
“When God Does Nothing” 
Habakkuk: Joy in Sorrow 

Habakkuk 1:1-4 
 
What do you do when your world is full of pain, and it seems like 
God is doing nothing about it? That’s really the main question of 
Habakkuk. We’ll be studying this book together for the next 8 
weeks and each week we’ll ask the question: In the midst of 
sorrow—how can we find joy?  
 

• When our circumstances are unchanging. 
• When our prayers seemingly go unanswered. 
• When there’s a gap between the evil we see in the world, 

and the goodness we believe to be in God. 

This book is not for the faint of heart. 
  

• Here we will come face to face with the God who is 
unknowable, and yet who reveals himself to us.  

• The God who is Holy, and yet he uses evil people to 
accomplish his will.  

• The God who is merciful, yet he does not let sin go 
unpunished. 

Habakkuk shows us a new depth of spiritual formation that cannot 
be produced through gladness alone—this kind of deep, anchored, 
and buoyant spiritual life must be lived, and borne in and through 
suffering. 
As we begin Habakkuk let’s think about: 
 
1. WHAT HE SAW 
2. HOW HE RESPONDED 
3. WHAT GAVE HIM HOPE 
 
1. WHAT HE SAW 
 
We don’t know much about the man Habakkuk. He’s called a 
prophet—and when you read the OT the prophets of Israel served 
two purposes: 

 
• First, they were commissioned to preach. Specifically, 

they were sent to call the nation back to faithfulness to 
God. When the nation abandoned the covenant that God 
had made through Moses, the prophets warned of 
judgement, and call the nation back. 

• Second, the prophets always reminded people of their own 
inability to keep the laws of God—and so they foretold of 
a coming day when God would judge evil, restore his 
people, and give them new hearts that would love God. 

 
So that was Habakkuk’s job—to call the nation to covenant 
faithfulness, and to look forward to a coming day when God 
would set things right. 
 
The text doesn’t tell us who his parents were, or when he was 
serving in Judah, but we know from the rest of the book that he 
was ministering just as the Babylonians were on the rise. So 
Habakkuk come late in Old Testament history.  
 
The ascending days of King David, when he brought peace with 
her surrounding enemies, and the pinnacle of nation when 
Solomon built a temple for the Lord in Jerusalem were a distant 
memory by the time of Habakkuk. A string of evil kings led the 
nation astray. Listen to 2 Kings 21:9 
 
“Manasseh led them astray to do more evil than the nations had 
done whom the Lord destroyed before the people of Israel.” 
 
Manasseh even offered his own son as a human sacrifice, and led 
the nation to do the same. On every hill and mountain in Israel the 
nation had built temples to false gods. 
 
It’s in this context that Habakkuk prays: 

O LORD, how long shall I cry for help, 
and you will not hear? 

Or cry to you “Violence!” 
and you will not save? 



In verse 4 Habakkuk says that the law—that’s the law of Moses—
was paralyzed. And in verse 3 the terms strife and contention are 
legal terms. Habakkuk is watching the breakdown of the rule of 
law. It means there was either a breach of justice in the judicial 
system, or an abandonment of it altogether.  
 
He’s watching every citizen take legal matters into their own 
hands. Deception, manipulation and extortion are everywhere. 
 
And here’s why Habakkuk is so confused: these are supposed to 
be God’s people. This is the chosen nation. These are the people 
who stood at the foot of Sinai and received the commands of God 
from Moses. 
 
There is a cognitive dissonance between what Habakkuk sees in 
his world, and what he believes about God’s goodness. 
 
As a word of encouragement—when you are feeling that same 
dissonance—when the circumstances of your life, and what you 
believe about God’s goodness are not aligning—one of the 
devices that the enemy will use against you is a sense of isolation. 
He will say things like, “You’re all alone.” “You’re the only one 
going through this.” “God must have abandoned you.” 
 
Perhaps you have prayed these same words, “God, how long must 
I endure this?” “Why do you make me look at violence?” It may 
be that God gave us Habakkuk so we’d know we aren’t the only 
ones who have prayed these words. 
 
It may be that God will not quickly change your circumstances—
but he has given you Habakkuk to break the hope-draining power 
of isolation. 
 
And along-side Habakkuk—God has given you a local church. 
Becoming a member of a local church means you commit to 
praying this prayer with others. Who in our church right now is 
praying, “How long, Lord?” Don’t let them pray in isolation. Go 
to them.  

Friend, if you are hurting and wounded and a church member 
approaches you—don’t wall yourself off from them. God may be 
using them as a means of his grace in your life. 
 
That’s what Habakkuk saw. How did he respond?  
 
2. HOW HE RESPONDED 
 
Now think about this for a moment. Most of the time, when you 
see someone who’s life has been torn to shreds and they begin to 
talk to God about it, what do they do? 
 
They usually take one of two approaches. They will either lash 
out impugn God for what’s happened to them, or they’ll abandon 
their faith and stop talking to him altogether. 
 
Now, Habakkuk demonstrates a better way for us because he 
avoids both of those extremes. He doesn’t give up on his faith, 
and yet he’s not blindly accepting what’s happening.  
 
I want you to see that… 
 
On the one hand he was bold and honest. 
 
Listen to how he addresses God: 
 

O LORD, how long shall I cry for help, 
and you will not hear? 

Or cry to you “Violence!” 
and you will not save? 

      Why do you make me see iniquity,  
      and why do you idly look at wrong?  

 
This is not a man with blind faith. He knows that God has said 
he’s good. He’s looking at the evil in the world and he’s boldly 
and honestly questioning God. 
 
Hear this: questions are not wrong. Questions are natural human 
responses.  



Some of you think that true Christians can’t have any doubts or 
fears. They can’t ask God honest and bold questions. But 
Habakkuk did.  
 
C.S. Lewis married late in life, and he only got to spend three 
years with his wife before she was diagnosed with cancer. After 
her passing Lewis published a memoir called A Grief Observed. 
Listen to his bold honesty: 
 

“…go to [God] when your need is desperate, when all 
other help is vain, and what do you find? A door slammed 
in your face, and a sound of bolting and double bolting on 
the inside. After that, silence. You may as well turn away. 
The longer you wait, the more emphatic the silence will 
become.  
 
There are no lights in the windows. It might be an empty 
house. Was it ever inhabited? It seemed so once. And that 
seeming was as strong as this. What can this mean? Why 
is He so present a commander in our time of prosperity 
and so very absent a help in time of trouble?” 

 
The strongest Christians, like Habakkuk and Lewis are bold and 
honesty about their feelings. They worship a God who is big 
enough to handle their doubts. Who isn’t threatened by their 
honesty. You can go to him and be honest. Habakkuk isn’t 
demanding that God justify himself—he’s asking some bold and 
honest quesitons. 
 
But notice that… 
 
While he is bold and honest, Habakkuk was humble and 
faithful. 
 
Even though his heart is torn, the thought never enters his mind 
that it’s an option to walk away from God. To stop praying to 
God. To stop obeying God. 
 

What’s he doing? He’s praying. Verses 2-4 are a prayer. He’s 
going to God and humbling himself in prayer. And he’s 
addressing God with the covenant name. In verse 2 you’ll see that 
the word Lord is in all uppercase—he’s using the divine name 
God had given to his chosen people. 
 
So, when Habakkuk is hurt and confused—he’s coming to God 
with boldness and honesty, but he’s also coming in humility and 
faithfulness. Even in his pain and his doubt he hasn’t given up on 
God.  
 
It would be very easy for us to look at Habakkuk’s faith and scoff. 
In fact, if you’re here today and you’re not a Christian, you might 
think that all of this is foolish. You might think that Habakkuk 
was stupid for holding his faith in God in spite of everything. 
 
But Habakkuk understood that even though his prayers had not 
been answered—if he turned away from God he’d never get an 
answer to why things happen the way they do. Friend, the only 
thing more frightening than the thought that God is in control of 
every circumstance in your life is the belief that there is no God, 
and that everything that is happening to you will accomplish no 
purpose other than to belittle and crush you.  
 
In the book, The Fault in Our Stars, Augustus has a cynical view 
of the world and here’s how he professes his love to Hazel: 
 

I'm in love with you, and I know that love is just a shout 
into the void, and that oblivion is inevitable, and that we're 
all doomed and that there will come a day when all our 
labor has been returned to dust, and I know the sun will 
swallow the only earth we'll ever have, and I am in love 
with you. 

 
Isn’t that encouraging? You see Habakkuk understands that if 
there is no God then none of this makes sense. If there is no God 
then he can’t even call evil for what it is. If there’s no ultimate 
judge, there can be no justice—and so he pushes back into his 



faith—not as an opiate to dull his senses—but because he wants 
to pursue truth and justice. 
 
So, he comes to God with his bold honesty—but he comes in a 
way that humbles himself, and he pledges his faithfulness. 
 
So… 
 
3. WHAT GAVE HIM HOPE 
 
Now, we’re getting a little ahead of our text today, but here we 
have Habakkuk asking these questions: 
 
“How long, Lord?” “Why?” These are questions of abandonment. 
Essentially he’s asking, “God, why have you forsaken us? Why 
have you deserted your people?” 
 
And what gave Habakkuk hope was that God answered his 
questions. In the next verse, next week we’ll see that God spoke 
to him. And he tells Habakkuk what he’s doing. He explains 
himself. God does the most loving thing he could do—he heard 
the cry of his child and he responded. God had not abandoned 
them. God had not deserted them. A truly abandoned person 
would have asked the question and heard no response.  
 
Now, at this point we should all be asking, “Why did God 
answer?” 
 
When you consider all that was happening in Judah: 
 

• Child sacrifice. 
• The temple of the Lord was full of idols. 
• God’s law was paralyzed 
• They didn’t deserve an answer. 

Why did God even hear Habakkuk’s prayer? Why did God 
give an answer to people who didn’t deserve it? 
 

It’s because centuries later when God’s Son came into the world 
he lived a life of perfection. He upheld the Law. He wasn’t 
violent. And yet, at the end of his life what happened? He was 
crucified, and he bore the ultimate injustice—he died for our sins.  
 
And there on the cross, when he was dying as an innocent man do 
you remember what he did? He prayed. He humbled himself 
before God in prayer. Even though he was suffering unjustly at 
the hands of sinners the thought never entered his mind to walk 
away from God. “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?” 
 
Silence. No answer. No response. God turned his back on his Son. 
 
Why is it that God would answer Habakkuk, even though he 
didn’t deserve it? Why didn’t God abandon his people though 
they deserved it? 
 
God answered his people when they didn’t deserve it, because 
he didn’t answer Jesus when he did deserve it. 
 
2,000 years ago, God gave us an unmovable anchor of hope, that 
would steady us through the deepest seas of suffering.  
 
When you are walking through years of disappointment and 
sorrow, you have a joy that cuts deeper than any suffering, any 
sickness, and pain.  
 
Christian joy isn’t that God will remove pain and suffering in this 
life. Christian joy is that Christ has lived, and died, and lived 
again and because God abandoned Christ on the cross—he will 
not abandon you. 
 
You can go to him in boldness and faith, you can cry out to him 
knowing that you cannot be taken from his hand. 
 

Come, ye disconsolate, where ever you languish; 
Come to the mercy-seat, fervently kneel; 

Here bring your wounded hearts, here tell your anguish, 
Earth has no sorrow that heaven cannot heal. 



Friends, if you belong to God through Christ— God cannot, he 
will not, he has not abandoned you.  
 
If you are here today and you are not a Christian—if you have not 
trusted God’s salvation and forgiveness in Jesus—come to him 
now. Bring your wounded heart. Find in Christ, one who will 
never abandon you. 
 
Let’s pray. 


