
 

HABAKKUK – THE ‘MINOR PROPHET’ WITH A MAJOR MESSAGE 
Book of Habakkuk (Ross Pogson) 

Introduction 

Good Morning Grace Church! We have been presenting a series of reflections on “People of God”, 

and they have indeed been a varied group of very different men and women who interacted with 

God and His people. Habakkuk is one of these people, a Prophet, who lived in Jerusalem during the 

reign of King Jehoiakim of Judah (reigned 609-598 BC), probably after the Babylonians conquered 

Nineveh and the Assyrian Empire, and before the Babylonian Exile in 586 BC. Opinions vary on 

when he wrote the book named after him, most say around 607-605 BC about 20 years before the 

Babylonian Exile, others say round 612 BC. 

 

You may not be too familiar with the Book of Habakkuk. I certainly wasn’t until I started this study 

and discovered what treasures it contains. Habakkuk is a tricky name to spell and I always put in 

too many ‘K’s’, or too few. However, as we continue this study you will find parts of it will be much 

more familiar to you than you might think – but more on that later.  

 

The Book of Habakkuk is a short book with only 3 chapters and is 8th in the group of 12 books 

towards the end of the Old Testament, between Nahum and Zephaniah. We call these books the 

‘Minor Prophets’ because they are much shorter than the Major Prophets such as Jeremiah. 

However, there is nothing minor about their very important and powerful messages and prophesies 

which are also quoted in various places in the New Testament. The Minor Prophets contain some of 

the most fascinating and colourful passages in the Bible.  

 

We don’t know a lot about Habakkuk. We presume he was living in Jerusalem in the latter part of 

the 6th century BC at the time he was delivering his prophesies, and was a contemporary of 

Jeremiah and Zephaniah. Most researchers suggest his name in Hebrew means ‘embrace’, either 

‘embraced by God’ and strengthened for his difficult task, or ‘embracing others’ to encourage them 

at a time of national crisis. He is called a prophet in the first verse of Chapter 1 of his book. Some 

researchers think he was a Levite attached to the Temple and possibly helping to lead Temple 

worship, because of the structured, poetic and musical form of his prayer in chapter 3.  

 

 



Historical Setting 

 To understand the message of this book we need to understand the turbulent background of its 

historical setting. Habakkuk lived during one of the most critical periods of Judah’s history, and there 

was a threat of invasion from the north. Judah, the southern kingdom had fallen from the heights of 

good King Josiah’s reforms, to the depths of injustice and evil treatment of its citizens. The legal 

system had collapsed and the poor were oppressed. Most historians place him between the 612 BC 

fall of the Assyrian Empire when the city of Nineveh was taken by the Babylonians (called 

Chaldeans in some Bible translations), and the 605 BC Battle of Carchemish, fought between the 

Egyptians under Pharaoh Necho II with the Assyrians; against the Babylonians with their allies - 

Medes, Persians, Scythians.   

 

The balance of power in the Middle East was changing. Babylon under Nebuchadnezzar II was on 

the march and the threat of invasion was very real. In 601 BC Nebuchadnezzar unsuccessfully 

attempted to invade Egypt and was repulsed with heavy losses. This loss led to rebellions among 

states which owed allegiance to Babylon, including Judah, where King Jehoiakim stopped paying 

tribute to Nebuchadnezzar and switched his allegiance, again taking a pro-Egypt position. A few 

years after this in 597 BC Nebuchadnezzar invaded Judah and laid siege to Jerusalem.  Jehoiakim 

switched his allegiance again, from Egypt to Babylon. This continual switching of allegiance by 

Jehoiakim ultimately led to disaster and he died during the siege of Jerusalem. His son Jehoichin 

(also called Jeconiah) succeeded him but reigned only 3 months and 10 days before he was taken 

as a prisoner to Babylon, together with his household and many of the population of Jerusalem. 

Nebuchadnezzar installed in his place a king of his own choice, Zedekiah, who was Jehoichin’s 

uncle.  However, Zedekiah later rebelled against Babylon, and entered into an alliance with 

Pharaoh Necho (also called Hophra) of Egypt. Nebuchadnezzar responded by invading Judah and 

laying siege to Jerusalem again in 586 BC. The city and Temple were destroyed and most of its 

people, together with Zedekiah were taken into exile to Babylon. 

 

Habakkuk’s Complaints and God’s reply (Chapter 1) 

Let us now consider the main messages of this book. Habakkuk presents an oracle or burden that 

the Lord has placed on his heart. He asks God a question. That question is as fresh and relevant 

now as it was thousands of years ago: put simply that question is ‘’why do God’s people suffer and 

the wicked go free and prosper?’’ The same question is posed in Psalm 73, a psalm of Asaph, and 

in the book of Job. Habakkuk has a dilemma, he was greatly troubled by Judah’s idolatry, 

indifference to God, and social injustice. There was widespread violence and evil practice in Israel 

and the rule of law favoured the rich, powerful and influential who used bribery to pervert justice, 

while the poor were exploited. Habakkuk was one of the few people, along with the other prophets 

to react against this decay. He feels that God has removed himself from the situation, His words are 

forgotten and evil men are in control and acting without restraint. How long would God ignore the 

wickedness of His people? Why was God silent? Why doesn’t He do something? 

 

Habakkuk uses many words to describe the situation: iniquity, trouble, plundering, violence, strife, 

contention, law is powerless, justice never goes forth, wicked surround the righteous, perverse 

judgement proceeds. However, God replies and presents the prophet with an even greater worry. 

Verse 5 says: “Look among the nations, and see; wonder and be astounded. For I am doing a work 

in your days that you would not believe if told.” Very similar words are echoed in Acts 13:41, “Look, 

you scoffers, wonder and perish, for I am going to do something in your days that you would never 

believe, even if someone told you” perhaps referring to the future destruction by the Romans. 

Habakkuk hears that God will send the Babylonians (Chaldeans) to punish Israel. He complains 
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how can a just and good God who hates evil, send an evil, cruel and ruthless pagan nation like the 

Babylonians ‘whose own might is their god..’ (V.11) against His own people?  

 

Habakkuk presents a second complaint before the Lord: “You who are of purer eyes to see evil and 

cannot look at wrong, why do you idly look at traitors and remain silent when the wicked swallows 

up the man more righteous than he? (V13)”. He complains that although Judah is indeed evil, the 

Babylonians are far worse. In vivid word pictures and striking similes, the Babylonians are described 

as gathering up their conquered peoples like fish in a net or drawing them up by fishing hooks. 

Many stone relief carvings in Mesopotamia show conquerors capturing their enemies in fishing nets. 

Habakkuk finally asks “Is he then to keep on emptying his net and mercilessly killing nations 

forever? “(V17).  

 

Habakkuk resolves to wait and see how God responds – maybe he is hoping God will revise His 

unpleasant solution. But unfortunately, God is not going to revise His plan to use the Babylonians to 

judge Judah.  

 

God’s reply to Habakkuk’s second complaint (Chapter 2) 

God’s reply to Habakkuk is ‘no’, He is doing something about the situation. God will raise up the 

Babylonians to deal with the evil in Judah. Habakkuk objects, he is shocked, it is not the answer he 

had hoped for – he was probably expecting some kind of internal reforms, not an invasion. How can 

that be – the Babylonians are an evil and cruel race – how can God send them against His own 

people.  

 

God pours out a catalogue of five woes against the Babylonians. Their arrogance and pride will be 

punished. God describes how the ruthless Babylonian army will sweep down and across the land, 

and easily overrun the fortified cities. However, then the Babylonians themselves will ultimately be 

punished. They plundered others – they will in turn be plundered. The Babylonians were so proud 

and confident of their military might that it had virtually become their god. The Babylonians are 

condemned for greed for conquest, pride in building projects achieved at the expense of others, 

self-centred injustice, violence in stripping others of their possessions and dignity, and worship of 

idols. In the final summing up before God, only those who put their trust in God and remain loyal to 

him will live. Those, like the Babylonians who greedily grab what belongs to others by unjust and 

cruel means will be punished. They climb to power on the backs of others and dehumanize and 

destroy their enemies. Habakkuk just has to wait, for God’s judgement on the Babylonians is 

certainly coming. 

 

I would like to draw your attention to the second part of Ch 2 verse 4: ”Behold his soul is puffed up, 

it is not upright within him, but the righteous shall live by his faith”. Doesn’t that sound familiar to 

you? It should – it’s a major theme we hear several times in the letters of Paul in the New 

Testament, but it is said here first in Habakkuk. Here are 3 examples: 

 

• Romans 1:17 – “For therein is the righteousness of God revealed from faith to faith: as it is 

written, The just shall live by faith.” 

• Galatians 3:11 – “But that no man is justified by the law in the sight of God, it is evident: for, The 

just shall live by faith.” 

• Hebrews 10:38 – “Now the just shall live by faith: but if any man draw back, My soul shall 

have no pleasure in him.” 



 

For the great religious reformer Martin Luther, the theme ‘the just shall live by faith’, justification 

through faith alone, was the great cornerstone of his changed life and of the Reformation itself. 

 

Verse 14 should also be familiar to you: “For the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the 

glory of the LORD as the waters cover the sea”, it is the refrain of a familiar 1894 hymn by Arthur 

Campbell Aiger called ‘God is working His purpose out’. The chapter ends proclaiming “But the 

LORD is in His holy temple; let all the earth keep silence before Him”. 

 

The triumph of Faith, Habakkuk’s Prayer (Chapter 3) 

This final chapter is different from the rest of the book, as it is in the form of a poetic psalm, a 

prayer. The focus of Habakkuk’s prayer is God himself.  Habakkuk is no longer controlled by 

anxieties over circumstances beyond his control because his sights have been raised higher. He 

realizes that God does take an interest in His people. God is the source of his strength and joy. In a 

series of vivid word pictures connected with major events of the Exodus, God’s deliverance of His 

people from Egypt under Moses and Joshua, he sees God as a conquering warrior who comes in 

awesome power - approaching from the mountains of the southern desert, from Teman in Edom 

and Paran in the Sinai; God wrapped about with thunder and lightning in the storm of his wrath; God 

stopping the sun and moon in their courses at Joshua’s request, God parting the Red Sea, God 

setting the world trembling with a glance. The inference is that just as God delivered Israel 

victoriously out of Egypt and helped them triumph over their enemies, He will also deliver Judah 

from this impending disaster, but in his own appointed time and way. 

 

Habakkuk finally accepts God’s plan for judging Judah, although it terrifies him and makes him 

tremble, but he asks God to remember mercy during his wrath. Yet, although it means the loss of 

every good thing in life, God is still to be trusted and is still in control. Habakkuk will wait patiently for 

the day when God will deal with the invading Babylonians. At this time of great upheaval and 

predicted invasion by foreign armies Habakkuk sees that the fury of God’s judgement is inevitable. 

But God will deliver the righteous remnant that still trust and depend on Him.  

 

The book ends with a great burst of rejoicing, and the words should sound familiar to you, as they 

feature in a popular song “Though the fig tree does not blossom” arranged by Tony Hopkins in 1972 

and also Wayne Dietterick in 2007: Verse 17. Though the fig tree should not blossom, nor fruit be 

on the vines, the produce of the olive fail and the fields yield no food, the flock be cut off from the 

fold and there be no herd in the stalls. 18. Yet will I rejoice in the LORD; I will take joy in the God of 

my salvation. 19. GOD, the LORD is my strength; he makes my feet like the deer’s; he makes me 

tread on my high places”. (I almost feel like singing this, but I won’t inflict that on you!) 

 

This book has been a dialogue between Habakkuk and God, a record of Habakkuk’s spiritual 

journey from initial doubt and complaint to trust, hope and praise – as shown by the complete 

contrast between the despair of the opening and the rejoicing and praise of the ending of the book. 

It is also a defence of the justice of God, and a call for believers to keep their faith in Him even in 

difficult times and when life seems confusing or even meaningless. God is Holy and just, never 

indifferent to sin and injustice. He will eventually punish the wicked in His own good time in history. 

The righteous will be vindicated even if God’s people will have to wait patiently for deliverance and 

maybe suffer for a while. Habakkuk learns to rejoice in God even though he knows judgement is 

coming on Judah, his own home country.  

 



Conclusion 

The Book of Habakkuk has relevance to us today. Life can be bewildering and difficult to 

understand on global and personal levels. Habakkuk complained about the injustices in his society, 

which still persist in many parts of our world. We, like Habakkuk may even ask ourselves ‘why 

doesn’t God do something? We have upsetting and disappointing events in our own lives, 

including pandemics, loss, illness, and restrictions on our movements, but we can trust in God’s 

concern and love for us as we face the tragedies that confront us. God is in control of all outcomes 

and He can still be trusted.  

Like Habakkuk it is possible to rise above unfortunate or disastrous circumstances, even to rejoice 

in spite of them, if we focus on God, who stands above all of them. We might ask God “Why?”  in 

the midst of our troubles, or even want to blame God for them, but we don’t understand how God is 

working – we cannot see their place in God’s grand long-range plan for us, eventually working to 

our good. God knows the future and He will not let us down. 
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