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Lesson 5 41

a Why Does Evil Win? 
(1:1-4)

How long, Lord, must I call for   
   help, 
 but you do not listen? 
Or cry to you, “Violence!” 
 but you do not save? 
 —Habakkuk 1:2

Nothing is known about the per-
sonal history of Habakkuk apart 
from the brief heading of the book 
that bears his name. There are no 
other Scriptures or reliable sources 
that tell us anything more about the 
prophet.

While many of the prophecies of 
the Minor Prophets depict an omi-
nous warning of coming judgment, 
Habakkuk’s message differs from 
those other prophetic writings. The 
first two chapters of the book  
consist of a conversation between 
Habakkuk and God in which the 
prophet asked the Lord a series of 
questions concerning His reaction 
(or apparent nonreaction) to sin in 
the world.

Habakkuk’s first dilemma con-
cerned the Almighty’s seeming 

allowance of persistent wickedness 
in Judah (vs. 2). The prophet’s cry of 
“How long?” indicates that he had 
been distressed for quite some time 
about the conditions around him. 
Even though he may have minis-
tered during the reign of the godly 
Josiah, he still saw widespread 
wickedness among the Judahites 
that was not touched by the king’s 
reforms.

Some interpreters, however, 
believe that Habakkuk prophesied 
under King Jehoiakim. Jehoiakim’s 
cruel reign brought much injustice 
and violence to Judah, conditions 
that seem to be described in Habak-
kuk’s prophecy. 

As the prophet looked at the soci-
ety around him, he expected the 
Lord to act swiftly. How could a 
holy and righteous God not respond 
to his plea for intervention with 
such rampant oppression in the 
land? How long would He remain 
silent and do nothing?

Believers today still struggle 
with the same basic questions that 
Habakkuk asked long ago. If God 
is all-powerful and abhors sin, why 
does He permit evil and violence to 
thrive in the world? Why doesn’t 
He do something immediately 

Surprised by God
Habakkuk 1—2
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the oppression and the perversions 
of justice in Judah, as well as the 
apparent absence of any solution. 
He could not understand how God 
could tolerate such behavior from 
His own people. How was it pos-
sible for God to look at destruction 
and conflict among His own with 
such (alleged) indifference?

The situation had reached a point 
where God’s revealed law became 
powerless and justice never pre-
vailed (vs. 4). Under the rule of 
Josiah, the law was rediscovered 
(see II Chron. 34:14-21), but it had 
no significant or lasting impact on 
the corrupt religious and civil lead-
ers, who were accustomed to acting 
apart from God’s authority. 

The righteous people in Judah 
found themselves surrounded by 
people indifferent to God’s will. 
Because the godless were in control 
of most government offices and 
functions, they were able to “hem 
in the righteous” and treat them 
unjustly (Hab. 1:4). 

When there is no fear of God’s 
reprisal, people believe they can get 
away with wrongdoing. Ecclesias-
tes 8:11 says, “When the sentence 
for a crime is not quickly carried 
out, people’s hearts are filled with 
schemes to do wrong.” God’s appar-
ent delay in judging sin not only 
caused distress for the godly, but 
also gave the wicked a false sense 
of security. Even so, God’s timing 
remains perfect. 

Ask Yourself . . . How has God’s 
apparent delay in judging sin hurt me? 
How has it helped me?

about the injustice around us? When 
Habakkuk asked these questions, 
they didn’t necessarily indicate a 
lack of faith, but conveyed a sincere 
desire to understand the purposes of 
a holy and righteous God. As Chris-
tians we can legitimately ask these 
kinds of questions if we ask them in 
the same spirit. 

Ask Yourself . . . If I could ask God 
one burning question, what would it be? 

Habakkuk asked God, “Why do 
you make me look at injustice?” (vs. 
3). The prophet was distressed by 

Justice 
for All
When Habakkuk said 

that “justice is pervert-

ed” (Hab. 1:4), he was 

referring to more than 

just the court system 

of his day. The Hebrew 

word for “justice” does 

refer to court decisions 

in civil and criminal 

cases. But it also can 

include the legislative 

side of government as 

well as civil administra-

tion of authority. The 

many distinct uses of 

“justice” apply to all 

areas of government.
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Habakkuk 1:5-11

people’s bewilderment would have 
come from watching God allow the 
arrogant Chaldeans (Babylonians) to 
invade and capture Jerusalem. The 
people of Judah possessed a false 
sense of security, thinking that God 
would never do such a thing to His 
chosen people.

God described the Babylonians 
as “ruthless and impetuous” (vs. 6), 
characteristics borne out by their 
history of swift and merciless con-
quest. The picture of them sweeping 
across the whole earth fits well with 
the far-reaching military campaigns 
conducted by Nebuchadnezzar, 
their most famous king. His deci-
sive military operations eventually 
brought all of Judah under his rule.

From our perspective of time, it 
may seem that God is ignoring sin 
and letting evil people get away 
with their actions. But Scripture 
clearly teaches that the Lord does 
not allow injustice and violence 
to exist without setting forces in 
motion to judge such behavior. If we 
wait long enough, we will see God’s 
justice in action.

Ask Yourself . . . For which hurtful 
event in my life do I anxiously await 
God’s justice? 

The reputation of the Babylo-
nians brought terror to the people 
of their day; they were a “feared 
and dreaded” enemy (vs. 7). They 
acknowledged no higher author-
ity than themselves and arrogantly 
promoted their own honor. The 
Israelites who refused to fear and 
honor God would be forced to fear 
and honor those far less worthy of 

Babylon Will Punish 
Judah (1:5-11)

I am raising up the Babylonians, 
 that ruthless and impetuous  
  people, 
who sweep across the whole earth 
 to seize dwellings not their   
 own.  
 —Habakkuk 1:6

The Lord answered Habakkuk’s 
question in a way that surprised 
even the prophet. In His reply, the 
Lord addressed His messenger and 
the people. He had not only seen the 
widespread wickedness in Judah but 
had also decided to do something 
about it. He was raising up a fierce 
and ruthless army from the north to 
run over Judah for its sins.

God began by saying, “Look at 
the nations and watch—and be 
utterly amazed” (vs. 5). The nation 
of Babylon would be the source of 
His impending judgment on Judah. 

There are two possibilities for 
the amazement that God’s actions 
would bring upon His people. If 
Habakkuk had prophesied during 
the reign of Josiah, the astonishment 
would result from the rise to power 
of Babylon. As the people watched 
the nations, they would see Babylon 
defeat the once-dominant Assyrians 
and Egyptians and emerge as the 
new superpower. 

If Habakkuk ministered during 
the reign of Jehoiakim, Babylon 
would have already been estab-
lished as a world power. The 

b
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Habakkuk 1:5-11

illustration of the devastation and 
captive taking that was characteris-
tic of the Babylon armies. 

Kings and fortified cities were no 
match for the powerful Babylonians 
(vs. 10). They ridiculed the rul-
ers who were helpless before their 
attack and laughed at the fortresses 
in their path. The “earthen ramps” 
were inclines constructed of com-
pacted soil along which the batter-
ing rams could be moved against 
city gates and walls scaled.

Once the “fortified cities” were 
destroyed, the Babylonian cavalry 
would “sweep past like the wind 
and go on” (vs. 11). As these pockets 
of resistance were defeated, the cav-
alry would continue its advance like 
a tornado, capturing and devouring 
everything in its path. 

The Lord’s description of the  

respect (see Deut. 28:47, 48).
The speed at which Babylon 

conquered its enemies was well 
known in the ancient world. God 
compared the swiftness of the 
Babylonian cavalry to “leopards,” 
“wolves,” and an “eagle” (Hab. 
1:8; see Deut. 28:49, 50). All three of 
these use their power and quickness 
to bring violent deaths to their prey. 
The attack of the Babylonians would 
be just as ferocious and just as 
unstoppable. 

The Lord also compared the vio-
lent approach of the Babylonians to 
a “desert wind” (Hab. 1:9). The east 
winds that blew in from the desert 
were dreaded by the inhabitants 
of Judah. These destructive winds 
gathered sand in their path and liter-
ally blasted premature crops from 
the ground. This was an appropriate 
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Habakkuk 1:12—2:1

were corrupt in their ways, they 
were comparably more righteous 
than the Babylonians. Surely two 
wrongs don’t make a right. 

Again, Habakkuk’s questioning of 
God’s purposes should not be con-
sidered a display of weak faith. It 
was the prophet’s confidence in the 
Lord’s eternal nature and holiness 
that led to his perplexity (vs. 12). He 
knew that God would not break His 
covenant with His people and let 
them completely perish at the hands 
of the Babylonians.

The Book of Habakkuk shows us 
that we can bring our questions and 
concerns before God. When we can-
not match our experience to what 
we believe to be true of God’s char-
acter, it is not a sign of weakness to 
ask Him about it. Such inquiry is 
not a matter of wavering faith, but 
an indication that we want to grow 
in our understanding of the God we 
serve.

Ask Yourself . . . When is the last time 
I questioned God’s timing in my life? 

Despite his faith in God, Habak-
kuk still could not understand how 
a God with eyes “too pure to look 
on evil” could appoint the evil Baby-
lonians to do His work (vs. 13). Ear-
lier, the problem was God’s seeming 
toleration of sin in Judah; now it 
was the Babylonians’ cruel oppres-
sion that He was seeming to accept. 
How could the Lord allow them to 
flourish unchecked by His righteous 
hand?

Next, Habakkuk asked, “Why are 
you silent while the wicked swallow 
up those more righteous than them-

Babylonians as “guilty people, 
whose own strength is their god” 
sounded a note of hope for those 
who trusted in God. However suc-
cessful they might be, these Baby-
lonians were guilty before God and 
therefore subject to His judgment. 
His description reminds us that any 
type of skill or talent can become a 
god if it turns into a source of secu-
rity apart from the Lord. 

It is easy to equate success with 
God’s blessing, but that may not 
always be the case. Although God 
used the military might of the Baby-
lonians to accomplish His purposes, 
it did not mean that He condoned 
their behavior. Those who are out-
wardly successful but indifferent to 
God are prime candidates for the 
Lord’s discipline. 

Ask Yourself . . . Have I ever envied 
an outwardly successful person who 
was indifferent to God?

Why Will God Use 
the Wicked? 
(1:12—2:1)

Why are you silent while the   
 wicked swallow up those more   
  righteous than themselves?  
 —Habakkuk 1:13b

God’s answer to Habakkuk’s first 
question took the prophet aback. 
How could the Lord use the wicked 
Babylonians to punish His people? 
Even though the citizens of Judah 

c
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ference, the people in these lands, 
including Judah, were as defenseless 
as cornered fish before an experi-
enced fisherman using every means 
possible to produce a large catch (vs. 
15). Using hooks, nets, and dragnets, 
this fisherman brought in many fish 
and rejoiced at his success. Similarly, 
the Babylonian’s achievements in 
taking many captive brought great 
delight to their hearts.

Verse 16 pictures this fisherman 
worshiping and sacrificing to his 
nets. The Babylonians ascribed 
divine honor to their weapons and 
glorified themselves rather than 
God. Their “fishing” had provided 
food for a luxurious lifestyle that 

made them feel self-
dependent and above 
accountability to any 
higher being.

Habakkuk summed 
up his argument by 
asking, “Is he to keep 
on emptying his net, 
destroying nations 
without mercy?” (vs 
17). How much longer 
would God continue to 
let the Babylonians per-
sist in their evil ways? 

selves?” The prophet was con cerned 
that the righteous in Judah would 
suffer along with the wicked once 
the Babylonians arrived. God’s solu-
tion to the problem in Judah seemed 
to punish the faithful along with 
oppressors. As hard as it may be to 
accept, sometimes the innocent suf-
fer for the sins of others. 

For when the Babylonians con-
quered nations, they swept everyone 
up “like fish in the sea” (vs. 14). As 
a result of God’s apparent indif-

?Timing the Second Question
Some have suggested that a considerable amount of time transpired 

between the first and second questions of Habakkuk (Hab. 1:2, 3; 1:12, 
13). They say that after the first question, the Babylonians became a pow-
erful nation and invaded Judah, prompting the prophet to ask his second 
question.

Others, however, believe that the second question arose out of Habak-
kuk’s assumption of what would happen if the Lord used such a ruthless 
tool to impart judgment.

Habakkuk pictured the Babylonians as 
shrewd fishermen who swallowed up 
kingdoms in their dragnets.
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Habakkuk 2:2-20

would not come immediately, God 
asked His people to wait for it. God 
promised that it would certainly 
come. From the human standpoint 
it would seem like an unreasonable 
delay, but from God’s perspective 
the fulfillment would arrive on time. 
Despite the prolonged wait, the 
outcome was certain.

While the arrogant ignored God’s 
message of judgment for the wicked 
and deliverance for His people, the 
righteous lived by faithfulness (vs. 
4). For a period of time, circumstanc-
es would appear contrary to what 
one would expect from a holy God. 
But those who waited and lived by 
faith would not be disappointed in 
the final results. They would eventu-
ally see the Lord’s salvation.

God’s response to Habakkuk also 
answers many of our perplexities 
about the difficult circumstances in 
our own lives. When we cannot see 
the end of what God is accomplish-
ing through us, we understandably 
question His purposes. So the Lord 
also tells us to wait and remain con-
fident of His plan. Those who walk 
by faith in this way are never disap-
pointed.

Ask Yourself . . . Does my limited per-
spective ever cause me to question God’s 
eternal purposes for my life?

God began His sentence of judg-
ment on the Babylonians by saying, 
“Indeed, wine betrays him” (vs. 
5). Ancient writers confirm that 
the Babylonians were addicted to 
strong drink. In fact, Babylon was 
overthrown in precisely the state of 
drunkenness and pride described in 

The Lord had shown him a power-
ful army that ruthlessly devoured 
nations in its path. But He had not 
yet revealed their destiny.

Having stated his case before the 
Lord, the prophet stood “watch,” 
waiting for an answer to his ques-
tions (2:1). The image here is one of 
a watchman standing on the walls of 
Jerusalem, keeping an eye out for a 
possible military response to a polit-
ical challenge. He had presented his 
complaint in faith, not skepticism, 
and fully expected God to respond.

Babylon Will Face 
God’s Judgment 
(2:2-20)

The violence you have done to   
   Lebanon will overwhelm   
   you, 
 and your destruction of animals   
   will terrify you. 
 —Habakkuk 2:17a

God did not disappoint the 
prophet. He not only gave Habak-
kuk an answer but also com-
manded him to write it down so 
others could hear as well (vs. 2). 
God would punish Babylon for 
its sins and bring deliverance for 
His people. Because God’s mes-
sage awaited a future and certain 
fulfillment (vs. 3), it was especially 
important that it be transmitted 
through a permanent record.

Although the judgment of Baby-
lon and the deliverance of the Jews 

d
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Habakkuk 2:2-20

His glory. The underlying purpose 
of God’s actions in history is to 
bring glory to Himself in all the 
world. That is still His objective 
today and one in which He will 
ultimately succeed. 

The fourth woe looks at the shame 
Babylon inflicted upon other nations 
around them (vss. 15-17). The char-
acteristic drunkenness of the Baby-
lonians would lead to their humili-
ation, even as they were known for 
getting their guests drunk just to 
abuse them. More specifically, “the 
violence . . . done to Lebanon . . . 
[and the] de struction of animals” 
(vs. 17). The cutting down of the 
forests of Leba non and the killing of 
beasts did not escape God’s notice. 
The Babylonians would be judged 
for their destruction of the land as 
well as for their bloodthirsty annihi-
lation of cities. 

The fifth woe displays the foolish-
ness of trusting in idols (vss. 18-20). 
The mocking language is similar to 
what Elijah used on Mount Carmel 
when confronting the prophets of 
Baal (see I Kings 18:27-29). Lifeless 
objects, made of wood and metal, 
are not able to awake or speak, 
much less give guidance to anyone. 
It was incredible folly to depend on 
something that could not speak to 
rescue someone from danger.

But the Lord speaks and is able to 
deliver His people. He is not made 
of earthen materials, but is alive in 
“his holy temple” (Hab. 2:20). In 
contrast to the quiet idols, when the 
living God speaks, the earth is to be 
quiet before Him.

this passage (see Dan. 5).
God pronounced five woes 

against the Babylonians for their 
greed and destruction of the nations. 
In each of the woes, the Lord fit 
the punishment to the crime. The 
nations who were so cruelly rav-
aged and mocked would be the ones 
ridiculing Babylon in its shame and 
destruction (Hab. 2:6).

The first woe concentrates on 
Babylon’s plundering of the nations 
(vss. 6-8). The Babylonians had 
become wealthy by exploiting other 
countries. But God would suddenly 
turn the tables and make them the 
debtor as other nations would have 
their turn at plundering Babylon. 

The second woe examines how 
the Babylonians built their kingdom 
by unjust gain (vss. 9-11). They 
thought their dominion was invin-
cible, like an eagle’s nest high in 
the clefts. They had expressed great 
pride in their accomplishments. But 
God would not let a kingdom built 
upon innocent blood survive. Their 
behavior would lead to shame and 
to loss of life for them as well.

The third woe is similar to the 
second one and yet different in that 
it focuses on the slave labor used to 
build Babylon (vss. 12-14). God con-
demned its bloody wars and inhu-
man treatment of captive peoples. 
The labor of the captives would 
literally become “fuel for the fire” 
as the dominance of Babylon came 
to an end and the work of the slaves 
was destroyed. 

God’s kingdom, by way of con-
trast, will last and fill the earth with 


