What’s in a name?
Habakkuk means “an embracer” or “one who clings.”
Martin Luther said about Habakkuk: “Habakkuk certainly has a
name appropriate to his office, for Habakkuk means an
embracer, one who embraces another and takes him in his
arms. This is what he does in his prophecy: he embraces his
people and takes them in his arms. That is, he comforts them
and supports them, as one embraces a weeping child or person
to quiet and compose him with the assurance that things will
go better, if God so will.”
Little is known about Habakkuk except that he was a contemporary of the Prophet Jeremiah
and a man of vigorous faith rooted deeply in the religious traditions of Israel. He may have
been a Levite and a member of the choir that sang in the temple, given the psalm that he
wrote for the last chapter of his book.
From the People’s Bible Commentary: There is, however, a legend
that has grown up around Habakkuk. He is mentioned in the
apocryphal addition to the book of Daniel called Bel and the Dragon.
This book, like other books of the Apocrypha, was written in the time
between the Old and New Testaments. According to the legend,
Habakkuk was in Judea, taking food to some workers out in the
fields. An angel appeared and told him to go to Babylon and give
the food to Daniel instead. Daniel had already spent six days in the
lion’s den and was hungry. Habakkuk replied that he’d never been
to Babylon and knew nothing about any lion’s den. So the angel
lifted him by the hair and took him there. After Habakkuk assisted
Daniel in the lion’s den, the angel returned Habakkuk once again to
Judea. Interesting as this little apocryphal story may be, it doesn’t really shed any light for us
on Habakkuk as a person.
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When was his book written?
Habakkuk was most likely written around 605 B.C. when corroborating internal and external
evidence.

What was Judah like at that time?
Israel (the 10 northern tribes that had broken away from Judah after Solomon’s reign ended)
was essentially wiped out in 722 B.C. by the Assyrians. Habakukk’s ministry was in Judah most
likely during the reigns of King Josiah and King Jehoiakim.
What was it like under King Josiah, who reigned from 640-609 B.C.?
Read 2 Kings 22:1-23:27.

What was is like under King Jehoiakim, who reigned from 608-598
B.C.? Read 2 Kings 24:1-6.

A Good, Godly King to a Wicked, Idolatrous King
Given how different the reigns of Josiah and Jehoiakim were, what does that tell us about
one generation’s beliefs to the next?
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What else was going on in the world at that time?
In 626 B.C., Babylon, under the leadership of Nabopolassar, Nebuchadnezzar’s father,
declared its independence from Assyria. Nabopolassar (626–605 B.C.) was a Chaldean, a
chieftain of one of the tribes that had settled in the land south of Babylon at least four
centuries earlier. There these Chaldeans constantly resisted the Assyrians’ attempts to
dominate them. In a battle fought outside the city of Babylon, they won control over what
had up till then been the Assyrian province of Babylon. Nabopolasser then took over the
throne of Babylon. This was the beginning of the Chaldean, or New Babylonian, Empire.
Babylon was never under the control of the Assyrians again, but it still would not have been
obvious that year that the New Babylonian Empire was eventually going to control all of
Assyria’s empire.
Then, in 612 B.C., the Babylonians and the Medes marched into the Assyrian heartland itself
and laid siege to the city of Nineveh, the capital city of Assyria. Three months later, Nineveh
was burned to the ground, just as the prophet Nahum had predicted. The remaining Assyrian
forces scattered and headed west. They attempted to regroup and make a stand at Haran,
but in 610 B.C., the Babylonians and their allies took Haran too. Now all of Assyria was in
their hands.
In 605 B.C., Nabopolasser’s son Nebuchadnezzar decisively defeated the Egyptians in a battle
at Carchemish on the upper Euphrates River. This monumental victory solidified the New
Babylonian Empire and established Babylon as the power to be reckoned with in the Middle
East. That same year Nebuchadnezzar marched southward into the areas that had been
controlled by Egypt to show that he was now in control. When he came to Jerusalem, he took
some young men, including Daniel, from leading Jewish families back to Babylon with him
as hostages. This show of force made it very clear that he was the ruler of all the former
Assyrian Empire.
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During those seven years before Carchemish (612–605 B.C.) the power of the Chaldeans was
well-known, but their domination of Judah was still in the future. So the Lord could have
spoken the way he did to Habakkuk sometime during those years. And since the godly
Judean king Josiah was ruling during half of those years, it is usually assumed that the
conditions Habakkuk complains about would have followed Josiah’s death. The years of
Josiah’s son, Jehoiakim, were wicked ones—years of evil, impenitence, and violence. They
match up well with Habakkuk’s complaints.
This leaves a date for Habakkuk between 609 and 605 B.C. That would make him a younger
contemporary of Nahum and Zephaniah. This date also places him right in the middle of
Jeremiah’s ministry. He may even have served with Jeremiah for a number of years. Habakkuk,
like Jeremiah, probably lived to see the initial fulfillment of his prophecy when Jerusalem was
attacked by the Babylonians in 597.
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Outline of Habakkuk
I.

Title (1:1)

II.

Habakkuk’s First Complaint: Why does the evil in Judah go unpunished? (1:2–4)

III. God’s Answer: The Babylonians will punish Judah (1:5–11)
IV. Habakkuk’s Second Complaint: How can a just God use wicked Babylon to punish a
people more righteous than themselves? (1:12–2:1)
V. God’s Answer: Babylon will be punished, and faith will be rewarded (2:2–20)
VI. Habakkuk’s Prayer: After asking for manifestations of God’s wrath and mercy (as he
has seen in the past), he closes with a confession of trust and joy in God (ch. 3)
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Habakkuk 1:1
“The prophecy that Habakkuk the prophet received.” Let’s unpack this little sentence.

א
֙ ָּׂ“ = )הַ מַ שsomething which is lifted up” What is being lifted up?

Oracle (

“ = )חָּׂ ָּׂזָ֔הhe saw” What detail does this give us about Habakkuk’s

Received (
“oracle”?

“ = )הַ נ ִָּֽׂביאone who is appointed or called to speak” If you were

Prophet (

writing a job description for a prophet, what tasks or responsibilities would you
include?
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Habakkuk 1:2-4
What is Habakkuk’s complaint? (Similar to Job 19:7 & Revelation 6:10.)
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Habakkuk’s complaint is a struggle that every believer
goes through at one time, and probably many times
throughout their lives. (c.f. Psalm 73 & 74 and passages
listed in the notes) Take 2 minutes and pick one of the
following to answer at your table:
What violence do you see in your life and in
the world around us?

NOTES
Job 19:7
“Though I cry, ‘Violence!’ I get no
response; though I call for help,
there is no justice.”
Jeremiah 12:1
You are always righteous, LORD,
when I bring a case before you.
Yet I would speak with you about
your justice: Why does the way of
the wicked prosper? Why do all
the faithless live at ease?

What injustice do you see – particularly where
the wicked hem in the righteous?

Revelation 6:10
[The martyrs] called out in a loud
voice, “How long, Sovereign Lord,
holy and true, until you judge the
inhabitants of the earth and
avenge our blood?”

What conflict and strife do you see in your life and in the world around us?
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Habakkuk 1:5-11
Summarize
complaint.

the

LORD’s

answer

to

Habakkuk’s

Can you think of another example of God doing
something similar as to what he told Habakkuk?

NOTES
About Babylon…
“It was not that Habakkuk or the
other people of Judah had never
heard of the Babylonians. In fact, it
was a Chaldean king ruling in
Babylon, by the name of
Merodach-Baladan, who a century
earlier had sent ambassadors to
King Hezekiah, congratulating him
on his recovery from a serious
illness.” (People’s Bible
Commentary)
New Testament Quotes
Habakkuk 1:5 is quoted in Acts
13:41.
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Habakkuk 1:12-2:1
What is Habakkuk’s follow-up / second complaint?

Come up with a way of voicing Habakkuk’s complaint with 21 st century peoples / nations
substituted for Babylon and Judah.

What is Habakkuk’s tone through both of his complaints?

NOTES
“We will not die”
In verse 12 the NIV translates the second line in this manner: “My God, my Holy One, we will not die.” There are
many other translations which read, “you will not die.” The reason for this difference is to be found in the
Hebrew Bible as it was handed down to us by those who copied and preserved the text. Those people are called
“Masoretes,” meaning “preservers.” The Masoretes felt that in certain places earlier scribes had deliberately
changed the text for a variety of reasons, one being that the text said something about God that offended them.
The Masoretes claimed that this verse originally read, “you will not die,” but that the scribes changed the words
to “we will not die” because somehow the statement “you will not die” implied that God could die—even though
the statement says just the opposite. Whether or not this change actually happened for the reason stated, the
Masoretes marked the text here as such in the copies they made of Habakkuk. Translators who follow the
Masoretic note will put “you will not die” into their translations. Others who ignore the note and simply use
what is found in the text will use the sentence “we will not die.” Either one would make sense. Saying that God
will not die confesses that it is the eternal God who is controlling the affairs of the world. Saying that “we” will
not die would be the prophet’s way of affirming that Judah’s messianic hope would be fulfilled in spite of the
harsh discipline they were enduring. (People’s Bible Commentary)
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Habakkuk 2:2-20
What is the Lord’s answer to Habakkuk’s second
complaint?

NOTES
“And make it plain on tablets…”
Write the words so that they are
easy to read either on wooden or
stone tablets. This could be done
for the herald spreading the
message or that anyone running
past would be able to read this
message, like a poster or billboard.
Either way, everyone was to know
about the Lord’s words concerning
Babylon and what would happen
to this pagan nation, even though
this has been a conversation
between Habakkuk and the Lord.
(People’s Bible Commentary)

Verse 4 “But the righteous will live by his faith.” How does this recontextualize Romans 1:1617? (It’s also quoted in Galatians 3:11 and Hebrews 10:38.)
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The five woes of verses 6-19 are examples of how important it is to walk by faith and not by
sight. It may appear that the unjust people are getting by with their sinful ways. When their
time of grace ends, however, they will be disgraced.
“Woe to him . . .” (verses 6-8) who practices
extortion, plunders other countries, and kills their
people.
“Woe to him . . .” (verses 9-11) who builds his grand
cities at the expense of others. The stones and wood
he uses will cry out against them.
“Woe to him . . .” (verses 12-14) who builds his own
city at the expense of the lives of others. God will
bring his labor to nothing. Remember that hanging
gardens of Babylon.
“Woe to him . . .” (verses 15-18) who makes people
drunk with promises, only to use their drunkenness
to shame them. God will make them drink the wine
of his anger.
“Woe to him . . .” (verse 19) who makes an idol. Idols
look pretty, but they cannot help. You should have
been looking to the Lord in his holy temple…in
Jerusalem (c.f. 1 Kings 8:41-43).

How do these words help us as we see wicked people
prospering and even attacking believers?

NOTES
“greedy as the grave” (verse 5)
The grave never says, “I’ve had
enough; I’m full.” Instead, it keeps
taking more and more. (c.f.
Proverbs 30:15-16)
“labor is only fuel for the fire”
(verse 13)
The sheer vanity of the
Babylonians’ laboring to build
monuments to greatness will be
exposed by the Lord’s fiery
destruction.
“who gives drink…till they are
drunk, so that he can gaze on
their naked bodies” (verse 15)
It’s as bad as it sounds.
It could also be focusing more on
the idea of reveling in someone’s
shame and defeat, which would
make the nakedness metaphorical
for someone having lost
everything.
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Habakkuk 3:1-19
How is Habakkuk serving as a prophet in these verses?

NOTES
“shigionoth…for the director of
music. On my stringed
instruments.”
A shigionoth may be referring to
rapid changes of rhythm either
with instruments or voices, which
the music director needs to know. It
may refer to a kind of lament.

What makes you burst out in song?

Also note that Habakkuk refers to
this song as being played on “my
stringed instruments,” which lets us
know that Habakkuk is a musician.
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NOTES
Teman means “southland,” the area south of Judah. Edomite territory, the home of Esau, south of the Salt Sea
(c.f. Genesis 36:9-11; Amos 1:12 & Obadiah 9). Edom was the country that the Israelites had to bypass as they
traveled to the spot east of the Jordan River from which they would enter the Promised Land.
Mount Paran is associated with the wilderness of Paran, south of Canaan. C.f. Deuteronomy 33:2.
Cushan only occurs only here in the Bible; meaning uncertain. Commentators suggest two possibilities: Ethiopia
(usually called Cush; Zep 3:10) or a Midianite tribe of the Sinai peninsula.
Midian refers to the Midianites - a seminomadic desert dwelling people whose central location was probably
east of the Gulf of Aqaba in northwest Arabia. Moses lived in Midian for many years (c.f. Exodus 2:15–22). They
were close to the path Israel took during the exodus.
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God was not angry with the rivers or mad at the streams, but he did use nature to
accomplish his purpose. Recount times where God used nature in battle or in
judgment.

In verse 13, who is the “anointed one?” Who is the crushed leader?

What is Habakkuk’s closing response to what the Lord has revealed to him?
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Verse 16-19 show a fear overtaking Habakkuk as
his heart pounds and his lips quiver. The awfulness
of what the Babylonians will do is certain – maybe
Habakkuk even saw take place. There’s nothing to
harvest. They don’t have anything. This is bad. How
can Habakkuk still rejoice and not panic in times
like those? How can we?

NOTES
“The Sovereign LORD is my
strength.”
The word translated as “strength”
often means army. So, you could
legitimately translate this as “The
Sovereign LORD is my army.”

Even though Habakkuk is written as his complaint to God and is not addressed to
God’s people or the people of Judah, what is the value to us?
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This Bible study was written and produced by Pastor Jon Klein.
Call, text, or e-mail with any question.
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