
Sermon 3: Habakkuk 1:12-2:1: The Problem of Reconciling God’s purposes

OUTLINE

Habakkuk’s faith
Habakkuk’s doubt
Habakkuk’s waiting

INTRODUCTION

Have you ever asked a question, got an answer, but the answer provoked a number of 
further questions?  That’s the trouble with our questions isn’t it?  We think we have a good 
grasp of an issue, and all we need is one more piece to make the picture complete, but 
when we hear the answer, we realise our original idea was wrong and so we have a number
of further questions to try and fill out the picture in our minds.  This is Habakkuk.  He had 
what appeared to be a simple question, ‘How long until you do something about the sins of 
Judah, God?’  His question in one way was quite self-centred.  He was part of the righteous 
remnant who was suffering due to the injustice but He wasn’t thinking about the bigger 
picture.  He was not thinking about the promise God made concerning Manasseh’s sins 
which would result in exile; he was not thinking about God’s sovereignty concerning Assyria,
Egypt, Babylon as well as Judah.  So when God answered his question telling him that He 
was doing something about it, and that something was a Babylonian invasion of Judah, and 
people being carried off into exile, the answer shattered Habakkuk’s comfort in his 
conception of things and led to more questions.  Habakkuk has made his first complaint, 
God has made His first response, now we look at 1:17-2:1 where Habakkuk makes his 
second response.  Here come the questions that flow from God’s answer.  

Here is the basic flow of Habakkuk’s second complaint.  Firstly, Habakkuk states his faith in 
v12; this is what he knows and believes.  But there are still niggling questions that arise and
so he articulates his continuing doubt in v13 stating the heart of the problem, ‘why do you 
idly look at traitors and remain silent when the wicked swallow up the man more righteous 
than he?’  to Habakkuk’s mind this is not a solution but creates more problems, these 
problems are stated in v14 where it degrades humanity, and v15-17 outline how this will 
only lead to greater evils being committed not less.  His complaint ends in 2:1 where 
convinced with the righteousness of his complaint he waits expecting a rebuke from God, 
but his attitude is one of willing to continue to argue the righteousness of his case. 

We will divide this sermon under three headings, Habakkuk’s faith v13; Habakkuk’s doubt 
v13-17; and Habakkuk’s waiting 2:1.  

Habakkuk’s faith

V12, ‘Are you not from everlasting, O Lord my God, my Holy One?  We shall not die. O Lord,
you have ordained them as a judgment, and you, O Rock, have established them for 
reproof.’  Lloyd-Jones when preaching on this section said, that when you are faced with 
doubts begin with what you do know, not with what you don’t know.  This is exactly what 
Habakkuk does here.  Habakkuk states 5 things that he knows for a certainty before he 
raises his questions.  Firstly, God is eternal, secondly, God is holy, thirdly, God’s people will 
not be annihilated, fourthly, Babylon has been appointed to meet out God’s justice, fifthly, 
God is his God.  God’s eternality is a comfort in the rise and fall of earthly powers.  He is a 
God who has a purpose from eternity which cannot change and who sees it through with His
power.  He is the one who has made promises and those promises will be fulfilled by the 



God who is not bound by time.  God’s holiness is less apparent to Habakkuk but is stated 
nonetheless.  God’s holiness is what is driving His actions in appointing the Babylonians, it is
not a vindictiveness or sinful anger.  And so Habakkuk makes the statement, ‘we shall not 
die.’  This is quite the statement of faith given the situation.  The Northern tribes have been 
wiped out, Babylon has just subdued Assyria and defeated Egypt, and now they are going to
turn their attention on Judah in order to punish her for her sins.  Babylon has swallowed 
nations, but Habakkuk recognizes that God’s eternal and holy purposes for Israel will ensure
that she is not utterly destroyed.  We must credit Habakkuk with a mature faith not the 
shallow and uninformed faith that so many have today.  He does not doubt God’s existence, 
God’s character or the final triumph of God’s will.  No, he is struggling to reconcile God’s 
goodness with the way in which His plans unfold.  To Habakkuk’s mind God’s ways appear 
to contradict God’s character.  We must appreciate in v12 how Habakkuk has heard God’s 
first statement and how He has appointed the Babylonians for justice.  He recognizes the 
sovereignty of God in this act, ‘O LORD, you have ordained/have established….’  And as a 
judgement/reproof.  And we must appreciate the covenantal connection that Habakkuk 
believes in the use of the word ‘my.’  ‘My God, my Holy One.’  He knows He is the Lord’s 
and God does not forsake His people.  The actions of an invading Babylon might shake 
another’s conviction that this is true, but not Habakkuk.  

Starting with what you know, is this your first instinct when bad things happen?  We will all 
suffer terrible mishaps in our lives.  Our closest loved ones will die, the nations we live in will
rise and fall, some of us will endure war, others will be victims of crime, many of us will 
suffer bodily ailments, institutional injustice, racism, sexism, persecution.  Bad things at the 
hands of others will come.  Nazism arose to threaten the world, Communism, Islam, and we
now also face Post-Christian political liberalism which is using legislation to reinvent human 
rights not according to God’s creation but according to our own whims.  When these things 
happen what is your first instinct?  Habakkuk teaches us to state those things that we know 
are sure and true.  We remember who our God is, that all is by His plan, and that we are His
people.  Sure there will be other things that don’t make sense, yes there will be other 
questions we would love to have answered.  But we can know God is good, that He loves 
us, and that His plan is what is coming to pass despite appearances.  

Habakkuk’s doubt

V13, ‘You who are of purer eyes than to see evil and cannot look at wrong, why do you idly 
look at traitors and remain silent when the wicked swallows up the man more righteous than
he?’  If you want to get a clearer sense of the flow from v12 to v13 put a ‘But’ before v13.  
V12 is full of what Habakkuk is sure of by faith, but v13 states the thing that is still 
confusing him even though he has accepted God’s sovereignty in it all.  The basic problem is
that God’s holiness seems to contradict His employment of sin and sinners in bringing His 
will to pass.  The first part of the verse says, ‘You who are of purer eyes than to see evil and
cannot look at wrong.’  This does not mean that God has blind spots and will not look at 
things He does not want to see, no it is affirming that God cannot look upon evil and wrong 
with approval.  We recognize that God’s holiness sits in opposition against sin and that His 
anger is merely His holiness in relation to sin, and so does Habakkuk.  This is why God’s 
apparent idleness and silence are stumping Habakkuk.  This is compounded by the fact that 
the Babylonians are sadists and brutal and the Israelites are more righteous than they and 
yet God is allowing the Babylonians to punish a less sinful people.  Habakkuk thinks that the
punishment is too strong, that the punishment is unjust as it is being administered by 
Babylon, and it seems to condone Babylon’s actions, and what about justice for Babylon’s 
greater evil?  Once again the question is not one of God’s power, though this would be a 
question today; but rather a question of God’s goodness.  



If I may be so bold as to attempt an answer to Habakkuk’s problem, it appears as if he is 
unaware of a reality Paul teaches in Romans 1.  V18-25, ‘For the wrath of God is revealed 
from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their 
unrighteousness suppress the truth. 19 For what can be known about God is plain to them, 
because God has shown it to them. 20 For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power 
and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the 
things that have been made. So they are without excuse. 21 For although they knew God, 
they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their 
thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22 Claiming to be wise, they became fools, 
23 and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds
and animals and creeping things. 
24 Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of 
their bodies among themselves, 25 because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and
worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen.’  
The two things that Habakkuk is struggling to reconcile is the holiness of God and an 
increase in sin.  But these are the very things that are partners in this portion.  Our text tells
us that God punishes idolatry, that His wrath is active and not complacent, but that this 
takes the form of human beings being handed over to their sinful hearts and more sin 
resulting.  Can the holiness and justice of God be in action and the effect be the increase of 
sin?  Yes!  And so it is with Babylon, God has handed that idolatrous nation over to itself 
and they have pursued all the depravity of their hearts free from the restraining grace of 
God.  Then God has pointed this den of sin at Judah to bring judgement upon their heads.  
Judah has sinned in a similar way and gets punished for it. 

Perhaps there is another question in your mind: but how can a less sinful people get a 
harsher punishment?  Once again let me attempt an answer.  Is Israel less sinful, and are 
they being over punished?  From one perspective we can say that every act of justice that 
God enacts in history which is not the final judgement is always less than what a sin truly 
deserves.  From this perspective there is no act of justice in history that is overkill or too 
much, we would have to say that every act of justice is mixed with mercy.  If hell is the fair 
punishment for sin then lesser punishments cannot be condemned as too much.  But 
secondly, Israel having more light, and being in a covenant that promised exile for 
disobedience, a covenant that outlined exactly what would happen if they forsook God, is 
rightly punished with what it receives.  The horror of the prophet at what is time come is 
not a springboard from which we accuse God of being unholy but a place from which we see
how sinful sin really is and how Holy God is.  

Now these are not the responses that God makes, His are different, but we will have to see 
what God would say in chapter 2.

Habakkuk convinced that this action on God’s part is wrong rolls out his logic.  V14, ‘You 
make mankind like the fish of the sea, like crawling things that have no ruler.’  This comes 
as an accusation against God.  By God’s action of handing over the power over nations and 
Israel to Babylon, mankind is now like an animal.  Man was originally given the place of 
dominion over creation, but under God’s justice that original dignity is lost and they become 
like the lower creatures.  In particular they have no ruler.  A ruler guides, protects and 
provides.  But those nations handed over to Babylon are as vulnerable as a fish in a net or a
bug under our foot.  Habakkuk is upset at the dehumanizing effect of this judgement, it 
degrades and demeans humanity.  

But more than this there is an increase of sin in Babylon.  V15-17, ‘He brings all of them up 
with a hook; he drags them out with his net; he gathers them in his dragnet; so he rejoices 



and is glad. Therefore he sacrifices to his net and makes offerings to his dragnet; for by 
them he lives in luxury, and his food is rich. Is he then to keep on emptying his net and 
mercilessly killing nations forever?’  Several sins result from Babylon being ‘promoted’ in this
fashion.  V15 lists some of the sadistic practices of Babylon.  One of their practices was to 
put a hook through the lower lip of all their captives and then string them all together and 
lead them away.  Some of the Babylonian murals portray their gods taking captives in their 
nets.  This seems to be what is calling this fishing metaphor to mind for Habakkuk.  The 
Babylonians were cruel slavers.  But not only this, they take delight in this cruelty, ‘so he 
rejoices and is glad.’  Habakkuk is troubled by the sadistic hard-heartedness of their ways.  

This freedom to commit such atrocities and with such reward causes them not to consider 
YHWH who is using them for His purposes.  No, they are idolaters who praise their nets and 
idolize them.  Why, because these are the things that make them rich and give them the 
luxuries of this world, v16.  What we acknowledge to be the source of our lives and 
happiness will be the thing we turn to in service, sacrifice and worship.  

In v17 Habakkuk asks the how long question of the Babylonians reign of terror.  How long 
will God allow them to endlessly take nations in their nets.  

These are His doubts, sure there are things he believes, but he is struggling to see how 
what he knows to be true can be true in these atrocities being ordered by God.  

Habakkuk’s waiting

2:1, ‘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.’  Have you 
ever thought that you were cleverer than God, and that you had Him in a corner, completely
vindicated in your righteous anger?  Habakkuk and Job are similar in that they both feel that
they have a legitimate gripe with God.  In 2:1 Habakkuk recognizes that he has made some 
strong accusations against God, he is expecting a rebuke, but he is also ready to cross 
swords with God because he thinks he is seeing things clearly and that God is wrong and he
is right.  There is an alternative translation to v1 which is correct.  Our bibles end v1 with 
something like ‘and what I will answer concerning my complaint.’  This speaks of Habakkuk 
having and ready answer for any explanation God may bring, but a better translation is, ‘and
what I shall answer to my rebuke.’  This indicates the Habakkuk knows he is taking liberties 
and expects God to rebuke him, but despite this he is stilling willing to tangle with God.    

We must stop and recognize that the children of God often find themselves in this position.  
There are times when our very cleverest thinking ties us in a knot so that God is guilty and 
we are right and we can see no way out of the dilemma.  This was the problem of Asaph in 
Psalm 73 when he was asking why bad things happen to good people, and good things 
happen to bad people.  He was convinced that if he spoke about his thoughts to others they
too would be tempted to atheism, v15.  Habakkuk does not want to doubt, but is struggling 
with it nonetheless.  Compare this state of agitation and willingness to go to court against 
God with the worship of the end of the book.  Maybe you find yourself in this stage of anger
and questioning, well the good news is that you are not alone and God speaks in His word 
to help His saints to overcome their doubts and rest in faith.  The resolution does not come 
yet, but God will speak in the next chapter and Habakkuk, like Job and like Asaph will be 
worshipping not criticizing.

What do we take from this portion? Firstly, when faced with a difficult situation begin with 
what you know about God.  Secondly, recognize what Habakkuk did not - that God’s holy 



purposes are still coming to pass even when evil prospers.  And thirdly, you are not alone 
when you are really struggling to solve certain theological problems, but you must make 
sure that you are not recalcitrant in a position of unteachableness, and be hungry to find the
consolation that God gives to His saints that they can rest in faith instead of this maelstrom 
of doubts.     

     

     
         
     
     


