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Habakkuk 1:1-4; 2:1-4
The Short Message and the Long Obedience
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SUMMARY
You need to endure so that when you have done the will of God, you will receive what he has promised.

AT A GLANCE
Life may be difficult and full of questions for which answers are not forthcoming. Our fragile faithfulness needs constant tending. But enduring trust in God’s assurance gives us a path to follow. 

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “Thoughts and Prayers,” November 3, 2019. 

Imagine for a moment that you are a citizen of Ukraine back before anyone has any idea that Russia is going to invade your country. As a follower of Jesus, you notice some things in your society that trouble you — some fast dealing and unjust actions by some of your fellow citizens that take advantage of other people, and they seem to be getting away with it. So, you pray, saying, “Lord, how long are you going to let this go on, with bad people making good people suffer?”
And then God answers you: “They aren’t going to get away with it for long. Vladimir Putin’s troops are coming, and they will disrupt everything.”
You are thunderstruck! “Oh no, Lord! Why would you allow a country that is worse than ours to invade us?” 
At the time of this writing, we don’t yet know how Putin’s move against Ukraine will end, but if you substitute Judah for Ukraine and Chaldeans (Babylonians) for Russia, you basically have the prophet Habakkuk’s circumstances. He knew some of this fellow Judahites were not living up to the covenant with God and were mistreating others, and he wanted God to intervene. But when God told him the Babylonians were marching against Judah, Habakkuk was overwhelmed with dismay. The prophet had wanted God to turn up the heat a bit on the Judahite wrongdoers, but not to dump them out of the frying pan and into the fire! As Habakkuk put it, “Why would you look at the treacherous or keep silent when the wicked swallows one who is more righteous?” (1:13).
No analogy is perfect. We’re not suggesting that the Ukrainians were doing wrong or that God had inspired Putin to grab Ukraine in response. But the dismay of the Ukrainians over Russia’s actions is not unlike Habakkuk’s alarm regarding the Babylonian aggression in his day. 

God’s Response
All of that takes place in the first chapter of the book of Habakkuk. As Chapter 2 opens, the prophet describes himself as standing at a watch post, meaning that he is waiting for God’s answer to why he would allow the Babylonian bad guys to overrun the Judahite not-quite-as-bad guys. God does get back to him, but not with an answer, for God does not explain his actions to Habakkuk (just as God seldom supplies any of us with “explanations” about his deeds.) But he does give Habakkuk the assurance that he can continue, even in the face of trouble.
The single most important statement in God’s response to Habakkuk’s question is in 2:4b: “the righteous live by their faith.” But God preceded those six words by telling Habakkuk to write down “upon tablets” what God is about to tell him (2:2). 
Habakkuk was instructed to write what God was about to say, “so that a runner may read it.” One way to understand that instruction is that God wanted his message to be written plainly and briefly enough that a person could read the message at a glance — on the run. In our day, when one church purchased a portable sign to put in front of their building to broadcast occasional messages, a member of the congregation whose business did a good bit of advertising on highway signs urged that the messages be kept short. He told of studies that show that drivers spend no more than a few seconds looking at a roadside ad, so it’s best to limit sign messages to six or seven words. 
There’s something to be said for important messages that can be boiled down to just a few words. If nothing else, that makes it possible for more people to remember them, and, it is to be hoped, apply them in the appropriate circumstances.

The Six Words
The most important part of God’s response to Habakkuk’s question was the message that “the righteous live by their faith.” In the NRSV, that message is just six words long, right in line with the wisdom of keeping roadside communications brief. And at least two well-known “runners” read that sign and change the course of human history as a result. 
One is the apostle Paul, for whom these six words became the foundation for his understanding of justification by faith. (Paul quotes God’s message to Habakkuk in Romans 1:17 and Galatians 3:11). 
The other “runner” was Martin Luther, who, based on his reading of Paul’s interpretation of Habakkuk, launched the Protestant Reformation. 
And the words “the righteous live by their faith” are still an expression of the daily walk of every follower of Jesus.
But brief messages also have their limitations. We can remember them okay, but what in terms of daily living do they mean? And sometimes, adding more words doesn’t help. Faith, as you no doubt know, can mean belief in a doctrine, but does that help when the Babylonians are at our city gates? Faith can also mean trusting God, and that suggests we believe in ultimate good outcomes somewhere in a hazy future, with the full coming of the kingdom of God. But sometimes, that doesn’t change immediate outcomes, which can be dreadful.
In the original Hebrew, the word rendered in English as “faith” in this passage, is ʾemûnâ, which also carries the meaning of “faithfulness.” In fact, the NRSV acknowledges that meaning in a footnote to the live-by-faith verse. Thus, the heart of God’s response to Habakkuk’s question could be translated “the righteous person will live by steadfast endurance” (eight words) or, as the Revised English Bible renders it, “the righteous will live by being faithful” (seven words).
At first glance, God’s response, “the righteous will live by being faithful,” doesn’t track with Habakkuk’s question about the Babylonians. But on a longer look, it’s the divine response that the prophet — and the people to whom he presumably repeated God’s response — probably needed to hear. An explanation of why God was using the Babylonians to punish Judah might have been interesting, but how would it have helped the Judahites when the Babylonian hordes were overrunning Jerusalem, killing their defenders and setting fire to their homes? The response God did give — that faithfulness would enable them to get through the troubles that could not be avoided — was of far greater use than an explanation.
In effect, God was telling Habakkuk that during the period when the wicked Babylonians would be in control and God’s promise to restore Judah was not yet fulfilled, Habakkuk was to trust God’s assurance and rely on God’s strength to persevere. This command, shorthanded as “the righteous will live by being faithful” was the main point of the vision God gave to Habakkuk.
However, while still not answering Habakkuk’s why-use-the-Chaldeans question, God did tell the prophet two more things as part of the vision. One was that, eventually, the Babylonians would themselves be defeated. Verse 8 of Chapter 2 should be read as addressed to the invaders: “Since you yourself have plundered many nations, all the rest of the peoples will plunder you. …” This essentially happened in 539 B.C., when the Persians conquered the Babylonians.
The other thing God told Habakkuk was about a much longer-range future, a state of things that is still to come when “the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD, as the waters cover the sea” (2:14).

Persevering 
In the meantime, “the righteous will live by being faithful.” In other words, by relying on God’s strength, they will persevere. It must be acknowledged, however, that perseverance is not a popular topic in today’s culture. Pastor and author Eugene Peterson writes: “One aspect of the world that I have been able to identify as harmful to Christians is the assumption that anything worthwhile can be acquired at once. We assume that if something can be done at all, it can be done quickly and efficiently. … There is a great market for religious experience in world; there is little enthusiasm for the patient acquisition of virtue, little inclination to sign up for a long apprenticeship in what earlier generations of Christians called holiness.” 
Peterson borrows a phrase from the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche to give us a way to think about what perseverance in the Christian life is and describes it as “a long obedience in the same direction” (another seven-word phrase!). The apostle Paul had something like this in mind when he told the Galatians, “Let’s not get tired of doing good, because in time we’ll have a harvest if we don’t give up” (Galatians 6:9).
We’ve already noted that Paul repeated the main line of Habakkuk’s vision about the righteous living by faith/faithfulness in two of his letters — Romans and Galatians — using it as a description of the Christian life in general. Habakkuk’s vision-phrase also appears in Hebrews 10:38, but there, the author of Hebrews used it to encourage Christians to be faithful when facing persecution. The Hebrew author introduced the Habakkuk verse with these words of his own: “You need to endure so that you can receive the promises after you do God’s will” (Hebrews 10:36, emphasis added).
Do you see the common thread in all of this? Life may be hard and bring things that are difficult to face. We may have questions about these troubles for which no answers are forthcoming. Sometimes evildoers will seem to come out on top. But steady faithfulness to God, enduring trust in God’s assurance, persevering reliance on God’s strength, a long obedience in the Lord’s direction, holy living every day — whatever terms we use to say it — is the way to go through the difficulties of life that cannot be avoided.
Eventually, Habakkuk himself said as much: “Though the fig tree does not blossom, and no fruit is on the vines; though the produce of the olive fails, and the fields yield no food; though the flock is cut off from the fold, and there is no herd in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the LORD; I will exult in the God of my salvation” (3:17-18).
The long obedience of faithfulness is not an experience of constant buoyancy. In each of us, faithfulness may ebb and flow in our minds and hearts and emotions. Our fragile faithfulness will need tending time and again, especially when we are facing great losses. It will need the support of fellow Christians and a caring congregation. It will need to be rethought and held onto. But with God’s help, we will live by faithfulness. 
—Stan Purdum and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Source:
Eugene Peterson, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction: 6 Studies for Individuals or Groups (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1996), 10-11.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Psalm 119:137-144 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
“Understanding” for Life. “Understanding” is an interesting word because, at first glance, it doesn’t seem to make sense. Under + standing = beneath where one stands? If we think of the meaning of “under” as “beneath,” the word isn’t logical. But its Old English meaning is closer to “among, between” or inter-. The best sense of “under” might be “to be close to.” So here we have it: God’s Word, the psalmist asserts, gives him understanding for life. In other words, the Word stands him perfectly, or situates him, right in the center of life, a life lived for God. Here are his conclusions: God’s Word is “righteous” (vv. 138, 144), tested (“well-tired,” v. 140) and “truth” (v. 142). The psalmist therefore “loves” (v. 140), remembers (v. 141) and delights (v. 143). He thus has unlocked the secret of understanding the meaning of life. God’s Word “stands” him in the center of the will of God. Is there a better place to be?
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 119, the longest psalm (and de facto chapter) in the Bible, is an extended meditation on “the law of the LORD” (v. 1b). It is an alphabetic acrostic of 22 eight-line stanzas, each beginning with a letter of the Hebrew alphabet in sequence. Although something of a literary tour de force, the psalm lacks a clear, logical sequence of ideas, making it, like most other alphabetic acrostic psalms, less than satisfactory in spots. Although unique in its scale, Psalm 119 shares the acrostic form (in various permutations) with Psalms 9-10 (one psalm in the Septuagint), 25, 34, 37, 111, 112 and 145. In our case in today’s reading, every verse starts with the Hebrew letter sadhe, the 18th letter of the Hebrew alphabet. The psalmist begins the pericope by reaffirming the essential righteousness of Yahweh, leading to the inevitable conclusion that the “judgments” of such a righteous God are “right.” Not only that, but they are “well tried” (v. 140), meaning tested and purified as though by a refiner’s fire. As one might react to any precious metal that has been purified by fire, the psalmist “loves it” (v. 140). The psalmist hints that others regarded him as puny and of no consequence, but this will not deter him (v. 141) because God’s Word gives him “understanding that I may live” (v. 144).

2 Thessalonians 1:1-4, 11-12 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Wellness Checkup for the Church. Health care professionals will unanimously agree that wellness checkups, preventive care and annual physicals are important for maintaining good health. Ten signs of good health: Healthy cholesterol levels, good blood pressure, healthy weight, healthy skin/shiny hair (if you don’t have hair, perhaps a shiny dome will do), clear vision, mental alertness, restful sleep, regular bowel movements, good muscle tone and healthy bones. There, that’s all. Not so bad, is it? The apostle Paul gives the Thessalonian church a positive initial assessment. This is a congregation that is healthy. The three vital signs that point to this are: 1. Faith is growing; 2. Love is increasing; 3. Steadfastness in the face of opposition is unabated. What are the signs in your congregation of a faith that is growing, love that is increasing and steadfastness that is unabated?
What Does the Text Say?
The letter begins with a typical Hellenistic epistolary greeting in which Paul wishes his readers grace and peace from the same God and Lord, a high Christological statement that places Jesus right alongside God as the giver of blessings. The next seven verses make up only one sentence in Greek. The author begins by asserting that his thanksgiving to God on behalf of his brothers and sisters in the congregation is necessary and worthy. Although Paul normally gives thanks for the congregations to whom he’s writing, this letter is unique in expressing thanks as an obligation (“we must” ofeilw). Paul enumerates two causes for this gratitude. First, the people’s faith is growing abundantly (uperauxanw). Second, the love among them — the love each one has for everyone else in their community — abounds. In addition to the people’s faith and love, Paul boasts about their endurance of all the persecutions and tribulations they’ve experienced. (These difficulties are also mentioned in 1 Thessalonians 1:6.) Hence, the qualities for which Paul is thankful in the lives of this congregation are the qualities mentioned in the first epistle (faith, love and endurance; 1 Thessalonians 1:3), yet this letter lacks any mention of the exemplary quality of their hope.

Luke 19:1-10 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Revenue Agent Does the Right Thing. The right thing that the revenue agent in this story does is to give his erstwhile clients not only a refund, but four times the amount he had charged them! Zacchaeus does the right thing. He also gives away half of his net worth. Put pencil to paper in your head to see how that would change your lifestyle. These actions are evidence that this short, rich man has repented and is willing to follow Jesus. Unlike the rich young “ruler” in an earlier chapter of Luke, here is a rich (presumably old) man who does enter the kingdom and who is restored to his people. It all happens because he repents and does the right thing. Of what do we need to repent? What right things, perhaps even radical things, do we need to do today?
What Does the Text Say?
For Luke, Zacchaeus is the main attraction in the great city of Jericho, and he tells his readers several things about him right away. First, he is an arcitelwnhV, the chief tax collector, and the only character so designated in the NT. Second, Luke indicates that he was a man of wealth. Finally, Luke says that Zacchaeus wants to see Jesus, but his reason for seeking Jesus is that he does not know who Jesus is. Zacchaeus is curious. However, just like the blind man, he is unable to see Jesus, not because of his eyes, but because of the crowd. This may be an indication of the hugeness of the crowd, all of whom are also trying to see Jesus, but this does not seem to be Luke’s point when we learn the final detail about the character Zacchaeus — namely, that he is a man of small stature. So, just like the blind man, something about his physical makeup hinders him from seeing Jesus. He circumvents the problem presented by the crowd. He runs ahead of them and climbs up a sycamore tree, or more precisely, a fig-mulberry plant, which must have provided enough height for him to get to see Jesus. It is here that his similarity with the blind man ceases, because the text does not say that Zacchaeus said anything to get Jesus’ attention (see Luke 18:38-39). Instead, unprovoked by Zacchaeus or the crowd, Jesus looks up in the tree and addresses him by name. He commands him to get down from the tree because that day Jesus wants to abide in his house. Zacchaeus obeys him exactly. He proclaims his commitment to give away half of his belongings and repay anyone he has wronged fourfold. In response, Jesus proclaims that salvation has come to this house today.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

An elevator pitch, elevator speech or elevator statement is a short description of an idea, product or company that explains the concept in a way such that any listener can understand it in a short period of time. This description typically explains who the thing is for, what it does, why it is needed, and how it will get done. …
An elevator pitch can be used to entice an investor or executive in a company, or explain an idea to a founder's parents. The goal is simply to convey the overall concept or topic in an exciting way. Unlike a sales pitch, there may not be a clear buyer-seller relationship.
The name — elevator pitch — reflects the idea that it should be possible to deliver the summary in the time span of an elevator ride, or approximately 30 seconds to two minutes.
—“Elevator pitch,” Wikipedia.org. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elevator_pitch.
Retrieved May 5, 2022.

##

There’s an old story about a farmer, who, when asked to lead prayer in church, would end with a peculiar statement: “And, oh Lord, prop us up on our leaning side.”
His pastor asked him what he meant by that. He explained: “I’ve got an old barn, and it’s been there a long time. It’s been through a lot of storms, and the bugs have eaten at it. I got to looking at it one day, and I noticed it was leaning to one side. So, I thought to myself, this can’t be good: it’s only a matter of time before it falls.” 
“So, I went and got some pine beams, and I propped it up. It still leans, and probably always will. But it’s not going to fall down because I supported it on its leaning side.”
“I got to thinking about it,” he went on. “I thought about the kind of year I’ve had, and some of the storms I’ve been through, and some of the people who are bugging me: eating away at my joy. And I got to thinking, I’m still here! I’m still standing after all I’ve been through. The howling winds: they couldn’t topple me. It’s because God’s grace was propping me up on the leaning side.” 

##

“Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better.” 
—Samuel Beckett
The legend of Robert the Bruce and the spider is world famous — largely because most of us can identify with it. It is said that in the early days of Bruce’s reign he was defeated by the English and driven into exile. He was on the run — a hunted man. He sought refuge in a small dark cave and sat and watched a little spider try to make a web. Time and time again the spider would fall and then climb slowly back up to try again. Finally, as Bruce looked on, the spider managed to stick a strand of silk to the cave wall and began to weave. Robert the Bruce was inspired by the spider and went on to defeat the English at the Battle of Bannockburn.
What strikes me is the number of times that little spider failed. And failed. And failed. And then maybe failed better. Resilience lies in the tiny adjustments we are willing to make in order to fail better until something sticks. It isn’t in the failing, but it lies in the ability to get back up.
—Kate Bowler in an emailed devotional, March 22, 2021.

##

[Admiral Richard E. Byrd was the first man to overwinter alone in Antarctica, operating a weather station for four and a half months in 1934. Cooped up in a snowbound hut blasted by hurricane-force winds, with outside temperatures plummeting as low as -83°F, he was faced with a stark choice: keep his stove burning and risk carbon monoxide poisoning, or put the fire out and freeze to death. His story, recounted later in a bestselling memoir, is a parable of perseverance.]
To avoid further poisoning from the fumes, I must use the stove sparingly and the gasoline pressure lantern not at all. Giving up the lantern meant surrendering its bright light, which was one of my few luxuries; but I could do without luxuries for a while. … Cold I could feel, but carbon monoxide was invisible and tasteless. So I chose the cold, knowing that the sleeping bag provided a retreat. From now on, I decided, I would make a strict rule of doing without the fire for two or three hours every afternoon. …
The dark side of a man’s mind seems to be a sort of antenna turned to catch gloomy thoughts from all directions. I found it so with mine. That was an evil night. It was as if all the world’s vindictiveness were concentrated upon me as upon a personal enemy. I sank to depths of disillusionment which I had not believed possible. It would be tedious to discuss them. … All that need be said is that eventually my faith began to make itself felt; and by concentrating on it and reaffirming the truth about the universe as I saw it, I was able again to fill my mind with the fine and comforting things of the world that had seemed irretrievably lost. I surrounded myself with my family and my friends; I projected myself into the sunlight, into the midst of green, growing things. … But time after time I slipped back into despond. Concentration was difficult, and only by the utmost persistence could I bring myself out of it. But ultimately the disorder left my mind; and, when I blew out the candles and the lantern, I was living in the world of the imagination — a simple, uncomplicated world made up of people who wished each other well, who were peaceful and easy-going and kindly.
The aches and pains had not subsided; and it took me several hours to fall asleep; but that night I slept better than on any night since May 31st [several days earlier]; and in the morning was better in mind and body both.
—Excerpted from Alone, by Adm. Richard E. Byrd (London: MacDonald & Co., 1987), 190-193.
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/shackleton/surviving/stories.html.
Retrieved May 5, 2022.

##

[How perseverance built a railroad bridge]
On this day in 1855 a train passed over the first railway suspension bridge at Niagara Falls, New York. The bridge spanned 825 feet, connecting Niagara Falls, Ontario, with Niagara Falls, New York. Trains used the upper deck; pedestrians and carriages used the lower deck. The bridge transformed the region economically: trade and tourists began to pour into the area. Before the bridge, people crossed the river by boat, mostly the tourist vessel Maid of the Mist, which traveled right up to the falls, giving its passengers an eyeful of natural beauty. Most people scoffed at the idea of a bridge, especially one that could support a train. An engineer named Charles Ellet Jr., a rather dramatic personage with a flair for showmanship, developed some interesting ideas for attaching a line across the tremendous gorge that involved firing cannonballs and rockets.
He settled for a contest — he offered $5.00 to any boy who could fly a kite across the gap from the Canadian side and tie the kite string on the American side. Streams of young boys attempted the feat. One boy accomplished it after a few days, and Ellet’s men tied a heavier line to the kite string and pulled a line across the gap, continuing to do so with heavier and heavier lines. In 1848 Ellet became the first person to cross the gorge by bridge when he went across in a basket. Later, he made the trip in his horse-buggy, standing like a gladiator. The bridge was 250 feet above the water.
By 1860 more than 45 trains traveled the bridge each day.
—Garrison Keillor, The Writer's Almanac for March 8, 2021.
https://www.writersalmanac.org/index.html%3Fp=9606.html.
Retrieved May 5, 2022.

##

“Vaya Con Dios,” performed by Les Paul and Mary Ford, was a number-one hit single in 1953. Perhaps because of that hit song, the Spanish phrase entered mainstream culture here in the United States. Here are some of the lyrics:
Vaya con Dios, my darling:
May God be with you, my love, my love,
May God be with you my love.
Now the village mission bells are softly ringing,
If you listen with your heart you’ll hear them singing,
Vaya con Dios my darling,
May God be with you my love.
The song lyrics may give the impression that Vaya con Dios means “May God be with you.” But it doesn’t. That would be “Que Dios te acompañe.” What Vaya con Dios really means is, “Go with God.”
That’s a big difference: one the prophet Habakkuk would have appreciated. He’s preaching to disillusioned exiles who have long since given up on God being with them. What the prophet is encouraging them to do, instead, is to change their perspective. He’s encouraging them to go with God.
For more: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vaya_con_Dios_(song).
Full lyrics: https://www.lyrics.com/lyric/17004121/Les+Paul/Vaya+Con+Dios.
Retrieved May 6, 2022.

##

In recent times “obedience” has become a bad word. It seems incompatible with good words like “independence,” “individualism,” and “freedom.” The emphasis is all on doing your own thing and doing it your own way. What you’re supposed to obey is authority, and authority has come to be confused with “the authorities” — people in uniform or with PhDs or earning 10 times a year more than you do. Who wants to obey them?
Many parents have given up asking their children to obey them and just hope they won’t burn the house down. … Otherwise you let your own conscience be your guide and take no guff from anybody. The phrase obeying your conscience is gradually being replaced by listening to your conscience.
It is generally supposed that to obey somebody is necessarily to do something for somebody else’s sake. However, when Jesus asks people to obey above everything the law of love, it is above everything for their own sakes that he is asking them to obey it.
—Frederick Buechner, Whistling in the Dark: An ABC Theologized (Harper & Row, 1988), 89.

##

COMMENTARY 
Habakkuk 1:1-4; 2:1-4
Although there are few clear indicators that allow us to pinpoint when Habakkuk was written, most scholars place the book near the time of the destruction of Jerusalem in 587 B.C. This is based mostly on verse 1:6, which mentions God rousing the “Chaldeans” against the Israelites. It is portrayed as an event that is about to happen, however, so technically, this could apply to any year after the fall of Assyria to Babylon in 612 B.C., at which time Babylon turned its eyes toward subduing their new empire.
Nothing is known about the prophet himself. We are not told traditional things like his parents’ names or the town from which he came, and his own name does not even seem to be Hebrew. Aside from the deuterocanonical addition to Daniel called Bel and the Dragon, in which Habakkuk features, there is no other mention of the prophet in wider Israelite literature. Given the fact that Daniel mentions Habakkuk, one might be tempted to see the book as a very late creation. However, because of the obvious antiquity of the psalm in Habakkuk 3 and the overall tenor of the book, which seems to describe Jerusalem on the eve of its original destruction, most scholars date the prophet to the end of the pre-exilic era.
Some may find it odd that the book of Habakkuk is called the “oracle that the prophet Habakkuk saw.” English speakers tend to think that oracles are things you hear, not things you see. The Hebrew word “to see” here, however, is not the common word to describe the visual sense (ra’ah). It is the word hazah, which means “to have a vision” in the prophetic sense. In Habakkuk, however, more common words related to sight also occur frequently. In addition to the three references to the prophet’s “vision” (hazon: 1:1, 2:2, 2:3), the common verbs “to see” (ra’ah) “to gaze” (nabat), and “to look out” (tsafah) occur often. “To see” and “to gaze” are paired in three successive verses (1:3, 5) and also occur alone elsewhere (ra’ah 1:13; 2:1; 3:6, 7; 3:10; nabat 2:15; tzafah 2:1). Perhaps the most telling evidence of this imagery of sight’s importance to Habakkuk is the fact that the prophet draws himself into the picture as a lookout standing upon the walls of the doomed city, scanning the horizon for both signs of the enemy and signs of divine deliverance.
Most prophetic books pick either the language of hearing or the language of seeing when the introductory “labels” are given to their contents in the first few verses. Isaiah and Obadiah’s books are each called a “vision” (hazon). Oddly, the great visionary Ezekiel says that he saw the heavens opened and witnessed a miraculous “sight,” but his book uses the common verb for sight, ra’ah, rather than a more theologically loaded term like “vision.” Jeremiah, Hosea, Joel, Zephaniah, Jonah, Haggai and Zechariah all favor the language of speaking and hearing by describing their prophecy as the “word of YHWH that came” to them.
Habakkuk, however, as well as Amos, Micah and Nahum, combine the two ways of describing prophecy by calling their works “oracles” or “words” that they envisioned (hazah). Other prophets who label their prophecies with the technical term masa’ or oracle are Zechariah (chapters 9 and 12) and Malachi. The word “oracle” (masa’) is also a suggestive term in that it comes from the root that means “to carry or bear” (nasa’) as one would carry a burden or a load. In fact, it is identical to the word that means “burden.” This implies that a prophet’s revelation from God was a weighty thing. It was something one must carry with responsibility. It was something not always easy to bear.
One sign of the “burdensome” nature of the prophetic task for Nahum is his use of what is sometimes called a “disputation” form. This is a subset of the larger form traditionally called “the covenant lawsuit,” or in Hebrew, the riv. When the prophet cries, “O Lord, how long shall I cry for help and you will not listen? Or cry to you ‘Violence!’ and you will not save?”, the implication is that under the covenant, God is supposed to hear the cries of the faithful and save them. That is God’s part of the bargain. It is the job of humans to remain faithful. It is the job of the prophet to see visions, receive words from the Lord and transmit them, but Habakkuk’s dispute with God centers on the fact that he has not been allowed to see anything but “wrongdoing” and “trouble.”
Law and justice, which are qualities imparted to human beings by God, are losing their battles such that evil is conquering righteousness. This violates the expected order in the universe when one believes one is in covenant with a God who has promised to be God. In the disputation format, we see not only the prophetic complaint that God is not upholding his part of the bargain, but we also see God’s answer as to what is happening and why. In other words, God enters the dispute by making a countercharge under the law. Seen like this, the prophet’s original charge is chapter 1, verses 2-4. God’s statement of his act of judgment in sending the Babylonians to destroy Judah is 1:5-11, and the prophet’s attempt to dissuade God from this course of action is 1:12-17.
In chapter 2, the prophet waits for his answer and is told to write the vision that he has received on tablets, making the writing so clear that it can be read even by those who must run past the sign. Tablets, usually understood to be made of stone, are not standard writing equipment in Israel as were the clay tablets used in Babylon. Perhaps the implication is that the waiting that the people must do for the time when the vision of God’s restoration will be accomplished will be done in Babylon. A more likely interpretation is that the record of this vision of God’s promise is to be permanent, so it can withstand the years of waiting for its fulfillment.
Other prophets also use the image of their prophecy appearing on tablets, and they all may be alluding to the tablets of the law upon which God first gave the Torah to Moses (Isaiah 30:8; Jeremiah 17:1). In this way, they may be saying that the promised restoration is as ironclad an agreement as was the original covenant. Both are carved in stone and will be honored.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Habakkuk 1:1-4; 2:1-4
Show the children a camera and a box of watercolor paints. Ask them if they have ever used a camera to take a picture or used watercolors to paint a picture. Explain that a camera captures exactly what the world looks like, but a painting gives an idea of what the world could look like. Say that the prophet Habakkuk looked at the world like a person taking a picture with a camera, and he didn’t like what he saw: “Destruction and violence are before me; strife and contention arise” (1:3). Agree that there are always going to be bad things around us, and we see them in pictures on television or in the newspaper. Then stress that there is another way to see the world, one in which we look for the picture that God is painting. The Bible says the Lord answered Habakkuk and said, “there is still a vision for the appointed time … the righteous live by their faith” (2:3-4). Explain that God paints a picture of what the world could look like, a world in which violence is replaced by peace, and everything that’s wrong is made right. Have the children imagine a place in which broken things are put back together and encourage them to keep this picture in their minds, with faith that God is working to make it a reality.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General 
One: God is at work.
All: Light pierces the darkness.
One: Love calms fear.
All: Joy tickles sadness.
One: Hope lifts up despair.
All: Peace disarms anger.
One: Kindness dances around hostility.
All: Music sings away troubles.
One: God is at work!
All: Rejoice!

Prayers — General
God of power and might, you know that we are so often afraid. Even so, you call us to greatness and life. You call us to rise above the challenges of life and living. You even call us to believe in life after death.
Lord God, you promise to protect us, yet we do not always believe that promise.
Lord God, you show us the way to abundant and fulfilled living, yet we often want to go our own way. But, Lord God, we know you keep loving us. Your Spirit is always near, ready to guide us and fill us with confidence.
Comfort our hurting lives and remind us in new and powerful ways of the meanings and promise of eternal life. Calm us down and fill us with assurance and hope. Steady our nerves and soothe our pains.
May we know today and always the promise of life eternal, and may we go forth renewed, strengthened and filled with courage. We pray this in the name of our Savior, friend and guide, Jesus Christ. Amen.

Benedictions — General
Blessed are you who go forth in the name of the Lord! May God strengthen you for every good work, that your efforts be well-pleasing in his sight. May God anoint you with power to live out in your life the faith that lives in your heart. May God grant you deep peace, in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah
Abide with Me
Forward Through the Ages
Worship and Praise* 
Burdens (Kimmett)
Forever (Tomlin) 
Do It Again (Elevation Worship) 
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Twenty-First Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle C
Habakkuk 1:1-4; 2:1-4
Psalm 119:137-144
2 Thessalonians 1:1-4, 11-12
Luke 19:1-10
