Hope Beyond the Headlines #6

“Here Comes the Judge!”

Habakkuk 3:1-16

Music is the pathway to the heart. Few things evoke emotions as music. Various styles of music produce an assortment of feelings. One tune can motivate us to action, another can move us to tears, yet another can lift our spirits to the heights.


Music has been a part of the human experience nearly from the dawn of time. Musical instruments were among the first inventions of early humans.
 Genesis 4:21 refers to Jubal as “the father of all who play the harp and flute.”  (His name is similar to our words “jubilation” or “jubilee.”) Moses wrote songs, as did his sister Miriam. Deborah wrote a song of victory recorded in Judges 5. One Bible dictionary points out,

But the period of Samuel, David, and Solomon was the golden age of Hebrew music, as it was of Hebrew poetry. Music was now for the first time systematically cultivated. It was an essential part of training in the schools of the prophets. There now arose also a class of professional singers. The temple, however, was the great school of music. In the conducting of its services large bands of trained singers and players on instruments were constantly employed.
 


David wrote a number of songs that have been included in the book of Psalms. His son, Solomon, wrote over a thousand songs in his lifetime (1 Kings 4:32). The book of Psalms records 150 songs used in personal and public worship. Within the tribe of Levi were those specifically trained in the composing and performance of music in a worship setting.


I mention all of this because our text this evening was originally written as a song. Some have even surmised that Habakkuk was one of those Levites involved in the music ministry at the Temple. Whether he was or not is a matter of conjecture; that he wrote the third chapter of his book as a song is a matter of fact. And, in the opinion of one writer, “the prayer of ﻿Habakkuk 3…is one of the greatest songs ever written.”
 


The first and last verses of this chapter indicate its musical character. Verse one reads,  “A prayer of Habakkuk the prophet. On shigionoth,” while verse 19 concludes, 

“For the director of music. On my stringed instruments.”  This was intended to be sung at the temple with stringed accompaniment. Notice that Habakkuk writes, “On my stringed instruments.” Habakkuk was himself a musician, owning some kinds of musical instruments himself.


What about this strange word shigionoth? We can’t hardly pronounce it; what does it mean? Honestly, scholars are not certain. The word only appears here and in the title of Psalm 7 (where the singular is used; Habakkuk employs the plural). Some think that shigionoth refers to the style of music, perhaps with impassioned staccato and quick changes of rhythm and emotion.
 Others believe it means, “a passionate psalm with strong emotion.”
 Chuck Swindoll describes it as “a moving, passionate piece of music, like an overture… It’s the Hallelujah Chorus of his day.”
 


Perhaps. But if I were to give the song of Habakkuk a name, I would borrow that famous line from the late comedian Flip Wilson: “Here Comes the Judge!” As we work through these verses, we will see that Habakkuk was undoubtedly moved to the very depths of his being with conflicting emotions. This song is neither mournful nor joyful, but rather a mixture of both, with even some downright frightening elements. In the end, though, we see this as a song predomin​antly of triumph and victory.


Just a quick glace at this chapter demonstrates a marked contrast from the beginning of this book. In chapter one the prophet is confused and perplexed—even to the point of despair. He cries out to God and challenges His justice, His power, and even His love. But not now. Something has changed. 


What has changed is not his environment. His circumstance is not a bit different. But Habakkuk has changed.
 He prayed that God would change the state of affairs all around him. Instead, in chapter two, God changed the state of his heart within him. It is true that prayer changes things, but more than anything prayer changes me. This was the testimony of Habakkuk. 

Let’s take a closer look at Habakkuk’s song.

A Song of Destruction


First, this is a song of destruction. Notice the powerful images used as Habakkuk sees God arriving on the scene. Verse two sets the tone for the rest of the chapter:

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.


Habakkuk gives a history lesson as a part of his prayer. He looks to the past, as the basis for his appeal to God for present help, and in anticipation of how God will act in the future.
 Many prayers in the Bible follow this pattern—Nehemiah, Daniel, Ezra, and others recite what God has done in the past to bolster faith for the present and future.

I know that history is not a favorite subject for many people. All the dates and names and places and events seem so irrelevant and, dare I say, boring. In James Joyce’s Ulysses, his young hero Stephen represents the modern spirit of many. “History is a nightmare from which I am trying to awake.” Henry Ford had a more down-to-earth way of putting the same thing: “History is bunk.” Even in the Bible many Christians opt to skip over the historical sections to get to “the good stuff.” 

Yet, as Walter Kaiser writes,
Christians cannot afford to by-pass such knowledge of the past, for a nation or a society without a memory is not only a society devoid of a past, but a society with a detached present and no direction for the future.


So Habakkuk grounds his faith and hope in the knowledge of what God has done in the past. In verses 3-7 we read,

God came from Teman, the Holy One from Mount Paran. 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, the dwellings of Midian in anguish.

According to some scholars, Mount Paran is another name for the entire Sinai Peninsula, or for Mount Sinai itself. Teman is usually identified with Edom. In this song, Habakkuk seems to be retracing the march of Israel from Sinai to the Promised Land.
 Verse five echoes the plagues and pestilence that devastated the land of Egypt because of the hardness of Pharoah’s heart. In verse seven Habakkuk reports that he saw the Cushan and Midian trembling as Yahweh passed by. Cushan is probably an abbreviation for Cushan-rishathaim, the first foreign invader to punish Israel during the period of the Judges, while the Midianites were also foreign oppressors of that period.﻿
 This is an awe-inspiring review of how God powerfully acted in the past, destroying anything (and anyone) that got in His way.

In verses 8-15, Habakkuk addresses the Lord directly:

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 your 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.

What words jump from the page in these verses? “Wrath” and “anger” and their synonyms appear no less than five times in this text. Habakkuk acknowledges the wrath of God with very powerful images. It appears that God is angry with nature itself as He moves in destruction. But the prophet later points to the real target of God’s wrath: “In anger you threshed the nations…. You crushed the leader of the land of wickedness.” The evil, the wicked, the proud and arrogant—these were the recipients of God’s rage.


Now, I realize talk of God’s wrath makes many people uncomfortable. “Don’t talk about the wrath of God,” some Christians say. “We want to hear about God’s love and mercy and grace. All of that wrath of God stuff should be left in the Old Testament where it belongs.”


I can’t begin to convey how wrong that feeling is. (In fact, that kind of talk tends to get my wrath going!) If you have an image of Jesus as only “meek and mild,” I challenge you to read Matthew 23 (preferably froma recent translation, to get the tone) or picture Jesus overturning the tables of the money changers at the Temple. If you think the wrath of God is a thing of the past, read the book of Revelation, particularly chapter 16. Much of Habakkuk’s vision of God’s wrath will take place at the end of time.


Let’s not confuse God’s wrath with human anger, though. James 1:20 warns that, “man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires.” Human wrath can be selfish, brutal, and out of control. Not so the wrath of God. A. W. Tozer writes,
To understand God’s wrath we must view it in the light of His holiness. God is holy and has made holiness to be the moral condition necessary to the health of His universe. Sin’s temporary presence in the world only accents this. Whatever is holy is healthy; evil is a moral sickness that must end ultimately in death… Since God’s first concern for His universe is its moral health, that is, its holiness, whatever is contrary to this is necessarily under His eternal displeasure. Wherever the holiness of God confronts unholiness there is conflict. This conflict arises from the irreconcilable natures of holiness and sin. God’s attitude and action in the conflict are His anger. To preserve His creation God must destroy whatever would destroy it. When He arises to put down destruction and save the world from irreparable moral collapse He is said to be angry. Every wrathful judgment of God in the history of the world has been a holy act of preservation.


God’s wrath is against evil wherever it is found. The old cliché is accurate: God hates sin but loves the sinner. And God will judge sin—in wrath and anger because of what sin is and what sin does. It is not God’s desire to judge sinners. Paul writes in 1 Timothy 2:4 that God “wants all men to be saved,” and 2 Peter 3:9 confirms that God does not want “anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.”

But in His holiness God cannot (and will not) ignore sin. It must be dealt with. And it will be dealt with…severely. God’s judgment on evil and wickedness is coming, and those who refuse to relinquish their sin will feel the wrath of God. As the late J. Vernon McGee observed, “If we really knew how much God is moving in judgment, I am of the opinion that it would bring America to her knees before Almighty God.”

A Song of Deliverance


Thankfully, though, Habakkuk does not stop there. His prayer is secondly a song of deliverance. Amidst all the destruction and devastation we hear a “sweet, sweet song of salvation” in these verses.


Let’s return to the beginning of the song, in verse two. What are the last four words of that verse? “In wrath remember mercy.” Even in the midst of God’s anger we see His mercy and grace. And this has always been the case. When God judges, He judges in mercy.
 According to Psalm 103:10, God “does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities.”  If He did, we would never have the opportunity to repent—we’d already be toast!


It is true that God’s judgment and wrath have been a central theme to this chapter, even the entire book. Habakkuk began wondering why God wasn’t judging Judah’s sin, then questioning how God could judge their sin by using the more wicked Babylonians, and now rehearsing God’s judgment of sin in the past. But the whole point is salvation for God’s own in the context of judgment. Remember the key verse of the book, chapter two verse four: “See, he is puffed up; his desires are not upright—but the righteous will live by his faith.” The righteous would live, he would survive the crumbling of empires and peoples about him.
 He would be saved through the judgment and wrath of God. You see, God does not destroy the wicked simply for the sake of destroying the wicked. He destroys them for the sake of his people. God has a special people, and he saves them from their enemies.
 (And remember, the Christian’s enemies are not other people, but rather “the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms,” Ephesians 6:12). In all of this God’s purpose is to be seen not so much in the fury of nature or in his ferocious assault against the enemy, but in his desire to save his people.


This is seen in a phrase in verse 13 that might seem to be out of place. In the midst of Habakkuk describing God’s destruction of the wicked he writes, “You came out to deliver your people, to save your anointed one.” This is not out of place, though; this phrase reminds us of God’s ultimate purpose in what He does: to save His own for Himself.


Scholars debate the meaning of “your anointed one” in this verse. The Hebrew word used here is messiah, translated christ in Greek. Does Habakkuk refer to the coming Messiah or to someone else? And how would it make sense that God was coming to save His Messiah?


In this case, comparing other translations help clear things up. The King James Version translates, “Thou wentest forth for the salvation of thy people, even for salvation with thine anointed.” The International Standard Version renders verse 13, “You marched out to deliver your people, to deliver with your anointed.” Rather than being the object of salvation, the Messiah would be the means of deliverance. God’s salvation is for his people, but it is accomplished with his anointed.
 This verse looks ahead to the eventual salvation through Jesus Christ.

How would this come about? What Habakkuk envisions is a battle similar to the battle between David and Goliath, where a representative fighter from each camp would square off, with the winner bringing victory for his entire army. Here a singular champion of God’s people wins the ultimate victory over the leader of the wicked opposition. To state the matter plainly, Christ the Anointed One would one day defeat Satan, the head of the household of the wicked.
 In the words of Genesis 3:15, Satan would “strike [Jesus’] heel,” but Jesus would “crush [Satan’s] head.”


How did Jesus accomplish that victory? Through a surprising way—He defeated Satan by being defeated. What appeared to be Satan’s greatest triumph—Jesus’ death on the cross—turned out to be his ultimate undoing. Satan thought he was getting rid of Jesus on Calvary, but the Son of God had something different in mind. By His willing sacrifice, He took upon Himself the sin of mankind, and with the sin all of the wrath of God that our sins deserved. He paid the price of our sin by taking upon Himself the wrath of God. Then He arose from the dead in order to give life to those who would receive it. The destruction of the Anointed One, Jesus, brought deliverance for God’s people.

A Song of Dependence


This brings us to the final point: Habakkuk’s prayer was a song of dependence. In verse 16 the prophet writes, 

I heard and my heart pounded, my lips quivered at the sound; decay crept into my bones, and my legs trembled. Yet I will wait patiently for the day of calamity to come on the nation invading us.


What was the effect of this vision of God’s destruction and deliverance? From head to foot, Habakkuk was moved by the Word of God. When confronted with the awesome attributes and actions of God, it should shake us to our very core. How often did biblical characters fall on their faces before God? As Wiersbe observes, “We don’t see much of that today. We have people studying the Word of God but not stirred by the Word of God.”
 


Yet Habakkuk did not crumble in terror. He said, “I will wait patiently.” That is another way of saying “hope”, “trust”, or “faith”. He would not be among the destroyed; he would be counted among the delivered. Habakkuk was himself one of the just who would live by his faith.


What about us? The wrath of God is coming to judge all evil and wickedness. When that day comes, all humanity will be divided into two categories: the destroyed and the delivered. What will make the difference? It is simple: Those who allow Jesus to take their sin will escape God’s wrath against that sin; those who insist on clinging to their sin will experience God’s wrath against that sin.


Which category will you be in? Make that decision today!
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