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The Prophet Habakkuk

Background -- Habakkuk and the Book of Twelve:
Habakkuk is in the collection of biblical books known as 
the “Minor Prophets” (minor being a description of their 
brevity rather than the significance of their message).  
Rabbinic tradition refers to them as the “Book of 
Twelve.”  Collected on a single scroll, these twelve 

books together are approximately the length of Ezekiel.  Beginning with Hosea 
and ending with Malachi, they are arranged in a roughly chronological order -- 
covering an era from approximately 760 BC through about 350 BC.

Background -- Historical Setting: Like most of the other minor prophets, we 
know very little about Habakkuk.  The superscription which begins the book 
only gives the prophet’s name.  (Compare this with Hosea 1.1 which tells us the 
prophet’s father as well as the monarchs who reigned during his ministry.)  It is 
also difficult to accurately date Habakkuk’s prophetic ministry.  The reference 
to the Chaldeans (Habakkuk 1.6) is the only historical clue offered by the text, 
which suggests a setting some time in the late 8th to early 7th Centuries BC.  
The Chaldeans challenged the Assyrians (who conquered the northern kingdom 
of Israel in 727 BC) and eventually aligned themselves with the Babylonians 
(who conquered Judah and sacked Jerusalem in 587 BC).

Things to Consider as You Read: Unlike other parts of the Bible -- the 
parables of Jesus, for example, or Habakkuk’s Minor Prophet Colleague Jonah 
-- Habakkuk isn’t particularly easy to read.  The voices of the text aren’t clearly 
distinguished and the reader regularly must wonder which words belong to 
which voice at any given point in the text.  While the imagery is rich, it can also 
be confusing.  

And you might find yourself wondering, especially in the midst of some 
of the text’s vividly brutal images, where the Good News can be found.  
Habakkuk not only acknowledges the power of evil but asks hard questions 
about it, such as 1.13b: “Why do you look on the treacherous, and are silent 
when the wicked swallow those more righteous than they?”  

Here are some guides to help make your reading of Habakkuk more 
meaningful: 

Genre -- Legal Complaint:  Think of Habakkuk’s opening movement as 
taking place in a court of law.  Habakkuk makes his complaint and the Lord 
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responds to it.  This format is used in other parts of Scripture -- most notably 
Isaiah which opens with the Lord issuing a formal complaint against the 
children of Israel.

Who is speaking?  Like the book of Job, Habakkuk is a compendium of 
different voices -- mostly the voices of the prophet and the Lord.  Pay attention 
to who is speaking, especially in the first two chapters.  Unlike Job, the text 
does not clearly identify the speakers.  But the careful reader can infer where 
the text’s voice belongs to the prophet and where it belongs to the Lord.

Core Issues:  The critical issue for Habakkuk (and the issue which makes 
this short book of Scripture timelessly relevant) is one of theodicy.  Simply put, 
theodicy involves searching for answers to questions about God and the 
persistence of evil.  As you read through Habakkuk 1, note the number of 
urgent questions the prophet asks of God -- wondering how a good God can 
allow evil to prosper and thrive.  Have you ever found yourself asking these 
kinds of questions?

Other:  Habakkuk’s struggle with the power of evil and his urgent appeals for 
goodness to be vindicated have strongly resonated with people of faith for 
thousands of years.  Habakkuk was particularly important for the Essene 
Community at Qumran (which was active during the time of Christ and 
produced the Dead Sea Scrolls).  That community even produced a commentary 
on Habakkuk -- relating the prophet’s struggles with the Chaldeans to their 
own struggles with the Roman Empire.

Just for Fun:  Habakkuk is quoted in two of our New Testament books.  Can 
you identify which ones?  (Email your answers to me -- winners get a free tee 
shirt from the Camp Store.) 
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