Faith in
Famine


Three Studies on
Habakkuk
Introduction


Habakkuk was written in the last years of the kingdom of Judah. Israel had split into two kingdoms when Solomon's son Rehoboam became king. Two tribes followed Rehoboam in the kingdom of Judah, with Jerusalem its capital city. The other ten tribes made up Israel. While the two kingdoms worshipped the same God, relationships were often strained. Both were warned by the prophets of divine judgement for worshipping other gods and for how they treated their fellow Israelites.

Israel was invaded by the Assyrian empire in 722 BC. Judah survived but still were not loyal to their God. At times they had good kings that encouraged loyalty to God, with the high point being Josiah’s reign 640-609 BC. Josiah destroyed the idols and high places of worship. (See 2 Chronicles 34-35)

But when Josiah was killed in battle, Judah went back to their previous idolatry. Despite Josiah's decrees, the people had kept up idolatrous practices such as cakes baked in the image of the queen of heavens.
 At the same time Judah was facing a new threat from the Babylonians, who were now challenging Assyria to be the dominant power in the world. 

Habakkuk is written in the time between the death of Josiah in 609 BC and 605 BC, when Babylon established its dominance in the region at the battle of Carchemish. Little is known of the author, except what his book tells us. He is a prophet who has been praying about the injustice and idolatry shown by God’s people.

The prophecy predicts calamities for Judah. It is written to encourage those who have a genuine faith to be able to live by that faith when tough times occur, and wait for God to rescue as he promises. This hope in the middle of a dreadful judgment is central to Habakkuk.

Study 1: Habakkuk 1 – Is God going to act?
Read Habakkuk 1:1-4
How does the book describe itself? 

What question does Habakkuk ask of God? (v2-3)

How does Habakkuk feel about God's inaction? (v4)

Have you ever asked similar questions? How do you feel about injustices and evil in the world?

Read Habakkuk 1:5-11 
How does God expect the nations to react to his response? Why?

How does Habakkuk describe the Babylonians?


How do you feel about the way God promises to administer justice here?

Why are the Babylonians described as guilty?

In what ways do we rely on our own strength rather than God?

The last time you had a major problem to solve, did you ask anyone for help? Did you ask God for help?

Read Habakkuk 1:12 -2:1
How does Habakkuk describe God? Why does this cause him to complain?

The Babylonians were known for their violence and ruthlessness. They humiliated their captives. They are described as killing the sons of King Zedekiah in front of him before putting out his eyes. (See 2 Kings 25:7, Jer. 52:11). One of the ways the Babylonians enjoyed reducing their captives to submission was to drive a hook through their lower lips and string them together in a single file. Another was to drag them in a net. 

How does Habakkuk describe the Babylonians? 

Is it fair that the Babylonians will be used to punish the Israelites? (v13)

How do the Babylonians react to their success? (v16-17)

Does Habakkuk have confidence that God will answer his complaint? (v2:1)

How do we react to success?

Do we think that life should be fair? How do we react when it is not?  

How did powerful people treat Jesus? Why did God do that to his son?

How does Jesus dying a death that he in no way deserved to die change how we approach life when it seems unfair?

How can we react better to the successes and unfairnesses of life?

Prayer Points:
· Thank God that he does care about justice

· Pray for circumstances in which we struggle to trust him

· Pray for the areas in which we can react better to both success and unfairness of our lives

Study 2: Habakkuk 2 – The arc of sin
Read Habakkuk 2:1-5 
How does God introduce this vision? Why? 

What does he say about when the vision will come to pass?

How good are we at waiting for things we think God will provide?

Read Genesis 15:1-6.
“The righteous will live by his faith” (Hab. 2:4) would have caused the Israelites hearing the oracle to immediately think of Abraham’s response, when God promised him a son to be his heir and that through him Abraham’s offspring would be as numerous as the stars, despite Abraham and Sarah being too old to have children. “And Abraham believed the LORD, and he counted it to him as righteousness” (Gen 15:6) 

How are Abraham and Habakkuk in similar situations?

How long did Abraham have to wait for the promises to come true?

What will Habakkuk have to wait for?


What is the contrast between the Babylonians and the righteous?

How do we avoid arrogance and greed?

Have we experienced circumstances where it is difficult to trust God? How have we coped?

Read Habakkuk 2:6-20 
What are your impressions?

What sins do the Babylonians commit? 

What are the ways in which they will receive retribution? How is this payback related to their sins?


In what ways does the passage suggest God is in control?

Does their labour achieve anything? (v13)

Do we ever work for things that ultimately do not matter?

How do you decide what matters to you? Is there anything in your life that needs a lot more, or a lot less attention?

How will the earth be filled? (v14)

How are idols described? Does this remind us of things in our lives that we depend on or live for?

How should the earth behave in relation to God?  (see v14, 20) Do we regularly think about the awesomeness of our God?

Unlike the Israelites in Habakkuk’s time, Jesus has come and died for us. What difference does this make for how we live?

How can we live by faith today? Do we face temptations to give up or worship other things?

Prayer Points:
· Thank God that he accepts our faith as righteousness before him because of Jesus

· Ask that we would know more of the awesomeness and power of our God

· Pray for the areas where we struggle to live out our faith

Study 3: Habakkuk 3 - Faith in famine
Read Habakkuk 3:1-7
Shigionoth (v1) also appears at the start of Psalm 7, which is a psalm calling God to judge. The word appears to be a musical direction of some kind.

Habakkuk asks God for three things in v2. What are they?

Given the context of God’s promises of judgment, what do you think Habakkuk means in asking God to renew his deeds?

Why is mercy so necessary?

Teman and Mount Paran (v3) are both references to how God saved Israel from Egypt and the subsequent journey into their land. Teman is associated with Edom and the land south of Israel.
 Paran is the desert area around Sinai and Egypt. It is where the Lord is depicted as shining forth from in Moses’ address to the Israelites when he pronounces the blessings for obedience and curses for disobedience that God will bring about. (Deut 33:2)
 The passage is supposed to emphasise both God’s saving power and the promise of judgment if his people rebelled against him. Ultimately their hope is in the coming of the Lord – Haggai says “The Lord came” echoing Deuteronomy where God’s coming brings salvation. For Habbakuk, salvation and the Lord fulfilling his promises in Deuteronomy to restore his people when they return to him, is a certain hope and will happen when the Lord comes to them.

Why would these promises and hope of the Lord coming be relevant for the Israelites hearing Habakkuk’s promises of the Lord’s judgment? 

How are these the same and different for us in the light of Jesus coming?

Cushan elsewhere only occurs in Judges as part of the name of Cushan-Rishathaim, king of the first nation recorded as oppressing the Israelites before God brought salvation. (Jdg 3:8-11) Midian refers to the Midianites who also oppressed the Israelites until God used Gideon to save Israel them. (Judges 6-7) This was commonly used in prophetic utterances.
 The tent reminds the Israelites of the Midianite’s dream of a loaf of barley striking their tent causing it to collapse that gave Gideon the faith to attack.. 

How are the stories of Cushan and Midianite similar to what Habakkuk is prophesying for the Israelites? What hope should this give the Israelites?

How does God being in control give us comfort in difficult circumstances?

How does Habakkuk describe God? 


How does the pestilence and plague help describe God's glory?

Do we like to think of our God as a judge? Why/why not?

What parts of life become harder when we forget that God is the judge of the world?

Does seeing God this way help us trust him?

In what ways have we seen the mercy of God in difficult situations in our lives?

Read Habakkuk 3:8-15
What does Habakkuk tell us about God and his relationship to creation?

For the Jews God’s power over creation was a picture of how he controlled the universe and everything in it. Do we believe God is in control of  and looks after us in our lives? Do we always live our lives as if this is the case?

Why was the Lord angry?

Who did the Lord come to save? (v13) How does he save?

Do we trust God to save us when injustice surrounds us in our lives?

Read Habakkuk 3:16-19 
How do these visions affect Habakkuk? 

How does he promise to respond to the vision?

Why should Habakkuk and the Israelites rejoice?

How do we cope with unrighteousness? 

Do we find being patient, waiting for God easy? How can we improve at it?

Would we be able to rejoice if we had nothing? What gives us joy when times are tough?

Prayer Points:
· Thank God for the mercy that he shows us in Christ and the certain hope that this brings us

· Pray for the areas of our lives where we need patience

· Pray that we would be able to rejoice when are finding life tough
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�	 Jeremiah 7:18; 44:19


�	 	Putting a hook through the lower lip and dragging captives along was something the Babylonians copied from the Assyrians, who did this to Manasseh, a previous king of Judah.  (2 Chronicles 33) It is also how Ezekiel, when living in Babylon, describes what God will do to the King of Gog. (Ez. 38:1-4) There are monuments with pictures depicting this including one of the Babylonians doing this to the Egyptian king and of dragging captives in a net.


�	 For Edom see Obad. 9, Amos 1:12. For the land in the south see Josh. 12:3, Is. 43:6, Zec. 9:14


�	 See also Gen.21:21, 1Kgs 11:18 


�	 See Isaiah 9:4, 10:26, 60:4





