plans.  The main body of the song is a 
picture of God coming as a deliverer.  And so it is a song to train our thoughts to accept 
pain in God’s purposes while keeping a hopeful expectation of His salvation.  



Prayer

V2, ‘O Lord, I have heard the report of you, and your work, O Lord, do I fear.  In the midst 
of the years revive it; in the midst of the years make it known; in wrath remember mercy.’  
This prayer begins as all prayer should begin with a recognition of God and His ways.  In 
one sense all the faith and patience and ability to wait that will be spoken of in this song is 
because of the lessons learnt by the prophet of the character of God.  He has been 
reminded of the holiness of God in punishing sin; the mysterious sovereignty of God in being
able to use sin and sinners without being the author of sin; he has learnt about God’s 
faithfulness in preserving His remnant; he has once again seen the long term plan of God, 
that His glory will fill all things; he has been silenced at the reality of God as judge, and as 
present in the midst of His people.  Habakkuk confesses these truths, but he also brings his 
anxiety over the plan of God, the work of God to judge Israel by Babylon in this fashion.  
This fear is again expressed in v16.  Habakkuk’s fear should not be thought to be a criticism 
of God or implying that he has doubts about all that God has revealed so far.  No his fear in 
fact reveals his faith, for he believes that this judgement is coming, and it will be as terrible 
as described.  This fear is the natural gag reflex of any of us to the terror that is coming, 
and it is this fear that Habakkuk submits in faith to the faithfulness of God to him and, the 
final outcome of God’s plan.

Having acknowledged God and submitted his true feelings to God, in light of these he makes
three petitions.  These three petitions are the things that he asks for, and what he records 
in this song so that those who will shortly being going through these experiences should ask
for as well.  He asks for life, knowledge and mercy.    
    
‘In the midst of the years revive it.’   This phrase is used twice and many have debated what
it means.  In the midst of years is likely referring to the times between the judgement of 
Jerusalem and the judgement of Babylon.  The ‘it’ mentioned is the work of God already 
mentioned.  You will remember that God exiled Judah for her sins to Babylon for 70 years 
before Cyrus came and defeated Babylon.  Habakkuk knows that those times cannot be 
avoided so he asks that in those difficult times that God would revive/preserve His 
work/plan for His people.  The preservation of life not the avoidance of difficulty is what the 
prophet asks.  This prayer request betrays a mature type of prayer.  We usually ask that 
difficulty be removed, the prophet knows that God’s plans often include it, and so rather 
asks for preservation in the midst of it.  

‘In the midst of years make it known.’  As before this phrase is a request for what is needed 
in the difficult time between the judgements.  Imagine you are the prophet and you are 
looking forward to the time when Israel will be exiles in Babylon.  You seek to pray for 
them, what do you pray for?  You pray that the plan of God might be made known to them, 
that they might be aware of God’s holy purposes to bring this judgement upon Israel, and 
that this is not God abandoning His promises to Israel but part of His faithfulness.  
Habakkuk knows what faith needs if it is to endure and persevere, it needs knowledge.  
Doesn’t Paul himself say, faith comes by hearing the word of God?  Imagine you were an 
exile trying to understand your situation and you then turned to this song.  What is it telling 
you to ask for during the time of your exile?  You should be asking for what this book 
reveals, the holy purposes of God which come to pass in unexpected ways.

‘in wrath remember mercy.’  Once again the temptation of the exile would be to think that 
they have been cast off by God, but this prayer is reminding them to remember a holy God 
who shows mercy.  He is a God who is compassionate and tenderhearted towards what He 
has made.  He is in covenant with His people and does not seek to destroy them though 



they have because of their sins forced His hand to discipline them severely.  As NT believers
we have a greater assurance of these things as we know that Jesus is our propitiation who 
has satisfied the holy wrath of God towards our sins.  We know that there is no 
condemnation, that all wrath has been removed and any difficulty is to be seen as a from a 
father’s hand.  Hebrews 12:5-8, ‘And have you forgotten the exhortation that addresses you
as sons? 

“My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord, 
nor be weary when reproved by him. 

6 For the Lord disciplines the one he loves, 
and chastises every son whom he receives.” 
7 It is for discipline that you have to endure. God is treating you as sons. For what son is 
there whom his father does not discipline? 8 If you are left without discipline, in which all 
have participated, then you are illegitimate children and not sons.’  

These requests of preservation through pain not apart from it; for a knowledge of God’s 
plan; and a reminder of God’s fatherly mercy are a preamble to a reminder of the God who 
is coming to judge and save.

Vision

The lion’s share of the song is about God and His power to save.  The images are very 
dramatic but they are full of references to past deliverances.  Why do you think God would 
provide a song for His people to sing during the time of the exile that focuses on His power 
to save?  Although they have experienced the sword of God against themselves in 
judgement they must not think that God has cast them off and they must continue to trust 
in His keeping covenant with Him and rescuing them with a mighty hand.  This vision can be
divided into two parts, v3-7 are written in the third person and describe God’s approach.  
V8-15 are written in the second person and describe the effect of His arrival.  The main 
point of this section is v13-15 which speaks about God who ‘went out for the salvation of 
your people,’ and how He will crush the enemies.  The single idea of the vision is of a 
colossal warrior approaching from the south, the vision increases in intensity and it climaxes 
towards God crushing the enemy.  The vision is filled with past references to God’s works of 
deliverance.

V3, ‘God came from Teman, and the Holy One from Mount Paran. Selah  His splendor 
covered the heavens, and the earth was full of his praise.’
 Teman means south and we see in Deut 33:2 that God’s glory shone in the exodus from 
Paran, ‘"The LORD came from Sinai and dawned from Seir upon us; he shone forth from 
Mount Paran; he came from the ten thousands of holy ones, with flaming fire at his right 
hand.’ This was the opening line of the blessing of Moses before he died reporting God’s 
past deliverance.  It was a time when God’s glory was widespread because of His deeds of 
deliverance (v4).  It is this God of old who is able to deliver who is coming.  

V4-5, ‘His brightness was like the light; rays flashed from his hand; and there he veiled his 
power. Before him went pestilence, and plague followed at his heels.’  As He approaches He
is surrounded by glory and latent power.  The picture language of light limps at it attempts 
to try and capture the brightness of His majesty.  It is as if He has lightning up His sleeves.  
In His approach we see that pestilence goes before Him, and plague wherever He puts His 
feet like the Angel of Death at the Passover in Egypt.    

V6, ‘He stood and measured the earth; he looked and shook the nations; then the eternal 
mountains were scattered; the everlasting hills sank low.  His were the everlasting ways.’



 V6 pictures Him arriving and standing in authority measuring out the nations probably 
referring to dividing them up as a King would do His lands.  His arrival affects an earthquake
where the eternal mountains which are said to hold up the earth are shaken and the hills 
are flattened (6b).  That was His effect upon creation but we also His effect on the enemies 
of Israel from the time of entering the land in v7, ‘I saw the tents of Cushan in affliction; the
curtains of the land of Midian did tremble.’  

V8 uses various water references which connect with God’s past works of justice, ‘Was your 
wrath against the rivers, O Lord? Was your anger against the rivers, or your indignation 
against the sea, when you rode on your horses, on your chariot of salvation?’  This 
reference to the waters might be a reference to the Nile being afflicted, the Red Sea parted 
and used in judgement on the Egyptians and the Jordan parted for the conquest of the land.
V9 paints the picture of God’s arrows having the effect of creating rivers in a desert.  V10 
shows how the most powerful symbols of power the mountains and the sea do homage to 
God.  V11 with the Sun standing still is probably an allusion to the account in Joshua 10 
when the sun stood still so that Joshua could defeat an enemy army.  V12 is a reference to 
the conquest of Canaan.  It is viewed as God acting out His wrath.  

But v13 is the important verse for this song.  ‘You went out for the salvation of your people, 
for the salvation of your anointed.  You crushed the head of the house of the wicked, laying 
him bare from thigh to neck.  Selah’  This imagery is not merely a vulgar display of power 
but God’s wrath affecting the deliverance of His people.  This verse also hearkens back to 
Genesis 3:15 showing how this battle between Israel and the nations is just another chapter
in the epic struggle between the seed of the serpent and the woman.  It is always good for 
us to be reminded of the fact that we are in a larger struggle against the devil.  And that the
enemies we face are just another manifestation of that war, and that God will finally crush 
all enemies as He did Pharaoh in the Red Sea and the devil at the cross. 

V14 emphasizes the humiliation and impotence of the enemies attempts to conquer as their 
own attacking actions are returned upon them.  And v15 ends the vision with a victorious 
cavalry charge that leaves total destruction in its wake.  This graphic language should not be
taken literally but as a dramatic portrayal of past events casting the mould for future 
salvation.  

The point of these verses is to impress upon the exiled Jew that God is mighty to save, that 
He has acted in the past and will act again.  He has cared and acted and will continue to 
fight for His people even though they are sinful and have suffered rebuke by His hand.  He 
has not cast them off and as prince charming will come and take them away on His white 
horse to live with Him happily ever after.  We do not face the Babylonians but we do face 
the devil cast down to earth, the first and second beast and the whore of Babylon, our hope
is the same.  

Response

Habakkuk once again shows us his mix of emotions, v16, ‘I hear, and my body trembles; my
lips quiver at the sound; rottenness enters into my bones; my legs tremble beneath me. Yet 
I will quietly wait for the day of trouble to come upon people who invade us.’  Here is the 
paradox of Christian faith, it can look into the face of coming pain and know all the human 
reactions of  trembling, quivering, rottenness and yet quietly wait for the day of trouble.  
Knowing who our God is, knowing the certainty of His plan, and the good outcome gives us 
the courage to face these difficulties. 



This struggle with Habakkuk can’t help but put us in mind of Christ in the Garden of 
Gethsemane.  Christ faced the cup of God’s wrath, and He had to wrestle against every 
human instinct to withdraw from it, and yet He submitted to the coming pain.  Friends, the 
struggle of Christ in the Garden changes all our struggles.  When we face a coming 
calamity, it is not what Christ faced.  He had to face the full vent of the wrath of God, to be 
God forsaken, to become sin and be cast off.  If you are a child of God you will never have 
to face any pain in that way.  You come to every situation knowing that your good and wise 
Father has appointed your path, that He is working out an eternal plan to glorify all those 
whom He has justified, and so all things will work together for good.  Habakkuk had less to 
go on than us yet submitted, we too can submit to pain and quietly wait, without 
complaining, without criticism, for God’s day to come.  

V17, ‘ 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.’  What is known to many of us a as an encouraging poem is the list of the 
collateral damage of enemy invasion.  This is a token list of the loss of both necessities and 
luxuries.  Figs were for the little figcakes that were a favourite.  Fruit of the vine means that 
there would be no wine.  No olives means no olive oil for hair and face.  The loss of the 
harvests from the fields means no bread, no cereals, no feed for the animals.  The flocks 
and herds means no milk, no wool, no meat, no animals to sell.  It is a picture of 
devastation and loss.  But it is a list that those who are full of faith can face because they 
have resources enough to face them.  

V18, ‘yet I will rejoice in the Lord; I will take joy in the God of my salvation.’  Even though 
all these worldly things are lost the prophet is able to find joy, He is always able to rejoice in
God.  To rejoice in the God of his salvation.  Here is our great consolation.  If all the world is
taken away but we have God, we have more than all the world.  If we lose everything in this
life and yet have our salvation, we have more than we have lost.  If we have the security of 
knowing how it all will end with our salvation then no matter what the road holds we cannot
lose.  Psalm 73:25-26, ‘Whom have I in heaven but you?  And there is nothing on earth that
I desire besides you. My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart 
and my portion forever.’  

V19, ‘God, the Lord, is my strength; he makes my feet like the deer’s; he makes me tread 
on my high places.’  For all of the trembling and weakness he feels he has the resources to 
face the coming storm.  God is his strength.  Although the paths that he has to tread will 
lead through pain, his footing will be as sure as a deer’s.  And though he must go through 
valleys, God will make him tread in high places and mountain tops.  

He is a God who can be trusted with all your tomorrows, He is a God who is sufficient for 
every pain; He is a God who leads all things to their perfect end;  no matter what the future
holds we can rest in faith.  This is Habakkuk’s experience recounted in this song for all of His
people who will be daunted by the same questions he has struggled with.  We too can move
from fear to faith, from worry to worship, from perplexity to praise, from the valleys to the 
mountaintops.  This triumph is not in the removal of the pain but the resources to get us 
through them and the promised ending.      

   

      



  

  


