
Sermon 4: Habakkuk 2:2-20: Living by Faith

OUTLINE

Certainty of the plan
Certainty of faith
Certainty of judgement

INTRODUCTION

Habakkuk has been struggling with certain questions.  Why doesn’t God do anything about 
the sin in Judah; if God is both good and powerful, how can a holy God order sin without 
being the author of sin; how can God use a sinful instrument to accomplish His will; how can
God use such a strong punishment like Babylon invading and carrying people away in exile 
without breaking those promises of land, people and blessing spoken to Abraham?  Shall we
add some of our own questions to these: Why is God allowing Islam; political liberalism; 
New Age spirituality, and various other worldviews to supplant the influence of Christianity; 
Where is God in the legalization of homosexual marriage, abortion, euthanasia and 
recreational marijuana; Where is the sovereignty of God in earthquakes, volcano eruptions, 
outbreaks of disease, and other natural disasters; how can God sit by while all the brutality 
in war, crime, religious violence, abuse and suicide continues?  Doubting questions are a 
steady stream in our minds aren’t they?  This was Habakkuk’s struggle and ours as well.  
God has already answered Habakkuk once, explaining that God is doing something about 
Judah’s sin, He is sending Babylon.  But this only led to more questions and a deeper 
confusion.  God now makes His second response in Habakkuk 2:2-20.  

This will be God’s final word to Habakkuk, it is a word which will turn the prophet from 
doubt to faith.  What sort of answers do you think Habakkuk needs to find peace?  What 
sort of answers do we need in order to rest in worship rather than rage in doubt?  We need 
to come to grips with a couple of facts before we even begin. Firstly, God does not owe us 
answers to all our questions.  He is God and is worthy of our worship and faith because He 
is God, not because we approve that He is God or allow Him to be God or can prove by 
evidence or logic that He is worth it.  If He answers anything at all that is a kindness not a 
right.  Remember your place!  Secondly, God answers the questions that He thinks we need 
to know which will prove sufficient for a resting and worshipful trust.  This means that we 
might need to learn what the important questions are by the answers that He gives.  What 
He thinks you need to know and what you think you need to know are two different things. 
Thirdly, the things about to be revealed had their intended effect.  We see Habakkuk 
unsettled and anxious, but at the end he is worshipping.  In other words, the things about 
to be spoken of are enough not to satisfy every intellectual curiosity but to give a certain 
foundation for faith and worship.

2:2 begins with those wonderful words, ‘And the LORD answered me.’  There are several 
famous instances when the answers given by God don’t match the questions.  I am thinking 
of Job.  He demanded that God explain His actions against Job, so that Job could argue and 
demonstrate that he was righteous and did not deserve what was happening to him.  When 
God answered He did not give an accounting for all His actions, rather He reminded Job of 
His power and wisdom, of His Godness.  This was sufficient for Job that he repented in dust 
and ashes.  I am thinking of Asaph who was grappling with the problem of why good things 
happen to bad people and bad things happen to good people.  He was given some 
theological perspective as he was reminded of God’s final judgement, but more than that He
was reminded by a gracious God who ministered in His grace to an angry and stupid 



servant, a God who would not let go of his hand when he was ready to let go of God.  God’s
response brought more than his questions demanded, he wanted answers but found a 
contentment able to face any amount of suffering.  I am thinking of that difficult theological 
problem of election in Romans 9 where God hardening sinners and having mercy on some 
and not all raises a number of questions about God being just.  And Paul gives the best 
answer which answers every sort of question like these, Romans 9:20, ‘But who are you, O 
man, to answer back to God? Will what is molded say to its molder, “Why have you made 
me like this?”  

The heart of God’s answer to Habakkuk is a call to live by faith, v4, ‘the righteous shall live 
by faith.’  This does not mean that God does not give some answers He does, but they are 
answers which enable a surefooted faith, not an encyclopedic knowledge of the mysteries of
God.  3 things stand out as part of God’s answer in His challenge for Habakkuk to live by 
faith.  Firstly, God revealed the certainty of His plan, v2-3; secondly, God reminds Habakkuk
that the believer is someone who lives by faith, v4-5; and thirdly, God reveals the 
judgement upon Babylon and the glory of the Judge as a final answer to questions of justice
and holiness.  

Certainty of the plan

V2-3, ‘And the Lord answered me: “Write the vision; make it plain on tablets, so he may run
who reads it.  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.’    

God does not answer the prophet explaining all the ways in which the Babylonians coming is
just, instead God impresses upon Habakkuk the certainty of the plan.  It is as if God by God 
not justifying His plans he reminds Habakkuk that he too should trust that the plan is right 
and that it should not be questioned.  There are however echoes in this assertion which 
should answer one of Habakkuk’s questions.  One of the big questions is this: how can the 
promises of God come true if such a monstrous judgement must be inflicted upon Israel?  
Here are those clues.

Firstly, the language of writing/inscribing on tablets should recall another writing on tablets, 
the giving of the 10 commandments.  This bringing to mind of the law should put us in mind
of God’s justice as well as the God who covenants with His people.  The certainty of this 
coming judgement does not undo the certainty of His past promises.  

Secondly, the vision reveals 5 woe oracles against Babylon v6-20.  The act of God judging 
Israel’s enemies is an act of covenant fidelity not abandonment.  You will find over and over 
again that God encourages His people by talking about how He is going to overcome their 
enemies.  He does this in the NT as well as the OT.  Think about the book of Revelation.  
God warns His people that tribulation is about to break out, He pulls back the curtain to 
explain that the devil has been cast down to earth to wage war against the saints.  The 
three servants of satan, the beast, the lamb with the dragons voice and the whore of 
Babylon are given permission to wage war and even kill many saints.  But the story ends not
only by God showing us the inheritance in the New Creation which is ours, but all our 
enemies are one by one shown to be judged and thrown into the lake of fire.  It is not the 
sentimental sort of love letter you would write, but the one where God tells us what His love
accomplishes for us in the bigger story of His plan.

With this in mind appreciate how almost all the language of the coming judgement upon 
Babylon is all about certainty.  It gets written on stone to indicate it unchangeableness; it 



waits it appointed time; it hastens to its end; it will not lie; ‘if it seems slow wait for it; it will 
surely come; it will not delay.’  When the Warrior King says ‘I love you’ He says it by saying, 
‘I will judge all your enemies.’  This is an action of fidelity, love and holy justice all in one.   

There is another echo in these verses which recall the words of Gen. 18:14, ‘Is anything too 
hard for the Lord? At the appointed time I will return to you, about this time next year, and 
Sarah shall have a son.”  ‘At the appointed time.’  Abraham was challenged in his faith.  He 
was old, his wife was both barren and beyond childbearing age, and yet God had given a 
promise that he would have a son by Sarah.  Abraham’s situation denied the possibility of a 
child, and the rise of Babylon and its present power seems to deny the final overthrow that 
God is promising.  A former promise kept by God should ground Habakkuk now as he faced 
a situation that appeared to completely destroy Judah.  

‘it hastens to its end.’  There is a lesson in these words as well.  All will come clear in the 
end though all may appear dark now.  

Certainty of faith

The flow of thought goes something like this.  Habakkuk has seen that Babylon is a 
mounting and unstoppable power that devours whole nations.  He is concerned for the 
future of Judah if invasion and exile is allowed.  God’s intended judgement is not mentioned 
first but last, first God mentions the certainty of His plan v2-3; now in this section He simply 
puts forward the evidence of the Babylonian in his sin, drawing a comparison with the 
believer in v4-5.  It is as if all God has to do is say, the Babylonian is a sinner; and 
Habakkuk who believes in a holy God should add, ‘and so he will be judged.’  V6-20 record 5
woes of judgement that must necessarily follow given who God is and who the Babylonians 
are.  It is as if Habakkuk has been treated as a silly and slow child who should have known 
this all along.  There is a method of faith here that is assumed by God.  God is always good 
and holy and just and faithful before it is proven to our senses or intellect.  Faith begins with
God not our own mind or ability to prove.  

V4-5, ‘ “Behold, his soul is puffed up; it is not upright within him, but the righteous shall live
by his faith.  “Moreover, wine is a traitor, an arrogant man who is never at rest.  His greed is
as wide as Sheol; like death he has never enough. He gathers for himself all nations and 
collects as his own all peoples.”

We will look firstly at the Babylonian and then the righteous.

God calls our attention to the Babylonian, likely the King of Babylon as a token 
representative for the nation.  He simply tells us to look and observe, to see who he and 
draw the conclusions of faith.  God then contrasts the inner life of both.

‘his soul is puffed up.’  Pride is the first thing to note.  Self-centred; self-oriented; self-
sufficient.  To accept no one’s opinion but my own as truth; to accept no one’s rules but my 
own as binding; to accept no one’s strength but my own to save me; to accept no one else’s
teaching but the teachers I approve.  Blind to what we are as creatures and sinners we 
think too much of ourselves, our abilities, our opinions, and our desires.  

‘it is not upright within him.’  If I am my own God, and I am a sinner who willfully pursues 
what I want which is contrary to God, it is no wonder that righteous will be far from me.  
Once again, God is describing the inner life, the thought life, the life of motives, desires and 
imaginations which are the source of all of our actions.  Without God, and left to my own 



devices, sin is the necessary consequence.  If you reverse this, if God is on the throne of my
heart, and I accept His rules and live by them, then holiness and the fruit of the Spirit will 
result.

What follows now are various descriptions which show the slavery of sin:  
‘moreover, wine/wealth is a traitor.’  The translation is not clear, it could be either wine or 
wealth, but whatever the idol is whether it is the pursuit of the feelings of pleasure in wine, 
or the desire to store up riches, whatever your idol is, it will betray you.  Sin is a liar, it 
promises paradise and delivers hell, it promises satisfaction and leaves you wanting more, it 
promises to serve you well but ends up ruling you like a tyrant. The one who does not have 
God to rule him, will be ruled by something else.  
‘an arrogant man who is never at rest.’  This verse is describing the endless hunger of the 
human heart for satsifaciton which nothing in this world can satisfy.  That deep desire which
ends up driving us into various slaveries as we seek to slake the hunger that only God can 
fulfill.  
‘His greed is as wide as Sheol; like death he has never enough.’  This verse reminds us of 
Psalm 27:20, ‘Sheol and Abaddon are never satisfied, and never satisfied are the eyes of 
man.
‘He gathers for himself all nations and collects as his own all peoples.’  The Babylonians 
desire for world domination is not their triumph but a manifestation of their enslavement to 
sin. 

God does not allow this person to get away with it, their punishment is twofold, firstly as we
can see in this description their sins bear their own cost as they drive and exhaust the one 
who serves them.  But the next portion will outline that God is on the throne and they will 
be punished.  

But let us not overlook the most famous verse in this prophecy, ‘but the righteous will live 
by faith.’  In contrast to the Babylonian we see righteousness instead of sin; and faith 
instead of self-reliant pride.  Righteous is what Judah should have been but weren’t and so 
are being judged, the righteous spoken of here will be the righteous remnant who will have 
to suffer through what the king of Israel and others have brought upon the whole nation.  
God is calling the remnant to a two point battle plan for the coming disaster, righteousness 
and faith.  

This verse is quoted three times in the NT Rom. 1:17; Gal. 3:11 and Hebrews 10:38-39.  
Paul and Hebrews use the verse differently from each other.  Paul uses the idea of faith 
being the way in which a person is declared righteous.  This is certainly one of the 
implications of the text but not its first intended meaning.  It is more persevering faith 
rather than justifying faith which is the heart of Habakkuk’s intent.  Hebrews is closer than 
Paul in sticking closer to Habakkuk’s intent.  The word righteous is used in the OT to speak 
of someone who is legally righteous, and so the verse could be translated, ‘the justified by 
his steadfast trust shall live.’ (O Palmer Robertson, p175-177).  Paul draws on the 
implication of the righteous being the justified and this by the instrument of faith.  But 
Habakkuk though is more about the day to day endurance of believing in God that makes up
the believer’s life rather than the point at which one becomes righteous.  Here in this verse 
God is challenging the prophet to live by faith and not my sight.  To remember who God is 
and cling to that despite what the appearance of the situation is.  

This is the challenge we all need to face.  Are we living by faith or sight?  Faith in God is not
merely the groundless hope that He is there but is built on certainties.  The certainty of the 
word of God grounds our faith so that our belief is not seen to be in our wishful thinking but



the unfailing word of God.  Our faith is based on God’s character, a God who does not lie 
and who keeps His promises.  Our faith is based on God’s past faithfulness in impossible 
situations.  Our faith is based on the demonstration of His love and holiness on the cross.  
Our faith is not based on whether the church is presently victorious, or you are presently 
walking in victory or success.  Habakkuk is being challenged to base his trust in the holy 
God who is faithful to Israel not in his own opinion and evaluation of the situation.  As Paul 
puts it, this is our shield against the lies of the enemy, against doubts.  It is the nature of 
our sinfulness to make God small, to make God wicked, to make God in our own image and 
to judge Him by what we understand.  Faith is to allow God to be who He says He is, to not 
make a liar every time He speaks; to trust that He will do what He says that He will do, and 
to rather doubt our own evaluation of the situation that the character of God.  

Certainty of judgement

 The last section of the vision has 5 woes in it, these woes are said to be upon the lips of 
those peoples that the Babylonians had taken captive, v6.  Each of the 5 woes demonstrates
God’s justice against the Babylonians as the sin they commit is then don’t to them in turn.  
This prophecy of sin receiving its due in a type of poetic justice is a demonstration of the 
justice of God.  The first woe talks about the plunderer being plundered, v5-8.  The second 
woe prophesies how those who sought to secure their future at the cost of those nations 
they attacked will have their own security removed, v9-11.  The third woe announces how 
those who seek to build a civilization with blood will suffer destruction, v12-14.  The fourth 
woe talks about how those who shamed others will themselves be shamed, v15-17.  The 
fifth woe, which saves the worst sin for last the sin of idolatry, those who worship other 
gods will have to face the living God in judgement. 

Time will not allow us to go into all the details of the 5 woes.  But there are two verses 
woven into them which act to buoy up Habakkuk’s faith.  The first is v14, the second v20.  
V14, ‘For the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord as the waters 
cover the sea.’  The judgement upon Babylon is a window through which the prophet sees 
that great a final day of the new creation when all sin is removed, all enemies gone and God
reigns over all.  This is the widest zoom lens in the book which gives us the widest look at 
what is to come.  This is God reminding Habakkuk that there is a happily ever after which is 
certain.  He is being invited to take an eternal perspective.  A habit of thought we ought all 
to imitate.  Paul does this in Rom. 8:17, ‘For I consider that the sufferings of this present 
time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us.’  And 2 Cor. 4:17, 
‘For this light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all 
comparison.’  A temporary amount of suffering is tolerable if this is the eternity we will 
inherit.  

But the last verse brings the full reality of Gods awesome glory to bear, ‘But the Lord is in 
his holy temple; let all the earth keep silence before him.”  Compared to the idols of v18-20 
God is living.  Compared to their deadness and inability He is seated on the throne.  As 
opposed to their mute absence He is in the temple in the presence of His people.  He is God
and let all creation keep silence and acknowledge Him.  This is a stark remember of the raw 
undiluted majesty of God’s godness.  I have picture of the judge taking his bench and the 
proclamation, ‘Silence in the court!’  both believer and unbeliever must obey, God is 
irresistible.  The proud boasts must be silenced, and the doubting and accusing questions of
the believers must be stopped.  They will automatically be stopped, to see Him is enough.  
3:2 shows the impact of this on Habakkuk.  Like Job he is silenced, all questions, all doubts, 
they are all blasted away in the light of His true glory.  We thought we knew, we thought 
we understood, we forgot who He is God, that He is the I Am.  All of creation staggers in 



the light of His glory, and this is the final answer that silences all questions and grounds all 
faith.  God is God.  

       
  
                
        


