
“The Just Shall Live by Faith” 
Habakkuk: Joy in Sorrow 

Habakkuk 2:2-5 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
How do you handle evil times? That’s the main question of 
Habakkuk. It’s a book about evil times and how to make it 
through them. 
 
Now, we said last week that when a society has a couple of 
decades of good times, things are getting better and better, 
everyone begins thinking, “This is how it’s always been.” You 
begin to think that good times are the rule, the standard, and that 
evil times are the exception. 
 
Along with that we think that good times are the best places to 
grow spiritually. We’re happy. The family is happy. We feel close 
to God. 
 
Habakkuk brings us back down to earth because he shows us that 
good times are not the standard. There’s a wide world all around 
you—you can fence yourself in, but you cannot forever fence it 
out. 
 
Habakkuk also shows us that there are new depths of spiritual 
formation—deeper levels of spiritual life and stability than we 
could ever reach in the good times. And the way that God brings 
this deeper spiritual life to you is to lead you down into the mines 
of evil times. There is some spiritual gold that cannot be panned 
for in the stream under the Sun—it must be dug out of the 
darkness of suffering. 
 
CONTEXT 
 
And this is exactly what happened to Habakkuk. He was facing 
the imminent invasion of the kingdom of Judah by the 
Babylonians.  
 

God had revealed to Habakkuk beforehand that Judah was going 
to be judged for her sin by the Babylonians, and unlike other 
prophets like Joel, and Zephaniah, Habakkuk doesn’t even 
mention the possibility that the people might change their ways 
and destruction could be averted. Evil times are coming. 
 
And this week God tells Habakkuk that the only way he’s going to 
make it through evil times—is through faith. You saw that in verse 
4: 
 
the righteous shall live by his faith.  
 
The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Hab 2:4). 
Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles. 
 
Now people talk about living by faith all the time. It sounds really 
spiritual. But do you know what it means to live by faith? In our 
passage today living by faith means at least three things: 
 
1. Living by faith is God-centric, rather than man-centric 
2. Living by faith is more about future hope than present 
happiness. 
3. Living by faith is admitting weakness rather than demonstrating 
strength. 
 
Living by Faith: 
 
I. IS GOD-CENTRIC RATHER THAN MAN-CENTRIC 
 
Here’s what happens: 
 
When life has been good. Things have been getting better and 
better and then all-of-a-sudden evil times come, how do we react? 
 
Evil times typically bring out our anger, and frustration. We think: 
 

• “How could this have happened?”  
• “This is not the way things were supposed to go!” 
• “It shouldn’t be happening to me!” 



 Oh, really? You know?  
 
The reason those emotions come out in evil times is because we 
have a distorted view of omniscience. We think we know how 
things are supposed to go. And that’s one of the reasons that every 
time you’ve walked through evil times you don’t just express anger 
and frustration—you also begin to sense your own ignorance. 
 
You say things like, “How could I have been so stupid? Why 
didn’t I see this coming?” 
 
All of those questions: “This isn’t how it was supposed to go!” 
“Why didn’t I see this coming?” You know what they are doing—
they are revealing your finitude—your smallness, your limitations. 
 
That’s what happened to Habakkuk. He thought he understood 
how things were supposed to go. He had placed his human, finite 
understanding at the center of his life and now everything in his 
life exposed the smallness of his understanding.  
 
So, he goes to God and says, “You’ll have to explain this because 
obviously this is much bigger than me.” And in verse 2 God says: 
 
                  “Write the vision;  
      make it plain on tablets,  
      so he may run who reads it.  
            3       For still the vision awaits its appointed time;  
      it hastens to the end—it will not lie.  
                  If it seems slow, wait for it;  
      it will surely come; it will not delay.  
 
The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Hab 2:2–3). 
Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles. 
 
Essentially—Habakkuk, you thought your vision, you thought 
your perspective was high enough to look down on the earth and 
understand everything. You’ve taken your stand in the tower to 
see if you can understand why these evil times have come—but 
Habakkuk—I’m the only one with true omniscience. I’m the one 

with the true vision. I’m the one who sees the end from the 
beginning because I planned them both. 
 
God is saying—Habakkuk the reason you don’t understand is 
because you aren’t God. Everything doesn’t orbit around you. 
You aren’t the center of the universe. 
 
In 1532 the entire world believed that the Earth was the center of 
the universe. From everyone’s perspective the Sun and the other 
planets orbited around the Earth. You looked out and the Sun 
rose over here and set over there. 
 
But in 1532 a mathematician named Nicholas Copernicus 
published a book that proved the Earth wasn’t the center of the 
universe. He argued that the Sun was the center of the solar 
system and that the Earth orbited around it. It became known as 
the Copernican Revolution. 
 
What God is doing in verse 2 is giving us a Copernican 
Revolution of the soul. He’s saying, “Stop living as if you are the 
center of the universe. I’m the one with cosmic vision and plans. 
I’m the one who sees the end from the beginning. I’m the one 
with eternal plans that I’m working out.”  
 
“My plan started before you, and my plan will continue after you. 
Trust me and my sight for your life. And if it’s takes some time for 
you to understand it—be patient. You’ll never learn to rest in me 
if you are the center of your universe.” 
 
Stop living a man-centric life and start living a God-centric life. 
 
Second: Living by Faith: 
 
II. IS FOCUSING ON FUTURE HOPE MORE THAN 
PRESENT HAPPINESS 
 
There are essentially two ways to live your life. The first way is to 
live a life that focuses on the here and now, and the other is to live 
a life that lives today in light of the future.  



 
These two ways of living have different motivations and different 
outcomes. In verses 3 and 5 you see these two ways of living 
contrasted. God is contrasting the way of the righteous and the 
way of the wicked Babylonians.  
 
When God tells Habakkuk that his plan, his vision, is waiting for 
the appointed time—and even though it seems slow it will not 
ultimately be delayed. God’s telling Habakkuk to be the kind of 
person who is motivated by future hope, to prioritize his life based 
on God’s promises, and to trust God with the results. 
 
In verse 5 you see the opposite.  
 
      “Moreover, wine is a traitor,  
      an arrogant man who is never at rest.  
                  His greed is as wide as Sheol;  
      like death he has never enough.  
                  He gathers for himself all nations  
      and collects as his own all peoples.”  
 
The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Hab 2:5). 
Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles. 
 
Notice the motivations—greed. Get all you can, can all you get, 
then sit on the can. God equates greed with Sheol—that’s the 
Hebrew word for the grave. For thousands of years the grave has 
swallowed bodies and its hunger has never been satisfied. 
 
When you set your hope on today your life is completely 
motivated by what a day can bring. And you know what you can 
grow in a day? A mushroom.  
 
And look at the results—“an arrogant man who is never at 
rest.” 
 
Years ago, the journalist David Foster Wallace—who was not a 
Christian—understood exactly what God was saying here. Listen 
to what he wrote: 

 
“in the day-to day trenches of adult life, there is actually no 
such thing as atheism. There is no such thing as not 
worshipping. Everybody worships. The only choice we get is 
what to worship. And the compelling reason for choosing 
some sort of god... is that pretty much anything else you 
worship will eat you alive. If you worship money and 
things, if they are where you tap real meaning in life, then 
you will never have enough, never feel you have enough. It's 
the truth. Worship your body and beauty and sexual allure 
and you will always feel ugly. And when time and age start 
showing, you will die a million deaths before they finally 
grieve you.” 
 
Don’t you see? Never at rest. Why is it that you have no rest 
in your heart today? Hmm? Why aren’t you satisfied? Why 
is the hunger in your heart like an open grave, never 
enough? 
 
It’s because you’ve staked your hopes on this world—and this 
world doesn’t leave you enough to live on. C.S. Lewis said this: 
 
“If we find ourselves with a desire that nothing in this world can 
satisfy, the most probable explanation is that we were made for 
another world.” 
 
What was the vision about? What was God saying to 
Habakkuk? What’s he saying to you?  
 
He’s saying that he has placed desires within you that this world—
even on its brightest days cannot fulfill.  
 
The brightest days, the most beautiful songs, the moments of 
current happiness that come into your life—Lewis says –they’re 
only good images of what we really need. And the moment 
you begin to mistake current happiness for what you really need 
that’s the moment that your current happiness turns a deaf ear to 
you—and those moments of happiness will become wounds of 
bitterness because they’ll leave you. 



 
Those things are only the scent of a flower we have not found, the 
echo of a tune we have not heard, news from a far-off country we 
have never yet visited. 
 
Friends—God’s plan is not for you to grow a 
mushroom—it’s for you to you become a mighty oak. 
The reason Christ came into the world was not to make the world 
a better place—but that through his resurrection and his return he 
might one day make a new world altogether. 
 
Living by faith means that you stop focusing on current happiness, 
and you begin to stake your soul on future hope. 
 
So, living by faith is God-centric rather than man-centric, it’s 
focusing on future hope rather than current happiness, and… 
 
Finally…Living by Faith: 
 
III. IS ADMITTING WEAKNESS RATHER THAN 
DEMONSTRATING STRENGTH  
 
All throughout the Bible God contrasts two ways people try to 
approach him and receive his blessing. Some try to come to God 
and demonstrate their strength. They’re the religious types. They 
show God how good they are at obeying his commands. They 
hide all their mistakes and they highlight all their goodness. They 
rely on their own strength to save them.  
 
And then there are those whom come to God as beggars. They 
don’t put on a façade. They are honest about their sin. They 
admit their weakness. They talk about their failures. They own 
their shortcomings.  
 
This is exactly the contrast we see in verse 4: 
 
      4       “Behold, his soul is puffed up; it is not upright within him,  
      but the righteous shall live by his faith.  
 

The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Hab 2:4). 
Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles. 
 
Notice the contrast—the righteous—those who are truly justified 
by God are not puffed up. They aren’t swelled with good deeds. 
They aren’t the ones who think they can keep the law. 
 
Martin Luther, was a Catholic priest who was trying his hardest to 
earn God’s approval. He was going to confession so much that he 
was wearing out the priest he was confessing his sin to. He’d leave 
the confessional booth, walk twenty feet then turn around because 
he’d remembered more sin. He once remarked: 
 
“I hated that word, ‘the righteousness of God,’ by which I had 
been taught that God is righteous and he punishes unrighteous 
sinners.” Luther knew that even though he was making himself 
sick with his religious observance—he was still a sinner and had 
not found God’s favor. He felt that only a strong Christian could 
live by faith. Only a truly righteous person would be able to live a 
life that pleased God.  
 
And then in 1514 Luther was teaching through the book of 
Romans and he read Romans 1:17 
 
17 For in the [gospel], the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, 
as it is written, “The righteous, [or the just] shall live by faith.”  
 
The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Ro 1:17). 
Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles. 
 
And Luther began to understand that Paul, and Habakkuk were 
not saying that only the truly righteous could live by faith. It was 
the opposite—it is only those who have faith in God that could be 
considered truly righteous. 
 
He began to understand the only way a human being can become 
righteous is not through achieving it actively—but receiving it 
passively. The way to be justified before God—to please God was 



not by being puffed up with religious works—but by passively 
receiving the righteousness of God through faith. 
 
What does all this mean? It means this. You cannot and never will 
please God with your religion. You will never find God’s favor by 
demonstrating your strength.  
 
God actually desires to give you his righteousness—that’s why 
Paul said, “In the gospel, the righteousness of God is revealed 
from faith for faith.” 
 
The righteousness, that saves and rescues and justifies the people 
of God is not their own righteousness—it’s not something they’ve 
actively worked up—it’s something they receive passively by faith. 
Luther called it an alien righteousness—it comes from outside of 
us. Namely, it’s the righteousness of Jesus Christ. 
 
2,000 years ago, God himself came to the earth in Jesus Christ. 
He lived a life of full obedience to God’s law. He never once failed 
to obey God. Moral perfection. He earn his own righteousness.  
 
And when you come to him and in faith--trusting in his death for 
your sins—even though you are weak, even though you’ve done 
nothing to deserve it—when you place your faith in Jesus Christ 
God transferred the righteous merits of Jesus Christ to your 
account.  This is why we frequently read Question 60 from the 
Heidelberg Catechism: 
 
How are you righteous before God? 
 
Even though my conscience accuses me of having grievously 
sinned against all God's commandments, of never having kept any 
of them, and of still being inclined toward all evil, nevertheless, 
without any merit of my own, out of sheer grace, God grants and 
credits to me the perfect satisfaction, righteousness, and holiness of 
Christ,6 as if I had never sinned nor been a sinner, and as if I had 
been as perfectly obedient as Christ was obedient for me. 
 
All I need to do is accept this gift with a believing heart. 

Friend, if you are here today—how can you live a life of faith in 
evil times? How can you know the future hope of glory? How can 
you be declared right with God? 
 
All you must do is accept what Christ has done with a believing 
heart! Do it today! Do it even now. Don’t let anything stop you. 
Come to him—he will not reject you. 
 
This is how you live by faith. 


