Conclusions
“Though the g tree does not blossom,
and no fruit is on the vines
though the produce of the olive fails and the elds
yield no food
though the ock is cut o from the fold and there is
no herd in the stalls
yet I will rejoice in the LORD; I will exult in the God of my
salvation.” -- Habakkuk 3.17, 1
Introduction: A favorite literary convention of the biblical
narrative involves pairing a narrative about an individual’s encounter with God (directly
or indirectly) to a psalm or hymn. As Christians, we are most familiar with this pattern
in Luke’s story of the annunciation. Mary has two encounters with the divine -- the
visit by Gabriel (Lk 1.26-37) and her interaction with Elizabeth, where the unborn John
acknowledges Mary’s (and ultimately Christ’s) presence (Lk 1.40-46). Following these
extraordinary events, Mary o ers an elegant hymn of praise, Lk 1.46-55)
Look for this pattern in other places as you read Scripture. Jonah’s
misadventures of being thrown into the sea and swallowed by the large sh in chapter
1 is followed by his prayer from the sh’s belly, Jonah 2. Hannah’s experience at the
shrine in Shilo (1 Samuel 1.9-18) and the birth of Samuel give way to her hymn of
praise, 1 Samuel 2.1-10)
And, most importantly for our purposes, Habakkuk’s encounters with God -rst in his struggles in chapter 1 and then through his pronouncements on God’s
behalf in chapter 2 -- give way to the fascinating poetry of chapter 3. The chapter
begins and ends with musical notations, which suggest that the poetry was used in a
liturgical setting
Summary
I discern two distinct movements in the poetry of Habakkuk 3. The rst
and longest movement goes from v 2 through v 15. This movement is largely
descriptive; the vivid and evocative language provides a graphic report of divine power.
The second, shorter movement (v 16-19 is largely re ective. Having described God’s
power, the prophet re ects upon his desire and ability to invest his trust in that power
-- even when surrounded by the enemy
Breakdown -- Hab 3.2-15: “The mountains saw you, and writhed; a torrent of water
swept by; the deep gave forth its voice.” -- Hab 3.10
The language and the theology of this movement is very, very ancient. It comes
from a creation tradition that is much older than the stories which open our Bible in
Genesis 1 and 2. Scripture’s earliest accounts of creation describe the divine con ict
with the forces of chaos. Regularly these forces of chaos are manifest as water and
God’s creative activity involves taming or subduing these waters. (See, for example,
the Song of the Sea in Exodus 15.
The same thing happens in this rst movement of Habakkuk 3. God moves into
the midst of a world of chaos to reveal his divine power. The cosmic forces of chaos
are subdued including the mountains (v 6, 10) as well as the waters of the rivers and
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the sea (v 8, 15). Habakkuk, who in chpt 1 wondered about God’s silence (and perhaps
impotence in the face of evil’s power, celebrates here the divine power which vividly
and forcefully (you could even say violently) subdues the forces of chaos
Breakdown -- Hab 3.16-19: “GOD, the Lord, is my strength
he makes my feet like the feet of a deer
and makes me tread upon the heights..” -- Hab 3.19
The tone of Habakkuk 3 changes dramatically with v 16. The prophet moves
from an evocative recollection and remembrance of divine power (see 3.2) to a sober
re ection of how the knowledge and remembrance of God’s power can be applied to
the present, desperate situation. Habakkuk’s re ections in v 16 suggests that the
Chaldean enemy has surrounded the city (perhaps Jerusalem?) and has begun a siege
of it. All the prophet can do here is wait for God to display the power that was
celebrated in the rst movement of this text
The vision entrusted to Habakkuk in chpt 2 was that the righteous person shall
live by his/her faith. For me, the concluding verses of chpt 3 describe just exactly
what faith is. For Habakkuk, faith is expressing joy in the Lord ( v 18) and nding
strength in God (v 19) even (perhaps especially) when there is no tangible evidence of
God’s blessing (v 17).
The end of Habakkuk nds the prophet in a very di erent place, spiritually and
theologically, than when his book began. Even though the external circumstances
haven’t changed (one could argue that they have gotten even worse), the prophet’s
doubt has been replaced by faith. And his despair has surrendered to joy and praise.
Re ections: How do the words of this ancient Hebrew prophet (both in chapter 3 and
in the whole book) challenge and shape our faith today -- 2600 years later? What is
the value of Habakkuk’s witness to our individual and collective struggles as we seek
to live faithful lives today?
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