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“A Puzzled Prophet’s Problem”	Habakkuk 1:1-6a	Readings: Jeremiah 22

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ.  
On the second or third day after beginning seminary classes, one of my classmates requested that we pray for a former Pastor of His who had left his family a suicide note.  This Pastor was a man who was married and had children.  He had been influential in encouraging my classmate to pursue the gospel ministry.  He was a diligent student of the Scriptures, a man devoted to the work of the Pastorate amongst the congregations he had served.  However, he had been struggling with long-term depression and the short note that he had left his family said he could not take it any more and had decided to go and end his life.  As you can imagine, much prayer was raised on this man and his family’s behalf.  We entreated the Lord to spare him and return him to his senses.  Sadly, it was not to be.  Word came through that he had successfully carried out his plan and that his body had been found.  My classmate had to take some time out from classes to drive down for the funeral of the man who had been the single largest influence on his Christian life.  He had to attend a funeral where long time believers were asking some very pointed questions of God.  

And an event like this reminds us that not even Christians are immune from those aspects of life that are seemingly unexplainable.  Indeed, it is likely that many of us here will have encountered circumstances that lead us to turn to God and ask, why?  
Why, O God, do you allow Pastors to commit suicide?  
Why do you allow a false religion like Islam to grow as it seems to be growing?
Why do you take infants and children from believing parents, let alone unbelieving ones?  
Why do you allow once faithful churches to wander away from the truth?  
Why, God, why?

Well, these questions are not new questions, and they are certainly not questions that should be answered with some smug uncaring words about God’s sovereignty.  

For these types of questions are frequently asked of God, even in the Bible.  
	The whole Book of Job focuses, largely, on exactly this question: why God?
	And tucked away amongst what are known as the Minor Prophets, the final twelve prophetic books of the OT, we find a small book that is very much concerned with that same question: Why God?  And it is the Book of Habakkuk.


And to understand the content of this book, we need to spend a little bit of time locating the book in its historical context.  
	From v1, we learn that its author is Habakkuk who we know little about.  

	He probably lived during the time of King Josiah right down into the time of the Babylonian exile, which means around 640 BC through 580 BC or thereabouts.  
	And if we look at the last stages of Judean history before the exile, we find the following: 
	Perhaps you boys and girls remember the name of King Hezekiah (15 years)?  

Well, Hezekiah was followed by Manasseh who reigned for 55 years.  
	Initially, Manasseh was a wicked king.  

During his time, Judah became a vassal of the Assyrian Empire.  This meant that they were not totally independent and paid a kind of a tax to Assyria as the ‘Super-power’ of the region.  
But it also meant that some of the Assyrian idols and idolatrous worship practices had moved into temple worship at Jerusalem in place of the proper worship of God.  
	Later, after a time enslaved in Assyria, Manasseh repented and returned to Judah where he tried to clean up these worship practices.  
	But full and proper reforms though, did not begin until King Josiah.  
	You boys and girls will remember Josiah as the boy who became king at just 8 years old.  
	Well Josiah did a wonderful job getting rid of the idols and corrupt worship practices in Judah.  

But after him it went rapidly down hill again.  
	Two of his sons were kings after him, Jehoahaz and Jehoiakim, and neither of them were godly men with all the old idolatry returning along with the very evil way of life that came with it.  
	And it is probably during the time of Jehoiakim that Habakkuk writes the opening words of his prophecy.  

After having seen the glory days of Josiah, now wickedness was everywhere.  
	You get a flavour of it in those opening words of vv1-4 that we just read.  
	There Habakkuk speaks about the same things that Jeremiah laments in chapter 22 of his prophecy: Violence, injustice, wrong, destruction, strife, conflict, a corrupt law system, the wicked seeming to prevail everywhere. 


And all of this leads Habakkuk to come before God with questions; important questions that God answers.  And the wonderful thing about this passage, Brothers and Sisters, is that, here, the Word of God has much to teach us about how to question God biblically. 

As we listen to this conversation between Habakkuk and His God; our God, we find that                     A Troubled Prophet Demonstrates Appropriate Questioning of God.  We note 2 things about Habakkuk’s questioning of God.  Firstly, it is Inspired, secondly, it is Scriptural.

You might think it somewhat odd that I have chosen as my first point to reflect on Habakkuk’s questioning as inspired.  Isn’t that somewhat obvious you say?  After all, it’s in the Bible – therefore it’s inspired!  That’s quite true of course.  

	But you see, there is something particular that we can learn from the content of this book that is rather unique amongst all the prophetic books.  For if you read the words of v1, you will note that all of the contents of this book are part of “the oracle that Habakkuk the prophet received.”  
	And the word oracle literally means “a burden: that which causes hardship or distress as a figurative extension of the weariness occurring when carrying a load.”  
	You can almost picture the prophet feeling the weight of this prophecy that He must bring to the Kingdom of Judah.
	Well, what is peculiarly interesting about this oracle is that it is not the usual record of the prophet speaking for God to the people, but a record of the prophet speaking to God about his people, and God’s replies; it is a conversation or dialogue. 

And this, Brothers and Sisters, is the unique beauty of this wonderful book – this inspired prophecy.  
	Habakkuk comes to God to question Him, almost, in a sense, to complain about what is happening to God’s covenant people.  
	Thus, even the questions that He asks; the complaints that he brings before his God, because they are recorded in Scripture, inspired, are a gift of God to us as His people.


	And this means that we can learn a lot from examining his questions, which we shall do in the second point of the sermon.  However, before we look at the questions themselves, we need to realize that inspired lament is a gift of God to believers. 
	Boys and girls, to lament means to express a cry of sorrow or grief or regret.
	When you are sad or crying because of sickness, or have been found out in a sin and cry out, “I’m sorry…”, that’s lament.
	Well, one whole book of the OT is called Lamentations; 5 full chapters of lament about the conditions brought on Jerusalem by the Babylonians.  
	The Book of Job is largely a record of Job’s lament to God over his miserable condition. 

Fully one third of the Psalms are known as Psalms of lament; intimate records of sorrowful expression; an imploring of God for answers and relief in the face of oppression, illness, sorrow, and death.  
	Picture even Jesus Himself, standing on the hillside overlooking Jerusalem; weeping and raising a lament over the stubborn refusal of the Jews to acknowledge Him as the Messiah.  


	And this means that while there may be some limited benefit from trying to discover the secret of the purpose driven life, or meditating on the prayer of Jabez, or whatever the latest self-esteem craze is that sweeps across the evangelical church, if we truly recognize the reality of sin in our own lives and in all of creation, we too should come before God, frequently, with prayers or songs of lament.  


	Now, don’t get me wrong, I am not suggesting we need more miserable and glum Christians.  There is a time for rejoicing as well as a time for weeping.  That is not what I am saying.  What I am saying is that we should and we may talk with God about problems and difficulties and sorrows.  
	Our worship in here or out there should not just be about joy and happiness.  We must also pour out our hearts to God in lament.  


	But, in so doing, you need to realize that in bringing these complaints to God you can do so in the right manner or in the wrong manner.
	I am sure we have all seen people complain in different ways before.  
	I guess you boys and girls have seen dad complain wrongly when the wheel nut wouldn’t come off the flat tyre and the rain is pouring down?  Or Mum when the bottom falls out of the grocery bag half way between the shop and the car. 

In fact, you have probably learned the hard way that there are different ways of complaining to or questioning your parents about the way that you think you have been unfairly treated.  

	Well, examples of unfaithful complaining to the Lord are also found in the Bible.  
	Just think of Jonah.  
	In Jonah chapter 4 we read that “he became greatly displeased and angry.  He prayed to the Lord, O Lord I knew this was going to happen; that you would relent against Nineveh.  Therefore, take away my life for it is better for me to die than to live.”  
	Elijah also, in 1 Kings 19.  Running from Ahab in fear, he too prayed, “I have had enough Lord.  Take my life.”  


	And what we see in these examples is that unfaithful complaining is often accompanied by life denying or death promoting behavior.  
	Some will protest against God through self-destructive and abusive behaviors toward others, often even those who dearly love them.  
	In the face of intense difficulty, husbands lash out at their wives, fathers and mothers take out their frustration on their children.  
	When the Pastor calls in the wake of a tragedy often people lash out at him seeing him as the representative of this God who has been so unkind to them.  
	Sadly, even Christians turn to suicide as the ultimate form of complaint against God’s dealings with them.


	Well, our God would have us know that He has given us a complaint procedure.  He has provided us with an inspired policy manual that covers what we are to do when we are perplexed by the unfolding of His will.  
	But you see, you mustn’t wait until you are in a state of despair to find out what the procedure is.  
	Don’t wait until you have the pressure of intense sorrow and grief bearing down on your shoulders to find out how you should question God, for then you will inevitably complain in an unfaithful manner.  
	Instead, make it your regular custom to read the Book of Lamentations, and Job, and the Psalms of lament. 

Learn from Habakkuk how you can rightfully bring your worries and concerns before God.  
Learn from Jesus Himself who spent so much time alone and in prayer with His Father in Heaven, in order to be ready for the difficulties of life that were to come. 
Search for books that meditate on these Bible books and teach us how to deal with uncertainty and sorrow.  
And pray to God that He may enable you to complain faithfully, when dark times come, for the fact is that they will come.

And so for an indication of how we may come faithfully before God with our complaints let us turn in the second point to see that as the troubled prophet demonstrates appropriate questioning of God, his questions are Scriptural.

	And one of the first and most obvious distinctions between unfaithful complaining and faithful complaining is seen in the manner of address.  
	The unfaithful protest begins with an impersonal and judging abstraction.  You might have read this sort of thing in the Press recently in the wake of the earthquake. “What kind of god could allow this to happen?”  “How could a so-called loving god let this occur?”  

But this is not so with Habakkuk is it.  Verse 2: “How long, O Lord, must I call for help, and you do not listen?”  
	Habakkuk uses the covenant name of God – Yahweh, to express his continued respect for the character of God.  

His first complaint, here in vv2-4, is a complaint borne of long suffering.  Habakkuk wants to converse directly with his God, and He addresses him from a deep conviction that God is good all the time, even in the midst of adversity.  

	And yet, even though Habakkuk recognizes the loving sovereignty of God this does not silence him and shield him from the pain that the faithful endure.  


	He is deeply troubled by the tragic situation before him.  He is hurting for his people.  He simply cannot understand why God is allowing this widespread wickedness to go on.  
	He knows that this behavior is a breaking of God’s covenant law and that God cannot abide such disobedience.  

He wonders how and when the Lord will deal with this covenant unfaithfulness for the sake of His people.  

	And as we consider this complaint, we see that Habakkuk begins by recognizing God’s character as a loving Father.  
	God Himself has revealed in the Book of the law that He will not forsake His people, and that He will punish evildoers.  

Thus, Habakkuk comes to God with a faithful lament grounded in the promises of Scripture; words that express the torment of soul that he is undergoing: “How long, O Lord, must I call for help, but you do not listen?”  

	But then the Lord answers Habakkuk, in vv5-11, with an astounding reply.  
	God uses the same Hebrew words used by Habakkuk and translated in v3 as “look at” and “tolerate,” in the opening line of v5: “Look at” and “watch.”  
	He says, in effect, “Habakkuk, you are rightfully tired of looking at the sin in Judah.  Well, just look at and watch what I am about to do with the nations!  Look and be amazed!  I am going to do something you would not believe if you were told!  I am appointing the ruthless, dreaded, militarily unequalled Babylonians as my instrument of wrath and chastisement on Judah’s wickedness!”  
	And this is not at all what Habakkuk was expecting!  
	There can be little doubt that Habakkuk was hoping that God would raise up another Josiah; a king that would once again deal with the spiritual condition of God’s people.  


	This reply of God, then, is a reminder to us that God sometimes gives the most             unexpected answers to prayer.  
	For isn’t it the case that often times when we come to God with questions, that we do so also with the way that we think our prayers should be answered?  
	We may be lamenting the state of the church or the political situation in the land.  
	We may be concerned over the life choices being made by our children.  
	We may be pouring out our hearts to Him about the illness that afflicts a loved one.  


	But in reality we are not truly seeking to know God’s will, but instead hoping that He will accommodate ours.  


	Back in Chicago, friends of ours had a son who had left home, was under the discipline of the church, and was living with a woman outside of marriage.  They and the church prayed earnestly on his behalf.  One day they received a call and were told that he had been involved in a serious car crash involving severe head injuries.  
	Do you think that this was the answer to prayer that his parents were seeking?  I doubt it.  And yet, as a result of all this, he gained back a good measure of health and the use of his mental faculties, realized what a fool he had been, and proceeded to be restored to his family, the church, and to his God.  


	Brothers and Sisters, God sometimes gives the most unexpected answers to prayer.  
	And so, let me ask you these questions then: 
	Are you ready for your prayers on behalf of a backsliding church to be answered by God in the form of more ungodly legislation?  Legislation that might serve to wake up the church in New Zealand from her spiritual slumbers?  

Are you ready for your prayers to be answered by whatever other instrument the Lord may choose to use for the betterment of His church here in this country?  
Or, are you really just hoping for a slight adjustment here and there, so that you can keep your 4 bedroom house with three bathrooms, 2 cars, and a boat!  A minor change Lord, so that we can do church just the way that we like it; without fear of persecution and in relative comfort and freedom?  

	It is simply astounding, really, that we - creatures - may boldly demand of God – the Creator - that He order events in the way that we think might be most beneficial to us.  When in truth, the fact is that God may sometimes do the exact opposite of what we hope for.  He may choose to overwhelm us with an army of Babylonians; godless Babylonians at that!  


	The pages of Scripture are full of the record of God using the most unlikely instruments to bring His purposes to pass.  Always overseeing the events of history in such away that the world and His people would be in just the right state for the arrival and work of the Lord Jesus Christ.  Always ordering the events in Israel and in the rest of the world for the purposes of ushering in, establishing, and furthering the glorious kingdom of Jesus Christ.  


	Even when Jesus came to earth, who would have suspected that God would choose that manner of His appearing, or that manner of His ministry, or that manner of His ultimate victory over sin and death.  
	I suspect that if we had been alive when Jesus Christ was standing before Pilate, we would have been looking for anyway we could find to get Jesus out of that place and prevent Him from being crucified.  

But Pilate and the cross were God’s chosen instruments of salvation.  

	Therefore, we must ever remind ourselves that history follows a divine plan, not ours.  And this is why the answers to our prayers may be the exact opposite of what we expect.


	As I said earlier, it is quite appropriate for us to bring our questions before God.  The lament is a gift that God has given us.  
	But our complaint, just like Habakkuk’s, must be a Scriptural complaint.  



If you are wondering then how it is that we can learn to pray scripturally like Habakkuk, then let me suggest to you that you start by reading the Prayers of the Bible.  
	First, and foremost, read the Psalms: Psalms of Praise, Psalms of thanksgiving, and Psalms of Lament – the full range of Christian expression right there in the Psalter.  

Read the prayers of the patriarchs and prophets, and read the prayers of the Apostles.  
Read John 17 frequently, the High priestly prayer of the Lord Jesus Himself.  
Then take the very words of God Himself and make them your prayers by praying them right back to God.  
This is the unique value of the Book of Habakkuk, for in it we are shown how we may complain to God in a scriptural manner. 


But it would be wrong for us to see Habakkuk simply as a role-model for prayers of complaint.  Instead, as we conclude, we must also see that when Habakkuk prayed, “How long, O Lord, must I call for help, and you do not listen?”, he pointed us to the coming of Jesus.  
	You see, Habakkuk’s cry is the cry of all the prophets of the Old Testament.  
	All the prophets would look at the surrounding nations or injustice in Israel.  
	And whenever the prophets brought their lament before God, or God’s word of judgment or hope to the people, they looked forward to ultimate redemption.  


	The prophet’s cry is the cry of all those who looked forward in faith, to the time when God would fully and finally draw near to His people in the person of the Lord Jesus Christ.  


	You see, Brothers and Sisters, Habakkuk’s complaint also was a complaint about the effects of sin.  


	But the ultimate answer to the question of sin would not come with the Babylonians.  
	The ultimate answer to the question of sin would come when Jesus – the great prophet, asked God the same question about the effects of sin.  

Do you know when Jesus asked this question?  He asked this question when He raised His lament on the cross – Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani – “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?”  
	For in asking this question; in raising this ultimate complaint, Jesus became the forsaken one of God, in order that you might become the redeemed of God.  

Jesus became the answer to Habakkuk’s question; the answer of God to all those who come before Him in faith, and truly and humbly lament over their sin, as we hope now to do at the Lord’s Supper table.  Amen.

