
Sermon 1: Habakkuk 1:1-4: The Doubting Prophet

OUTLINE

Habakkuk’s setting
Habakkuk’s complaint

Introduction

People go through their lives not thinking about God, but as soon as something goes wrong 
then suddenly the questions fly and someone has to be blamed and God whose existence 
was being ignored is suddenly questioned.   This instinct to doubt God when things go 
wrong is what the book of Habakkuk is all about.  The main difference being that Habakkuk 
is not an unbeliever but a believer questioning God, and his questions and accusations are 
more informed, more like our own.  This is a book that deals with some of our biggest and 
most important questions, where is God when things go wrong, why does God allow 
suffering, why is God not acting to stop wickedness and suffering.  I have titled this series 
on Habakkuk The Doubting Prophet because Habakkuk begins with doubts and questions 
but ends with faith and worship.  Let me quickly outline the book, then for this first message
we will lay out in detail the historical setting in which the book is set, and examine in 1:1-4 
Habakkuk’s complaint.  Now let me warn you upfront, I am not going to resolve all the 
tension in the text in this sermon.  I want you to sit for a while with his questions, with his 
doubts, I want you to go home this week and read this book and see if you can see how 
Habakkuk moves from doubt to faith.  

V1, ‘The oracle that Habakkuk the prophet saw.’  Habakkuk is a contemporary of Jeremiah 
who prophesied during a period of spiritual decline in Judah shortly before the Babylonian 
exile.  He is a Jew in Judah who would have lived through the death of Josiah and the swift 
decline as his sons took the throne.  We don’t know anything about him, some have 
suggested that his name could mean embrace or wrestle and find it fitting that he wrestles 
with God in prayer.  The Apocrypha has him feeding Daniel when he is in exile, but there is 
no historical proof for this.  Some suspect he may have been attached to the temple 
because of his reference at the end of his prophecy to the choirmaster, but this is just guess
work.  More important than the man is his message.  

Here is a quick overview of the book.  It begins in 1:1-4 with Habakkuk questioning God, 
the questions, ‘How long?’ and ‘Why’? lay out his anguish over the sin in God’s people and 
the suffering it is bringing.  In other words, he is mourning the moral and spiritual decline of
his own people and insinuates that God is sitting uncaring and unmoving in the sidelines.  
This brings about a crisis of faith as he tries to reconcile what he believes with what he 
sees.  The basic form of Habakkuk is a dialogue between Habakkuk and God and in 1:5-11, 
God answers Habakkuk, but it is not the answer he is looking for, God tells him that he is 
going to use the Babylonians to punish His sinful people.  They are referenced as the 
Chaldeans in v6.  A special characteristic not apparent in the English translation is the fact 
that God addresses Habakkuk in the plural not the singular.  This is important because it 
highlights that Habakkuk is not speaking only for himself but he is a representative of a 
group who have similar questions.  In fact we will see that he is a representative of the 
righteous remnant in Judah at this time and his conclusions of faith will be the very thing 
that the righteous remnant will need as they go as innocent sufferers through the coming 
ordeal.  God using the Babylonians raises more questions in Habakkuk’s mind about God’s 
consistency, isn’t God holy? How can a Holy God use the sinful Babylonians against a less 
sinful people?  Habakkuk puts these questions forward as his second complaint in 1:12-2:1. 



God makes His second response to Habakkuk calling on the righteous to live by faith, in 2:4,
the famous verse quoted three times with three slightly different emphases in each.  And 
then God reveals how all the evil will be punished.  Verses 6-20 lay out God’s justice in 5 
woe pronouncements, and for the righteous remnant anchors of truth for our faith to cling 
to.  These are found in v14 and v20.  The book ends with Habakkuk having taken God’s 
word to heart and he produces a psalm of praise in chapter 3 which ends with that famous 
statement of faith despite the coming storm.  

This is a wonderful book as it begins with doubt and ends with faith, it begins with 
questioning God and ends with praising God, it begins with balking at unjust suffering and 
ends with an ability to endure unjust suffering, it begins with confusion and insecurity and it
ends with clarity and confidence in the future.  

Let us lay out in greater detail now the historical background to this book.  What we want to
establish are the historical events that lead to this point, as well as the theological 
perspective we need in order to understand what God is doing at this time.  

Habakkuk’s setting

Habakkuk’s prophecy comes at the end of the Assyrian empire and the rising of the 
Babylonian empire.  So let us begin in 701 with the Assyrian leader Sennacherib at the gates
of Jerusalem during the reign of Hezekiah.  We know that when God’s people were holy and
full of faith that God gave them victory over their enemies, but when they were sinful they 
fell to their enemies.  We also know that God arranged the covenantal situation that as a 
forerunner to the Messiah, the king of Israel as a single individual could save or plunge the 
people into ruin.  When Hezekiah went before the Lord with the prideful claims of 
Sennacherib and the blasphemous implications against God, God heard Hezekiah and faith 
prevailed.  Sennacherib’s army was defeated in one night and sent home with Jerusalem 
uncaptured. 

After Hezekiah came Manasseh, he ruled from about 687-642 BC.  He was one of the most 
evil kings of Judah.  2 Kings 21:10-15, ‘And the Lord said by his servants the prophets, 
11 “Because Manasseh king of Judah has committed these abominations and has done things
more evil than all that the Amorites did, who were before him, and has made Judah also to 
sin with his idols, 12 therefore thus says the Lord, the God of Israel: Behold, I am bringing 
upon Jerusalem and Judah such disaster that the ears of everyone who hears of it will 
tingle. 13 And I will stretch over Jerusalem the measuring line of Samaria, and the plumb line
of the house of Ahab, and I will wipe Jerusalem as one wipes a dish, wiping it and turning it 
upside down. 14 And I will forsake the remnant of my heritage and give them into the hand 
of their enemies, and they shall become a prey and a spoil to all their enemies, 15 because 
they have done what is evil in my sight and have provoked me to anger, since the day their 
fathers came out of Egypt, even to this day.”  During the time of his sin Assyria grew in 
strength and defeated Egypt the other major power contending for the overland trade route 
of Syro-Palestine of which Israel and Judah were a part.  Assyria took control of the whole 
region and even Manasseh was carried off in exile.  In 2 Chron. 33:11-20 Manasseh is an 
exile in Babylon and repents.  When he repents around this time Assyria’s doom is 
prophesied by Nahum.  Amon comes after Manasseh but he is assassinated after 2 years 
bringing in the boy king Josiah.

Josiah reigned from about 640-609 BC.  He came into power at the age of eight, due to the 
bloodline being in danger he was married off young and would have had his firstborn son 
around the age of fourteen.  If you ask the question why did Josiah’s sons not follow in his 



footsteps, it should be noted that Josiah only experienced spiritual renewal in his own life at 
16, and the early years of his older children’s childhood would have been a time when he 
was still becoming an adult himself.  The key thing to note is that as this king proved faithful
bringing about at least external reforms the strength of her enemies dwindled and Josiah’s 
reign saw the end of the Assyrian empire and the rise of the Babylonians.  Because of this 
weakness Josiah was able to take back territories that belonged to the Northern tribes.  In 
626 Nabopolassar the first Neo-Babylonian king arose, in 622 Josiah discovered the book of 
the Law, though he had been seeking the Lord prior to this.  The ministry of Zephaniah 
began and strengthened Josiah’s reforms.  At this time Egypt sought to help a failing Assyria
against Babylon and Media.  In 612 Nineveh fell, in 610 Harran fell, and it was at this time 
when Pharaoh Neco thought to help Assyria against Babylon and had to travel through 
Judah to help.  It was at this time in 609 that Josiah sought to resist Neco was injured in the
battle and died.  His death was a tragedy and halted the spiritual reforms he had 
implemented.

Jehoahaz was made king by the people, but Neco deposed him after 3 months and put 
Eliakim Jehoahaz’s older brother on the throne, he was renamed Jehoiakim.  Jehoahaz was 
ungodly but probably represented the political will of the people, but Neco wanted a king 
that would do his will in being a buffer against the rising Babylonians.   Jehoahaz died in 
Egypt in captivity as Jeremiah prophesied, Jer. 22:10-11.  
Jehoiakim was an evil king who Jeremiah prophesied against in 22:13-23.  He was a wicked 
king given to idolatry and allowed injustice.  It was this same king that ruled when 
Habakkuk is thought to have written his prophecy.  The time is around 609-605 BC.  The 
prophesied Babylonian invasion would begin in 597 and reach a zenith in the destruction of 
the temple in 586 BC.  Habakkuk’s prophecy is a testimony to the ungodliness that was 
predominant at the time of Jehoiakim.  God had promised that because of sin under 
Manasseh’s reign judgement would come, Josiah was merely a delay but not a removal of 
that, and the time has now ripened for God’s judgement to fall.  Jehoiakim submitted for a 
while to Babylonian rule but after a few years joined a rebellion against Babylon.  
Nebuchadnezzar marched on Jerusalem in 597, Jehoiakim died to be replaced by Jehoiachin,
who was king when Nebuchadnezzar took the city and it was he who was carried off into 
captivity. 

Habakkuk was a prophet at the darkest of times in Judah’s history just before God’s axe fell.
He is the voice of the godly remnant tormented by the injustice and immorality all around 
him.  The glory days of the Davidic throne, the promised covenant blessings for the people 
of God, the superiority of the law to what the nations had, none of this can be seen.  It 
appears as if God’s promises are failing, as if the God who revealed Himself as holy and just 
is not who He said He was.  Let us hear his burden:

Habakkuk’s complaint

 V2, ‘O LORD, how long shall I cry for help, and you will not hear?  Or cry to you ‘Violence!’ 
and you will not save?’  As we begin we should appreciate how this cry of pain differs from 
those of other worldviews.  Habakkuk cries out about the injustice he sees to God.  Unlike 
ancient Greek philosophy which would talk about blind fate and rail against the universe, or 
modern Darwinian models which view suffering as part of natural life, or simply as cause 
and effect from wicked people’s actions so the solution is to change others or ourselves, 
Habakkuk has a different worldview.  He believes in a sovereign God who rules history, a 
God who is ruling Israel according to the Mosaic covenant which promises blessings for 
obedience and curses for disobedience.  For many suffering and injustice lead people away 
from God, Habakkuk is not turning atheist here, he is merely confused because God has not 



met his expectations.  This different response to injustice should at least untrain us from the
modern instinct to turn from God anytime something goes wrong.  We will see that 
Habakkuk’s journey from doubt to faith would not have happened if he had entertained the 
modern notions of God being guilty because He did not meet our expectations.  This book is
a lesson in us reviewing our expectations and changing our views, not the existence of God 
hanging in the balance.

The second thing we should observe from Habakkuk’s prayer is his compassion.  It is clear 
that Habakkuk does not shed a single tear and then change the channel and forget about 
the suffering around him.  We see from v1 that there is a long history of travail.  ‘How long 
shall I cry for help?’  He has not condoned the evil of society going along with what society 
says is now ok.  He does not say, ‘Ok gay marriage is fine, abortion is fine, euthanasia is 
fine, legalized marijuana is fine, cohabitation before marriage is fine all because everyone is 
doing it.’  He has not grown indifferent and hard to the evil and suffering around him saying 
to himself, ‘Let everyone do what they want,’ or, ‘it is fine if they don’t hurt anyone else’ or 
‘there is nothing I can do so I am not going to let it worry me.’  He has lived as an exposed 
nerve raw and tender and is weighed down by it all.  Like righteous Lot who was tormented 
by the sins of Sodom so Habakkuk is tormented.  In this he is a sample of the righteous 
remnant.  

‘Violence!’ this word violence is the same word we find describing conditions just before the 
flood that provoked it.  But here is the horror of the situation, this should not be happening 
in Israel.  Deut 28:29 warns that oppression and robbery will be part of the curse upon 
Israel for her disobedience to the law.  But it is clear that Habakkuk is not only crying out 
only over the injustice in society in general and the suffering coming upon those who 
deserve it but also the injustice against those who are the righteous remnant.  

Habakkuk accuses God of not answering prayer, ‘You will not hear’, ‘You will not save.’  This
is one of the main lessons of the book.  Our pain causes us to cry out to God, pain always 
makes us impatient.  We have differing timetables to God and I cannot see beyond my 
present unhappiness.  We can’t conceive how a delayed response to my request for aid 
could possibly be beneficial or wise.  I won’t answer this problem yet, the rest of the book 
puts things into perspective so that a man who begins with a sense of desperate angst will 
end will a man who rests contented and joyful despite the lack of hoped for relief.

V3, ‘Why do you make me see iniquity, and why do you idly look at wrong?  Destruction and
violence are before me; strife and contention arise.’  First Habakkuk accuses God of being 
uncaring and not hearing prayer, now he accuses God of being complacent towards sin.  
The God who he thought cared about His people and about sin seems to care about neither.
As Habakkuk compares sin before his own eyes and before God’s eyes, it appears as if 
Habakkuk has more compassion and holiness than God does.  Have you ever felt yourself to
be superior to God in intellect or compassion?  Have you ever questioned the existence of 
the devil, His permitting the fall, the amount of suffering He permits in the world, who gets 
to live and die, if Hell is fair?  Have you ever thought that you have better arguments than 
God for why things should or shouldn’t be a certain way?  Then you are feeling something 
similar to Habakkuk.  When we walk by sight and not by faith we always think we know 
better.  I am not going to resolve this problem now, the rest of this prophecy is God 
teaching his doubting prophet how to have faith when the way things appear seem to point 
to unbelieving conclusions.  

V3 consists of three pairs, iniquity and wrong; destruction and violence; strife and 
contention.  They can be seen as a progression.  First he sees them for what they are, they 



are sins and wrongs, then he sees them for their effects, they are destructive and violent, 
and then he sees them for their long term consequences, strife and contention.  

V4, ‘So the law is paralyzed, and justice never goes forth.  For the wicked surround the 
righteous; so justice goes forth perverted.’  The sin in society has gone so far that the thing 
which should be serving and protecting the people, the law, is crippled.  Literally it is 
unfeeling or numb.  We see a picture of there being more wicked people than righteous and
so the righteous are surrounded.  And it is not that there is no justice but perverted justice 
that is dominating.  

The book of Habakkuk is a book very fitting for us today.  It articulates the dismay that we 
feel in our present generation.  We like him have experienced periods of godliness in the 
past where godly values shaped society, but no longer.  We like he are in a tailspin, our 
government is failing us, public morals are being replaced, injustice is institutionalized 
against the right in the form of Christianity having to give ground on issues like gay 
marriage, using preferred pronouns, sex education in school, abortion, euthanasia, legalized 
recreational marijuana, etc.  Christianity is a remnant being hemmed in or marginalized and 
we are tormented by the moral collapse we see all around us.  We too can be tempted to 
doubt, to despair, to blame and criticism as we struggle to understand God’s larger 
purposes.  When you are feeling overwhelmed by the world you live in and are wondering 
where God is in it all, then this is the book you need to read.  

Now I have left you hanging and I have done this on purpose.  If I submitted this sermon 
for preaching class it would be a fail because it leaves many things unresolved.  But I think 
this is a good thing.  I want you to go home and think about this book, about the problems 
it surfaces and the ways in which you struggle like Habakkuk.  I want you to read this book 
this week and see if you can identify how God opens Habakkuk’s eyes and transforms his 
doubt into faith.  

                    
               


