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So What Kind of Answer Is That?

Habakkuk 1:5-12

Last week, Pastor Richard introduced us to Habakkuk. Even that name sounds odd, doesn’t it? A prophet of the Old Testament times whose short, three-chapter book is mixed in with all those other Minor Prophets at the end of the Old Testament. The first part of the first chapter is Habakkuk’s beginning complaint to God which asks the question, “Why does the evil in Judah go unpunished?” We need to read Habakkuk’s question to God before we can read our own part of the Scripture today, which is God’s answer to Habakkuk. Just in case you can’t find Habakkuk in the Bible, I looked it up in the pew bible. It is in the middle of all those prophets like Nahum, Micah and Zechariah and Zephaniah.  It is on page 717. It is only two pages to three pages long. We are going to read Habakkuk chapter 1: 
“The oracle that Habakkuk the prophet received. How long, O God, must I call for help but you do not listen? Or cry out to you, “Violence!” but you do not save? Why do you make me look at injustice? Why do you tolerate wrong? Destruction and violence are before me. There is strife, and conflict abounds. Therefore the law is paralyzed and justice never prevails. The wicked hem in the righteous so that justice is perverted.” 
Now our scripture for today is the rest of chapter 1.  This is God’s answer to Habakkuk’s complaints. This is what God says:
 “Look at the nations and watch and be utterly amazed for I am going to do something in your days that you would not believe even if you were told. I am raising up the Babylonians, those ruthless and impetuous people who sweep across the whole earth, to seize dwelling places not their own. They are a feared and dreaded people. They are a law to themselves and they promote their own honor. Their horses are swifter than leopards, fiercer than wolves at dusk. Their calvary gallops headlong; their horsemen come from afar. They fly like a vulture swooping to devour; they all come bent on violence. Their hordes advance like a desert wind and gather prisoners like sand. They deride kings and scoff at rulers. They laugh at all fortified cities; they build earthen ramps and capture them. Then they sweep past like the wind and go on – guilty men, whose own strength is their God.” This is God’s word for us today praise be to him. 
I think, “What kind of answer was that?” The question was, “God, why do you tolerate such evil all around me?” and the answer is “You think that is bad, just wait.” If it wasn’t the sacred Scriptures, carefully preserved by the Jewish people from Habakkuk’s time through Jesus’ time all the way to the present day, I wouldn’t believe it! But this is God’s Word for us today. The Apostle Paul quoted this book when he was in Antioch. The author of the New Testament book of Hebrews quotes it and points us to it. But the God I worship has an everlasting love for his people, and his people are the ones who love him and try to follow his commandments. The Bible says over and over again that God loves and protects us, his people; that God is our rock and our fortress. Jesus says, “I will never leave or forsake you,” yet so often, don’t we feel alone? It is sure hard to see how good and righteousness is winning in the world around us. We see too much suffering. How can an all-righteous God and an all-powerful God allow such evil to exist? Why do the evil- doers seem to prosper while the innocent ones suffer? Why do the warlords grow fat in opulent palaces while thousands of starving children die? Why? Why? 
I studied this passage to see what those more knowledgeable than me have to say. Some professors say that God does answer Habakkuk’s question - at least part of it. They say that Habakkuk is complaining about the evil Jews his own government. His king, King Jehoiakim’s leadership was absolutely awful. He killed the innocent that opposed him. The king sent assassins, who killed a prophet named Uriah who said that Jerusalem would be captured. The king burned Jeremiah’s hand-written prophecy in his fireplace. Under him the priesthood was corrupt, in adultery and abuse of power. So God answers, “I’ll take care of this corruption by bringing even more evil people to deal with them.” God, in essence, answers, “You think the Jews are bad, just wait till you see the Babylonians.” 
Even more amazing is Habakkuk accepts God’s answer about the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem. He doesn’t say, “No, no this can’t be! This isn’t my God!” Our final verse for today’s reading is Chapter 1 verse 12 which says, “O Lord, are you not from everlasting? My God, My Holy One, we will not die. Oh Lord you have appointed them (meaning the Babylonians) to execute justice. O Rock, you have ordained them to punish.” Habakkuk was willing face to the truth of the judgment on his people’s rebellion against God. Habakkuk declares along with his contemporary prophets, Isaiah and  Jeremiah, that their worst national enemy would discipline God’s people. Habakkuk cannot believe God’s awful answer and yet he believes it. It disturbs him terribly and yet he has faith that God will be merciful and that God’s people will endure this destruction. He calls God a “Rock” and his “Holy One.” God’s names and attributes bring Habakkuk comfort even in the middle of great distress. 
But how can Habakkuk accept this awful answer? He has faith, faith in God. What is a faith, what is this faith that Habakkuk is expressing even in the middle of absolute destruction? The New Testament book of Hebrews says that “faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.”  “Faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.” Can you see God? No, not directly, but do you believe that He exists? Do you believe in the All-Powerful, the All-Good God of the Bible? Is your faith expressed in the way you live? Hebrews 11:6 says, “Without faith, it is impossible to please God because anyone who comes to God must believe he exists, and that He rewards those who earnestly seek Him.” Did Habakkuk have faith? Yes, he directs his complaints or protests straight to God because he does believe in the God of the Bible. Questions and protest are part of an honest conversation with God. Bible teachers have labeled this kind of conversation with God “laments.” Do you know how many of the 150 Psalms in our Bible are prayers or songs of lament? Fully one third. Fifty Psalms express dismay and questioning of God. The Old Testament books of Job and Lamentations are dedicated to lament. They express the confusion and pain of unbearable suffering by the faithful. 
Have you ever questioned God during hard times? Have you ever protested that things are unfair? I have, and I have shared with you some of those times during sermons in my year here. Last Thanksgiving Eve I preached about how my house at the Presbyterian camp where I had worked burned to the ground before my eyes. I felt like I had lost everything - all of my seminary class notes, all of my seminary books, all of my Park Service Ranger stuff, most of the new wedding presents that we hadn’t had a chance to use, and even beloved pets. I just couldn’t understand it. Why did the newest building in the camp burn? I was on my knees begging God to send rain, which he did after it was too late. The ashes got soaked. I was devastated with confusion and I asked God, “Why did you give me all of these years of training and then send it up in flames? I thought you wanted me to be a minister?” My prayers were full of lament for months and even years afterward.
 I tell you that this sermon today is an absolute miracle. Two weeks ago I could not have stood here to preach. How could I preach and share the love of God from a pulpit when I could not even sing the hymns of the church without crying? My faith was shaken at the beginning of this month through a serious illness of my daughter. I was angry that God had allowed her to suffer so much. Why did God wait three days to answer my desperate prayers for healing? Where was He when we needed Him so badly? Today I can tell you that God was with us and that He did give healing in His own time.[ My daughter is doing very well now and I thank all of you who prayed for her and I thank you for the wonderful gift basket that White Clay Creek congregation gave to her which was delivered right into our living room!]

But I am a minister! My faith shouldn’t shake, should it? Habakkuk was a prophet whom God spoke to directly. David was a King after God’s own heart and Job was so righteous that there were none on earth like him. Look back to our call to worship, it is the longest one I have ever put in the bulletin! [See call to worship printed at the end of this sermon]. Habakkuk, David, Jeremiah, Job all of these heroes of the faith express lament. Did these people of faith question God and protest about the evil surrounding them? They sure did and I thank God for including so many laments in His Word, the Bible, for us. One writer I studied said that “Lamentations and questioning are God’s gift to the believer. They provide a pathway of honest faith and faithful conversation with God in horrible times.” Questioning and Lamentations are a gift for a believer. Did God strike Habakkuk dead for questioning God’s methods? No, God listened to the complaint and he answered him. Not with the answers that Habakkuk wanted and maybe not with the answers that we always want. But the God of the universe talks personally to his people, to Habakkuk and to us. God gave me some answers about the fire that destroyed my home. Everything that I had prayed would happen at that camp happened in years following the fire. Everything. I have seen so much good come out of that fire and I have already seen some good come out of my daughter’s suffering. I pray that I will have the eyes to see more as time goes on. 
Let me share one final example of how God answers our prayers in his own way, in his own time. I went to the Women of Faith pre-conference which was just one week after my daughter got home from the hospital. On that Friday we were given cards to write questions for the two conference speakers to answer during a question and answer time. I wrote a question asking, “What can we do to feel God’s presence in the middle of a crisis?” I know in my head that God never abandons us, but so often I don’t feel His presence when I need it the most. 
Well it turned out that the conference speakers answered lots of people’s questions, but not mine. I was really disappointed. I could have used their encouragement and insight (and, of course, no one knew that a minister had written that question). All in all, it was a great conference, a faith builder, and I felt a lot closer to God because of that conference. But I still wished that God had answered my question. The very next morning  I was home I was sitting in my husband’s church listening to a guest minister, who had graciously volunteered to preach for my husband so that my husband could catch up with things after all the turmoil that he had been in the last few weeks. The guest minister came down front for the children’s sermon, and what do you think he taught? What you can do to feel God’s presence in the middle of a crisis. I sat there with shivers going up and down my spine. God answered my question in his own way, in his own time. God is faithful and He is loving and He is merciful. He has not forgotten us, He does watch over us. We can trust Him. Trust Him and you will see that for yourself. Even though we pray a prayer of lament God listens. You know even Jesus lamented faithfully to God the Father while He was on the cross, even Jesus! Read it for yourselves in Matthew chapter 27. Let us pray, God our Father hear our prayers of lament. Answer us in your loving kindness and in your own time. Increase our faith, Lord, so that we can trust you more and more every day. In our Savior Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.
CALL TO WORSHIP: [referred to in the sermon]
Leader: Habakkuk asks God, “How long, O Lord, must I call for help, but You do not listen? Why do You tolerate wrong?”

People: Jeremiah asks God, “Why does the way of the wicked prosper? Why do all who are treacherous thrive?”
Leader:  David asks God, “Why have You forsaken me? Why are You so far from

              saving me?”
People: Job asks God, “Does it please you to oppress me, while you smile on the schemes of the wicked?”
Leader: God answers Habakkuk, “The righteous will live by his faith.”
People: God tells Jeremiah, “I am with you and will save you.” 

Leader: David sings,, “I am still confident of this: I will see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living.”

People: Job says, “Even though God slay me, yet will I hope in Him.”

Leader: These people of faith asked God some tough questions.

People: We are people of faith. God gives us the faith to ask tough questions and listen for answers.

ALL: Let us worship the Living God!

