Hope Beyond the Headlines #4

“The Ultimate Answer”

Habakkuk 2:2-4

Americans love to discuss who or what is the greatest. Listen to most television or radio advertisements and you will hear that some product is “highest ranked in its class” or the “top seller” or “four out of five experts surveyed preferred this.” Sports fans love to argue about the greatest athlete or team or game of all time. A couple of years ago I was given a book written by historians ranking the Presidents of the United States in order of their greatness and effectiveness.


It’s fascinating when one of these discussions turns up an unexpected name. For example, the book on presidential greatness listed at the top the familiar names of Abraham Lincoln, George Washington, and Thomas Jefferson. But high on their list was the more obscure James K. Polk. “Who?” most people would ask


The same is sometimes true in the spiritual realm as well. Once the eminent theologian Karl Barth was asked, “What is the most profound theological statement ever expressed?” He replied, “Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”
 That was probably not what the questioner expected to hear! 


I bring this up this morning because in our series, “Hope Beyond the Headlines,” we come to one of those verses that would have to rank very high on any list of the most significant verses in the Bible. Yet it appears in a little, obscure book that few Christians can pronounce its name and even fewer have ever read. Warren Wiersbe writes, 

We cannot overestimate or overstate the impor​tance of this verse. If you were to ask me what one of the most important verses in the Old Testament is, I would say Habakkuk 2:4. This verse is so impor​tant that it is quoted and explained in three books in the New Testament.

Old Testament scholar Walter Kaiser points out,

So central to the whole of Jewish thought was Habakkuk 2:4b that the Talmud records this famous remark made by Rabbi Simlai: “Moses gave Israel 613 commandments. David reduced them to eleven [Psalm 15], Micah to 3 [Micah 6:8], Isaiah to 2 [Isaiah 56:1], but Habakkuk to 1 [Hab. 2:4].’” Jewish scholars felt that these words—only three words in the Hebrew text—fairly summarized the message of the whole Bible.
 
Another writer remarks, “The key to the whole Book of Habakkuk…[is] the central theme of all the Scriptures.”


Why would these men come to this conclusion? As we have seen in previous studies, Habakkuk wrestled with questions that have plagued mankind from the dawn of human history…and still echo to the present: “Why, God, do you allow evil things to happen? Why do the innocent suffer? How can You use evil people and destructive events to bring about Your will?” God’s response to Habakkuk gives us the theme for this book: His promise of ultimate answers.
 Furthermore, the revelation given to the prophet is vital because it deals with the eternal destiny of every person who has ever lived (or ever will live).


Let’s turn to this passage, found in the second chapter of Habakkuk, verses 2-4,

Then the Lord replied: “Write down the revelation and make it plain on tablets so that a herald may run with it. For the revelation awaits an appointed time; it speaks of the end and will not prove false. Though it linger, wait for it; it will certainly come and will not delay. See, he is puffed up; his desires are not upright—but the righteous will live by his faith.”


The Lord begins by giving Habakkuk a task: He says, in effect, “Now that you’ve stopped talking, start writing.”
 He was to not only write down God’s answer, but to “make it plain on tablets so that a herald may run with it.” What does that mean?


In the Old Testament world, public announcements were engraved in large and clear characters upon clay tablets and openly exhibited in the marketplace. The writing is to be sufficiently large so that one running by could instantly decipher the meaning. As soon as one reads it, the warning is such that he would hasten to relay it to another.
 

How we need this today! Often those who communicate God’s revelation to the world confuse their listeners with theological jargon or complicated schemes. The Lord never intended for His message to be baffling or confusing. The greatest compliment a preacher of the Word can hear is that the message was understandable and applicable. Otherwise we are wasting their time!


Scholars have long debated whether verse two should mean that someone running by could read it quickly, or that someone reading it could run quickly and tell others. In the original Hebrew text, the latter rendition is to be preferred.
 

Either way, we wouldn’t be studying this book today had Habakkuk not obeyed God’s orders and written down what God had told him and shown him. This writing was to be permanent so that generation after generation could read it. It was also to be plain, written so that anybody could read it, and it was to be public so that even somebody running past the tablets on display could get the message immediately.

The Context of the Answer


As we consider God’s answer itself, I’d like to first focus on the context of the answer. Verse three states, “For the revelation awaits an appointed time; it speaks of the end and will not prove false.” Right from the start God informs Habakkuk that His answer was not limited to the prophet’s own time and place. The revelation God gave was for a future time and about a future time: “It speaks of the end…” While the immediate application was to the end of the Babylonian Captivity, the writer of Hebrews interpreted it to refer also to the return of Jesus Christ. Led by the Holy Spirit, he changed “it” to “He” and applied it to our Lord: “He who is coming will come and will not delay.” (Heb. 10:37, emphasis added).
 


We might be confused by the remainder of verse three: “Though it linger, wait for it; it will certainly come and will not delay.” It seems as though God were telling Habakkuk, “You may have to wait for it…but it won’t be delayed.” Huh? How can it be that we may have to wait for something that is not delayed? 


The solution is found in God’s timing, which is different from our own. God is above and beyond time. We speak of eternity as never having a beginning or an end, but it is more than that. Eternity means there is never a past or a future; everything is ever present before God. 


A good commentary on this verse can be found in 2 Peter 3:3-4, 8-10,

First of all, you must understand that in the last days scoffers will come, scoffing and following their own evil desires. They will say, “Where is this ‘coming’ he promised?” …But do not forget this one thing, dear friends: With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day. The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance. But the day of the Lord will come like a thief.


Notice the contrast: Mankind sees God as moving slowly, doubting that He will ever follow through on His promises; while God moves according to His plan, where days can be as a thousand years and a thousand years pass like a day. 


When I was in high school, a Christian band recorded a song entitled, “Perfect Timing.” The chorus stated (speaking toward God):

You’ve got perfect timing

You’re not a minute too soon, not a moment too late

You’ve got perfect timing

I can see when you move, I can feel when You wait

You hold tomorrow in the palm of Your hand

Everything moves by Your master plan—

You’re got perfect timing.


God’s timing is always perfect…it’s just not always on our timetable!


I like how The Living Bible paraphrases this verse:

These things I plan won’t happen right away. Slowly, steadily, surely, the time approaches when the vision will be fulfilled. If it seems slow, do not despair, for these things will surely come to pass. Just be patient! They will not be overdue a single day!

We should not get discouraged. A delay is not a denial from God.
 We must allow Him to be God and trust that His timing is always perfect.

The Certainty of the Answer


Secondly, consider the certainty of the answer. Verse three clearly states, “
It will come, and it will not delay” [emphasis added]. God is saying, “Habakkuk, the answer is coming. It won’t happen immediately, but it is coming for sure, so continue to be patient and wait for it.”


This is true of all biblical prophecy. The promises of God may tarry and there may be delay, but nothing can prevent or frustrate their fulfillment. What God has promised, he will most certainly perform. There is a tone of complete finality in all Bible prophecy.


As we read the newspapers and watch the evening news, we might be tempted to be discouraged. We may wonder, like Habakkuk did, if God really cared, or if He was even there. When we see how events unfold, we might question if God is unfair. We might slip into doubt and despair.


But there is hope beyond the headlines! Someone once asked Billy Graham how he could be optimistic in the face of injustice, uncertainty, and the threat of nuclear war. “I’m optimistic,” said Graham, “because I’ve read the end of the Book. I’ve read the biblical prophecies of Christ’s return and Satan’s defeat.”
 

Of all the people on earth, Christians ought to be the most optimistic, because we know how the story ends! Our life today is a bit like when I watched the USA hockey team defeat the Russians in the 1980 Winter Olympics. Because of a time delay, the game was broadcast hours after it was actually played. We had already heard the final score, but you should have seen us on the edge of our seats as the game wound down in its closing minutes, as though something could have altered the final outcome!


That may seem to be a silly illustration, but the principle is the same. We know who finally wins in the end. There is no doubt about that; we simply need to make sure we are on the winning side.


But how can we be so certain? That brings us to the final part of God’s message to Habakkuk.

The Content of the Answer


The real content of God’s answer is found in verse four: “See, he is puffed up; his desires are not upright—but the righteous will live by his faith.” The contrast here is between people who arrogantly trust themselves and leave God out of their lives and people of faith.
 The first is self-centered, and therefore doomed; the second is God-centered, and therefore survives.
 The immediate application was to the Babylonians, but the principle is true throughout the ages. Jesus spoke of two crowds, two roads, and two destinations in Matthew 7:13-14,

Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.


Habakkuk was initially concerned about the exaltation of the wicked and the extinction of the righteous—both within his own borders of Judah and beyond that with the Babylonians. God tells him, “Look, Habakkuk, I can tell the difference between the two. Even though it may appear that the wicked are getting away with sin while the righteous are on their way out, I know better. In the end all will be put right and just.”


How can we comprehend that, when everything we see and hear points in the opposite direction? The last phrase says it all: “by faith.” God has designed us to live by faith in what God has said will happen, not by circumstances, observations, or reasoning.
 Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:7, “we walk by faith, not by sight.” I like how Wiersbe explains that phrase:

To walk by faith means to look at earth from heaven’s point of view. To walk by sight means to look at heaven from earth’s point of view.


Walking by faith means gaining God’s eternal perspective, while walking by sight maintains our own time-bound perception. Those who insist on looking at heaven from earth’s point of view will live confused, frustrated lives. But those who look at earth from God’s point of view will learn to live in peace. No, they may not have all the answers and may not understand everything that happens, but through their faith in God they can trust that He knows all, sees all, and works everything according to His ultimate plan.


“The just shall live by his faith” was the watchword of the Reformation, and they may well be the seven most important words in all of church history. It was verse four, quoted in Romans 1:17, that helped to lead Martin Luther into the truth of justification by faith. “This text,” said Luther, “was to me the true gate of Paradise.”
 

One question that scholars still debate concerning this verse is the word “faith.” Does it mean “faith” or “faithfulness”? Is a person justified (or saved) by what they believe or by what they do (i.e., their faithfulness to God)? 


As it turns out, this argument isn’t really much of a debate. In both the Hebrew and the Greek, faith and faithfulness come from the same root word. In their thought the ancient writers realized something that we have tended to overlook: If you have genuine faith, it will be exhibited by faithfulness. In other words, if I have faith in a faithful God, others will know it by the way that I live.
 For faith to be real, there must be faithfulness to what faith claims to believe. Stuart Briscoe writes,

One of the tragedies of the church of Jesus Christ in the western world today is that we have made it so easy to “believe” that we have put a great chasm between coming to faith and living faithful lives. Accordingly, it is not un​common to find people who make loud protests of faith in Jesus Christ. Nevertheless, they live in direct disobedi​ence to Christ. Listen to what Habakkuk (and the New Testament) says about this: “Those who are not living by faith and showing it in their faithful lives come under the judgment of God. On the other hand, those who in the midst of the judgment are living by faith in him and showing it by their faithful lives, will be preserved.”


God revealed to Habakkuk that all mankind is separated into two groups: the faithful and the unfaithful. We are saved by faith, but we are instructed to live by faith. Faith is a lifestyle that is just the opposite of being “puffed up” and depending on our own resources.
 Faith means relying upon God.


Often times the enemy of faith is our feelings. Because human emotions are so self-oriented, and so dependent upon what we see, hear, and feel, they tend to not trust what they cannot sense and understand. When we react emotionally to the world around us, we will usually end up afraid or angry…or both! But God says to His prophet (and to us), “If you live by feelings, Habakkuk, you will continually be curled up in a corner, quaking with fear. But you live by faith, you listen to me, you trust me…you live by faith. That’s your marching orders.”


Notice that God did not answer Habakkuk’s questions of “Why?” or “How long?” or “How could you?” Those aren’t the kinds of questions God usually answers. But when we have significant questions, God provides the ultimate answer: “I am.” 

The answer is to trust God.

The just shall live by faith.
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