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Habakkuk 2:1-5: By Faith(fulness) 

As we continue our series through the book of Habakkuk, we come to the beating heart of 
the book. 

We have heard the prophet’s first complaint that his people are straying from God and 
ignoring his law. We heard God’s response that he will use the nation of Babylon in 
judgement. And last week, we heard the prophet’s response, how can you use these people 
when you’re holy and they are evil?  

Habakkuk is confused as to how such a holy and all-powerful God use, them. “Are you not 
God from everlasting?” I.e., can’t you do better? Maybe Israel deserves it. And yes, you did 
say that Babylon will get theirs in the end too. But he finishes saying, surely, there must be a 
better way than to allow Babylon and those like them to keep “mercilessly killing nations 
forever?” The question is, what is the resolution of all this going to be? How will God prove 
himself righteous through all this? 

As God responds to Habakkuk in our verses this morning, he gives a glimpse of the gospel. 
God’s process of reconciling the world to himself is about to come upon a big 
development.  

Let’s hear what God has to say to the prophet and us, in Habakkuk 2:1-5;

I will stand at my watch  
and station myself on the ramparts;  
I will look to see what he will say to me,  
and what answer I am to give to this 
complaint. 
 
2 Then the Lord replied:  
 
“Write down the revelation  
and make it plain on tablets  
so that a herald may run with it.  
3 For the revelation awaits an appointed 
time;  
it speaks of the end  
and will not prove false.  

Though it linger, wait for it;  
it will certainly come  
and will not delay.  
 

4 “See, the enemy is puTed up;  
his desires are not upright—  
but the righteous person will live by his 
faithfulness —  
5 indeed, wine betrays him;  
he is arrogant and never at rest.  
Because he is as greedy as the grave  
and like death is never satisfied,  
he gathers to himself all the nations 
and takes captive all the peoples. 

 

This is the Word of the Lord.  
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Habakkuk begins our passage for this morning with being resigned to “stand and watch” 
what God will do after his previous complaint that God’s actions are not in line with his 
character.  

This is in obedience to God’s first response to Habakkuk began with a call to “look at the 
nation and watch, and be utterly amazed.” God’s people are called to see what God will do. 
Ours is a posture of reception, not dictation. Whether we like it or not, ultimately, we must 
trust God in all circumstances.  

Habakkuk, despite his complaint to God that the Babylonians are unfit instruments for his 
holiness, seems to be faithful to God’s call to stand and watch and trust in God. He will 
wait and see what God will do, and even receive the answer that God gives him. This is the 
posture of faith. 
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Habakkuk pictures himself as a watchman. Imagine the kinds of walls that used to encircle 
cities in ancient times. In these configurations, watchmen would stand guard and make 
sure that nobody would breach the walls. Here, Habakkuk is saying to God, I am standing 
watch for my people despite what God said about his coming judgement of Israel. 
Habakkuk knows that this cannot be the final word from God, and is waiting to hear how 
God will vindicate himself, even though his people will be in exile.  

The prophet’s complaints were not out of faithlessness, as if he were saying, “God, I guess 
you aren’t so good after all if this is the best you can do,” or “I guess you’re not really true to 
the covenant you made with us, since you’re just throwing us away.” No, he says, “Lord, are 
you not God from everlasting? ... Your eyes are too pure to look on evil … Why are you silent 
when the wicked swallow up those more righteous than themselves?” These are questions 
out of faith, not scoTing or doubt, just confusion of how God’s plan aligns with who he is. 
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God had made real promises to his people, promises that were not contingent on their 
being faithful to God’s law. Of course, they had been unfaithful to another covenant, the 
one with Moses, which did have consequences, as we spoke about before. God had 
promised, right from the beginning, God gave this blessing to Abraham, “I will make you 
into a great nation, and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a 
blessing.  3 I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all 
peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”  
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Habakkuk has faith in God’s promise that the nation he will make from Abraham will not 
simply by consigned to the dustbin of history because they proved to be unfaithful to God.  

It is because Habakkuk puts himself in this posture of receiving faith that God is open to 
him about what he will do. Habakkuk is right to call on God in this way, and we are invited to 
do the same through our troubles, we just need to be prepared to receive God’s answer, no 
matter what he says.  
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God’s answer to Habakkuk is first of all defined by God’s revelation. For Habakkuk, this 
means being sure to write down God’s words to him. This is so we can benefit from it and 
not him alone. God says that this word is something that is plain, clear to all, and should be 
heralded. God wants people to take this simple message and run around with it. 

One scholar points out that God’s call to put this message on tablets calls to mind Moses 
on Mt. Sinai, receiving the Ten Commandments from God’s own hand. Here, a message just 
as important is being delivered. We should not underemphasize just how essential this 
message is then to God’s people.1 
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God says that this revelation “speaks of the end...” The question is, what end is God talking 
about? 

Initially, we would be led think it simply speaks of waiting for Babylon to come and remove 
God’s people from the land. After this then waiting for Babylon to eventually be judged by 
God in their turn. This then would be the end of Israel’s stint in the land, and then Babylon’s 
stint as an empire.  

We know now that Habakkuk’s prophecy comes true, and Judah is taken to Babylon and 
then Babylon is destroyed by the Persians. But this isn’t really the end end, this is simply a 
step along the way. A big part of the story of God’s people, but not the end of the story by 
any means. Even Habakkuk recognizes this. This end will not vindicate God’s holiness and 
righteousness, and the grace of his promise to Abraham.  
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God also says, “though it linger, wait for it.” The Hebrew for these verses is very complex, 
and it isn’t exactly clear what the “it” refers to in the passage. Our English versions translate 

 
1 O. Palmer Robertson, The Books of Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah. Eerdmans, 1990, p.169.  
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“it” to refer back to the revelation. The ancient Greek translation of the Old Testament, says 
wait for “him,” i.e. the “herald.”  

It seems that the revelation that God is speaking about here is the words that come right 
after God’s call to Habakkuk to write it down and wait for it or him. In a sense, that is right, 
but even the words that God gives the prophet are waiting for a further resolution. God’s 
word to Habakkuk is a step along the way.  

It seems then God is calling on his people to maintain Habakkuk’s position of standing and 
watching, waiting for the herald that is giving the message that speaks of the real end, not 
just the intermediate end of the judgement of Israel and Babylon. These judgements too 
point to a greater reality, and these things are worked out in the New Testament.  

Pre-Christian Jewish interpreters took it in this sense, finding here a prophecy of the coming 
Messiah. It is not a surprise then that Christians too understood the herald to be none other 
than the Lord Jesus Christ, who brings Habakkuk’s message of faith.  
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This leads us to the real heart of the whole passage, God telling Habakkuk that “the 
righteous will live by his faith…” This is the crux of the message that the herald is bringing, 
or at least in part, considering he is called to wait for it further. It is the posture of God’s 
people as they wait. It speaks to how Habakkuk is to “stand and at his watch,” how he, and 
we, are to “wait for it/him.”  

We should say, this message, that “the righteous person will live by his faithfulness…” has 
been extremely impactful in the history of God’s people. The statement at the heart of 
Habakkuk is really at the heart of all true religion. The Rabbis have seen this statement as a 
summary of the whole law.2 Some consider Paul’s whole letter to the Romans to be an 
expansion on this verse. So, if it is so important, we should treat it very carefully.  
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God gives us this message in a comparison to the kinds of things he sees in Babylon. They 
all centre around Babylon’s pride. They are “puTed up…” even though their “desires are not 
upright.” Even though prone to drunkenness, they are “arrogant, and never at rest.” In their 
arrogance they are “greedy as the grave,” taking “captive all the peoples.” Babylon is like 
death itself, taking everything they can from everyone around them.  

We will deal with what makes Babylon, and those who follow them, so horrible, in the 
sermons to come, for now, it is important to simply recognize that God presents “the 

 
2 Talmud Makkot 24a.27. 
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righteous who live by their faith,” in contrast with the puTed up, arrogant, and greedy. This, 
of course makes good sense, considering it is receptive humility that is to define the faith of 
God’s people.  

We should be sure that we understand this point well, as this is totally foreign to our 
culture. Understanding faith as posture of receiving what God gives, trusting him despite 
the circumstance, does not come naturally. Our world is one where we do not believe in 
God for all our good, but we are called to believe in ourselves.  
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You can watch any Disney movie, and this will be the central message. Moana must believe 
in herself to rescue her island, the power is within her, she must find it. Elsa must release 
her inhibitions, despite almost killing her sister, because what is most important is self- 
expression, she can only find peace in being herself. Don’t get me started on Frozen. Sure, 
there is some truth within each of these stories, but they all share the same basic problem 
in saying you are the center.  

Thankfully, God does not leave us with this delusion. That we are the center, and our 
salvation rests on us finding out who we really are and expressing it, is a horrible death 
sentence. This is the kind of thing that leads to what we see in the religions of the world, 
who torture themselves into all kinds of things due to their inability to cover their own sin. 
Thankfully, we are given God’s grace, “the righteous will live by his faith.” 

As we look at this central and very important passage, there are a three words we must 
define. First, who is the “righteous” that will live by their faith? Second, what kind of life will 
they “live by”? And, third, what is “his faith(fulness)”?  
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So first, aside from not being the “puTed up,” who are we talking about when we say, “the 
righteous”? 

Righteous is first of all a legal term. It refers to someone who has been declared in the right, 
or “innocent,” by a judge. Yes, we would hope that a person who was declared innocent by 
a judge would be in fact innocent of their crime, but the normal sense is in a legal 
framework. In the case, the righteous is determined to be such because of his faith in the 
God who has promised to be his God. They are innocent of the pride of the nations who 
would be a god unto themselves.  

Seeing Habakkuk is staring down the barrel of the judgement of God, a final declaration of 
innocence because of his faith is a great relief, even if he must still endure the immediate 
judgement.  
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When God reveals this message to Habakkuk, he is first of all pointing all the way back to 
Abraham. When God first called Abraham out from the nations and gave him the promise to 
make from him a great nation, the Bible says, Abraham “believed the Lord, and he credited 
it to him as righteousness.” In this statement, God declares Abraham righteous, or 
innocent, because he is willing to trust that God is who he says he is, and his promise is 
trustworthy.  

Just as Abraham was forced to sit and wait to see what God would do through his promise, 
despite the fact that he was childless and his wife barren, Habakkuk is forced to see how 
God would make good on his promise to save his people despite the coming judgement. In 
both cases, as in our own lives, our righteousness comes from putting our faith in God and 
not ourselves. We are not Moana, we do not have within us the means to save ourselves.  
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Second, what is the life that this righteous person will live by?  

The life that this person declared righteous will live by must be seen in two senses. First, 
and most importantly, it must refer to the eternal judgement of God. Rather than receiving 
the death sentence for sin, as was the promise to Adam if ate the fruit, they are given the 
gift of eternal life. The innocent will live, and not be given the death sentence, by his faith. 

We remember, this revelation “speaks of the end,” and thus it is ultimately concerning the 
end of all things. If a person would like to be declared a righteous person by God in the end, 
they will believe the Lord, as Abraham did. It is by putting your faith in God that you will live, 
just as all who have followed God before you have.  

The life then that the righteous one will live is eternal life. Despite the coming judgement, 
the prophet can hold onto this promise that God will grant him eternal life through the 
coming disaster, and all those who live by faith will receive the same.  
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But importantly, knowing this final sentence, we then live lives that are truly righteous, not 
simply declared as such by the judge. The two senses should not be separated in fact, 
though we can separate them in thought. We are not Elsa, our true life does not come from 
self-expression, but faith in God.  
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This then leads us to the last question, what is the faith or faithfulness that the righteous 
person will life by? 
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Faith, and the resulting faithfulness, are to God’s promise, just as they were for Abraham. 
The life that Abraham lived was born out of that faith, and we can call that faithfulness.  

As we remember from the story of Abraham, not everything he did was born out of his faith. 
The Bible tells of a couple times when he lied about his wife being his sister out of fear for 
his life, had he trusted God fully he would not have done this. However, his life is marked by 
this faith, and it is despite his shortcomings and because of his faith alone, he is 
considered righteous.  

For Habakkuk, this means trusting in God despite appearances. Faith for him means 
looking down the long sharp spear of Babylon and trusting that God’s promise of eternal life 
is coming. He can cling to God’s promise. In contrast to those who put their faith in 
themselves, on in the pantheon of Disney PrincessesTM, God’s people trust in him and his 
word despite present appearances.  

Slide 21 

Ultimately, these three things, righteousness, eternal life, and faithfulness to God’s 
promise are all fulfilled in Christ. While Habakkuk must “wait for it” to be fully revealed, for 
the herald to come, for us, we must put our faith in Christ. We have seen the only truly 
righteous person, who had eternal life in himself, and remained totally and completely 
faithful to God in all things.   

Christ is the only one who is truly righteous, and not simply declared as such because of 
his faith, as his faith is the only one that was pure. Though God put the ultimate 
punishment for our sin on Jesus—a punishment that is foreshadowed in the exile that 
Judah is experiencing at the hands of Babylon—he lived, resurrected, because of his 
faithfulness. Death could not hold him down.  
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“The righteous will live by his faith” is a prophecy of the resurrection staring down the face 
of judgement, knowing that God’s goodness and faithfulness to his promises will be 
vindicated! 

Habakkuk would have loved to see God’s final victory over death in the coming of his Lord. 
We have the benefit of seeing how his prophecy came true. And we are still called to faith. It 
is through faith alone that we are saved. Faith is God’s chosen instrument to avoid our 
pride. By any other means we will become “puTed up” like those who think they can earn 
their own salvation.  

There are two ways, the way of the righteous, seen in faith and faithfulness to God, which 
leads to life, and the way of pride, seen in the desires of the world, the arrogance to setting 
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oneself up against the only true God. Let us be found in God’s people, not resting on our 
own abilities, but resting on the finished work of Christ alone, through faith alone. That is 
how we will be counted among the righteous, and given eternal life.  

Doesn’t this message, in the midst of the gloom of God’s judgement, just fill you with hope? 
What a relief that we do not need to face God’s judgement for our sin on our own merits! 
When we are staring down the trials of this life, we do not need to rely on ourselves.  

Habakkuk begins his book by calling on God, asking him how he can allow his people to 
pervert justice, and ignore his Law. God answers him in a way that he would never expect, 
“the righteous will live by his faith.” Israel would have never been able to save themselves, 
and that is what God is pointing to. Put your faith in Christ and live. If you put your faith in 
yourself, you’re not living, you’re dying.  

Rather than resting on our own merits, we, like Habakkuk the prophet are to be watchful, to 
receive God’s revelation to us, both the revelation that is Jesus himself and the entirety of 
his Scripture. We are to wait watchfully as those who know he is coming again. And most of 
all, rather than being “puTed up” in our own ability, we are to by faith rest in his faithfulness, 
and receive eternal life in him alone.  

Amen.  

 


