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THE QUESTION NOBODY’S ASKING
 (Habakkuk 1:1-4)

SUBJECT:  



F.C.F:  
PROPOSITION: 

INTRODUCTION:

A. Since I was a child, I have loved the game of pool. Our neighbors had a pool table, and we would often make excuses to visit them just so we could play on their table. But it wasn’t until much later in life that someone shared with me the real secret to the game. Don’t focus so much on the shot you are making that you forget about your next shot. Be sure to consider where your cue ball will end up in order to set up your next play. 

In a similar way, to increase our knowledge and especially our understanding, don’t focus so much on the obvious question, the one everybody is asking. Rather, consider the question that nobody’s asking. It may tell you more. In fact, the reason why nobody’s asking the question may be very revealing.


B. So last time we considered the question that Habakkuk put to God. It was similar to the question of Job, though coming from the exact opposite direction. Job had asked why God caused bad things happen to decent, faithful people like him. But Habakkuk was asking why God caused good things to happen to the unfaithful scoundrels that surrounded him. And that’s the question I seldom hear today. That’s the question nobody is asking. But it is a question that may be more productive. And certainly the reason why nobody’s asking it is very revealing, if not deeply disturbing. 

C. There is much evil in our world. There is much unfaithfulness and unrighteousness. The moral categories are so confused today that it almost sounds passé to speak of greed, violence, sexual immorality and perversion, the disappearance of modesty and civility, the breakdown of the family, and the collapse of the church. This new harsh, brutish, crude, perverted, and uncaring world has been with us long enough now that it is all that many younger people have ever known. And I hear very little of Habakkuk’s question, “O God, how can you let this go on? Why don’t you punish these wicked people?”

What we do hear with some regularity is Job’s question. So a commuter train derails in a large city, or a moderate-sized town in the Midwest is flattened by a tornado, and we hear angry cries, “Where was God in this? Why didn’t God do something?” The unspoken assumption is that we are good people, and we deserve better than this.

Let me plead with you to ask instead the question nobody’s asking: “In view of all our wickedness, where is the judgment of God?” 
I. WE MUST SEEK GOD’S PERSPECTIVE.


A. A liberal theologian once tried to explain our times several years ago. He said, “In a previous century people could not understand how God could accept anyone. Today, people cannot understand how God could condemn anyone.” Point well taken. Of course wasn’t describing some change in God’s perspective, nor in the teaching of the Bible. Rather, he was explaining a shift in cultural expectations: from a biblical view to a humanistic view. 


B. What prompted Habakkuk’s question was that it did not seem that God was being fair. Long ago in the founding of Israel as God’s people, God had bound himself to Israel to be their God, and they promised to be his people, in a sense, they entered into a marriage relationship. God promised rich blessings for faithfulness: peace, prosperity, health, and longevity. But God also warned of severe chastening if they were ever unfaithful: famine, disease, poverty, miscarriage, and overthrow by their enemies. 


Habakkuk sees with his own eyes how dreadfully unfaithful Israel has become. Yet it seems that God is not keeping his promises. So what gives? “1 The oracle that Habakkuk the prophet saw. 2 O LORD, how long shall I cry for help, and you will not hear? Or cry to you “Violence!” and you will not save? 3 Why do you make me see iniquity, and why do you idly look at wrong? Destruction and violence are before me; strife and contention arise. 4 So the law is paralyzed, and justice never goes forth. For the wicked surround the righteous; so justice goes forth perverted.” Here are two complaints: God does not save the few righteous persons from the oppression of the wicked, and God sits by and idly watches it happen. Why doesn’t God do something?

C. We need to tread carefully here because many would immediately apply this to America. They would say, “America has become wicked and corrupt. Why doesn’t God do something?” The assumption is that America is today’s equivalent of Israel. But this is a huge mistake. Yes, Israel was a nation. But God called Israel into a unique, covenant relationship, with covenant blessings and curses. If we would rightly apply this truth to our day, we would not look to America nor to any other nation as the heirs of Israel. There is no nation that belongs to God in this unique way any longer, not even modern-day Israel. 


Rather, God has a covenant relationship with his people the church. The church has become heir to the promises of Israel. The church is the kingdom of God. The church is the salt of the earth and the city set on a hill. So when Habakkuk is lamenting the sorry condition of Israel and asking God why he doesn’t step in to correct the situation, we should rightly apply this message to the church, not to America or Great Britain or Germany or present-day Israel. “O God, why don’t you intervene and do something about the sorry condition of the church?”

II. WE MUST GRIEVE GOD’S PROGNOSIS. 


A. Here’s what Habakkuk saw concerning the Old Testament church (Israel). Do we see the same thing in the church today? The main complaint is about “violence.” “2 O LORD, how long shall I cry for help, and you will not hear? Or cry to you “Violence!” and you will not save?” Habakkuk mentions this violence six times in his brief book. It is a theme of the book. “Violence” refers to oppression, “malicious action intended to harm the person or property of another.” The word is “hamas,” interestingly the same name adopted by a Palestinian terrorist organization. At the time of Noah, you may recall that the earth was filled with violence. One might expect the pagan nations to degenerate into this once again, but here it is applied to the people of God. 


This is further explained by four pairs of words: found in verses 3 and 4: iniquity and wrong, destruction and violence, strife and contention, and paralyzed justice and perverted justice. “3  Why do you make me see iniquity,  and why do you idly look at wrong?  Destruction and violence are before me;  strife and contention arise. 4  So the law is paralyzed,  and justice never goes forth.  For the wicked surround the righteous;  so justice goes forth perverted.”

1. “Iniquity” refers to actions that hurt others, often through insincerity or deception. “Wrong” speaks more of the effect, the harm and pain that result from these actions. Thinking of our own day, we might refer to the “me-first” attitude and the misery it causes in relationships within the church and the family. 


2. Similarly, “destruction” speaks of the havoc and brokenness that result from an assault, and “violence” (here’s that word again) focuses on the action that causes it. Habakkuk is saying that the society around him is tearing itself apart. Again, consider the church in our own day, fragmented by personal issues and personal preferences, often ineffective in the world because it is neutralized by pride and personalities. 


3. “Strife” refers to disputes between neighbors. “Conflict” may be broader. In Habakkuk’s day Israel had become litigious. Courts were flooded with personal cases of controversy, so that the nation was being shaped by it. And the church today is likewise clogged with bickering, controversy, bitterness, interpersonal conflicts, and unresolved grudges. 


4. And so justice is ignored. True justice, according to God’s perfect law never goes forth, but only a twisted and perverted justice. And it is here that we must hang our heads in grief. For justice is nothing less than God’s law, and God’s holy law is largely ignored today. Only a small percentage of professing Christians could name the Ten Commandments. How can you keep them if you do not know them? 


B. On the one hand, the liberal church has spurned God’s law, replacing it with its own version, central of which is “tolerance.” But the evangelical church is not much better. The antinomian wing has denied that the law or obedience are important. The fundamentalist wing has replaced the law with a list of external, man-made regulations. And much of evangelicalism has embraced the gospel of self-esteem and self-improvement that believes that God is almost as excited about me as I am. 

C. We see the fallout of this, perhaps most significantly, in the families of these churched people. The “me-first” mentality has destroyed the servant perspective on Christian marriage, and so has left spouses and children neglected, and the toll is adding up. This has led to the destruction of many families, spreading the brokenness around and likely passing it on through succeeding generations. The controversy and conflict have inhibited true love, and so there is little practice of the Christian graces of Scripture reading and prayer in churched families. 
And the result is that justice, God’s Law or truth, which ought to have been transmitted through the family, is now paralyzed, or goes forth perverted. Few people in our churches today are well-conversant in God’s story. And so not only can they not find their place in the story, they can only focus on their own story, which perpetuates the “me-first” mentality, and the whole cycle starts all over again.       
III. WE MUST HEED GOD’S PRESCRIPTION.


A. One of the unique features of Habakkuk’s prophecy is that he never addresses the people of Israel. His conversation is with the Lord God. Most of the prophets act as God’s spokesmen. God tells them what to say, and they relay the message to the people. But Habakkuk simply records his questions to God and God’s answers to him. So Habakkuk is not filled with commands or instructions: do this, turn from sin, return to God. To understand our response, we need to read between the lines a bit. 


B. Remember what we said at the beginning: it is often more productive to ask the question nobody’s asking. And even more, to consider why nobody’s asking it. 

The most common question today is that of Job, “Why are things going wrong? We deserve better than this.” The assumption is that we are good and ought to have it better. Why is it that nobody is asking the other question today? Why do we seldom hear people ask, “Lord, why are things going so well with us when we are so distracted, compromised, and unfaithful?” The reason is simple: we have allowed ourselves to be lulled into an unbiblical expectation. We have forgotten the depths of our own sin and depravity, so that we do not grieve and mourn our sin. And so we have lost the delightful wonder of God’s mercy and grace in forgiving our sins in Christ and accepting us as his dearly loved children for the sake of his Son. 

C. Here’s the perspective that is largely absent: 

“I deserve the full wrath of God for my many sins—but Christ, in mercy, drank that cup to the dregs for me.” 


“I deserve to be cast forever into the outer darkness where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth—but Christ, in mercy, hung on the cross in that darkness for me.”


“I deserve to drown forever, choking and blinded by the sulfurous fumes of the molten lake of fire—but Christ took my place there for me.” 


“Why, oh why, have I been spared? Why, oh why, have I been made an heir of heaven when I am by nature a prisoner of hell? Why would Christ love me so?” 

That’s the right question! So why are so few asking this question from the heart today? Why do you so seldom ask this question today? I urge you to recapture this thoroughly biblical, gospel perspective. Ask this question every day, “Why me? Lord, why love me, when I deserve only your dreadful wrath?”
CONCLUSION


Christian Ludwig Scheit wrote this in a hymn: 
By grace! Be this in death my comfort; 
Despite my fears, ’tis well with me.

I know my sin in all its greatness, 
But also Him who sets me free.

My heart to naught but joy gives place 
Since I am saved by grace, by grace.

But then there is another question, and this perhaps more directly to the point of Habakkuk’s burden. The church, the bride of Christ, is so distracted, compromised, and unfaithful. “Why, Lord, do you not chasten your church? 


When burdened sinners are turned off by the worldliness of your beloved church…

When professing Christians only pay you lip service while they eagerly feather their nests on earth as though there were no tomorrow…


When churches casually ignore or even actively deny your Word in order to replace it with their own wisdom or to capitulate to a worldly agenda…

2  O LORD, how long shall I cry for help,  and you will not hear? Or cry to you “Violence!” and you will not save? 3 Why do you make me see iniquity, and why do you idly look at wrong?  Destruction and violence are before me; strife and contention arise. 4  So the law is paralyzed,  and justice never goes forth.  For the wicked surround the righteous;  so justice goes forth perverted.

Well, God does answer Habakkuk—and for that answer we will have to wait for next time. (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


