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God, Mother Nature and Redemption

Habakkuk 3:8-15

Good Morning again! This event in history has been preached on, probably ad nauseam, but every time I see the movie Titanic, or read about its history, there is a question I have at the back of my mind, and perhaps you have had it in the back of your mind, as well, that no one wants to verbalize. But here is the tough question on that very tragic event: Did God sink the Titanic? You have heard the history, how the claim was made that “God Himself could not sink this ship?” It was on its maiden voyage that it sank. Was that God? 

There is a guy in Chicago that I read about in the Chicago Tribune. He was working on a scaffold eight stories up when suddenly he heard something snap. He glanced to his right and he saw his co-worker plunging to his death. In a second’s notice, he felt himself slipping into the air. He just flayed his arms wildly trying to find something, and his arm “accidentally” got caught on a wire that was dangling. In a millisecond’s notice he found himself perched on top of an air conditioning unit that was sticking out of a window. He opened the window and climbed to safety. 

Transport yourself to Messina, Italy. It is the morning of December 28, 1908. An earthquake struck the city.  84,000 people perished. Three days before, in the local newspaper, El Telefono, a blasphemous parody of the Christmas story was published in which they mocked God. They dared Him to strike the city with an earthquake. 

The question that is posed by all these stories is are these events a coincidence, or did God take the city of Messina up on their dare? Did God save David Johnson’s life, or was he just lucky that day and his friend, unlucky? Did God sink the Titanic, or was it a tragic accident, a misfortune, a miscalculation by the Captain and others? These are the questions posed in Habakkuk Chapter 3 - the chapter we are on today. We are in the midst of a prayer, a prayer that is also called a “theophany.” A theophany is a glimpse of God’s glory in the midst of despairing, trying circumstances. How do you explain an almighty, all-loving God and His existence in the midst of a universe of sin, evil, death and destruction? How do you explain the mystery of how God’s judgment and redemptive work is interwoven in the ordinary and extraordinary events of life? These are the questions that we are posing today. I should have put this one under “tough questions” because it is a tough question. 

Habakkuk 3 gives us a glimpse of an answer, again it is a prayer. Habakkuk is praying a “once and future” prayer. He doesn’t fully understand God’s answers to his questions. He doesn’t fully understand that God is going to bring discipline upon his children because of their sin. It is mind boggling - the distress, the trial they are about to go through. In chapter 3 we see Habakkuk relinquishing his lack of understanding. He throws himself upon the mercy and the wisdom of God and he cries out in prayer. In the midst of prayer, of course, he also has this glimpse of the glory of God, in the midst of incredibly perplexing and difficult times. 

That brings us to verses 8-15, and if you will turn there we are going to read them together. It is on page 718 in your bibles or in the balcony it is on page 664. This is the next to last message. Next week we will finish up on Habakkuk chapter 3. Let’s read it together, 


“Were you angry with the rivers, O Lord? Was your wrath against the streams? Did you rage against 
the sea when you rode with your horses and you victorious chariots? You uncovered your bow, you 
called for many arrows. You split the earth with rivers; the mountains saw you and writhed. Torrents 
of water swept by; the deep roared and lifted its waves on high. Sun and moon stood still in the 
heavens at the glint of your flying arrows, at the lightning of your flashing spear. In wrath you strode 
through the earth and in anger you threshed the nations. You came out to deliver your people, to save 
your anointed one. You crushed the leader of the land of wickedness, you stripped him from head to 
foot. With his own spear you pierced his head when his warriors stormed out to scatter us, gloating as 
though about to devour the wretched who were in hiding. You trampled the sea with your horses, 
churning the great waters.” 

Prayer

What is Habakkuk doing here? As mentioned last week, this passage is a prayer and a glimpse of the glory of God. He continues to remember the past and how God saved His people from distressing times in the past. It becomes a basis for confidence in the current crisis, because if God could do it then, He could do it again. And that’s what Habakkuk prays for. That God would do it again! Save His people! In these verses then Habakkuk continues to recount the great acts of salvation and redemption of the past. He mentions three in particular, the first and greatest being the exodus from Egypt and how God split the Red Sea. And he does it in a poetic fashion. 

If you’ve seen the movie The Lord of the Rings, Peter Jackson uses the same imagery to show how Frodo is saved by a divine act. In the first movie, the one woman, I forget her name, was taking Frodo to the land of the elves and five evil kings were chasing them down a gully. They cross the waters, and the waters became a barrier between them and the evil kings or evil itself. As the evil kings enter the water the female elf calls forth the torrent, she calls forth the waters to rise up. And they come and they sweep away evil. To capture the imagery of the divine use of the river, Peter Jackson uses the imagery of wild horses - the water looks like a stampede of wild horses coming down the slope to wipe away evil. As a result the river becomes a protective barrier for Frodo. 

That is how Habakkuk pictures God’s use of the Red Sea in this passage. He uses the imagery of these wild horses, a chariot of fire, you could say (but this one being of water); God coming in the midst of his people to split the Red Sea and open the way for them to safety. Again, it is a very dramatic, poetic way of saying it. 

In the passage Habakkuk also mentions the sun and moon standing still. He’s referring to the story you find in the book of Joshua, in which five Amorite kings suddenly attack a nation friendly towards Israel, the people of Gibeon. Joshua rushed to their aid. To allow them time to win the battle God keeps the sun from setting. 

The reference to rivers in the passage refers to how God enabled his people to cross the Jordan River so that they could experience the fullness of his redemptive acts, to experience the promise of their salvation and blessing. It is important when you look at this passage to really see it as the Israelites saw the Jordan River, as the Israelites saw the Red Sea. There is a message for us all here. We look on these events as miraculous. They WOW us. We see the waters as a symbol of salvation. When the Israelites first encountered the waters though, they saw them as barriers to experiencing the promises of God. They were barriers to experiencing the fullness of God’s redemption in their life. 

All through Scripture you will find references to the Jordan being depicted as a barrier - not as means to redemption but a barrier to it- something that needs to be taken away. For instance you will read how Elijah, John the Baptist and Jesus, when pursued by enemies, went across the Jordan River. Why - because it was a barrier; it was a form of protection from their enemies. 

In Jesus day, when He called the disciples to get into the boat and cross the Sea of Galilee at night, He did it for two purposes. One was, of course, to show them that He was Lord over nature, but He also did it to show them He was Lord over all spiritual forces. The belief in Jesus’ day was that the demonic existed out in the waters. The waters were seen as the “abyss” or a symbol for evil, and they were fearful of it. So He took them out into the waters (and even worse, at night. Doesn’t water seem more threatening at night?) in order to show them that even that barrier, the thing that causes them to fear, is swept away by God’s sovereignty, by God’s mighty act. 

The Apostle John captures this in 1 John 4:4 when he says “Greater is He that is in you then he that is in the world.” The apostle Paul says the same thing when he says, “We are not just lambs to the slaughter, but we are more than conquerors through him who saves us.” (Romans 8:37). Now I mentioned this just because I sense in some Christians, and in particular Presbyterian Christians, a slight hint of defeatism in their approach to the Christian faith, in that, in our attempt to emphasize the total depravity of humanity, and that we are sinners saved by grace, that sometimes we use those phrases to excuse our sin, to excuse our lack of progression. God not only calls us sinners saved by grace, but he also calls us to be saints. 

The challenge, I think, in this passage is that though God accepts us just as we are, as sinners, and we will always be sinners, He will not leave us there. That is the beginning of salvation. He is going to help us and give us the power and strength we need to progress and go past that, to become better people, and we can. I like Wesley’s doctrine of perfectionism. I don’t believe we will get there, but I believe it gives great hope, great progress, a sense that we are not lambs to the slaughter; we are not simply products of our sinful nature but we actually, by the power of Christ working in us, can become better, can become saints, to live up to our calling. I guess that is my encouragement to you. 

Back to the rivers as a boundary. What is interesting in every case in which they encounter this boundary, this thing, that stands in their way between them and the promise land, what does God do? He smites the rivers; he smites the Red Sea. God removes every barrier His people encounter and enables them to experience the fullness of His redemption. 

And God promises to do the same in our lives. What barrier are you experiencing now that is keeping you from experiencing the fullness of your salvation, the fullness of God’s purposes in your life? Maybe it is an illness. Maybe it is a particular sin that you have been wrestling with, and you just can’t get the victory over it. Maybe it is a painful past, or an addiction; or maybe you are so driven that it is affecting your family life, it is affecting your spiritual life. What is the barrier in your life that is perplexing you—that is weighing you down at this moment? God has promised to remove it from your life. 

Sometimes he does it quickly and instantaneously, but often times, as reflected in Psalm 77 (and this is why I had Psalm 77 as a call to worship) he delivers us out of our troubles gradually. Most often, rather than taking the problem away, God takes us through stressful times. When He does that it is ALWAYS for a redemptive purpose. Our lives will be better for it!

Listen to Psalm 77 again… “You are great, God” - that is the statement, verse 14 “You are the God who performs miracles; you display your power among the peoples (that is instantaneous deliverance). With your mighty arm you redeemed your people, the descendants of Jacob and Joseph. The waters saw you, O God, the waters saw you and writhed; the very depths were convulsed.” (Isn’t that our experience of difficult times? They writhe; they convulse; they are very intimidating in our life, very intimidating to our faith. What does God do? Well he removes it, how does he remove it?) -Verse 19 “Your path led through the sea, your way through the mighty waters, though your footprints were not seen.” 

“Though your foot prints were not seen.” Huh! That’s interesting. All the while God’s people were fretting over getting to the other side, of getting to the Promised Land, during the times of doubt and despair, during that time, unknown to them, God was there! I’m sure they couldn’t believe God would let them go through these trials. In the moment of their despair, they didn’t know that in that very moment, the unseen God was there and was going to do something. He was going to remove the barrier in their life. But to do it they had to go through the sea, they had to go through the river, not around it. That will be the case in many of our lives, whatever difficult time you are having right now, God is going to remove that barrier, but lots of times he removes it by helping us go through it. Because by going through it we experience to a greater depth the fullness of God’s promises. 

Let’s keep reading. I love verse 20. It is a very powerful statement. “You led your people like a flock by the hand.” I like that “by the hand.”  Many times when I am in a crowd what I do to protect my children is take them by the hand. The only way they are going to be safe is to keep hold of my hand. The same thing is true in our lives; the only way we are going to get through the difficult times is by grabbing hold and never letting go of God’s hand. His hand is outstretched to us. He wants to grab our hand. All we have to do is reach up and grab His hand and hold on, and we will get through each and every trial we face. And God will remove that barrier in good time.

Scripture describes the Jordan and Red Sea as barriers but it also portrays them as the means by which God accomplishes His redemption. Nature is a tool in God hands to reveal himself. In fact, what you discover as you read Scripture is that everything, whether it is nature, nation or people, that sets itself up as a barrier to fulfilling God’s purposes, God uses to accomplish the very purpose they tried to oppose - the Red Sea, the Jordan River, Pharaoh, the Pharisees and the Sadducees, Judas Iscariot. Our God is a sovereign God and God will use us. God prefers to use us as obedient children, however He will use us as disobedient children as well. He is going to use us either way. We can choose to be obedient to Him or disobedient. It is our choice, but He, the Sovereign God, is going to use us, either way. 

The example given here is nature. It is interesting how God describes his relationship with nature. It is important for us to know this because we live in a day and age where people are very confused about that relationship. Our culture is being influenced by a lot of different religions and philosophies that have redefined God’s relationship to creation. I think it is important to note that in Scripture God is not like the god portrayed by new age pantheism. God is not in nature, in everything. Nor is God like the god of Eastern Monism, which says that God is everything. Both philosophies have been influencing our culture and are influencing things like the modern environmental movement, alternative medicine, some parenting techniques, nutrition and diet experts. 

I’d like to give you some examples of what I am talking about. According to Scripture, God is apart from his creation. God is not part of it; he is not in everything. I don’t care how hard I try. When I am sitting in my lounge chair and I left my coffee on the counter, I don’t care how much I stretch out and use my Jedi powers to bring that coffee to me. It is not coming to me until I get myself out of that chair. My Jedi powers just don’t work because there is no power inherent in us. There is no power inherent in nature. We aren’t connected to it by some force or power, the divine. There is no connection between God and creation. We are created in the image of God. We don’t have a divine spark in us. Until we put our faith in Jesus Christ, our soul is dead. We experience a silence or a darkness within. We have this feeling of being lost, of something missing in us, of alienation from God.

 Stones and magnets do not carry, in themselves, healing powers. If you go to a therapist and you go to one who passes their hand over you hoping that their spiritual force will bring healing to you, if that’s what you are expecting, you are going to go away very unhappy. 

It is okay to eat meat and plants because they are not co-equal with us. There isn’t this same divinity in them as the image of God is in us. It is not good to deify creation. Creation was created as food for us. All of it is good. 

The way to God is not by looking within, not by discovering the light and the divinity within you, it is by asking God, who is up, who is transcendent, to come down, to be imminent in our lives. In fact Scripture says He has come down! All we have to do is ask him into our lives, and the God, who is up, who is transcendent, becomes imminent in our lives, becomes very personal, becomes the indwelling Holy Spirit. 

Despite popular opinion, children are not innocent flowers that, if we but remove the oppressive rules of parents, will flourish as a flower. Even roses, roses that you guys buy your wives at the grocery store or the florist, do not occur naturally. Roses left unattended become weeds. The roses we buy are beautiful because of the intentioned purposeful care and pruning florist provide out of love. The same thing is true about our children. Our children will become wonderful flowers but they take attention, care. It takes good parenting skills. 

People are not inherently loving. We are inherently selfish. But by the power of God working in our lives, he can make us loving people. 

There is no such thing as Mother Nature. There is no overriding power controlling nature. God watches over nature. God is Lord over heaven and earth, nature and us. Well, how does God use nature? Does he use it to judge? I thought He was a God of love? 

As reported in the news, can we make statements like, the reason Ariel Sharon had a heart attack is because he was giving away the land of Israel? Can preachers get up there and say the reason for the Tsunami was a divine act of judgment of God upon people? Can that be said? As you look at Scripture what you discover is God uses nature in two ways. God does us it as an act of judgment, but God also uses it as an act of redemption. In fact they usually occur at the same time. Some examples. The splitting of the Red Sea was an act of redemption for God’s people Israel. At the same time it was also a divine act of judgment upon Pharaoh in Egypt. The splitting of the Jordan River was an act of salvation on behalf of God’s people, but at the same time it was God’s divine wrath upon the Canaanites for their immorality and injustice they had perpetrated upon their neighbors. The salvation of the Gibeonites when the sun stood still was both an act of justice for the Gibeonites but was also an act of judgment upon the Amorites at the same time. 

The cross of Christ was God’s great act of redemption and salvation, but at the same time it was also an act of condemnation and judgment. Jesus says this, this falls right after John 3:16 and 17, John 3:18 and 19 says this “Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son. This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil.” 

In our culture we have no problem with talking about a God of love, but you start talking about God’s judgment and people get awfully antsy. We are very uncomfortable with it. Yet it is all through Scripture. There are times that God judges or disciplines people. Can I say though that the events of the Tsunami or Hurricane Katrina were a divine act of judgment upon people? No, I can’t say that. No one can say that. No preacher can say that. Can I say that it was a tragic event that God would bring redemptive acts out of? I can’t say that either. I think what is said in Scripture is best illustrated in a story.   

There is this boy (and of course it is a fictional story but it is a good illustration) and there is this wise old man in this town and the boy has gone to him many times. Every time, the guy has an answer to the problem of the quiz that the boy has given the old man, who is very wise. And it frustrates the boy. He wishes he could  get one over on the older wise man. The boy wanted to see the old man make a mistake, to be wrong, one time! So he devises this plan. He decides to capture a bird in his hands and hold it. He thought, “I’ll ask the old man if the bird is dead or alive. If he says, ‘Alive,’ I’ll kill it and say, ‘See old man, it’s dead.’  If the old man says it is dead, I will open my hands and let it go.” With that in mind he went to the old man. “Old man,” he said, “See this bird? Is it dead or alive?” The wise, old man thought a moment, then leaned in toward the boy and said, “You will, boy. You will.” 

Whether an event is an act of God’s judgment or salvation has more to do with us than with God. Which one it is, is up to us. Was the tsunami, or Katrina an act of God’s judgment? The only person who can answer that is each individual who experienced it. It is possible that for some it was; I can’t say that it wasn’t. I think that it is disingenuous to say that God never judges because if you look in Scripture, God does judge. I can’t say for sure that it was done for the purpose of some great redemptive act. The only person who could answer that is each individual who stands before God. Only the person who experiences it can say it; only that person knows it, and for some people it was an act of judgment. For others it was a tragic event which God is going to redeem and bring out of it some greater good. But for all of us who believe in Christ, tragic events are opportunities to make visible the unseen God who desires to let people know that he loves them.

 I found it so heartwarming to hear the missionary, Marilyn Roland, say that if it wasn’t for the churches no one would be down in Louisiana. I can’t but hope and I wonder how New Orleans will be changed when the people of New Orleans experience the love of God through the hands of his people. I am excited to be able to go and I hope that God uses it to touch peoples’ lives and change a culture that desperately needs to be changed. 

Let’s pray, Heavenly Father, it is a tough one. If we are attuned to scripture you are both the God of redemption and you bring judgment. But you are the judge, though. That is something You determine. We are not given the place of a judge. Only the individual standing before you knows the answer to the question of Why. You deal with each of us individually. So Lord help us to not make judgments that are not our place to make. But help us to make sure that we are right with you. We can only control what happens in our lives. When we see tragic events, use us to be a physical demonstration of your love and your redemption. We pray all these things in Jesus name. Amen.                   
