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Habakkuk: How Long, O Lord

Habakkuk 1:1-4; 2:1-4

Sunday, July 18, 2010
Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

There once was a prophet Habakkuk

Who by all accounts was no schmuck

This ditty would be fine

If there were a real rhyme

But, alas, no luck for Habakkuk. 
You may have been a member of the church all your life, but it is likely that Habakkuk is not a name that is very familiar. It is also a distinct possibility that you have never taken the time to read Habakkuk’s prophecy, and that is assuming that you knew Habakkuk is one of the books of the Old Testament.

But chances are good that you have felt the same thing that Habakkuk felt, and that at sometime in your life you have asked the same question that Habakkuk asks – “How long, O Lord, how long?”

Or as Eugene Peterson paraphrases our lesson: 
God, how long do I have to cry out for help before you listen? How many times do I have to yell, “Help! Murder! Police!” before you come to the rescue? Why do you force me to look at evil, stare trouble in the face day after day? Anarchy and violence break out, quarrels and fights all over the place. Law and order fall to pieces. Justice is a joke. The wicked have the righteous hamstrung and stand justice on its head.

Living by faith is always a bewildering venture. We assume that we, who try our best to live as people of God, would have a leg up on those who ignore, or even worse actively disdain any concept of God, let alone reject God’s loving overtures. We assume that we who live our lives by God’s tenants and commandments would get favorable treatment from God, but as we move through life that isn’t what we experience. And to acknowledge that God-followers don’t get preferential treatment in life always comes as a surprise.

Peterson claims it also comes as a surprise that very few men and women within the Bible express this deep forlorning that God often seems so absent from our need. The prophet Habakkuk is one of them, however, and a most welcomed journey companion. Most prophets, most of the time, speak God’s Word to us. They are preachers calling us to listen to God’s words of judgment and salvation. They face us with God as God is, not as we imagine God to be. They insist that we pay attention to God. But Habakkuk speaks our word to God. He gives voice to our bewilderment as we try to make sense of things. He insists that God pay attention to us, with the directness and bluntness that comes with being a prophet.
We are continuing our series on the Minor Prophets, for which there are twelve. And as a reminder, “minor” does not mean insignificant, but literally it means that they are short. They are not the long prophecies as we find with Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the like. I doubt if we will get to all twelve of the Minor Prophets. Their message often becomes redundant. They occur at different times and places with different circumstances, but often the same message – a lack of social justice and fairness among God’s people who are too quick to run after other gods and forget the one who has brought them out of slavery and nurtured them.

We have already looked at Obadiah, Jonah, Hosea, Amos, Micah, and Joel. And what we have found as the essential message that almost all the Minor Prophets possess is that of God speaking out to remind us that:

1. People should not live at the expense of others.

2. We have a responsibility for our brothers and sisters, which moves beyond our familial and national borders.

3. God is the God of all people and the sovereign of all nations.

4. And there will come a time when that will be known to all and the Lord’s Day will come.

But we lose patience. And Habakkuk is a colleague of ours in lost patience.
A quick reminder: The Minor Prophets span a time frame of over three hundred years covering the 8th through the 5th centuries B.C. These were eventful times in the Near East including Palestine. This was after Israel as a unified Kingdom under Saul, David, and Solomon, which ended in 931 B.C. Israel split up into two nations – Israel in the north and Judah in the south. And actually the two kingdoms learned how to get along with each other and they experienced times of prosperity.

But prosperity often comes at an expense. Too often what is “right” is compromised by what is “expedient.” Israel and Judah often had to make alliances in order to maintain peace and prosperity. But in the Minor Prophet’s eyes, often what happened is that Israel and Judah abandoned their allegiance to God and the just society that God sought, in order to maintain the lifestyle of the rich and famous.

Two major powers evolved during this time of the Minor Prophets. First, Assyria who in 722 B.C. completely overwhelmed the northern kingdom of Israel sending it’s leaders and prominent citizens into exile, leaving Israel as a complete vassal state of the Assyrians.

Later the Babylonians rose to power in the region vanquishing Judah with the fall of Jerusalem in 586 B.C, rendering it as the Assyrians did Israel. The Minor Prophets saw each of these events as God’s judgment upon God’s people for their injustice, ignoring the Law, and all around apostasy – turning away from the living God and running after other gods.

Habakkuk seems to have just realized that God is going to chastise Judah and its people for ignoring the precepts of God by using the Babylonian empire to destroy it. And, as mentioned earlier, while most prophets would use this information to warn and try to correct the ways of the people by taking up with the people the arguments of God, Habakkuk takes up with God the arguments of the people.

“How long, O Lord?” We are your chosen people, but you’re killing us here. Yes, maybe we are not perfect, but we are not godless like the Babylonians. We at least believe in you, at least we give lip service to the living God. You’re making a joke of us here. What’s the world going to think when the chosen people of the living God are vanquished by a bunch of godless brutes? It’s going to make you look week and ineffective. (Parenthetical statement here: While often we give up what is right for that which is expedient, God never gives up what is right as a short cut to God’s desired ends.)
However, we still sit back trying not to show our glee, but inside I am saying, “You go, Habakkuk!” You make God answer for this crazy, whacked-out world where it seems like the bad prosper and the good die young – where too often good things happen to bad people and bad things happen to good people. What are we to make of all this?

Well, there are three things I would like you to make of this. There are three things with which I think Habakkuk can help us.
First, it is okay to argue with God. It may not get you anywhere, but it is okay. God has big shoulders. But sometimes it does get you somewhere. Do you remember Abraham negotiating with God over the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 18? He questions God’s justice asking if God indeed was going wipe away the just with the unjust, the good with the wicked. What if you found 50 righteous people would you wipe out the city in spite of these 50? Of course not, God said. Well, what if five of the fifty were lacking? Would you wipe it out then? “No,” God said, “I would not wipe it out for the sake of the 45. Abraham argued God all the way down to ten and God finally just got up and went his way, out “logiced” by Abraham.
Take it to God. God can handle it. And who knows, Scripture has shown that God can be convinced and change God’s course of action.

Secondly, what we need to take away from Habakkuk is that we are not as good as we would like to think we are. The reason God was going to bring the wrath of the Babylonians upon Judah, was because Judah was not playing nice. God has expectations of God’s people. God expects from those of us who covenant with God to live with a kind of attitude toward justice and fairness that, quite honestly, seems strange and counter productive to the rest of the world. It is not good enough for God to receive lip service only. Faith and relationship with God requires every aspect of our lives to be in sync with God’s movement and kingdom goals.
If that is not where we are, then God doesn’t see a lot of difference between those of us who profess faith but don’t live it, and those who don’t profess it at all. And so in spite of Habakkuk’s rant, God just as easily uses barbarian heathens for God’s purposes as God does the covenant nation of Judah.
But that still doesn’t answer Habakkuk’s main concern that good, faithful, and just people get thrown about by the whims of injustice, and what are we to make of that? God’s answer comes plane and simply in the second part of our Scripture lesson in the second chapter of Habakkuk, and it is the third thing we need to take away from this prophet.

…there is still a vision for the appointed time; it speaks of the end, and does not lie.
If it seems to tarry, wait for it; it will surely come, it will not delay. Look at the proud! Their spirit is not right in them, but the righteous live by faith.  (2:3-4)
Basically we are called to remember that God’s ultimate and eternal work does not reside in our minute, human timeframe. Our task is to live by faith. We may not see immediate rewards for our righteousness, but if we are able to maintain our faith to trust God in all things, we will experience greater satisfaction than money, fame, position, or control can ever offer.

It is a theme that Paul picks up directly from Habakkuk. Paul who at one time had power, position, and wealth, found greater satisfaction when he was faithful to God through grace, justice, and long suffering for the love of Jesus Christ. What he found is that when one lives by faith, one no longer has to wait for the justice of God because you become an instrument through which God works God’s justice.
“How long, O Lord, how long?” For those who live by faith, your waiting is over. I pray that will be true in your life and in mine. 
How Long, o lord
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