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Nobody Gets Away with Anything

Habakkuk 2:6-14
For those who are guests with us, we are in the middle of the book of Habakkuk. Habakkuk asks the question, “Why, God, did you let things get into such a mess in our nation? Do you not care? Why does it seem as though evil prospers and the good suffer?” In the whole book God peels layer by layer, like an onion the answer to this the question. Not all the answers does Habakkuk enjoy. God told Habakkuk, “I am going to do something about it. In fact, I am going to do it quite soon. I am bringing the Babylonians.” Of course that upset Habakkuk because it seems to deepen the issue. The issue was why does evil prosper, and the Babylonians were worse than Israel themselves, so it seems to deepen the problem or the dilemma. The reason of course for that is God says, “You know, this may seem inconsistent to you, but it is not inconsistent with my love. I love my people so much that I have to rescue them. I have to deliver them from the destructive path that they are on.” So he brings a form of discipline into their life in order to wake them up and shake them up. 

God then continues. It is interesting in Chapter 2 (which is what Kristine preached on last week), God continues the answer even though Habakkuk did not ask the question. The unspoken question is, “What about those who trusted you? Will they be wiped away? Will they suffer as well? God answers with the famous phrase: “The just shall live by faith.” The answer is “No, those who trust me will live.” God has this pattern in Scripture that He always preserves His people. There is always a righteous remnant who is preserved. God always protect those who trust Him even though the culture itself may experience judgment. God protects His people. You see this with Daniel; you see this in Habakkuk; Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego. You see this with Noah; you see that with a lot of other characters in Scripture. God protects his people. In the book of Revelation, for instance, we read how God seals His people as a form of protection over them. Even though the world may, near the end, go chaotic, God seals His people as a hand of protection upon them. 

Now we come to chapter 2:6-14 (actually it goes all the way to 6-20). God continues an answer. Again the question is unspoken, but God anticipates Habakkuk’s question. The question is “Well then, what are you going to do about the Babylonians; what about them? If, as reflected in Peter chapter 4:17, if judgment starts with the house of God, what about those who have rejected Your word? Peter reminds us “it is time for judgment to begin with the household of God. If it begins with us, what will be the outcome for those who do not obey the Gospel?” This is where we are in Habakkuk. 

Now He states it in five woes. There is no way of making a “woe” a happy thing. This will not be the most joyful sermon because you can’t do much with a “woe.” But we are going to delve through some of them. I guess the point of reflection, or what I want you to think about, is “Why is God upset with the Babylonians?  What is he judging them for and how does it apply to me? Am I caught up in the same behavior? Am I doing the same thing? It is a good point of reflection I think. 
If you want to you can read with me in Habakkuk 2: 6-14. Here is what it says “Will not all of them taunt him with ridicule and scorn (referring to the Babylonians), saying, “Woe to him who piles up stolen goods and makes himself wealthy by extortion! How long must this go on? Will not your debtors suddenly arise? Will they not wake up and make you tremble? Then you will become their victim. Because you have plundered many nations, the peoples who are left will plunder you. For you have shed man’s blood; you have destroyed lands and cities and everyone in them. Woe to him who builds his realm by unjust gain to set his nest on high, to escape the clutches of ruin! You have plotted the ruin of many peoples, shaming your own house and forfeiting your life. The stones of the wall will cry out, and the beams of the woodwork will echo it. Woe to him who builds a city with bloodshed and establishes a town by crime! Has not the Lord Almighty determined that the people’s labor is only fuel for the fire, that the nations exhaust themselves for nothing? For the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea.” 

Lord, help us now to discover what it is that You are saying to us. It is a word spoken to the Babylonians, it is the reason for judgment, but how does it apply to us? Help us to keep open hearts and minds to Your Word, for it is Your Word. We pray these things in Christ’s name. Amen. 
Well, what does He judge the Babylonians for? Well, in verses 6-8 the language seems to say God is dealing with how they gained their wealth. But He deals with that later on in verses 14-16. In verses 6-8, it is not only how they gained their wealth, it is the motivation behind it. What God judges the Babylonians for in verses 6-8 is inordinate greed. You get this through the repetition of three phrases: you have piled up goods, you made yourself wealthy, and you have plundered the nations. Equally troubling, though, is how they gained their wealth. They did it through robbery, through bullying, through vandalism.  When I was reading the word “vandalism” (plundering in some translations), I couldn’t help but have in my mind the images of New Orleans after the Hurricane - the plundering all for the purpose of just getting something for myself, something for nothing. The Babylonians did it through conquest. Those are the behaviors, but what was the motive that God is addressing here? The motive is they wanted to pile it up. They wanted to become wealthy. Well what does God do? What does He say He will do? In verse 7 there is play on words. He uses the word (in NIV) “debtors,” and in other translations it is “creditors.” It means “to bite.” It’s a way of saying, “You have bit others; you have taken a bite out of their lives, out of their finances, and you thought that I was blessing you. You thought that life for you is going well. You are providing for yourself. But you don’t know something. You don’t know that the wealth that you have accumulated is bearing interest against you. I am calling the creditors to come to take what is owed Me, with interest. The creditors will cry out. The creditors will suddenly arise! Will they not wake up and make you tremble? Then you will become their victims. 
Verses 6-8 are the antithesis of Matthew 6:19-20 where Jesus says, “Do not store up for yourself treasures on earth where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven.”  

Habakkuk repeats a lot of proverbial wisdom- wisdom for the ages. They say that a lot of things that Habakkuk says you find in the Proverbs as well. For instance Proverbs 23:4-5 says, “Show restraint in getting wealth; don’t wear yourself out to get rich.” The reason for it is expressed in verse 5, “Money easily disappears. Cast but a glance and riches are gone.” It is not a basis for security. Chapter 28:25 of Proverbs says, “The greedy stir up trouble for themselves, but those who trust God prosper.” I think it really is best summed up in 1 Timothy 6:6-10 which says, “But godliness with contentment is great faith. For we brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it. But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that. People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men (or people) into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs.” This was the behavior, or the attitude, or the thirst that God was addressing with the Babylonians. 

There is nothing in Scripture that says there is anything wrong with becoming wealthy. In fact Scripture gives lots of promises and a lot of ways in order to obtain wealth. For instance, the biblical pattern for getting wealth is: if you trust God, if you work diligently (you will find all these in Proverbs), if you give to God and to good, if you manage your money wisely, if you live below your means and invest the rest, Scripture says you will prosper. You will become wealthy. There is nothing in Scripture that says that there is anything inherently wrong with wealth. What is wrong is greed. What is wrong is the “want to,” the thirst for, the lust for, the desire to become rich; the desire to prosper. 

This is what is inherently wrong with gambling. Now I know there are no Scripture passages that outright talk about gambling saying that there is something wrong with it. But what is wrong with gambling is this: it is based in a lust for more. It is based in a discontentment with what God has provided me, and I want more. Jesus says “You can’t serve God and money.” What is wrong with gambling is that it puts you on the wrong side of life. It puts you in pursuit of wealth rather than the pursuit of God. God says, “Seek me, seek me!” 
Have you ever thought about there being a reason why God has not allowed you to become wealthy? Have you ever thought about that? There is a little Scripture passage that says “those who are faithful with little, God will make faithful with much.” Why hasn’t God made me wealthy? Why hasn’t God allowed me to hit the lottery (beyond the fact that I never play it)? Why? Well the reason is because we probably can’t handle it. 

I can tell you I have read twenty or thirty stories of those who have won the lottery, or have had sudden wealth, and it has ruined their lives. There are books now written on the subject.  Let me tell you of this one wonderful gentlemen because he was a great guy, a church-going guy, who honored God. He won the $314 million lottery. He tithed the first chunk, 10% right off the top, but as you look at his life you discover it just ruined his life. His wife says, “I wish I had torn the ticket up.” She was the one who bought it. Since that time he has been arrested twice on drunk driving charges. He has been ordered into rehab. He is facing more charges on battery of a bar manager. He has been robbed, his truck has been robbed, his house has been broken into several times. His office has been robbed several times. He is, of course, famous for the fact that he was robbed in front of a strip club twice. He has had two members of his family killed in his own house. It has wreaked havoc in his life. This wonderful Christian man has lost himself, has lost almost his soul. 

Susan Bradley, who is a financial planner and the founder of Sudden Money Institute, says this: “In our culture there is a widely held belief that money will solve your problems. People think that if they had more, then all their troubles would be over. When families receive sudden wealth, they frequently learn that money can cause as many problems as it solves.” I find it interesting that God reflects this same exact thing in 1 Timothy 6: “Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and have pierced themselves with many griefs.” Jamie Lee Curtis (You know she is an actress. You might say, “I can’t learn anything from her, she is rich. But if wealth is your pursuit, it is good to listen to those who are already there, to ponder whether it is worth getting to that peak). Here is what she says, “You know you can have all the money in the world, and you can have everything under the tree that you have ever wanted, and if you are still sitting there alone, you are the saddest and loneliest human being on the planet, and there is absolutely nothing that money can buy that will fill your soul.” Now there’s some wisdom here!
What are the signs of greed? One of the signs of greed is the lack of contentment- the lack of contentment with God’s provision for your life. Timothy and Habakkuk define it as the “want to,” the desire for wealth. It is expressed in living beyond your means. And our culture makes it very easy to live beyond our means. We have created this thing called credit. What is credit? Well, credit is a modern way of buying now the things that I desire, with money I have not yet made. It is the antithesis of contentment. Contentment is accepting God’s provision for our lives with thankfulness in our hearts and in our lives. I wonder, are you content? It is a slippery slope and it is easy to go down when you start living ahead of your paycheck. It is a desire to have now what I could have had later, had I accepted God’s provision. I don’t want to wait for it. I want it now. It fuels a discontentment with what God allows me to have now. I purchase it with a future, a future which, of course, may not come. Are you content in your life? 

In the book The Millionaire Next Door, it mentions that contentment is actually the way to wealth. When they studied all the millionaires in our country they discovered that all of them lived below their means. All of them live on 70% of their income. They gave away 10%, they saved 10%, and 10% after deductions is what they pay in taxes. The 10% they saved was then invested and then, over time, produced their wealth. Again contentment is the way to success. Contentment says, “God, I will work. I will save. I will live below my income. I will give. I will seek You, and if I do well, if you prosper me, great. If nothing ever changes in my life that is fine too, because I thank You for Your provision and am content with it. Is that you? 

What is the cost of discontentment? The cost is the same cost as that of the Babylonians. The Babylonians experienced the creditors; the creditors came with interest. It is the same experience we have today. What happens when you live outside of contentment? The creditors come, with interest. I think it is captured well in this clip. (Shows video…) People, God doesn’t want you to live that way, with that pressure, because it is a trap. All this traps you in debt. It traps you in a job that you don’t like. It traps you into a busy lifestyle that leads to unhealthy eating. Most people don’t know what they are going to have for supper until 5 – 8 o’clock at night. It traps you into going out too much, or eating process foods which are not good for you. It kills family time - few families eat together. As a result, it kills your ability to pass on your faith to your children, which takes time. People live exhausted lives. Exhaustion, today, is expressed in depression. Most people who are diagnosed with depression aren’t depressed, they are just tired. When you are tired you become very depressed which results in your wanting to sleep more.  So often the temptation is to sleep in on Sundays and rest. (I understand that feeling, trust me. I get up at 6:30 on Sundays - it is killing me). Then we use those Sundays to shine up our stuff, which is not what life is all about. As a result, we lose what is most necessary, and that is our relationship with God. As it says in Timothy “many have wandered from the faith.” I wonder if some of us haven’t wandered from the faith and pierced ourselves with all kinds of greed. If this is you, I encourage you to do these things: One, incur no more debt starting today. Two, consult a consumer credit counselor who will draw you up a budget and make sure you live according to it. Stick to a budget. Pay off your smallest credit card first in order to get a victory so you are encouraged. Live by the 70-30 rule. Live on 70% of your income, give 10%, save 10% and of course you will be taxed, with deductions, about 10% of your income. Accept God’s provision for your life. Wean yourself off credit cards by using your credit cards like debit cards. If you charge something, take it off your checkbook as though you debited your account, so when the bill comes it is already paid for. Do this and you wean yourself off of credit cards. Buy with caution. Buy what you need, not what you want. Reject fear. Most people are driven by the fear of retiring, the fear of not having anything when they become old. Reject fear because in Proverbs 28:20 God says, “I will prosper you. A faithful person will be richly blessed, but the one who is eager to get rich will not go unpunished.” And lastly, transfer your wealth, your finances, over to God. That is the key. When we come before the church we say, “I believe in Jesus Christ as my Lord and Savior.” There is the word “Lord.”  Lord means He is my leader over every area of my life. Is Jesus Lord over your finances? That too is part of your life. 

Well that is woe number one; let us move on to woe number two…. I am just kidding. Let us pray. 

