WEDNESDAY NOVEMBER 23
 THURSDAY NOVEMBER 24
 
HABAKKUK 1
Morality in history
The news that assails us each day in newspapers or on television makes us cry with Habakkuk, 'How long?' and 'Why?' (2-4). Three reasons for asking the question may underlie Habakkuk's protests, and ours. There's the destruction and violence of the nations warring on each other. There's the injustice in our own national life. There's the agony of a prophet who can't see God acting in the way he's said he will.
God's response is to reveal that Babylon is soon to seize power in the world in which Habakkuk lived (5-11). Evidently Habakkuk prophesied at the end of the seventh century, in the time of Jeremiah, when Assyria was on the wane. Babylon would be the next great power, though this didn't become certain until she defeated Assyria in 609 and Egypt in 605. Here the Babylonians are portrayed larger than life. They are not merely an ordinary human army, but the embodiment of the army of God. They come to fulfil his purpose in history (Isaiah 5:26-30. They will terminate the rule of ruthless Assyria, punish the injustice of Judah, and fulfil the promises that God has given in the law and the prophets.
But how does it help to end the rule of one oppressor by introducing another? How can that be the act of a holy and pure God (12-17) ? Habakkuk presses upon us a realism about history, as merely the story of one violent empire succeeding another. There's no progress in history. There's no more peace or justice today than there was three thousand years ago, only a greater sophistication in the technology of violence and the techniques of injustice. Newspapers and politicians have to sound hopeful and positive about international negotiations for peace. But thoughtful Christians remind themselves of Habakkuk's realism about nations - including their own.
 HABAKKUK 2
Waiting for God to speak and act
God's response to Habakkuk's second complaint addresses all three of the concerns we began with yesterday. First, when will God act and fulfil his word? It's appropriate that we've had to wait a day for the answer : Habakkuk had to commit himself to waiting (1). Even a prophet can't compel God to speak. But he's not leaving until he gets an answer! There's a second sense in which we may have to wait yet longer for the fulfilment of this word (3). There's no compelling God to act, either : he will do so when he sees fit. And it will be at the right time.
Habakkuk's other concerns were with life in society and international relations. Some parts of vs 6-20 apply more obviously to the one, others to the other. The prophet had been disturbed at the idea that God could use the wicked in the execution of his purpose. God assures him that all the agents of judgment he chooses to use will be judged in their turn, if they don't put their house in order and clean out injustice, excessive profits at the expense of the poor, and violence (6, 8, 12).

So what are we to do in the meantime? A key phrase in v 4 points the way : the righteous will live by their faith. We are called to be different from the world, and to prove that doing right and keeping faith is the way to life. In the New Testament, Habakkuk's words are given rather different meanings. The New Testament writers would not have objected to Habakkuk's statement (they say the same thing themselves, in different words in Rom 1:17; Gal 3:11; Heb 10:37-38), and Habakkuk would have agreed with them that trust in God is fundamental to our relationship with God. But Habakkuk's point, in the context, is that it's easy to give up waiting for God to act (or for Christ to come, in our case), to cease being expectant and to cease to live in the light of that future event.
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FRIDAY NOVEMBER 25
HABAKKUK 3
The awesome, gracious God who is coming again
Memory, imagination, experience, liturgy, vision -perhaps all of these contributed to Habakkuk's awesome wide-screen technicolour picture of the coming of the mighty God. This was the Lord who acted in power at the Red Sea, revealed himself at Sinai, marvellously carried Israel through the wilderness and into the promised land, and rescued them from the crises that came upon them over the centuries there; the mighty God who is also the cosmic Lord, sovereign over creation. All these features become a single surreal portrait of one God proving his power in so many contexts. The existence of such a God undergirds the specific prospects that Habakkuk puts before us.
Either side of this vision Habakkuk speaks of the attitude that opened him to it (2) and the response it drew from him (16-19) - attitudes and responses which scripture invites us to cultivate, too. Before this vision, then, there was hearing: a bringing to mind of what God had been to his people in the past, in the conviction that this must be relevant for the present. There was standing in awe, a hushed bowing before one who is mighty but gracious. There was prayer, that once more the God of power might also be the God of grace -because that is his character.
The first response is a deeper awe! Then it becomes a patient waiting for God to act, that looks around at actual or possible grim realities and says that nothing will stop us looking expectantly for God to do what he has said he will do: we have seen what kind of God he is; we know he will be worth waiting for. It is a waiting accompanied by an apparently foolish joy which calls those grim 'realities' lies, and proves that those who wait for the Lord find new strength even now. Which Isa 40:31 aspects of Habakkuk's faith might you need to ask God's help to foster?
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