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Habakkuk 1:5-11 Sermon: Look at the Nations and Watch 

As we continue to go through the book of the Prophet Habakkuk, we come to God’s first 
response to Habakkuk’s first complaint. You might remember that the prophet began his 
short work with a complaint, or a lament, to God, asking him why, when there is so much 
evil among God’s people, is he silent? How can God allow all this injustice in his people, 
allowing them to ignore his Law, and not do something, or even say something?  

As a leader, Habakkuk is calling out to God to help. Like the Israelites in Egypt they are 
oppressed in slavery, the issue here is that the oppressor is themselves, and their slavery 
is to their own sin. Habakkuk calls out to God for deliverance, who knows what that will 
look like.  

Let’s hear God Word to the Prophet Habakkuk in 1:5-15: 
 

5 “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.  

6 I am raising up the Babylonians,  
that ruthless and impetuous 

people,  
who sweep across the whole earth  

to seize dwellings not their own.  
7 They are a feared and dreaded 

people;  
they are a law to themselves  
and promote their own honor.  

8 Their horses are swifter than 
leopards,  

fiercer than wolves at dusk.  

Their cavalry gallops headlong;  
their horsemen come from afar.  

They fly like an eagle swooping to 
devour;  

9 they all come intent on violence.  
Their hordes advance like a desert 

wind  
and gather prisoners like sand.  

10 They mock kings  
and scoT at rulers.  

They laugh at all fortified cities;  
by building earthen ramps they 

capture them.  
11 Then they sweep past like the wind 

and go on—  
guilty people, whose own strength 

is their god.”

 

This is the Word of the Lord.  

In our world, where we are used to having options of every sort available to us at every 
convenience, we can get the false impression that we can choose who we want God to be 
like. We can think that we get to decide who God is, and what he is like based on what we 
want him to be like. We want God on our terms.  
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The famous literary theorist Joseph Campbell, and inspiration to Star Wars, says, “In 
choosing your god, you choose your way at looking at the universe. There are plenty of 
gods. Choose yours.”  

The book of Habakkuk reminds us that this is not an option. There are not plenty of gods, 
there is one God and plenty of imposters. God is who he is. He reveals himself to us, we do 
not choose how he is to be based on what we think God ought to be like. If we are oTended 
by him, that’s on us, not him. Despite first appearances, this is good news.  
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In God’s response to Habakkuk, God answers Habakkuk’s complaint that he is silent when 
his people are sinful. Maybe after Habakkuk heard the answer God gave, he wished that 
God would have stayed silent! There is no chance that Habakkuk would have chosen this 
God, and this answer.  

I imagine myself in his shoes. Maybe I come before God in prayer, asking him to help this 
church, this denomination, look more like what he desires for us. Maybe I bring before him 
the sin I see among us, pride, greed, selfishness, lust, gluttony, grumbling, gossip, 
faithlessness, spiritual laziness—whatever. And then I hear from God that his answer is 
this church, this denomination, is to be wiped out. OOF. Not only that, but that every CRC 
would be replaced by a mosque. 

The answer is a hard word. I can’t imagine how Habakkuk’s people took this word. I’m sure, 
the only reason we remember this hard word is because it came true. Babylon did come as 
God said they would and take the land from Israel. This hard word was God’s word, it 
reveals something about who God is, and how we should see ourselves before him.  

Most often, this isn’t something that we are able to understand in this life, we don’t get a 
prophet to come in and explain world events from God’s perspective, let alone the events 
in our life. With Habakkuk, we are called though to “look at the nations and watch—and be 
utterly amazed.” Looking and watching is a call to faith through hard times.  

Just as Joshua and the Israelites had once taken the land from the Canaanites because 
their sin was full, so now God is handing over the land from the Israelites to the 
Babylonians. This is in judgement of Israel’s sin, and their faithlessness to the covenant. 
When God gave his people the Law, he promised to bless them if they followed it, and 
curse them if they failed to do so. The curse threatened in Deuteronomy 28 is a fearful one, 
and one that Israel is about to face at the hand of the Babylonians.  

As Christians, we should not forget who the God we serve is. He is mighty and holy and 
just. The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, that fear should lead us to humility 
before his awesome power. Tragically, this is not what we often see in God’s people, and 
this is not what we see in the people Habakkuk is bringing before God in lament.  
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When we are talking about how God interacts with the world, we must understand an 
important distinction in the will of God. Many of you might ask of your life, what is God’s 
will? This comes up especially when we go through something hard or tragic. We ask, did 
God really want this to happen. The answer is, yes and no.  

Theologians have typically distinguished between either the hidden will of God, that is, how 
he has providentially planned the world to go, how he makes this happen and what he 
chooses to allow to happen. Insofar as God lets things happen, he, in a sense, wills these 
things. He could have not allowed this to take place, willed another universe to exist 
instead, but he allows this one to exist for some greater purpose.  

God is holy, and cannot sin, nor be the cause of sin. He does, however, allow sin to take 
place. He creates a world where sin is a possibility. He even uses that sin in his providence 
to lead to beautiful ends.  

God is outside of time and space, and so can see all that happens. He is the only creator, 
and he keeps this creation functioning by upholding it. We have no existence on our own, 
but God is the only source of all life. “In him all things hold together” (Col.1:17). If he 
stopped willing our existence, we would simply cease to exist, “he upholds the universe 
with the word of his power” (Heb.1:3). He is the one “in whom we live and move and have 
our being” (Acts 17:28).  
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In another sense, there is what is often called God’s revealed will. This teaches us about 
the things that happen on this earth that he approves of, and not simply allows to happen, 
or makes happen in consequence of some other action. It is God’s will that we follow his 
law, he does not want us to steal, or lie, this is his revealed will. It is his will that we enjoy 
him and his creation, even if we hinder that with our sin.  

Even within Scripture, we are not always given God’s perspective on what is taking place. 
In our verse for this morning, God gives us a bit of a picture of this complexity. On the one 
hand, he is judging Israel’s sin with the army of Babylon. On the other hand, the army of 
Babylon is horrible and unjust.  
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As Rich said last week, Habakkuk is prophesying under the reign of King Jehoiakim, the 
second, and wayward son of the good king Josiah. Jehoiakim became king after his older 
brother was deposed by the Pharaoh Necho II, where he was placed as a vassal to the 
Egyptian ruler. This situation of Judah under the thumb of Egypt didn’t last that long, as 
Babylon soon took control, as is prophesied in these verses.  
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While Jehoiakim’s father Josiah had tried to bring God’s people back from a century of 
faithlessness, even re-finding the book of Law in the Temple because it had been neglected 
for so long, Jehoiakim seemed to care less about this. The extent of his debauchery is 
recorded in the works of the Rabbis. He is said to have engaged in all kinds of incest, even 
with his mother and daughters-in-law. Instead of being set apart by God’s law, he did all 
that he could to not be seen as a Jew, even trying to reverse his circumcision. Ouch. 

Jehoiakim is remembered for openly mocking God. One Rabbi tells of him taking the 
prophesy of the Prophet Jeremiah, scratching out every instance of the divine name and 
tossing the scroll into the fire after mocking Jeremiah’s prophecy that Judah would fall to 
the Babylonians. Jehoiakim was arrogant before God and his word. He felt like he did not 
need God, as he had himself and his wealth. If this is how the king acted, we might imagine 
the rest of the population followed suit. 

Habakkuk is then right, as a priest of God, to complain to him about the state of Israel with 
a leader such as this. The answer given though is that God is going to overthrow his people 
with another, an even worse one.  
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We might imagine that Habakkuk was hoping for God to say, “I hear your lament, let me 
restore to you a leader like Josiah, free from the Egyptians once more, and will once again 
bring righteousness to my people.” Instead, he says, “you’re right, my people have ignored 
my law, they hate justice, I’m going to send in Babylon to deal with them.” 
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God’s response to Habakkuk reminds me of an old Hymn by John Newton. I’m sure most of 
us know his more famous song, “Amazing Grace,” which tells of the grace he felt after 
coming to Christ from working on ships as a slave trader (one of the worst occupations 
known to human history). In the hymn, “I asked the Lord that I might Grow,” Newton deals 
with what comes after the amazing grace first received, and the hard lessons that God 
gives us to wean us oT our sin. Listen to the lyrics as I read them.  

Slides 14-17 
 
I asked the Lord that I might grow 
In faith and love and ev'ry grace 
Might more of His salvation know 
And seek more earnestly His face 
 
'Twas He who taught me thus to pray 
And He I trust has answered prayer 
But it has been in such a way 

As almost drove me to despair 
 
I hoped that in some favoured hour 
At once He'd answer my request 
And by His love's constraining power 
Subdue my sins and give me rest 
 
Instead of this He made me feel 
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The hidden evils of the heart 
And let the angry powers of hell 
Assault my soul in ev'ry part 
 
Yea more with His own hand He seemed 
Intent to aggravate my woe 
Crossed all the fair designs I'd schemed 
Blasted my gourds and laid me low 
 

Lord why is this I trembling cried 
Wilt Thou pursue Thy worm to death 
'Tis in this way the Lord replied 
I answer prayer for grace and faith 
 
These inward trials I employ 
From self and pride to set thee free 
And break thy schemes of earthly joy 
That thou may'st seek Thy all in me. 

 
In these words, we get a sense of Newton’s own life. Amazing grace is sweet, saving us 
wretches. It is the comfort of being lost and then found. But in “I asked the lord that I might 
grow” we see the life of faith in the trials we endure. We might imagine the habits that 
Newton formed on the slaving ships were net exactly exemplary, and it would take years of 
hard work to reform these habits to those that glorify God. It is this hard work that Newton 
talks about in this song.  
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It might seem wrong to compare Habakkuk’s crying out to God for help, and God’s 
response in sending Babylon to destroy his country, with our calling to God for holiness 
and him answering by letting us feel the eTects of our sin so that we look to him for all 
good. But it is the same God who deals with our personal sin who deals with Israel’s large 
country-wide sin. It’s the same God who desires us to be who he made us to be, who wants 
Israel to be who he made them to be. Just as God answers Habakkuk’s prayer for justice 
with Babylon, God often answers our prayer by showing us our sin, and opening us up to 
the eTects of sin in this world. 

Ultimately, the only cure for pride is repentance. Pride is at the heart of so much our sin. 
Jehoiakim’s pride before God was evident. When we think we know better than God and we 
want to be in charge, we need to see who we really are, and graciously God lets us peer 
into that void. Into what we might be if he did not restrain us. Thus the call to “look and 
watch” at what the Lord will do among the Nations.  

God is not unaware that Babylon is worse than Israel, even Israel under Jehoiakim. God 
himself says here, Babylon is “ruthless and impetuous,” they “seize dwellings that are not 
their own,” “they are a law unto themselves,” they “come intent on violence,” they are a 
“guilty people—whose strength is their god.” 

God, in his perfect justice, requires judgement on his people for their sin. A curse was 
promised for disobedience when he gave them his law. Babylon is a fitting judgement for 
Israel’s sin and shows them that they still rely on God for everything. God’s answer to 
Habakkuk is that he is in control, and that Israel will not be left unpunished for refusal to 
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follow God’s law, and that God will judge them through the actions of the Babylonians, 
even if the Babylonians are awful and immoral in themselves.  

God is not wrong in allowing his people to be attacked, it is a perfectly just sentence, and 
one warned about. But it is not simply an end in itself. God is not done with his people in 
this, even though he has every right to be. God is using this to help them, like a surgeon 
uses a knife to help her patient. Similarly, as we seek to kill sin in our own lives, as Newton 
recounts in his song, we are often confronted with all kinds of things that are wrong with 
the world.  
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Often killing sin and learning to desire God comes out of tragedy in our lives. Maybe this is 
dealing with sickness in yourself or a loved one. Maybe this is in dealing with the death of 
someone close. Maybe it comes in losing a job, or a sense of purpose. It is important that 
we recognize that God does not will these things as good in themselves but allows them 
just like he allows the Babylonians to sack Jerusalem.   

These tragedies might reveal sinful desires in our own hearts that we weren’t previously 
aware of. I like to describe this process as God turning up the light in our souls.  

Think of a dark room that’s in disarray. As you first become saved, you might notice that 
there’s big sin that needs to be repented of, obvious even in the dark. As the light gets 
turned up, we start to see more things that need to be put away or thrown out. When the 
light is fully on, we begin to see all the rot and mildew and things in the house. Those things 
have been there the whole time, and in fact the room is a lot cleaner now than it was in the 
past, but it feels a lot dirtier, because now we can see the full extent of sin in our lives.  

When we recognize that dealing with our sin is not just putting some things away, that is 
stopping certain obvious actions like cheating on our taxes or watching things we 
shouldn’t, but in actuality our sin is as deep as our desires themselves, this can feel 
horrible. It can be very depressing. We can feel a hundred miles from God, even farther 
than before we were saved and before we started getting to work on killing our sin. It can 
feel like an army of Babylonians has just sacked the temple of our souls.  
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For what it’s worth, Babylon’s empire will not last. God’s judgement of Israel with Babylon 
will not be forever, the Babylonian Empire will come and go. It will “sweep past like the 
wind and go on…” And this is because their “strength is their god.” It is only with the one 
true God that we can find a kingdom that does not end. One where true justice endures 
forever.  
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Babylon does indeed fall in a few generations, as Alexander the Great comes in and the 
Greco-Roman Empire eventually takes over. This then paves the way for Christianity to 
spread across the world, including into Babylon. 
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Interestingly, when the gospel starts to go out into the world, and God’s people start to 
become drawn from all over the world, Paul uses this verse from Habakkuk (Acts 13:41) to 
show that God had been preparing for this even all the way back then, 600 years before 
Christ would come. Israel’s exile will eventually provide the context where the Messiah to 
the world, and not just to Israel, will make sense. People over the whole world will be able 
to come to the only true God through this.  
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Similarly, there will be a day when we can look back and see God’s hand in leading us 
through the diTiculties of this life for a far greater purpose than we could imagine. To 
appreciate this now means letting God be God, as he reveals himself. Our place is not to 
tell God what he’s supposed to do but to “look at the nations and watch—and be utterly 
amazed.” 

The cross is the best example of this. No horror would be so terrible for the disciples than 
to see Jesus on the cross. The one who walked on water and fed the five thousand, who 
they had put all their hope in. But no glory was so sweet than to see him among them again 
risen from the dead. In this he gave them a hope that could not be destroyed by their 
leaders, by the Roman Empire, by death itself.  

The events that are described in Habakkuk lead to the crucifixion. God’s people were not 
able to save themselves. No great king could do this. If God sent another Josiah, Israel 
would have simply fallen into sin again.  

The cross too shows us that ultimate horror can lead to ultimate hope. In this all our fears 
and loves can be met. All our trials and shortcomings are overcome. In this we see God 
more awesomely holy and just than we could dare, and more eternally loving than we 
could hope for.  

The god that we create for ourselves, the one that we choose, would never lead us through 
this. But we can praise God that he has not left us with the gods that we make for ourselves 
but has revealed himself to us. He is the only true and eternal God, great and holy, just and 
awesome. Let every knee bend before him, even if that bending comes from tragedy. 

Amen.  


