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CHAPTER 1 - WHERE’S THE SENSE OF JUSTICE? (HABBAKUK)


[image: image]


Life's just not fair! That was the conclusion the Bible prophet was struggling to avoid. His struggle is recorded in our Bibles because every generation without exception faces this selfsame challenge.  Haven't you been angered by examples of corruption or injustice in society? Anyone who thinks of himself or herself as law-abiding tends to get indignant at those who break the law to gain advantage - especially when they seem to get away with it. It's just not fair! Where's the sense of justice? It was six hundred years before Christ, when the Bible prophet Habakkuk was facing up to this same kind of challenge. He spoke to God out of frustration. This is what the Bible book that bears his name records him as saying:


“How long, O LORD, must I call for help, but you do not listen?  Or cry out to you, “Violence!” but you do not save? Why do you make me look at injustice?  Why do you tolerate wrong? Destruction and violence are before me; there is strife, and conflict abounds. Therefore the law is paralysed, and justice never prevails.  The wicked hem in the righteous, so that justice is perverted” (Habakkuk 1:2-4).


He complained about a lot of things, didn't he? Violence, injustice, wrong, destruction, strife and conflict. He sums it up by saying “justice never prevails... justice is perverted.” His own people, the people of Judah in the south of the land of Israel, persisted in their wickedness despite his preaching, and it seemed to Habakkuk that God was letting them get away with it. But God did answer his prophet, the trouble was, it wasn't the answer Habakkuk was expecting! God replied:


“Look at the nations and watch - and be utterly amazed.  For I am going to do something in your days that you would not believe, even if you were told. I am raising up the Babylonians, that ruthless and impetuous people, who sweep across the whole earth to seize dwelling-places not their own. They are a feared and dreaded people; they are a law to themselves and promote their own honour ... they all come bent on violence. Their hordes advance like a desert wind and gather prisoners like sand” (Habakkuk 1:5-9).


Talk about out of the frying-pan and into the fire! This wasn't the kind of judgement Habakkuk wanted! Surely the armies of the Babylonians weren't going to be God's instruments in dealing with his own people! That was even more of a problem for Habakkuk since he considered the Babylonians to be pagans, worse than even the most wicked among his own people who he'd just been complaining about!  How could wickedness among his own people be dealt with by people who were even more wicked? The unfair situation he'd been complaining about seemed to have got even more unfair! Habakkuk's reply back to God is right on this point:


“Your eyes are too pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate wrong.  Why then do you tolerate the treacherous?  Why are you silent while the wicked swallow up those more righteous than themselves?”  (Habakkuk 1:13).


Habakkuk had been crying out for justice; but is this justice – he wonders – to use a more wicked nation to judge a less wicked one? The Babylonians were famous for their ruthlessness. Was God really going to let them enhance their reputation at the expense of the Jews? Habakkuk now waits for God's answer. He describes it as, 'standing upon his watch' to see what answer God would give him. In this way the prophets were represented as being like watchmen, like those positioned high on the city walls or on a tower so that they could see farther than others and bring warning to the people in the city. 

When God's answer comes it brings with it the assurance that God's in overall control of history. When we look at things up close with tunnel vision, we lose sight of God's perspective. The first reassurance that God gives his prophet is that his judgement is selective. The Bible demonstrates time and time again that God knows how to deliver the godly out of trouble. The proud Babylonians would come against Judah, but God would spare some. 

“See, he is puffed up; his desires are not upright -  but the righteous will live by his faith” (Habakkuk 2:4).  This is the quotation of the Old Testament which Martin Luther made famous at the time of the Reformation. In the New Testament the words, “the righteous – or the just – will live by ... faith” are applied to the salvation which believers on the Lord Jesus Christ possess (Romans 1:17).  In its original setting here it probably described how the one who believed what God had said about the Babylonian oppressors would make his escape from the place, and as a result would save his life. But the believing Jew then is typical of all who wait for God's promises with patient faith, and so 'live' - or stand accepted - before God as a result. 

The Babylonian attacker, by contrast, though for a time executing God's judgments, at last becomes 'puffed up' so as to attribute to his own power what's really the work of God - and by doing that he provokes God's displeasure. God's displeasure means that he too is going to be judged in his turn. The following verses expand on that:


“... he gathers to himself all the nations and takes captive all the peoples. Will not all of them taunt him with ridicule and scorn, saying, “'Woe to him who piles up stolen goods and makes himself wealthy by extortion!  How long must this go on?' Will not your debtors suddenly arise? ...Then you will become their victim. Because you have plundered many nations, the peoples who are left will plunder you ...Woe to him who builds a city with bloodshed and establishes a town by crime! ... “You will be filled with shame instead of glory.  Now it is your turn! ...The cup from the LORD's right hand is coming round to you” (Habakkuk 2:5-16).


So here was Habakkuk's answer. God was going to use the Babylonians to teach his own people a lesson, but in doing so believing ones would be spared. And what's more, afterwards the cruel and wicked Babylonians would be dealt with themselves. Their turn was coming! The cup of God's anger and judgement would soon be passed to them to drink! Ultimately, justice would be seen to be done. God would first use a more wicked nation to judge a less wicked one - remember even that less wicked nation was still deserving - as we all are - of God's judgement. But then later on the wicked oppressors would be held accountable for their deeds. When Habakkuk gets the point that God is in overall control, and that all wrongs are going to be dealt with in the broader sweep of history, he recalls how this has happened before in the history of God's dealings with his people:


“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 ... 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 ... I will wait patiently for the day of calamity to come on the nation invading us.” 


And while he waits for God's judgements to catch up with the wicked, Habakkuk himself models the faith of the righteous man when he declares:


“Though the fig-tree does not bud and there are no grapes on the vines, though the olive crop fails and the fields produce no food, though there are no sheep in the pen and no cattle in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the LORD, I will be joyful in God my Saviour” (Habakkuk 3:6-18).


Isn't it amazing how his conversation with God has dealt with all his frustration and left him trusting and joyful in God! In the modern day we too need to catch up with the true perspective the Bible gives us!
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CHAPTER 2 - THE NEED FOR COMPASSION, NOT PREJUDICE (JONAH)
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He was a very successful preacher, but he's not famous so much for the great messages he delivered as he is for his personal story. The story of Jonah is one of the best known in the Bible. It's a popular subject for children's books. Unfortunately, that may encourage some people to regard it as a fascinating tale of adventure but one so incredible that few take it seriously – but fairy tale it most certainly isn't. 

God doesn't ask us to believe that Jonah swallowed the whale (or ‘great fish’) – that certainly would be nonsense! But he asks us to believe a whale swallowed Jonah. There's nothing impossible about that.  For in 1927 a man called John Ambrose Wilson wrote an entry in the Princeton University Journal. It was the account of how a sperm whale had overturned a whaling boat near the Falklands and one of the whalers ended up being swallowed by the whale. The whale was then captured and cut open, and the whaler was found alive inside the whale after surviving for three days.

The Lord Jesus Christ – the Creator, Saviour and Judge of the world – accepted the entire record of Jonah as absolutely real and profoundly important. The only prophecy the book of Jonah contains concerns the doom of the city of Nineveh which was postponed because its citizens turned from their wicked ways upon hearing Jonah’s preaching. However, the story of Jonah was itself a kind of illustrative prophecy concerning the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Generally, Old Testament stories serve to illustrate the Bible's teaching at three levels: at the highest level they often illustrate something of God's overall plan of dealing with this world; at the next level, they may illustrate God’s dealings with Israel; and thirdly, they can illustrate God’s dealings with individuals. 

If we apply this to the case of the story of Jonah, we find at the top level an amazing illustration of God's plan for world redemption! For the Lord Jesus spoke of 'the sign of Jonah' in Matthew’s Gospel chapter 12(v.40) when he said: “As Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth” (Matthew 12:40).

As regards Israel – now looking at the next level down – Matthew 12:41 goes on to condemn Israel's cities and citizens for not repenting at the Lord's preaching; whereas the Ninevites repented at the preaching of Jonah. The Israelites were more greatly privileged in knowing God better, but that brings greater responsibility and in turn greater judgement. I suppose you could also compare the reaction of the sailors too. Their reluctance to lay hands on Jonah - even when his casting into the sea would bring them deliverance - surely also condemns the readiness of Jews to have Jesus handed over to Pilate – and that at a time when Jesus’ entrance into the floods of death was
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