TWENTIETH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST      HABAKKUK 1: 1-4; 2: 1-4     OCTOBER 2, 2016 wc 1795
MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST, (I DID NOT PREACH THIS…TREVOR HAD THIS SUNDAY)
    I DON’T KNOW ABOUT YOU…BUT SOMETIMES I’M CONCERNED THAT I AM A “GOOD TIME CHRISTIAN”.  BY THIS I DON’T MEAN THAT I AM PARTYING ALL THE TIME.  NO, WHAT I MEAN BY A “GOOD TIME CHRISTIAN” IS THAT IS SEEMS EASY FOR ME TO BE A CHRISTIAN WHEN LIFE IS GOING GOOD.   IT’S EASY FOR ME TO TRUST IN GOD AND PRAY TO HIM.…. EASY TO TALK ABOUT HIS LOVE.  BUT AS YOU KNOW OR YOU WILL LEARN….LIFE IS NOT ALWAYS EASY.  THERE ARE TIMES THAT LIFE IS NOT GOOD…BUT DIFFICULT…..FILLED WITH PROBLEMS, HEARTACHES, SADNESS, TRAGEDIES AND DEATH.  AND I HAVE NOTICED THAT IN SUCH TIMES IT’S NOT QUITE AS EASY FOR ME TO BE HAPPY OR CONTENT…IT’S NOT SO EASY TO TRUST IN GOD AND PRAY TO HIM…..AND YES, ITS NOT AS EASY TO TALK ABOUT HIS LOVE.  …….INDEED THERE MIGHT EVEN BE TIMES THAT I QUESTION GOD’S LOVE….YOU KNOW THAT AGE OLD QUESTION:  “WHY”?  “WHY DOESN’T GOD ANSWER MY PRAYERS?”  “WHY DOESN’T HE HELP?”  AND IN SUCH TIMES I FEEL GUILTY……PERHAPS SOME OR ALL OF YOU HAVE FELT THIS WAY TOO…….AND IF NOT......WELL….YOUR TIME MIGHT BE COMING….BUT AS THEY SAY………”MISERY LOVES COMPANY”……WHICH BRINGS ME TO OUR TEXT FOR TODAY…..I FIND GREAT COMFORT IN THE PROPHET HABAKKUK….BECAUSE HE FELT THE SAME WAY THAT I DO AT TIMES…………….SO LET’S LISTEN THEN AS WE LEARN FROM  HABAKKUK “A COMPLAINT AND GOD’S ANSWER.”
I.  FIRST THING WE LEARN IS THAT WE ARE NOT UNIQUE……..PEOPLE ARE PEOPLE……..IN ALL TIMES AND PLACES.  THE ONLY DIFFERENCE BETWEEN HABAKKUK’S DAY AND OURS IS SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY……..BUT HUMAN NATURE REMAINS THE SAME….AND SO WHAT HABAKKUK SAYS IN AROUND 605 B.C. IS JUST AS VALID TODAY IN 2016 A.D.
     A.  HABAKKUK LIVED IN A DAY WHEN VIOLENCE AND INJUSTICE WERE RAMPANT. SOUND FAMILIAR?   BABYLON, MODERN DAY IRAQ, WAS AN AGGRESSIVE AND VIOLENT EMPIRE WHICH HAD CONQUERED ISRAEL’S NEIGHBORS AND WAS NOW THREATENING TO DESTROY THEM….AS HABAKKUK COMPLAINS TO GOD:  “DESTRUCTION AND VIOLENCE ARE BEFORE ME; STRIFE AND CONTENTION ARISE” (V. 3, ESV).   AND GOD’S OWN PEOPLE, THE NATION OF ISRAEL, WERE NO BETTER THAN THE SURROUNDING PAGAN NATIONS.   “SO THE LAW IS PARALYZED AND JUSTICE NEVER GOES FORTH.  FOR THE WICKED SURROUND THE RIGHTEOUS; SO JUSTICE GOES FORTH PERVERTED” (V. 4, ESV).   THE PEOPLE HAD BECOME IMMORAL AND CORRUPT.  JUDGES WERE TAKING BRIBES; THE RICH AND POWERFUL GOT AWAY WITH ALL KINDS OF THINGS WHILE THE POOR AND WEAK SUFFERED INJUSTICE……AND EVEN THE CHURCH WAS IN BAD SHAPE….CORRUPTED BY FALSE TEACHERS WHO MISLEAD THE PEOPLE……..AND TO TOP EVERYTHING OFF……THE ICING ON THE CAKE…………..IT SEEMED THAT GOD WAS NOWHERE TO BE FOUND!.........YES, WHERE WAS GOD IN THE MIDST OF ALL OF THIS?  AND SO HABAKKUK COMPLAINS 
TO GOD:   “WHY ARE YOU SILENT WHILE THE WICKED SWALLOW UP THOSE MORE RIGHTEOUS THAN THEMSELVES?” THERE’S THAT QUESTION…….ASKED HOW MANY COUNTLESS TIMES TO GOD:  “WHY?”   LIKE ME, AND PERHAPS LIKE YOU….HABAKKUK DID NOT UNDERSTAND WHY LIFE WAS GOING THE WAY THAT IT WAS GOING.  …….WHERE WAS GOD?  AND IT’S NOT AS IF HE HAD NOT PRAYED…….HE HAD……..MANY TIMES…..AS HE SAYS:  “O LORD, HOW LONG SHALL I CRY FOR HELP AND YOU WILL NOT HEAR?” (V. 2)  
     B.  SOUND FAMILIAR?  IT DOES TO ME.  OUR WORLD, MY LIFE, DOES NOT SOUND MUCH DIFFERENT FROM HABAKKUK’S.  VIOLENCE IS ALL AROUND US.  DON’T WE GET SICK AND TIRED OF LISTENING TO ALL OF THE KILLINGS, THE WARS AND TERRORISM??  IT’S NEVER ENDING……..RADICAL MUSLIMS HATE CHRISTIANS AND WANT TO DESTROY OUR COUNTRY.  AND WHAT ABOUT IRAN? OR NORTH KOREA?  WHAT WILL HAPPEN IN SYRIA?  NOT TO MENTION THE LONG TERM INTENTIONS OF RUSSIA AND CHINA… AND WHAT ABOUT ALL THOSE SENSELESS DEATHS WE HEAR ABOUT….SOMEONE KILLED BY A DRUNKEN DRIVER WHO HAD BEEN ARRESTED MAY TIMES…BUT WAS STILL DRIVING.  ON WEDNESDAY I READ BOUT A BUS TAKING A CHURCH GROUP HOME TO NORTH CAROLINA THAT BLEW A TIRE AND KILLED EIGHT PEOPLE.  “WHY?”  WHERE WAS GOD?  WHY DIDN’T HE PROTECT HIS PEOPLE?  AND WHAT ABOUT JUSTICE AND LAW?  THE LITTLE GUY SEEMS TO ALWAYS COME OUT ON THE SHORT END WHILE THE RICH AND POWERFUL SEEM TO BE DOING JUST FINE.  AND ONLY GOD KNOWS HOW MANY BRIBES ARE TAKEN BY PEOPLE IN HIGH PLACES INCLUDING POLITICIANS, JUDGES, AND CIVIL SERVICE WORKERS ….NOT TO MENTION THE GREED AND CORRUPTION THAT CAN HAPPEN IN THE BUSINESS WORLD. AND JUST LIKE THE DAYS OF HABAKKUK CHRISTIANS ARE NOT IMMUNE TO SUCH THINGS AND EVEN IN CHURCHES………….FALSE TEACHINGS, CORRUPTION AND SCANDAL ARE NOT HARD TO FIND ON THE INTERNET.  I COULD GO ON AND ON.  BUT YOU GET THE PICTURE.  AND YOU MIGHT HAVE YOUR OWN STORIES YOU COULD TELL.   OUTSIDE THE CHURCH AND EVEN INSIDE THE CHURCH…IT SEEMS THERE ARE TIMES THAT MAKE US ASK “WHY?” AND “WHERE IS GOD?”  IT SEEMS AT TIMES THAT GOD IS BLIND AND DEAF AS AGAIN HABAKKUK COMPLAINS:  “WHY DO YOU IDLY LOOK AT WRONG?” (V. 3, ESV).  I DON’T KNOW ABOUT YOU…..BUT IT MAKES ME FEEL A BIT BETTER TO KNOW THAT EVEN THE GREAT PROPHET HABAKKUK FELT LIKE “A GOOD TIME CHRISTIAN”.
II.  SO WHAT DOES GOD SAY WHEN WE ARE HURTING, CONFUSED AND COMPLAINING?  HERE IT IS:  “BE PATIENT AND TRUST IN MY PROMISES”
     A.  THAT’S IT?  YES, THAT’S IT.  AND THAT’S ALL WE NEED.  THERE WERE MANY THINGS THAT HABAKKUK DIDN’T UNDERSTAND……AND ESPECIALLY THIS:  HOW COULD THE PROMISED
MESSIAH COME WHEN THE PEOPLE OF GOD WERE SO CORRUPT AND UNFAITHFUL?  AND THIS IS WHAT GOD TOLD HIM:   “WRITE THE VISION; MAKE IT PLAIN ON TABLETS….FOR THE VISION AWAITS ITS APPOINTED TIME…IF IT SEEMS SLOW, WAIT FOR IT; IT WILL SURELY COME.”  DID 

YOU CATCH ALL THAT?  GOD WAS TELLING HABAKKUK………YOU DON’T HAVE TO UNDERSTAND ………..YOU JUST HAVE TO TRUST ME.  THAT’S THE ANSWER:  TRUST.  GOD HAS A PLAN…..AND EVEN THOUGH IT MIGHT NOT LOOK LIKE IT ALL THE TIME…….HE IS IN CHARGE.  DID YOU HEAR THAT?  IT’S NOT NECESSARY FOR US TO ALWAYS UNDERSTAND WHAT IS GOING ON……….WHAT IS IMPORTANT IS THAT WE DON’T LOSE OUR TRUST IN OUR LOVING GOD.   AND WE HAVE A LITTLE BIT OF AN ADVANTAGE OVER HABAKKUK……..WE KNOW HOW HIS STORY TURNED OUT.  WE KNOW WHAT HE DIDN’T KNOW.  EVENTUALLY, THE NATION OF ISRAEL WAS DESTROYED….AND THE SURVIVORS WERE CARRIED OFF INTO CAPTIVITY TO THE LAND OF BABYLON…….BUT THEN, SEVENTY YEARS LATER, AT THE “APPOINTED TIME” THAT IS ACCORDING TO GOD’S PLAN, GOD USED THE PERSIANS TO DESTROY THE BABYLONIANS AND LET THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL RETURN TO THEIR PROMISED LAND………..AND THEN ACCORDING TO GOD’S PLAN, ACCORDING TO HIS PROMISE… HE SENT HIS SON TO BE BORN AS PAUL SAYS IN HIS LETTER TO THE GALATIANS:  “BUT WHEN THE FULLNESS OF TIME HAD COME, GOD SENT FORTH HIS SON, BORN OF WOMAN…” (4: 4, ESV).  BUT….THIS WAS SIX HUNDRED YEARS AFTER HABAKKUK DIED!  AND THAT’S OUR PROBLEM….WE OFTEN CAN’T SEE THE HAND OF GOD BECAUSE HE OFTEN WORKS MORE SLOWLY THAN OUR PATIENCE CAN ENDURE….BUT GOD WILL ACCOMPLISH HIS PLAN AS HE TELLS HABAKKUK: “IF IT SEEMS SLOW, WAIT FOR IT; IT WILL SURELY COME.”  THERE’S AN OLD SAYING:  “SLOW BUT SURE”.  ………IN OTHER WORDS, THINGS WILL WORK OUT FOR GOOD…….GOD WILL CARRY OUT HIS PLAN….BUT IN HIS OWN WAY AND IN HIS OWN TIME…………..AND THIS CALLS FOR PATIENCE, AND TRUST……..AS GOD TELLS HABAKKUK:  “THE RIGHTEOUS SHALL LIVE BY ……HIS FAITH” (V. 4, ESV).
     B.  AND SO IT IS WITH US.  HABAKKUK BELIEVED THAT THE MESSIAH WAS COMING SOME DAY….BUT HE DIDN’T LIVE LONG ENOUGH TO SEE HIM.  BUT HOW BLESSED WE ARE!  FOR WE KNOW HIM….WE CELEBRATE HIS BIRTHDAY EVERY CHRISTMAS!  WE KNOW THAT HE IS GOD IN HUMAN FORM.  AND EVERY SUNDAY WE GET TO HEAR ABOUT HIS LOVE………IN THE GOSPELS WE READ ABOUT HIS SINLESS, HOLY LIFE IN HELPING AND HEALING PEOPLE.  AND WE ESPECIALLY KNOW THE DEPTH OF HIS LOVE FOR US WHEN HE DIED ON THE CROSS FOR OUR SINS AND WAS PUNISHED BY GOD WITH THE PUNISHMENT THAT WE DESERVED.  WE KNOW THE PAIN OF HIS DEATH ESPECIALLY ON ASH WEDNESDAY AND GOOD FRIDAY.    BUT WE ESPECIALLY KNOW THE JOY AND HOPE OF HIS RESURRECTION FROM THE DEAD WHICH WE CELEBRATE NOT ONLY ON EASTER SUNDAY BUT EACH AND EVERY SUNDAY.  AND WE KNOW THAT ONE DAY HE WILL RETURN TO RAISE US FROM THE DEAD WITH NEW, GLORIFIED BODIES FIT FOR ETERNITY IN A NEW WORLD WHERE SIN, PROBLEMS; PAIN AND DEATH WILL BE NO MORE.  A PERFECT WORLD LIVED IN THE VERY PRESENCE OF THE TRIUNE GOD IN THE PERSON OF JESUS CHRIST.  AND SO WE NEED TO REMEMBER “THE BIG PICTURE” AND NOT LET THE BRIEF “SNAPSHOTS OF THIS LIFE” DISCOURAGE US AND TAKE OUR 

FOCUS OFF OF THE END OF THE STORY…..THE RETURN OF JESUS AND ETERNAL LIFE.  IT IS THIS MESSAGE OF JESUS CHRIST THAT COMFORTS US AND GIVES US HOPE IN THE MIDST OF SO MANY PAINFUL THINGS IN THIS LIFE THAT WE DO NOT UNDERSTAND.  IN OUR SECOND READING, PAUL WAS IN PRISON WHEN HE WROTE THESE WORDS TO TIMOTHY:  “….WHICH IS WHY I SUFFER AS I DO.  BUT I AM NOT ASHAMED, FOR I KNOW WHOM I HAVE BELIEVED, AND I AM CONVINCED THAT HE IS ABLE TO GUARD UNTIL THAT DAY WHAT HAS BEEN ENTRUSTED TO ME” (2 TIM. 1: 12, ESV).  PAUL WAS DOING WHAT GOD TOLD HABAKKUK:  “THE RIGHTEOUS SHALL LIVE BY HIS FAITH” (V. 4).  HERE WAS PAUL THE GREAT APOSTLE AND MISSIONARY AND HE WAS IN JAIL………SUFFERING, NOT BECAUSE HE HAD DONE ANYTHING WRONG………BUT BECAUSE HE WAS A CHRISTIAN.
CONCLUSION:  AND SO IT IS WITH US.  THE ANSWER TO ALL OF THE THINGS THAT WE DO NOT UNDERSTAND, THE THINGS THAT DON’T MAKE SENSE, THE THINGS THAT DON’T SEEM FAIR, THE THINGS THAT HURT SO BAD AND DEEP……….THE ANSWER IS ….GOD’S LOVE FOR US AS REVEALED IN JESUS CHRIST.  THIS IS WHY HIS CROSS IS SO IMPORTANT TO US…SO DEAR TO US.  HIS CROSS IS THE ANSWER TO ALL OF OUR UNANSWERED QUESTIONS…. AS WE SANG IN OUR SERMON HYMN:  “GOD KNOWS WHAT MUST BE DONE TO SAVE ME; HIS LOVE FOR ME WILL NEVER CEASE…”  (LUTHERAN SERVICE BOOK, # 719).  PATIENCE, TRUST, HOPE…….IN GOD’S PROMISES...AND WHEN JESUS RETURNS TO TAKE US TO THAT ETERNAL LIFE……JOY WILL REPLACE SADNESS AS THE PSALMIST SAYS:  “…WEEPING MAY TARRY FOR THE NIGHT, BUT JOY COMES WITH THE MORNING” (30: 5, ESV).   ON THAT DAY WE WON’T EVEN REMEMBER ALL THE BAD THINGS OF THIS LIFE.  AND SO GOD TELLS HABAKKUK THAT IF IT SEEMS SLOW, AND IT OFTEN DOES, WE ARE TO WAIT FOR IT….YES WAIT…FOR IT WILL SURELY COME…. AND WHAT A DAY IT WILL BE..………….BUT UNTIL THAT DAY….WE LIVE BY FAITH.
