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Finding Peace in Perplexing Times

Habakkuk 3:1-7

Today we are picking back up with Habakkuk. I figure the next three weeks in January we will finish up the book. The last time I talked about Habakkuk we ended with that famous verse which every Presbyterian seems to have loved because they put it on the plaques of their sanctuary: “The Lord is in His Holy Temple. Let all the earth be silent.” It, however, is not a verse that tells you the context for approaching worship, but a way of approaching God with your life. What God is saying to Habakkuk is, “Habakkuk, I know you are perplexed. I know you don’t understand my answer to the questions you have asked. I know you are wrestling in your mind and you are weary. Trust me. Learn from me. Quiet yourself and lean upon me. You’ll find the answers and strength that you need.” 
It’s good advice for us all. It is advice that you find on the lips of Jesus as well. He says the very same thing in Matthew 11:28 and 29: “Come to me all you who are weary and heavy burdened and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you…”  A yoke, of course, is an oxen yoke and that is how they taught new oxen how to plow, they put an experienced ox with a new ox and they plowed together. So God is saying, “You know, I am the more experienced one. If you just come along the side of me and learn from me. There you will find rest for your soul.” Do you need God’s rest? Are you burdened at all this morning? That is good advice and it is advice that Habakkuk learned. 
These are perplexing times. I was up when the first report came that the twelve miners were alive. It was disappointing to discover that eleven had passed away and only one had survived. Why, why did they have to die? Why are there floods in California and landslides? Why is half of Oklahoma burning? There are a lot of questions. These are perplexing times. How do you reconcile the glitches of life with the glories of God? How do you do that in your heart and how do you do that in your mind? You almost feel sometimes like the hard luck pirate. Have you ever heard the story about the hard luck pirate? The hard luck pirate’s name was Angus. One day a friend came to Angus ( I am going to do this in character because it is the only way you can get the effect). When he saw Angus, he was shocked and asked him, “Angus, what in the world has happened to you?” Angus replied,  “I guess you mean my peg leg. Well I fell overboard and the shark got me leg. That is why I am left here with this wooden leg.” “Yea but what about your arm?”  “Well, I assume you are referring to my hook. “Well I got in a sword fight with some swashbuckler and, well, I can’t swash or buckle like I use to. He got my arm and I got this here hook.” “Yeah,”  the friend said, “but what about your eye?” “Well my eye…. Seagull!” “Seagull? How does a Seagull put your eye out?” “Well, I went up on the crows nest and a seagull flew by and left a souvenir. It splattered in my eye.” “Well,” the friend said, “I understand how a shark got your leg and how you lost your arm in a duel, but how does a seagull dropping put out your eye?” “Well it can’t unless it’s the first day of your hook.”

Do you relate to that? Does it seem sometimes that everything is going wrong in your life and it really shouldn’t be? How do you deal with a God who Nancy Manes describes as a “messy housekeeper,” a God who doesn’t put everything back in the same place it was originally found? How do you deal with life’s perplexing questions that go unanswered?  
There are a lot of possibilities, a lot of options: 1) You can reject God, which is the advice Job’s wife gave: “Curse God and die!” 2) You could tentatively and timidly believe in God while focusing on the problem. 3) You could trust God. You could relinquish the problem totally to him, trusting that God knows more than you could possibly understand. God cares more than any dilemma you have. God is greater than any question or tragedy or perplexity of life. Focus on his love and his purposes and his wisdom. It is this response you find in Habakkuk, chapter three. Will you turn there with me? Habakkuk 3:1-7. Let’s read it together. You will find it on page 718 in the pew bibles below and if you are in the balcony you will find it on page 664. I will give you time to find it… we will be reading verses 1 through 7. Habakkuk is one of those books that is hard to find. 

“A prayer of Habakkuk the prophet, on shigionoth. Lord, I have heard of your fame; I stand in awe of 
your deeds, O Lord. Renew them in our day, in our time make them known; in wrath remember 
mercy. God came from Teman, the Holy One from Mount Parah. His glory covered the heavens and 
his praise filled the earth. His splendor was like the sunrise; rays flashed from his hand, where his 
power was hidden. Plague went before him; pestilence followed his steps. He stood, and shook the 
earth; he looked, and made the nations tremble. The ancient mountains crumbled and the age-old hills 
collapsed. His ways are eternal. I saw the tents of Cushan in distress, and the dwellings of Midian in 
anguish.” 
Let’s pray. Heavenly Father, help us to put ourselves aside and all of our agendas and all of our plans and just listen. To be still and listen to what you have to say not what Richard has to say, I am just a man. I am not here to preach myself but we open your word. You are the author. Speak to us by your Holy Spirit through your Word.  We pray these things in Jesus name. Amen.      
God will speak and does speak through the content of Scripture, but God also speaks through the form that scripture comes in. God speaks to us through the Bible in poetry and narrative. He uses parables. He uses proverbs to reveal His Word. Between chapters two and three, if you read Habakkuk straight through, you will notice a shift, there is a real difference between chapters one and two, which are in the form of a dialog, and chapter 3, which comes to us in the form of a prayer. In fact Habakkuk tells you it is his prayer; it is a prayer of surrender, of relinquishment. He has been asking God some good questions, questions that we have asked.  He sees his nation falling apart. It is corrupt and it seems as though evil was going to win. It didn’t pay to be good. Habakkuk asks that age old question: “Why do the righteous suffer and people who don’t have any intention of following God or desire to, they seem to be doing well! That’s the question Habakkuk asks and God answers it. God says, “You know, I am going to do something about it. I love my people and I want to bring them back.” How? He tells Habakkuk that he is going to use Babylon as a tool of discipline. Well, that bothers Habakkuk more and he says, “God, how can you do that? That is more inconsistent than before. I mean, if we deserve your discipline, how much more do they? You seem very inconsistent here or more inconsistent. If they get left off the hook, then shouldn’t we also be left off. And if we aren’t, then why aren’t they getting their “just desserts.” God responds to this question by telling Habakkuk that no one gets off the hook; no one gets away with anything. “I will deal with Babylon.” 
This brings us to chapter three. Habakkuk still doesn’t get it. He doesn’t understand God’s plan. But he does something that is very good, very faithful, and helpful. He finally surrenders the situation and his lack of understanding to God and says, in effect, “God, all right! I wrestled with you. I struggled with you. I don’t fully understand it all, but I thank you for responding to me. I turn it over to you. You take it! Help this weary mind of mine to understand.” What is interesting about his response is you find this same response elsewhere in Scripture. In two places, in particular, here and in the book of Job. Both books ask very big questions, questions we ask still today. Job asks, “Why do people suffer? Why am I suffering? God where are you when it hurts and do you really care? In the book of Habakkuk the situation is not physical suffering but it is more of a spiritual/psychological suffering. A sense of being in distress over the corruption of the world, how it might influence his life, his family, and kids. “What kind of future will my children have?” This is the question on Habakkuk’s mind. What I find interesting is how both men respond, ultimately. After they come through this struggle with God, when they wrestle with him, both books and both men end up on their knees. The final response to God is prayer. That is a faithful response. A faithful response to God in our struggle with these big questions is to pray. I am not talking about this anemic way of praying that we so often do. The kind of praying that says, “Now I lay me down to sleep.”  The type of prayer here, and that honors God, is prayer with passion. One of the reasons I have a peeve with written prayers is not that they are written, it is how we pray them. You know, they are not to be read. It is not something you read. It is not something you just say. It is something you pray and you pray having owned it first within your self. It comes from the heart. And the indicators within chapter three that this prayer was said with passion are things like, the word (verse one) “Shigionoth.” What does that mean? You see in verses 3, 9 and 13 the word, “Selah” You go to the end of the book and it says, “For the director of music on my stringed instruments.” God help us if it was a guitar! These words or notations are musical notations, chord changes. It shows us that chapter three is not only a prayer but also a song. If you know any song writers, you know for a person to write a song, it has to be part of their soul. It has to come from your heart. You embody the words; you own it, before you can make it into a song. That is what happened with Habakkuk’s prayer. It was not something he simply said. It was something that came from his very being. He prays it with passion. 
Do you pray that way? Max Lucado is a great pastor, a great author. He tells a story of when he was a missionary to Brazil. He told how he used to take his young preschool daughters on bus rides all over Rio. It cost just a few pennies. They would ride all over the city. They made for great adventures and many happy memories. They saw all kinds of sights and met all kinds of people, and since Max was their father, he made the arrangements. He packed all the things they needed for the journey. He provided for their food. Sometimes they packed and sometimes they went out to restaurants. But he made one request of them. Here was the request: “Daughters stay close to me. Never let anything separate you from me on the bus ride.” Why did he tell them that? Because he knew as an adult the inherent dangers that are involved in these bus rides. In effect he was telling them, “Stay close to me.” 
In the same way, though Habakkuk doesn’t tell us to pray, he teaches us to pray by modeling it. He tells us the same thing as Max told his children and it’s something God tells us today. Inherent in this journey of life are a lot of dangers and if you are going to make it, if you are going to maneuver through this life well, and safely, you have got to stay close to God. You stay close to God by praying, by drawing close to your Father. In a sense what he is saying to us. No matter how much you are battered and bruised by life, no matter how much you feel cornered or fenced in by pain and the perplexities of life, the way out, the way to navigate through life is by prayer—having a continual conversation with the Living God. Inherent in praying to God through life’s journey is great passion, you pray with great passion to a Living God. It’s how we stay close to Him. Are you doing that in your life? 
Habakkuk, through the form he uses to present God’s Word to us, teaches us to pray and to pray with passion. The content of these verses, 1-7, show us how to pray, how to stay anchored when life’s winds blow. Some people refer to this way of praying as a “once and future prayer.” Have you ever heard of this, a “once and future prayer?” It is “to pray both backward and to pray forward.” In verse 2, you see the cries on Habakkuk’s heart. He prays for three things, he says, “Lord I know you have done things in the past; do them again. Today, renew them in our day. In our time make your way known. Lord, give us understanding. When you come to discipline us, Lord, show us your mercy.” These are the three things Habakkuk prays for; restoration, understanding, and mercy. That is the prayer on Habakkuk’s heart and then you find in verse 3 the basis for his hope, the basis for his assurance that his prayer will be answered. What he does is, he begins to go back in time and begins to remember what God had done for them in the past. 
You know the hymn “Come Thou Fount of Every Blessing,” don’t you? In one verse, I think it is verse two, it says, “Here I raise my Ebenezer.” Do you know what an Ebenezer is? Well it is a stone. It comes from 
I Samuel 7:12. (You will forever remember this hymn now. You’ll understand what this phrase means). It comes from the phrase that Samuel said, “Thus far has the Lord helped us,” meaning they had subdued the Philistines up to this place, Shiloh, so far. God intends to bless them even more, but so far, this is where God has taken us. To help the people remember what God did for them Samuel took a stone and put it at the spot they experienced God’s deliverance. It was a reminder to them what God had done for them. Over time the landscape of Israel was dotted with these piles of stones, all reminders of God great acts of redemption.  Every time they went to a town or place or city or out in the desert they would see a pile of stones and they would be reminded of what God had done for them. It gave them confidence for the present time that God could do it again. That is what Habakkuk prays here, “God, do it again!” He then goes back in time and picks a few events, the main events, of God’s deliverance. “Teman” is a reminder of God’s deliverance from Egypt. Teman refers to the mountains of Sinai. “Remember what God did for you at Sinai?” he says. Habakkuk mentions “Mount Paran.” Mount Paran is just outside of Edom. What he is doing poetically is saying, “Remember what God did for you from the exodus out of Egypt all the way through the desert and all the things that happened along the way until we reached Edom,” which was just across Jericho on the other side of the Jordan. Habakkuk mentions the pestilence and plagues God brought on Egypt, another reminder of the exodus events. Then in verse 7 he mentions “Cushan” and “Midian.” Why should he mention them? For good reason! Cush was the tribe that God used to discipline Israel the first time they strayed from the faith. Midian was another tribe that God used during Gideon’s lifetime to discipline Israel when they got away from God. Remember, God told Habakkuk that He was going to discipline Israel by using the Babylonians to do to them what the Cushites and Midians did, oppress Israel. By mentioning these past times when God disciplined Israel, Habakkuk was reminding Israel to “Remember when God disciplined us in the past? What happened? He restored us! Well, he will do it again. He did it then. There is no reason not to believe that he won’t do it again!” That was an important message for them to hear. That’s praying the past. It’s a way of showing to yourself God’s track record in your life. If he did it then, then you can pray with confidence that He will show Himself faithful to you again, right now in your current situation!

God does something even more, though, in this prayer of Habakkuk. Read 1-7 again. If you take them and compare them to the actual events they describe you’ll notice that Habakkuk exaggerates. “His glory covered the heavens. His praise filled the earth!” No it didn’t! Only a few people saw God’s glory. It didn’t fill the sky. God’s power and glory were hidden in these events, not fully revealed to the world. Only a few saw them. You also see in verse 3-7a picture of the future. Scholars refer to this passage as a “theophany.”  All through Scripture you’ll find many theophanies, glimpses of the glory of God revealed. Some examples are  in Zephaniah, and Joel. You see it in Isaiah when he talks about, “And the lion will sleep with the lamb.” (Isaiah 65). You see it when Jesus talks about His second coming in Matthew 24… how the sky will split and he will come down in glory with the heavenly hosts. You get a glimpse of God’s full glory on the mount of Jesus’ transfiguration. You also catch a glimpse of it in His resurrection and ascension. These events, theophanies unmask God and give us a peak at his glory, something that is not yet but will one day come and be revealed in all its power and wonder. Something Jesus promised His disciples when he said that he would come again. The second coming of Jesus (I call it His final coming because Jesus comes to us all the time through the Holy Spirit) is the consummation of time, a time when God’s Lordship and glory will no longer be hidden or difficult to notice. Everyone will know Him! Verses 3-7 is a reminder of God’s promised glory that will one day be revealed. It is God’s purpose to create a new heaven and new earth, to recreate the world as a utopia, a perfect place to live, and if God promised it He will do it! 
A few weeks ago I talked about, when we pray, the importance of aligning our will with God’s will. God uses his power in a very limited way. God will not do everything. He will not do any thing. He will only use his power to enable us to accomplish his purposes. If you align your will with his purposes, he will empower you. You will be strengthened for your life. This is what you see Habakkuk doing in this prayer. He is aligning his will with the will of God. Now God has already expressed his desire to bring his kingdom: “Thy kingdom come thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” So what we see in verses 3-7 is Habakkuk, not only the past events of God’s deliverance but also the future. That’s why this prayer is called the “once and future prayer.”

 My friends if you do that, if you pray the past and pray the future you will discover an anchor for your soul that will give you the help and confidence you need for this present time. Do you need God’s peace at this moment? Do you need God’s strengthening during these perplexing times? Do you need hope for the New Year. If so, I encourage you to pray this way. Remind yourself of all the wonderful things that God has done for you. First, start with scripture and what God did for his people? Then, ask yourself the question, “What has God done for me in the past?” Pray what God has done for you and for his people in the past. Then think about what God has promised to do for you. If you are not sure what God promises, there are all kinds of books that lay out for you all the promises of God. Look up the word, “promise” in a Bible concordance and read all passages that refer to God’s promises. Enrich yourself with the promises of God. When you pray the past and when you pray the future, again, you will discover a tremendous power and strength in your life. You will be filled with confidence and “the peace that passes all understanding.” 
What I am trying to say is captured well in this poem I received. It has no author, and no title. It simply reads:


Praise to God

Your character is holy.


Your truth is absolute. 

Your strength is unending. 


Your discipline is fair.


You are a great God.


The mountains of your knowledge has no peak.


The ocean of your love has no shore. 

The fabric of your fidelity has no tear.


The rock of your word has no crack. 

You are a great God.


Your patience surprises us.


Your beauty stuns us.


Your love stirs us. 

You are a great God.


Your provisions are abundant for our needs.


Your light is adequate for our path.


Your grace is sufficient for our sins. 

You are a great God.


We even declare with reluctant words your plan is perfect.


You are never early; you are never late. 

You are never tardy and you are never quick. 

You sent your son in the fullness of time and will return at the consummation of time. 

Your plan is perfect bewildering, puzzling, troubling, perplexing, but perfect. 
Let’s pray. 
