
“When God Does the Unexpected” 
Habakkuk: Joy in Sorrow 

Habakkuk 1:5-11 
 
This is our second week in Habakkuk, and each week we’re 
asking a question: In the midst of sorrow, how can we find joy? 
And we said that Habakkuk is not for the faint of heart. It’s not an 
easy book with simple answers. 
 
Ans that’s because Habakkuk shows us a new depth of spiritual 
formation that cannot be produced through gladness alone. This 
kind of deep, and anchored spiritual life must be lived and borne 
in and through suffering. 
 
Last week we saw Habakkuk’s first complaint: God, why is there 
so much evil and you are doing nothing about it? Today we’re 
looking at God’s response to Habakkuk and we need to examine 
three realities to understand God’s response: 
 
1. WHAT GOD SAID 
2. WHAT IT MEANT 
3. WHAT IT POINTED TO 
 
1. WHAT GOD SAID 
 
Now, if you remember last week you know that Habakkuk has 
just asked God some questions. 
 
“God, how long will you let your people act violently and do 
nothing? God, why are you making me look at evil while you do 
nothing about it?” 
 
Habakkuk is looking at the injustice around him and he’s calling 
on God to do something about it. And look at what God says in 
verse 5: 
 

Look among the nations, and see; 
wonder and be astounded. 

For I am doing a work in your days 

that you would not believe if told. 
6	For behold, I am raising up the Chaldeans, 

that bitter and hasty nation, 
who march through the breadth of the earth, 

to seize dwellings not their own. 
 
In these 2 verses God does something totally unexpected. When 
Habakkuk prays to God and asks what God is going to do about 
all this violence we expect God to say, “I’m going to make it all 
stop. It ends today.” 
 
But instead, God says, “Watch and brace yourself because I’m 
about to do the unexpected. In response to the evil and violence I 
see in my people, I’m going to bring more violence.” 
 
And for 5 more verses God describes the Chaldeans and how 
violent they are. 
 
A little history lesson for you: 
 
We’re at about the 7th century before Christ, and at this point in 
Israel’s history the nation has already split in two. The northern 
kingdom was Israel, and the southern kingdom was Judah. 
 
Israel, the northern kingdom, has already been besieged by 
Assyria, and Judah has held out. They haven’t been overtaken yet. 
Jerusalem is still standing. The temple of the Lord is still there.  
 
But the Assyrian empire is on the wane. In 626 B.C. Babylon falls 
into the hands of a Chaldean chief, Nabopolasser. And in 612 the 
Babylonians sack the Assyria capitol of Nineveh. That’s what the 
prophet Nahum, just before Habakkuk prophesied about. 
 
In a few years Nabopolasser would die and in 605 
Nebuchadnezzar took the throne and set his eyes on Jerusalem. 
And for the next 20 years Nebuchadnezzar and his army would do 
exactly what God said they would do. 
 



• They marched through the breadth of the earth and took 
homes and cities that didn’t belong to them. 

• They gathered captives like sand. 
• They laughed at any king who tried to stop them. 
• And every fortress they came to they built massive earth 

ramps and swarmed through entire nations. 

And God says that he’s the one who raised them up. He’s the 
sovereign God who gave them both the ability and the freedom to 
do it. 
 
Habakkuk has asked, “What are you going to do about all this 
violence?” And God says, “I’m going to bring more violence.” As 
we said earlier, this book isn’t for the faint of heart. It’s not a 
book with trite answers and a quaint view of God. 
 
When Habakkuk is faced with evil and suffering—God doesn’t 
remove him from it. God actually pushes him in deeper. 
 
So, that’s what God said. What did it mean? 
 
2. WHAT IT MEANT 
 
What could God possibly be doing? Why would he allow all of 
this to happen? Why would he raise up this evil nation? Why, 
instead of removing Habakkuk from suffering, would God 
promise to send more? 
 
Now, there’s a lot that can be said about this. And let me go ahead 
and warn you… the question that we’re all thinking to ourselves 
right now doesn’t get answered this week. Here’s the question, 
“How can God use a nation more evil than Judah to judge the sin 
of his own people?” If you want that answer you’re going to have 
to keep coming for the rest of the series. 
 
But let me give you two things we see in God’s response to 
Habakkuk. 
 
First—in God’s response to Habakkuk we learn a sobering truth: 

God’s people are not beyond the reach of God’s discipline. 
 
When God tells Habakkuk, “Wonder and be astounded… for I’m 
doing something you wouldn’t believe,” part of what he’s saying 
is this: 
 
For decades, God’s people thought that they could ignore God’s 
law without consequence. They were guilty of a prideful 
entitlement. Here was their mindset: 
 
God made a covenant with us. He chose us. He established 
Jerusalem. He built his temple. Judah thought that Jerusalem 
would never fall. God had made a promise to David that the 
dwelling place of his name would stand forever.  
 
Even when the Assyria army had razed the northern kingdom the 
southern kingdom still believed God would never allow another 
nation to conquer them. In 701 B.C. the Assyrians were halted at 
Jerusalem. They had conquered the world—except for Jerusalem.  
 
Even then, the nation callously disregarded the law of God. Israel 
mistook the presence and faithfulness of God as a license to 
break God’s law. 
 
In the New Testament, the author of Hebrews warns us of treating 
God the way that Israel treated him: 
 
26 For if we go on sinning deliberately after receiving the 
knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for 
sins, 27 but a fearful expectation of judgment, and a fury of fire 
that will consume the adversaries. 28 Anyone who has set aside 
the law of Moses dies without mercy on the evidence of two or 
three witnesses. 29 How much worse punishment, do you think, 
will be deserved by the one who has trampled underfoot the Son 
of God, and has profaned the blood of the covenant by which he 
was sanctified, and has outraged the Spirit of grace? 30 For we 
know him who said, “Vengeance is mine; I will repay.” And 
again, “The Lord will judge his people.” 31 It is a fearful thing to 
fall into the hands of the living God.  



The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Heb 10:26–31). Wheaton: 
Standard Bible Society. 
 
The author of Hebrews is saying two things: 
 
To the non-Christian—don’t think that because you have sat in a 
church service and have tried to live a good life that that makes 
you alight with God.  
 
Let me be completely transparent with you: as I have served for 
over 10 years as a pastor I’m convinced that far too many people 
are convinced they are a Christian on spurious grounds. 
 
They think that being a Christian means knowing the truth, or 
going to church, or living a good life, or keeping your nose clean. 
Friend, going to church doesn’t make you a Christian any more 
than going to McDonald’s makes you a hamburger. 
 
It is very possible that you to sit today in a worship service at 
Lake Wylie Baptist Church and believe you are a Christian when 
you are not. For you to believe that you are alright with God when 
you are not. 
 
Friend only one thing will make you alright with God—and that is 
a confession that the shed blood of his Son Jesus Christ on the 
cross is the only thing that can remove your sin. It’s your trust in 
Jesus—not just as your sacrifice—but as your Lord. A true 
confession of faith should lead to obedience to Christ. 
 
And, therefore, a faith that costs you nothing is probably worth 
nothing. Friend, God is being patient with you today. The Apostle 
Peter said that God isn’t willing that any should perish—but that 
all should come to repentance.  
 
Today you can turn from your sin to Jesus Christ and trust him as 
both your sacrifice and Lord. Place your faith in him and know 
him as your savior. 
 

And to the church—the author of Hebrews is saying don’t think 
that because God has saved you from the ultimate penalty of 
sin that God will not discipline you for breaking his law.  
 
Don’t think that being a Christian means you get to live any way 
you want. You are not your own. You are bought with a price. 
God did not crush his son so that you could trample him under 
your foot by breaking his law. God did not make his covenant 
with you so that you might profane it with disobedience. 
 
God’s response to Habakkuk sobers us to the reality that we are 
not beyond the reach of his discipline.  
 
Second— God is saying, “Don’t try to judge me by your own 
calendars and time tables and measurements.”  
 
Habakkuk has looked at the world around him and he can’t 
understand why God hasn’t acted. Because—surely if God was as 
wise as Habakkuk God would have done something about all this. 
And in verse 5 God essentially says, “Habakkuk, if I try to tell 
you why I’m doing what I’m doing—if I try to pull back the 
curtain—you wouldn’t understand it. You’re don’t know all that I 
know. You don’t see everything I see. And you don’t know all the 
plans I have. So, if I tell you why I’m doing what I’m doing—
what makes perfect sense to me will make no sense to you.” 
 
For any of you who have had a 5 year old—do you know why 
your 5 year old was always screaming? It’s because they don’t 
understand about 80% of what’s happening. 
 
They say, “I’m hungry.” And so they try to reach out for the 
closest food to them, and it’s usually either a bag of sugar or 
poison. And so you take it from them and what do they do? They 
flip out. They start kicking and screaming, “Why did you take this 
from me?” And you say, “If I try to explain it to you, you won’t 
understand.” So they scream, “Tell me!” 
 



So what do you do. You say, “Ok, I’ll explain why I took this 
from you. Let me tell you to basics of nutrition…” And what do 
they do? They scream. Why? Because they don’t understand. 
 

• Habakkuk says, “Tell me why you’re doing this, God!” 
• God says, “I could but you wouldn’t understand.” 
• Habakkuk says, “Tell me!” 
• God explains what he’s about to do. 
• And Habakkuk says, “I don’t understand!” 

Listen— distance between your mind and God’s mind are far 
greater than the distance between a 5-year-old’s mind and 
your mind, and you expect to understand everything God 
does? 
 
Tim Keller says, “To say everything God does must make sense, 
makes no sense. To say that I must understand all that God does 
before I’ll trust him makes no sense.” You can’t judge God based 
on your own time tables and measures. 
 
You see, we have a perspective that Habakkuk never had. We 
now read history books about the Babylonians, and here’s what 
we know: 
 

• The Babylonians came. They conquered Judah. And when 
they did they deported the population.  

• After Babylon came the Persian empire—and eventually 
the King Cyrus allowed the Israelites to return home—but 
many stayed in the places where they were dispersed and 
started meeting in synagogues. 

• After Persia came Greece. Alexander conquered the world 
and Greek became the language of the entire world. Now 
you could write a book and everyone in the world could 
understand it—it allowed for the spread of the Scriptures. 

• Finally, Rome rose in power and built roads over the 
entire world. Pax Romana was the word for the peace the 
Rome brought to the world.  

• And when the first Christian missionaries left Jerusalem 
and travelled those roads you know who were the most 
receptive of the gospel message? 

It was the God-fearers who worshiped in the synagogues 
established during the deportation to Babylon. 
 
And today when you go to Paris, or London, or New York City 
you know what you’ll find? Jews. You know what you won’t 
find? Babylonians. 
 
If God didn’t raise up these world powers and empires there 
wouldn’t have been a universal language, there wouldn’t have 
been roads for the gospel to travel on. There wouldn’t have been 
Israelites spread throughout the entire world—ready to receive the 
message of Christ. 
 
Do you see what God was saying to Habakkuk? “I could tell you 
what I’m about to do, but it wouldn’t make sense to you. You 
won’t understand it. So, don’t you dare try to judge me by your 
own calendars and time-tables and measurements.” 
 

God moves in a mysterious way 
His wonders to perform; 

He plants His footsteps in the sea 
And rides upon the storm. 

 
Blind unbelief is sure to err 
And scan His work in vain; 
God is His own interpreter, 
And He will make it plain. 

 
Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take; 

The clouds ye so much dread 
Are big with mercy and shall break 

In blessings on your head. 
 
 
What God Said, What it Meant, and finally, What is pointed to: 



 
3. WHAT IT POINTED TO 
 
In Habakkuk 1:5, when God said, “I’m doing something that you 
wouldn’t believe. I’m doing something in the nations that you’d 
never believe. I’m going to bring salvation out of judgement, I’m 
going to bring justice out of injustice. I’ll bring salvation and 
justice out of violence and injustice.” 
 
What was he saying? Well, years later in the New Testament, in 
Acts 13 Paul is preaching in the city of Antioch and he says: 
 

• Those who were in Jerusalem and saw and heard Jesus did 
not recognize him as their Messiah. Instead they 
condemned him. 

• Even though they found no guilt in him they asked Pilate 
to execute him. 

• And so Jesus was crucified and then God raised Jesus 
from the grave. 

• And now, forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you in 
Jesus. 

• You can be cleansed and brought to God because of what 
Christ has done. 

And then Paul adds this line: 
 
Don’t forget what the Prophets said: “Look and be astounded, for 
I am doing a work in your days, a work that you will not believe, 
even if one tells you.” 
 
He looks at Habakkuk 1:5 and Paul says, “That’s about Jesus.” 
 
And you say, “Wait, I thought that was about Babylon. And it 
is… but this principle that God brings light out of darkness, life 
out of death, justice and salvation out of violence and injustice—
that principle finds it’s ultimate expression in Jesus. 
 
Because, when God came into the world in Jesus, he went to the 
cross and took our judgement.  

 
Where do we see God bringing justice out of injustice—it’s when 
God’s innocent Son suffered unjustly at the hands of sinners so 
that God could look upon the guilty and declare them to be just by 
faith in Christ. 
 
The good news of the gospel is not that God’s people never 
suffer—it’s that in Christ, God has turned evil back upon itself 
and in the end all things will be more glorious than they could 
have been if we had never sinned. Evil doesn’t triumph. It was 
defeated 2,000 years ago.  
 
When you look at your life and all of the violence and injustice 
that surrounds you—how can you trust God to do what is right?  
 
You can trust him because God did something you would never 
have believed—he took the most unjust thing to ever happen—
the death of his Son and used it as the very thing to bring 
light, and life, and justice to the world. 
 
And he’s using it today to bring joy to you in the midst of sorrow. 
 
 
 
 


