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Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ.

When we want to contemplate the prayer of Habakkuk, which he offered out of concern for God's church, we must also notice its connection with the whole of his prophecy.

That is why we speak about:

1. The anxiety out of which this prayer is born

2. The mercy upon which this prayer pleads

3. The spaciousness (freedom) in which this prayer sets us

ONE     The anxiety out of which this prayer is born

Not much more is known to us about the prophet Habakkuk than I have already told you: there was the prophet Habakkuk. Consider the words approved by the Synod of Dordt written in the old translation in the preface to the book of Job, "What God has not revealed to us for sure, it is not necessary to know for sure," we leave aside all kinds of guesses and assumptions about his person and work, and only pay attention to what God "certainly" wanted to communicate to us and what is therefore sufficient to understand in the prophecy of Habakkuk as God's Word.

It is remarkable that in his prophecy he does not mention one name, yes, actually only one, namely "the Chaldeans," in chapter 1: 6, nothing more.  Not Jerusalem, Judah, the temple, a king, a fact, a calamity, a battle, or the captivity, none of those, which often offer us a starting point with other prophets, are found with Habakkuk.

Just, "I raise up the Chaldeans", is what Habakkuk prophesied before the coming of the Chaldeans, and not so long before their coming, for the Lord says to the wicked Jews, 'I work a work in your days.' Chap. 1: 5. So the Chaldeans were to come in the days of his contemporaries, in his own days.

You realize that Habakkuk lived not long before the captivity when you know that the Chaldeans, under the leadership of their able army commander, the Crown Prince Nebuchadnezzar, began to appear on the world stage not long before the final exile to Babel, and through their capture of Nineveh became the successors of the Assyrians gaining world domination.  They were called Babylonians after their capital, Babylon, then.  He was a contemporary of the prophets Jeremiah and Zephaniah.

His prophecy is one whole. It also has a different character from that of his fellow prophets of the time.

For example, we know of Jeremiah and how fierce a battle he fought against the blind guides and the apostate people in Jerusalem, and that he often appeared "in public".  This cannot be said of Habakkuk. From his prophecy, we don't even know if he ever spoke to the people.

Through his prophecy he steps before us, so to speak, as a prophet of the inner circle!  Although his "Speaking to God", Chap. 1: 1, also has significance for all the people, the mass of the Jewish church people, yet in his struggle with God, of which his prophecy testifies so poignantly, the righteous ones are included first , Chap. 2: 4, the god  fearing among that people, the "students" of Isaiah (Isaiah 8:16), the "remnant" in the prophecies of Jeremiah and Zephaniah.

The Simeons and Annas and as many of those who were expecting redemption in Jerusalem: for them he has been "Habakkuk", which is roughly translated as: the "embracing one", the comforter, as a mother embraces her crying child to dry the tears and as a father comforting his son puts his hand on his shoulder, so Habakkuk also comforted and strengthened in those dark days, when Jerusalem's days were numbered. This is how he sympathized with the God-fearing people.

His prophecy also shows that the prophets were not "cold" figures, unmoved and cynically announcing the dreadful judgments of God, as if they did not concern them.

On the contrary!

They belonged to it! They wrestled with God for delay, and when that was finally no longer possible, for God’s mercy in His wrath! They have borne the Zion’s anxiety with them, the anxiety of the believers, in the midst of a church people who were not aware of any evil, and as intercessors also prayed for the light of God's countenance and the consolation of the Lord.

The entire prophecy speaks of this in a stirring way.  Habakkuk leads us into the inner rooms of the righteous in Jerusalem, he makes us partakers of their afflictions and their anxiety for Zion and of their wrestling with the Lord, also of their faith. and hope in Him.

That already begins in Chap. 1: 2: "Lord, how long have I cried and You do not hear, how long do I cry:  ‘Violence!’ to You and You will not save! That pictures the situation in Jerusalem and the mood of the pious below. They were under pressure. They also suffered violence and it seemed as if the Lord did not even notice!

Unrighteousness, they saw around them, and they experienced injustice in their souls, Chap. 1: 3.. They were in conditions like Noah among his contemporaries, like Lot in Sodom, and like the man of Psalm 119, "streams of water flowed from my eyes, because they keep not thy law," verse 136.

In those few verses, at the beginning of Habakkuk's prophecy, we are fully drawn into the decay of God's church "in all the areas of life" of those days.  In a word, 'the wicked surround the righteous' (1: 4). Under much struggle and strife justice is being bent, in society and state, and there was quarreling, comparable to the mutual strife between the Pharisees and Sadducees, who later banded themselves together against "the Righteous One".

Habakkuk and the God-fearing Israelites had an eye for this decay, so they bowed down and cried out to the Lord God. They could not be at peace with the church world in which they lived!

This is also a bad thing for those who fear the Lord! The greater our love is for the commandments of the Lord, the more it agitates us to see how everything decays among God's people!

Do you understand Habakkuk's complaint? Do you understand the discouragement of the believers in Jerusalem at the time?

If we do not understand the beginning of Habakkuk's prophecy, then his prayer will not be understood spiritually and the joy of faith at the end of his prophecy will leave us unmoved.

For suddenly the answer of the Lord comes! verses 5-11. Without transition or announcement you will read how the Lord is speaking out against the wicked Jews: look amongst the world of nations and behold, and be astonished and bewildered, for I am quickly working a work that you will not believe when it is told you - for, look , I raise up the Chaldeans, that fierce and aggressive people that pass over the breadth of the earth.

Then follows the terrifying description of the advance of the Babylonian armies over all of West Asia, including Judah. That was the astonishing response from the Lord to Habakkuk’s complaint. He was undone!

The Jews did not believe that the Babylonians would take and destroy the city of God. They did not believe that God would allow the profaning of His city and temple. They found it intolerable that Jeremiah spoke of the hated and feared Nebuchadnezzar as "the servant of God." Jeremiah 25: 9.

But Habakkuk believed it! He knew the Lord too well for that! His concern-for-Zion, which you notice in his second complaint, verses 12-17, was born from his faith in the truthfulness of God's announced judgment.  For the Babylonians, who come to avenge the forsaking of God's covenant at Jerusalem, shear all and everyone with the same blade: they leave nothing and no one, not the wicked nor the righteous!

The Chaldeans do not know the difference between those who fear God and those who do not fear Him.

What remains of the Church of the Lord?

Habakkuk was troubled and could not believe that the Lord would make a radical cut with all his people. Hence his second complaint, appealing to the justice of God not to destroy the righteous with the wicked; a complaint that reminds us of Abraham's speaking on the eve of the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah.

"Are you not the Lord, my God, the Holy One from of old? We shall not die, O Lord."

Thou hast set the Chaldean  for judgment over the wicked in Jerusalem, thou hast raised him up to punish, but thou art too pure of eyes to see and endure that the Chaldean would devour the upright ones in Jerusalem, those who are more righteous than they.

That there is no disbelief or doubt about God's justice is evident from this complaint, but shows the firm belief that it cannot be God's intention to give the Chaldean a free hand over the righteous.

There is a request for light, more light on what the Lord is going to do, especially regarding the future of the church, the work of His hands.

Thus continued the dialogue between Habakkuk and his God. Chapter 2. "I watched to see what He would say to me, and what He will answer when I am corrected," that is, to my complaint, verse 1. The answer of the Lord came, verse 2. God said to Habakkuk, "Write the vision, and make it plain on tablets, that he may run who reads it”.

The Lord gave him another vision! More comforting and encouraging than the first time.

What I reveal to you, He said, what will come to pass at a time appointed by Me, truly and surely, in the end it will speak, and if it delay, then wait and be not be discouraged, for it will actually be fulfilled and will not delay, verse 3.

Then the Lord told Habakkuk the proverb which he was to write "on tablets", we would say as if a window advertisement was to be put up for passersby, a proverb that means as much as, "The Chaldean shall perish for his pride, but the righteous man in Jerusalem, who trembles at my judgment, shall live. His faith shall save him. He shall not perish." I will save him ”.

This was followed by the vision of the downfall of the Babylonian World Power. The Fall of Babylon! Announced in a fivefold woe, verses 5-20. All the world will be full of praise to the Lord who did this, and the redeemed earth shall be filled, to know the glory of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea (verse 14).

The last word of the Lord was, "The Lord is in his holy temple: let all the earth be silent before him"! verse 20.

When the Lord carries out His work of judgment, it befits humanity to be quiet.  Even we must not have  great words, while God the Lord is busy in ways that are so terrible in order to do justice for his elect, who cry to him day and night. Also then it is best for us to keep silent, for the Lord is in his holy temple.

Let us follow the example of Habakkuk, who, at the height of his prophecy, raised his heart to God in prayer. Twice he had lamented his need, and the Lord answered him twice.

The first time with the announcement of the judgment over Jerusalem by the Chaldeans. The second time with the announcement of the redeeming judgment upon the Chaldeans themselves. When he shouted the first time, "violence! Violence"! because of the oppression and torment in Jerusalem, the LORD heard him, and came to the aid of the afflicted, and wreaked vengeance.

But also the complaint of concern for Zion afterwards, the Lord heard, and promised to save the righteous.

Thus the Lord took away Habakkuk's fear that the Babylonian world power, which had been sent for judgment, would immediately destroy God's church, with the promise of preservation for the righteous. It is this glorious promise of God that the worried Habakkuk clings to in his prayer.

TWO    The mercy upon which this prayer pleads

Now notice the content of this prayer and the mercy it pleads for.

O LORD, I have heard Your punishment against Jerusalem, and I was afraid, I became fearful. But Your work, which You have announced, both against Jerusalem, and for the deliverance of all that fear You, in the casting down of the Chaldean, bring it to life, call it up, do it, come, O Lord, and come quickly.

Carry out Thy counsel for our help and salvation, accomplish it up in the midst of time, in the middle of the years. Make it known and reveal that it is Thee who does Thy Word!  When You pour out Thy wrath, oh, remember in Thy anger to have mercy on Thy people in the midst of the fast approaching judgment. Show Thy mercy, which You have promised us!

Let Your gracious assistance be made manifest to all who fear You, and have kept Your covenant, lest they perish in Your wrath. When Your wrath against the godless comes to Jerusalem, graciously remember Your covenant in grace. Let the righteous live! They hope for Your Word! Do not put the righteous to shame, for they believe Your promise!

Your work. "Your work" here denotes the "work" that the Lord had already announced in His first answer, namely, the raising up of the Chaldeans, and then again the judgment of this world power.  

Such was the prayer of Habakkuk, by which he might overcome his anxiety via the hope of God's mercy. However dark God's way ever may be, he has consoled himself with the prospect that He looks with favor on those who fear Him.

This prayer - brothers and sisters - takes you into the inner rooms of the believers in Jerusalem, before the destruction of the first temple. This teaches you to understand their struggle, their fear, their sighing. You will get to know their attitude to life in days of darkness: they waited for Him and kept silent, reverently and humbly.

This will show you their hope in the Lord and their eager anticipation for Him, how He will fulfill His promises. Far beyond the trouble and the sorrow they had a clear view of themselves and their children, even in distress. Nothing human was foreign to them: they feared when they heard of the punishing plan of the Lord, but by faith they overcame their fear, and were comforted with the promise which the Lord made to them. They could also be comforted, because they had learned to believe Him.

This memory of the struggle of the devout in Jerusalem may also give us strength. Looking at the year behind us could make us lose courage. We see the LORD visiting the nations, because iniquity is great. He has unexpectedly created situations that we could not have imagined at the beginning of the last year, .

The torch of war, has long been smoldering and smoking, may catch fire and the blood of Christian children may flow again on the old battlefields. The tribulation of the nations is great. Through famines, and earthquakes, disease, and many calamities in various places, the Lord calls for repentance, yet whatever He does, it seems to be of no avail.

The Lord’s threat against Western Christendom is getting louder and louder. Powers, who once stood on the sideline, are now rushing forward and we sometimes wonder whether the emergence of many often unknown energies and delusions can be seen as a fulfillment of the prophecies concerning the unleashing of Satan, who goes forth to deceive the nations that are in the four corners of the earth,  Gog and  Magog, whose number is like the sand by the sea, to gather them together for war, Revelation 20: 8 and Ezekiel 38, 39.

In their fear people call for unity and cohesion. A crusade against the "antichrist" must be organized in defense of the endangered goods honored as blessings of "democracy". The "zeitgeist", the consensus in apostate Christianity, wants to bury the controversy that the righteous have against the wicked (even among God's people): "Now is not the time for the controversy of the church."

The cause for which Luther and Calvin in Europe, also de Cock and Schilder later, suffered and for which they were persecuted, the cause of the Son of God, is condemned as sectarian and schismatic.

Apostate Christianity does not understand the beginning of Habakkuk's prophecy! Therefore, the

twenty-first century Christendom also does not believe God's answer to Habakkuk's first complaint: I work a work in your days! The apostate Jews in Paul's day could not believe it either, when Paul presented this word to them. Acts 13:41. But it was horribly fulfilled when God raised up the Romans against Jerusalem and put an end to the national Jewish church. Therefore it is greatly to be feared that the twentieth century "ecumenical" crusade will also end up the way of the Medieval Crusades because of the blindness of the leaders

By going that way we will be forsaken by the Lord. May He preserve us and our children from such a crusading spirit, which is as much from the abyss as the spirit of the East, which people warn against. Does the Lord find us in those ranks, to which even the blinded Christian press calls us. In His wrath at the pride of those Christians, He mercifully remembers all who walk on their way quietly and humbly, trusting in Him.

We may well ask ourselves whether our attitude to life, our conversation and walk, is acceptable to Him and pleasing to Him.  Whether we are quiet before Him, lest our hope for mercy in wrath may be shown to be  in vain. Sometimes the "tone" among us is still much too "high"! Suffering affliction as a good soldier of Jesus Christ is something we who are liberated have yet to learn, 2 Timothy 2: 3. Habakkuk petitioned his need to the Lord, but did not call the whole world into it.

That is how the righteous lived in Jerusalem. They gave their faith to the Lord and prayed for mercy in their distress. In doing so, they supported the memory of the past, in which God had so often, during His wrath, thought of His own with mercy. As when, in the days of Noah, God took vengeance upon the impenitent world, while He mercifully remembered Noah in His wrath with mercy.

The keynote of Habakkuk's prayer has already been heard in the ark. Also when God destroyed the cities of the plain, He remembered Abraham's intercession and brought Lot out of the midst of this overthrow, Genesis 19:29. When Israel was oppressed in Egypt, God remembered His covenant with Abraham, and when the ten bowls of wrath were poured out upon Pharaoh and his land, which had become a chaos, a graveyard in the end,  He brought His oppressed people out in mercy. He brought them out into the open through the bloody door posts!

And how graciously He remembered the righteous in Jerusalem when the Chaldean finally stood before the walls? He fulfilled the promise He gave to Habakkuk: the righteous shall live! Just as he kept his word which he gave to the prophet Zephaniah, 'I will leave in the midst of thee an afflicted and poor people, and they shall take refuge in the name of the Lord.' Zephaniah 3:12.

How many did the 'Lord not remember in mercy, when He "worked" His "work" (1: 5)! Many of the righteous who survived the distress of judgment against Jerusalem are even known to us by name: Ezekiel, Daniel and his people, Jeremiah and those who were with him. And in the book of Ezra we read a complete register of the names of those who have returned "from prison" of Babylon.

Verily, God has been completely compassionate on the 7,000 who had not participated in the wickedness of the church members in Jerusalem. Then, centuries later, when for the second time Jerusalem was set in the wrath of God, because it had rejected the Lord Jesus Christ, the righteous escaped by their faith. When God brought out the Romans, the Christians left the cursed city, remembering the Word of Jesus to flee in haste to the mountains, directly against the stream of fanatical Jews, who could not imagine that God would allow His temple to be destroyed!

The righteous lived in Pella, saved through their faith in Christ, as examples of the mercy of God, with which He remembered them during His wrath against apostate Jerusalem. Was it not - not to say more - exactly this glorious word of promise, by which Luther took courage and found peace, eternal peace? Trembling before the wrath of God for his sins, fearing to perish along with all the wicked, he seized the mercy of God. In the midst of the whole church world, which lived on quietly, leaning on their own religiosity, he found life through his faith in the Lord Jesus, by whose cross God so clearly revealed His mercy to us.

Truly, brothers and sisters, we are not the only generation of the children of God that have lived in times of judgment. As with the hearts of Habakkuk and others like him, ours are also often filled with anxiety for the true Zion of God.

We fear, yes, indeed, we do fear the LORD, disturbed by the unbroken consensus of pluriform "orthodox" Christendom. Do we not also perceive the beginning of all evil that we see also in our own heart? All who are bowed down under it must take hold of the promise of the Lord, The righteous shall live, in wrath He remembers His mercy.

After all, in all these judgments, His aim is not to destroy His people! "Fear not, O Zion, let not your hands be feeble. The Lord your God is in the midst of you, a mighty one who will save. He will rejoice over you with joy, He will be silent in his love." He will rejoice over you with a shout. "Zephaniah 3: 16 and 17. Habakkuk saw some of it when he rose from his prayer. He speaks of this in the third part of his prophecy, when he saw the Lord coming for the redemption of his people.

THREE  The spaciousness in which this prayer puts us

"God came from Teman and the Holy One from Mount Paran". Teman was south of Judah, and Mount Paran was again south of Teman.

So Habakkuk saw the Lord coming from the direction of Mount Sinai! He expressively describes the coming of the Lord from Sinai to overthrow the great powers of the world and of the apostate church. In deeds strongly reminiscent of the departure from Egypt and the passage through the Red Sea, along trackless roads and through wildernesses where there was no path, he describes God the Lord as the great warrior fighting for His people, verses 3-15 . Habakkuk was not unaffected by this.

He knew what this meant: the Lord rising up to battle! Physically and spiritually the shocking events and serious realities which he saw prophetically took hold of him, (verse 16).  The believers tremble before the majesty of the Lord, when He arises.

But seeing the mercy of the Lord, encouraged the righteous Habakkuk. His hope was revived by faith, and by faith he spoke the well-known words that have so often comforted God's people throughout the centuries, in dark times: may the fig tree not blossom in the destruction of war, and the vine not give grapes, and if the yield of the olive tree fails, and the field brings forth no food, though the sheep disappear out of the fold, and the herds are no more in the stables, yet I will exult in the Lord, I will rejoice in the God of mine salvation.

“The Lord GOD is my strength. He makes my feet as deer’s feet, and he will make me walk on my high hills“.  This song in the night, this prayer to the God of life, has touched the heart of God's people so much that it is set to tune and melody.  "To the Chief Musician with my stringed instruments" (chapter 3:19).

With this spacious tone, the prophecy, which began with the fearful complaint, ends.  Habakkuk began with “Oh Lord, how long shall I cry “.  O Lord, in wrath remember mercy - was his prayer. The LORD is my strength - was his end.

We have seen the Majesty of the LORD, as often as He has come in judgment for the redemption of His own even more clearly than Habakkuk 

What He will do with blinded Christendom, we do not know. But let not all who are afraid, out of concern for God's people, doubt that He will come and will not tarry.  In today's distress it does not appear to be like this, it can rain, it can stay dry. There is no ground for "real improvement ".

But there is hope! Hope for the righteous! Well-founded hope! When we move further away from the public ‘Christian‘ consensus, or worse, in whose midst we live, and do not partake of its idolatries and religious wickedness, the Lord God will strengthen your heart and set it in a spacious place. As the tribulation of the nations increases, so much the more He will open your eyes for His coming redemption.

It is said that the world is becoming chaotic.  Yet the Lord knows his own, and will help his Zion. They say our lives are in ruins. But do not be afraid, His promises remain your treasure.

When we are weak, He is our Strength, (verse 19). When we are small, He is great in our eyes. His arm is not shortened. His power has not passed away. God comes from Teman, the Holy One from Mount Paran! Pharaoh and Belshazzar and Jerusalem, who crucified Jesus, have found this out.

One day the world powers and the false church will experience this, and with them all the wicked, also among us, who have deceived the LORD all their lives with their outward religion.

In his fear Habakkuk was heard and set free. He already enjoyed something of the eternal joy, which even now is the portion of all who, in fearful days, humbled themselves before Him, and still rejoiced in Him because of His promises to the remnant.

He fulfilled these promises, even in the past years. Thus it befits us to continue in the glory of Him Who made us live by faith, and revived us many times, and made us tread again and again on our high hills. (verse 19).

Amen.

