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For my daughter RAT:
May you live by faith in our just God, 

even if you tremble, my darling.

And 

For our brothers and sisters 
around the world who face

injustices we can only imagine:
May His justice and faithfulness

be your joy today.
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Introduction

Faith in the Midst 
of Chaos

Trembling, I climbed the five-hundred-year-old stone 
stairs leading to the ridge above. My mind raced. 

Why God? How is it okay for her to go through this? She 
should have never had to deal with such fear and lies. The 
steps went on, seemingly endless and obviously uneven. 
The old stairway crossed the roads that switchbacked 
up to the cliff that stood towering over the city where 
I lived. As I walked, my emotions swirled, and I prayed. 
The world around me felt out of control. 

When have you been hit sideways with the pain, 
unfairness, or wrongdoing around you? Fear, confusion, 
or outrage churn, perhaps all coming to the surface 
within the same hour. So it was as I shuffled up the hill-
side in Rijeka,1 Croatia.

Months after finishing university, I had moved with 
a ministry team to Croatia in Eastern Europe. Beautiful 
Rijeka was home for two years. The city sits on the 

1. Sounds like “ree-YEH-kuh”
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stunning Adriatic Sea in the northwest corner of the 
country, just opposite the top of the Italian “boot.”

Though, after just a few weeks in the city, the bro-
kenness of the world felt painfully accentuated. The 
impact of the historical conflict became apparent. Like 
an explosion that ricocheted through the community, 
the Balkan wars had left their mark on unnumbered 
lives. Trudging up the stairway, the misuse of power on a 
much more minor scale was at the forefront of my mind 
as certain authorities intimidated and manipulated as 
they wanted. On the most personal stage, suffering and 
heartbreak seemed to follow those I loved, instead of 
the goodness and mercy for which I was praying. 

God, she should never have had to deal with religious 
leaders who use power for their own gain. It should never 
be that she would fear violence when offered to learn 
more about you. My prayers tumbled out as I slowed my 
ascent, feeling each of the hundreds of steps. And he 
shouldn’t be losing his apartment because of the greed of 
the authorities. Then my thoughts turned to the ethnic 
minority community I had visited living in the hills sur-
rounding the dump. How can prejudice happen like this? 
Lord, what are you doing?

I walked up the Trsat2 stairway, step after step, 
thinking of the pilgrims who walk it on their knees. 
While I wasn’t going to join them, I felt their despera-
tion. Shaking a bit from being out of breath, I paused 

2. Pronounced “ter-SAT,” where the “sat” rhymes with “taught”
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and turned to look where I’d come. I could see the Mrtvi3 
Kanal running through the center of town, shining in the 
distance. It literally means “Dead Canal.” The brackish 
water smelled dead when you were near, reminding you 
of the unseemly contents that were likely in it. One of 
the war monuments sat over it on a bridge, declaring 
the stand courageous Croatians took and betraying the 
deep wounds the region had from violent conflict. 

Friend, there’s a world out of control—abuse of 
power, injustice, suffering. It was hitting me between 
the eyes. Have you been there? Spewing fiery words to 
an invisible conversation partner about the brokenness 
of the world?

As I kept walking, I passed by the old neighborhoods 
built into the hillside, and after more than five hundred 
steps, I arrived at the Catholic church dedicated to Mary, 
Church of the Lady of Trsat. The beauty designed to 
move me to worship didn’t stir me that day, and I kept 
walking. 

I turned down a side street, and finally at my desti-
nation, I walked into the ancient castle of Trsat. It looked 
strange nestled in the middle of an industrial city with 
concrete buildings lining the streets. Yet there it was, its 
ancient construction supporting a view of the city in all 
its glory. This was why I’d come.

The ancient nature of the castle felt like solid ground 
beneath my feet, for it reminded me that faithful believ-
ers had prayed desperate prayers in this land for 

3. Pronounced “MERT-vy”
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thousands of years. Coupled with the view, somehow 
you would feel grounded and gliding simultaneously. 
From the edge of the castle, one could see the industrial 
port, the sprawling houses with their terra-cotta roofs, 
and the canal flowing through, sparkling in the sun. It no 
longer looked dead at this elevation. The boardwalk with 
its shops gleamed, and the island off the coast would 
magically remind you of the many more you could not 
see. And the water—the dazzling blues summoned to 
mind why people love the Mediterranean Sea. It was 
hard not to feel your breathing slow as you took in the 
seascape.

Seeing the entire city, as a taste of how God sees, 
was why I came there to pray. The soaring panorama 
loosened my tongue to honesty, and the words flowed. 
Broken, God. How long will you leave this world broken? 
I returned to pray at that castle many times over the 
years I lived there. Trembling with weakness. With out-
rage. With overwhelmed sobs, or desperate weariness. 
The view from the medieval fortress gave me some-
thing—unleashing my frank pleas to God and bolstering 
me with a view to see the city with faith. Standing at the 
heights, it’s as if I could see above the injustice. I could 
arrive trembling in weakness and leave trembling in awe. 

trembling at home

While it may feel foreign to trek up a cliff in Europe, 
weighty with prayers about oppression, the injustices 
surround us no matter where we live. I stood recently 
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on Mount Tabor, a hill in my city of Portland, Oregon, and 
looked out over the city to protest-pray about people 
stuck in suffering. 

How long is it going to be like this? God, what are you 
doing? It’s like we’re in this pit, without any help, and you’ve 
put us here. I prayed, mimicking the sons of Korah;4 I bet 
you’ve prayed like that. 

Perhaps there’s no lookout near your place where 
you pray fiery petitions, but let me tell you that a bibli-
cal prophet has a view for us. This prophet is going to 
take us on a journey. He will march us up the stairs to a 
height. We may complain about the injustices alongside 
him; we may be weary from the weight of the wrong-
doing around us. We might question God’s faithfulness 
or yell about what we’ve seen, but the journey of this 
prophet is what we need. 

He models for us the way faithful believers have 
prayed for thousands of years and has a lens through 
which we can look at the chaos of this world and still 
have faith, even if we tremble.

His message doesn’t only offer more facts about 
God and his character. It’s not that we have more bibli-
cal literacy by reading this book of the Bible (though you 
will), it’s that, by its message, we can now see. The light 
shines on the landscape of this chaotic world, and we 
can have the view to understand and hope.

4. The sons of Korah wrote multiple psalms, including Psalm 
88:4–7, which resembles my prayer.
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how Long, Lord?

If I drew you my life’s time line, there would be red 
dots periodically where things got hard, and I could label 
them “when I ended up in Habakkuk.” In high school, I 
read it to deal with questions of inequity and mistreat-
ment others faced. (Though I’ll tell you, I skipped some 
of the confusing parts.) A few years later, I read it as my 
health took a turn for the worse, and the length of my life 
was uncertain. In my first years working out of college, 
living in Croatia, I read it when I was exasperated, feeling 
like God wasn’t answering any of my desperate prayers. 
I studied it when I sat in a hospital room hearing about 
experimental surgery options. I read it when I faced 
discrimination and outrage in my own heart. I wrote my 
doctoral dissertation on it when my family went through 
one of the most excruciating seasons because of choices 
others made. I kept coming back to the three-chaptered 
book toward the end of the Old Testament.

Why? Habakkuk models how to speak to God when 
life is agonizing. He teaches us a way to face the cor-
ruption around us without sticking our heads in the 
sand, becoming so angry we explode, or so depressed 
we wither. It’s a way of faith. Faith like that which made 
Abram upright before God even when he couldn’t see 
how the promises would be realized. Faith that brings 
perseverance. Faith that leads to real, full life. Faith that 
isn’t cliché, but resilient and gritty. Faith that sees what 
God is doing on the horizon and today. 



Fa i t h  i n  t h e  M i d s t  o F  C h a o s 7

Habakkuk may be the last place you would think to 
look. The short prophetic books in the middle of our 
Bibles often are the ones still tinted gold on the edges—
they haven’t gotten the same amount of read time. It’s 
understandable. The Minor Prophets proclaim strong 
poetic messages that sound abstract, harsh, and some-
times just plain complicated. 

But trust me. When suffering beats us up and we feel 
like the bad guys are winning, the journey of Habakkuk 
shows us the way. It shows us that God sees exactly 
what is broken, and he is working. When our minds are 
filled with doubts, anger, and confusion, the words of 
Habakkuk meet us with God’s plan. You see, Habakkuk 
speaks of trembling faith that faces the chaos and lives.

The Lord truly welcomes our cries, our protests, and 
our wrestling. I pray you would know as you read that 
he is the God who gives life and does justice. And he has 
a lifeline of a message for you from an ancient prophet 
who wants to help you see.





Section 1

LAMENT AND HOPE
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Chapter 1

Faith and Paying 
Attention

“God, please help.”

How long, Lord, must I call for help and you do not listen  

or cry out to you about violence and you do not save?

(Hab. 1:2)

J ill1 didn’t talk much when he was present, which was 
usually the case at church. Questions addressed to 

her made her eyes go wide. Time awkwardly ticked 
by, and then she would shift to look at him. He would 
answer, a well-composed man who knew how to read a 
room. When her husband wasn’t around, Jill was chatty. 
She made jokes and talked about what she was learning 
from the Lord. In her work life, Jill managed a successful 
professional career, and her eyes lit up when she talked 
about her kids. 

Something seemed . . . off.

1. Her name has been changed for privacy.
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In the quiet of a meeting designated for other pur-
poses, Jill stared at the ground while she described her 
husband’s words, voice, and his anger. His “episodes.” 
She said she was “just asking for prayer.” She needed 
patience and to do what honored Jesus as she inter-
acted with him, she explained. Details of his controlling 
behavior and her and her children’s fear tumbled out in 
bits and pieces. If you were in the room, you would have 
guessed, as I did, that there was more to the story. She 
was so hesitant—you’d wonder if this was just scratch-
ing the surface of the emotional and physical pain. And 
it was.

Maybe you’re like me, and you haven’t had similar 
conversations just once but several times. If we are 
paying attention, we will see a lot of “off” around us. 
You may have never heard the timid appeals for help in 
an abusive marriage, but I bet you have noticed things 
that appeared unjust. Cracks in the façade that showed 
injustice is real. People hurt. Bullies winning. The right 
action left undone or the wrong action bringing harm. 
When we pay attention, we have to acknowledge this 
world is gut-wrenchingly broken.

Many of us will read a description of mistreatment 
and nod along from experience, memories bringing a 
fire to our chest. Others hear words about injustice, and 
it all feels distant. The deep desire to downplay evil stirs, 
perhaps even subconsciously. 

Reading Habakkuk beckons us to acknowledge 
a foundational principle God reveals through Old 
Testament prophets—you have to see the evil. We must 
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look around at what is happening in the world and see 
it for what it is.

It’s our own selfish actions and apathy toward oth-
ers. It’s the trauma done to children in some families. 
It’s the bullies in powerful places. It’s genocidal wars. 
No matter where you find it—whether it’s external, out 
there in the world, or internal, wreaking havoc in your 
own heart—you cannot pretend wickedness doesn’t 
exist. As Habakkuk helps us see, we can’t carry on like it 
doesn’t. 

If you were hesitant to dig into the book of Habakkuk 
before, this statement about facing the horror of the 
world may have added fuel to your exit plan. Don’t give 
up! While Habakkuk will push us to deal with the chaos 
around us, he is going to tell us the truth we need to 
know. 

the Prophets and Paying attention

One thing is for sure, God’s spokespeople writing in 
the Bible will tell it to us straight—we must pay attention.

As one scholar puts it: “The situation of a per-
son immersed in the prophet’s words is one of being 
exposed to a ceaseless shattering of indifference, and 
one needs a skull of stone to remain callous to such 
blows.”2 The Bible paints the prophets as those who jolt 

2. Abraham J. Heschel, The Prophets, 1st Perennial Classics ed. 
(New York: Harper Perennial Modern Classics, 2001), xxv.
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us awake and force us to see what is happening and 
what God says about such things.

They are the watchmen signaling with waving arms, 
often to people wanting to look away. Look up and see 
the evil done against others (Micah 2:1–2), the prophets 
said. See the impact of your own choices on the vulner-
able (Isa. 10:1–2). See the disobedience of God’s people 
(Zeph. 3:4). God sees the ways we’ve gotten things super 
wrong, guys, and he’s coming to do something about it. Get 
ready. We might not be paying attention, but he is. 

A real estate agent I once rented from held a simi-
lar attitude as God’s people. She wanted to smooth 
over any problems rather than look closer at the grave 
state of things. Walking up to the apartment I would 
rent, the agent pointed up, saying, “Look how lovely 
the balcony is!” 

As we got inside the flat, her tone changed about 
the platform hanging off the fourth story residence. 
“Oh, don’t look at it closely. Walk right past those terrace 
doors, and do not go out there now.” If you ignored her 
advice and chose to examine it, you would realize the 
concrete porch had cracks running through it, particu-
larly where it was precariously attached. It leaned away 
from the building, sloping down, as if beginning the dive 
it would one day take. Stepping onto the balcony would 
have been taking our lives in our hands, along with the 
stream of people walking on the street below. The real 
estate agent preferred to smile, ignore the cracks, and 
continue on.
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Similarly, it would be easy for some of us—and ben-
eficial at times—to look away from the wrong done 
around us. We much prefer the aesthetics that way. Yet 
there are consequences to indifference, just like there 
would have been if we held lunch on that balcony. We 
should not be surprised by discipline from the Lord if we 
choose not to pay attention to the discrepancy between 
our community’s actions and God’s righteous standard, 
just as the prophets warned in Israel. The Lord told 
them it was because they did not listen; it was because 
they didn’t pay attention to his words that they were 
sent into exile (Jer. 29:18–19).3 

Alright, you may think, suppose we pay attention to 
the injustice and brokenness around us, even when we 
want to look away. Then what? Do we acknowledge it then 
put on a happy face? What do we do with anger, sadness, 
and powerlessness in the face of the horrific evil of this 
world that we cannot stop? 

This is exactly where we join Habakkuk on his jour-
ney. You see, this prophet’s book isn’t a collection of his 
messages from God like some other prophetic books. 
Nor is it a narrative of his life, like the book of Jonah. 

Habakkuk does something different—he invites us 
into his conversation with God, like we’re sitting in on his 
prayer meeting. We have a front-row seat to Habakkuk’s 

3. Though the Hebrew word here is shema, meaning “to listen,” 
it is translated “pay attention” in the ESV. The verb more often 
translated as “pay attention” (keshav) is used to describe their 
failure to obey and the reason for their coming punishment in 
Zechariah 1:4 and 7:11.
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wrestling, listening, bravery, and gritty faith. We get to 
see what real faith in the middle of chaos, wrongdoing, and 
suffering actually looks like. 

But before we jump in further, let’s set the scene a 
bit.

habakkuk’s Chaos

Habakkuk’s situation can feel far from our lived 
experience, but it really isn’t. He lived in a time of politi-
cal chaos, violence, and a whole lot of wrong. He had 
witnessed strong leadership, and even revival. Then, he 
saw it all crumble before his eyes as leaders lived for 
their own power and believed in their own authority. 
Oppression, danger, and hardship enveloped his society. 
Sound familiar?

Pharoah Neco of Egypt decided to dabble in the 
politics of Judah by doing two things. First, after he’d 
killed Judah’s good King Josiah, he exiled Josiah’s son 
who had begun to rule. Second, Pharoah put another of 
Josiah’s sons in charge—with strings attached, of course. 
(He had already killed one king and ousted the next; 
his dominance was established.) Pharaoh even changed 
the new king’s name from Eliakim (“God will establish”) 
to Jehoiakim (“the Lord will establish”), inserting God’s 
covenant name the Lord Yahweh instead of the more 
generic “God.” Was this supposed to assure the Jewish 
people of his leadership? Was Pharaoh claiming divine 
right to rule over God’s people? As if the name of the 



Fa i t h  a n d  Pay i n g  at t e n t i o n 17

Lord would bring any comfort when it was in the mouth 
of a cruel foreign ruler. 

Our friend, Habakkuk, lived under the rule of King 
Jehoiakim. It wasn’t a virtuous reign.

Do we see leaders around us live for their own 
power so that injustice seeps in? Have we seen the 
choice of self-protection and self-benefit instead of car-
ing for those in need and those in the right? Time and 
again. In organizations, in nations, and sadly, at times, in 
churches. 

As I write this, the global Christian community is still 
reeling from the news of a major Christian leader who 
was found to be a systematic sexual abuser. Some dear 
to me are mourning the broken systems of foster care 
and the impact on children. And I bet you’ve seen some 
situation or issue unravel in recent years that made your 
stomach turn. Maybe it’s human trafficking. Or racism. 
Or the needs of children. Or unfair treatment of some 
vulnerable population. Here’s what I want you to know 
in all of that: Habakkuk gets it. He was facing what we 
still see in our world: injustice. 

King Jehoiakim, the token king for Egypt, encouraged 
anything but righteous faith in the Lord of his name. 
“Change your worship to what aligns you with the right 
people,” would have been his sermon title (Jer. 25:1–6; 
Ezek. 8:5–17). Additional idolatry brought gain in his 
mind. Thus, he seemed to ignore the feasts and temple-
worship that God required of his people, only using reli-
gion for what served him.
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Again, does this sound familiar? Leaders who would 
use religion to manipulate others and gain allegiance 
and power, all under the banner of God’s name? A quick 
scroll through various types of media will prove that our 
present reality is littered with such stories.

Adding to his horrific reign, Jehoiakim raised taxes 
to fuel his own lifestyle and to pay Egypt their tribute. 
His lavish buildings required slave labor and abuse of 
his own people. The people lived in poverty as he built 
his costly homes. He clashed with Jeremiah, whom God 
used to warn him of coming judgment (Jer. 22, 25). 

What was Jehoiakim’s response to God’s correction? 
He burned Jeremiah’s scroll bit by bit, literally silenc-
ing the Word of God written for the people. To further 
silence the prophets who would dare to speak against 
him, Jehoiakim sent out assassins. Habakkuk faced the 
threat of death! The result of the abandonment of God’s 
justice in Judah’s society was chaos.4 The silencing of 
correcting voices wasn’t unique in Habakkuk’s time.

Leadership punishing those who want to serve the 
Lord describes the circumstances for many across the 
world today. While our government may not have been 
taken over by a Pharoah, the misuse of power is around 
us, injustice and corruption too, even in the name of the 
Lord. 

4. Elizabeth Achtemeier, Nahum—Malachi: Interpretation: A Bible 
Commentary for Teaching and Preaching (Atlanta: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 1988), 35.
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Though we’d rather look away sometimes, faith 
requires us to pay attention. 

habakkuk’s Paying attention

In the midst of all that Habakkuk saw, he spoke. 
Habakkuk had a burden weighing on him after paying 
attention, and he told God about it.5 It’s as if the prophet 
puts his arm around us and invites us into his prayer.

How long, Lord, must I call for help 
and you do not listen 
or cry out to you about violence 
and you do not save? 
(Hab. 1:2)

Habakkuk used God’s divine name, revealed to 
Moses: Yahweh (“Lord”). It reminds us that this is no 
ordinary master, but the Lord who is in relationship with 
his people, and this clearly isn’t the first time Habakkuk 
brought up the chaos and pain around him. He’d stood 
there waving his arms in frustration before, like I did on 
Mount Tabor. Through poetry and repetition, Habakkuk 
told God what has been happening—he’d been calling 
out for help, and God wasn’t helping. 

Habakkuk may appear brash to us as he accuses 
God of dallying instead of saving. But Habakkuk’s prayer 

5. The word oracle used in some translations of Habakkuk 1:1 
(esv) can also be translated as “burden.” This is usually a term 
used to describe prophetic messages to foreign nations and can 
imply a weight or load carried with the message.
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wasn’t impertinent; it was like a child, scared and hurt-
ing, asking for help from a devoted parent. An intimate 
dialogue with a trusted God. His neighbors were pulled 
into forced labor. His family was taxed with little left. 
The Word of God was ignored, and godly worship was 
twisted to do whatever served the powerful. 

“Lord, the God who knows us, where are you for 
your faithful people?” Habakkuk’s heart expressed.

He continues:

Why do you force me to look at 
injustice? 

Why do you tolerate wrongdoing? 
Oppression and violence are right in 

front of me. 
Strife is ongoing, and conflict escalates. 
(Hab. 1:3)

He described the oppression and violence that 
smacked him in his face. It escalated, piling higher 
and higher, like a mountain that blocks the sun. It felt 
hopeless.

“When will it be too much, God?” 
Have you asked that? “When will the injustice hit 

the point that you have to take notice, God? Do you 
even see?” It is as if we are watching wave after wave 
pound against a rocky coast at high tide. Set after set of 
waves brings in the debris from the ocean and crashes 
it against the rocks. Surely as the water level rises, it will 
eventually be too much. Surely, it will stop, and the tide 
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will reverse, shifting and flowing back out. When will it 
be too high? When will you reverse it, Lord?

Some of God’s people in Habakkuk’s time were faith-
ful. They were the ones listening in on Habakkuk’s prayer 
time. Others in Judah were anything but—taking advan-
tage of those in need and seeking their own pleasure. 

So Habakkuk said:

This is why the law is ineffective 
and justice never emerges. 
For the wicked restrict the righteous; 
therefore, justice comes out perverted.
(Hab. 1:4)

Let’s zoom in on this verse. In the first two lines of 
verse 4, Habakkuk made the claim that the law of God 
wasn’t working. The word for “law” here speaks to what 
should be ruling the society, the law of the land. It also 
speaks to God’s teaching for his people’s spiritual and 
moral formation. Those who followed Jehoiakim into 
idol-worship and greed now rejected God’s instruc-
tion. Their personal make-your-own-religion led them 
to ignore the practices of the temple, designed to form 
their hearts and shift how they treat others. What was 
the impact on justice for the hurting? It never showed up. 

With muddied allegiance to the Lord, their devotion 
to things like the idols of the king brought injustice to 
the community. Their lack of faithfulness to God led to 
lack of faithfulness to others.

In the second sentence, the servants of the Lord 
were surrounded by betrayers, as the word restrict 
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literally means “to encircle.” Those who cheated and 
manipulated for their own gain gathered around those 
who would not give up their integrity, like bullies gang-
ing up on a playground child or a wolf pack enveloping 
prey. People who should be trustworthy entrapped 
instead. There was no place to turn. Habakkuk said it 
again—justice? It was twisted and bent, winding like the 
country road that gets you nowhere. It’s as if the con-
stant reoccurrence of “justice” indicates that it is meant 
for all mankind.6

Isn’t this the common pattern of injustice? Those 
who should have done right have done wrong. Those 
who should have stood up to stop it didn’t. Those sup-
posedly trustworthy instead conspire for their own 
gain. Just like thousands of years ago, muddied alle-
giance to God (and to his means of grace that form our 
hearts) leads to unfaithful care for the hurting. When we 
become devoted to idols that make our lives easier, like 
the status-giving idols of Egypt, we are less willing to do 
what’s right for our neighbor.

Do you feel like you’re living in that place where you, 
in some form or fashion, long for the wrong to finally be 
set right? Do you feel like you looked to those with lots 
of promises, only to find that the results were twisted 
versions of the truth with no strong advocate in sight? 

6. Maria Eszenyei Szeles, Wrath and Mercy: A Commentary on 
the Books of Habakkuk and Zephaniah (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans; Edinburgh: Handsel Press, 1987), 6.
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Friend, that’s where Habakkuk was living. The wicked 
surrounding the righteous and justice coming out bent. 

If we are meant to live in a just community, then 
what do we do in the face of the opposite? How do we 
respond with faith?

Lament like habakkuk

I was driving alone just a few short blocks, hurry-
ing to a work meeting after a lunch date with a friend. 
My emotions were so raw; it’s seared in my memory. I 
trembled a bit from the news I’d heard. “God, don’t let 
this happen. God, change this. It’s wrong.” My prayer 
wasn’t very articulate, but it was aloud and desperate. 
Decisions were being made that ignored the needs of 
young ones—destructive decisions. I fiercely wanted to 
protect but had no control. I drove through tear-flooded 
eyes and prayed. You’ve probably uttered similar furi-
ous prayers with fresh urgency at a hospital bedside, 
for your marriage, or for someone vulnerable you knew.

Habakkuk’s emotions are at the same intensity. We 
see it and we feel it as we read. He’s not holding back, not 
politely asking a favor with flattery. Instead, he shows us 
the way to honest prayer when our eyes see evil and our 
hearts ache. What do we do with the anger, powerless-
ness, and despair if we pay attention? We lament. 

Lament is a plea for help that describes suffering. It 
declares wrongdoing for what it is—unjust. When you’ve 
prayed desperate prayers, you were lamenting in faith. 
You said what should not be and sought the One who 
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could help. It’s not complaining or whining. Following 
this prophet, it’s a bit like a protest. The act of lament 
reminds us of two things: what is true and right about 
God and what is true but wrong about the world.

See, Habakkuk assumes we know the truth about 
God at a gut level. You don’t ask God to help and expect 
him to act unless you truly believe (1) God hates the evil 
and corruption he sees and (2) the world is revealing its 
brokenness in injustice. This pain is a result of the Fall, 
when our first parents chose to disobey, leading to a 
world in crippling rebellion against God. 

Habakkuk knew that God was not one of the idols 
of neighboring countries, invented by man. The prophet 
prayed to the Lord, Yahweh, the God who made a cov-
enant with his people, binding himself to them.7 He was 
the God who made the world in perfect goodness. He was 
the God who had promised blessing through Abraham’s 
family to the world, and he declared Abraham righteous 
by his faith. He was the God who had worked miracles 
to redeem them from slavery in Egypt. God’s right law 
revealed himself as a God who loved righteousness and 
hated injustice.8

Part of lament is deep remembering. 
I know a lot of things. I know what temperature to 

brew green tea and how to cook pancakes. I also know 
the truth about God’s character. I have heard it, studied 

7. We’ll talk more about the covenant God made with the 
people of Israel in the next chapter.

8. See Exodus 22:22; Leviticus 19:33–34; Deuteronomy 10:17–19.
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it, and even taught it. But lament asks me to remem-
ber it when fear and anger beat against my mind, like 
a storm that keeps you up at night. It’s not knowledge 
we access when we are sleepily making breakfast and 
tea in the morning. It’s what we know in distress and 
desperation. 

In those times, you and I may have doubts and ques-
tions. Suffering makes the ground under our feet like the 
shaky bridge on a child’s play structure. What once felt 
solid, now makes us wobble. Lament gives us patience 
with the complexity of our thoughts while coming to 
God. 

The first truth lament announces to our own hearts 
and those hearing is that we believe God is trustworthy, 
even in the crucible. After all, you cry to and with a per-
son you trust. As I said before, lament is an expression 
of faith. 

The second truth lament fiercely declares is that the 
world is not as it should be. It isn’t what we were made 
for, nor is it what we were redeemed for. We plead for 
what is moral and creational, asking God to reestablish 
the “right-order” in the fallen world.9 Injustice disorients 
us, as it should. 

When I was learning to scuba dive—before most 
wore a dive computer on their wrist—the instructor told 
us what to do if we got rattled on a dive. It can be dark 

9. Mark A. Seifrid, “Righteousness, Justice, and Justification,” in 
New Dictionary of Biblical Theology, ed. T. Desmond Alexander and 
Brian S. Rosner (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000), 741.
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under the water. Add that you may be diving in caves or 
at night, and it’s pitch-black except for your flashlights. 
Your senses are baffled, hearing only swishing of water 
and an occasional tapping or scraping from the fish or 
your dive buddy. You taste only saltwater and the sili-
cone mouthpiece. If something happens, you get pushed 
against the coral, and flipped over, you may not know 
which way is up. In that terrifying moment, take a deep 
breath from your tank and blow air out your mouth. 
Watch where the bubbles go; they will always go up. It 
will always be true; bubbles go up. That is the way to 
reorient yourself and find your way to the safety of the 
surface.

So, when injustice flips us over with anger and 
despair, we look to what’s true and doesn’t change. 
God’s character—his rightness, goodness, power, his 
care, his slowness to anger—is always true. The wrong-
ness of evil is always true. Faith in what God has said 
about himself and lament at the evil we see—this is the 
way to reorient ourselves. This is the way up. Always.

It is our act of faith in the face of evil: lament. 
I taught a Bible study on Habakkuk during the pan-

demic. Three women in that study of twenty experi-
enced their husbands abandoning them within a few 
months of our start. Between them, the husbands left 
decades of marriage and half a dozen confused children, 
exiting without a word, for a new woman, a new state, or 
a new vision of life. The women reeling in divorce were 
in different decades of life, previously unknown to each 
other, but each grieved with lament. “God, what are you 
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doing? How long until you bring what is right?” They 
wrestled with what I will easily call injustice—broken 
covenants. The pain was palpable in our conversations, 
but their prayers said God’s character is true and the 
world is broken.

Prayer is not idleness when we are faced with injus-
tice. It is engagement. For if our faith says that God is 
powerful to act, then going to him is the most effective 
action. If we don’t lament, our vision is likely blocked, 
seeing only the wolf pack, instead of looking up to him 
who is strong enough to protect and judge. 

The grieving prophet models for us how to respond 
to evil. So we pay attention instead of looking away, 
lament instead of numbing out, and ask with expectation 
instead of avoiding God altogether. 

Following after habakkuk

You’ve probably guessed that this is not the end of 
Habakkuk’s strong emotions about evil. When do ours 
just come out once? We also haven’t heard what God 
will say in response. Yet we already see Habakkuk’s faith 
lived out. It’s tenacious and raw and feels a lot more like 
my real life than some cliché advice. I’m guessing it’s 
more like yours too. 

There’s more for us in Habakkuk’s journey. But 
before we move on, let’s look closely at his example of 
paying attention, lamenting, and asking. 
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Pay attention

It’s easier to leave injustice in our blind spot. This is 
especially true when the injustice is being done to those 
with different life experiences than our own, or we can-
not see beyond our own suffering. 

Yet misuse of power and corruption are alive and 
kicking, and more are enslaved worldwide today than 
ever before. When we pay attention, we see the children 
without families and the desperate refugees searching 
for safety.

There may be three women in your small group 
whose husbands just left them. Your neighbor may face 
prejudice on a weekly basis for his ethnicity. Your friend’s 
children may struggle with anxiety from bullying that 
shouldn’t be theirs. God sees the injustice on the grand 
stage and in small corners—he does not look away. And 
you know what? He asks his people to do the same. 

The call of the prophets begging God to act shifts 
in the New Testament. God has already come in Jesus 
Christ and continues to work through his Spirit. So now, 
we read the exhortation for God’s people to be alert 
and ready. We must pay attention to what is happening 
around us and to God’s work in the world.10

Lament

Lament reveals that we’ve paid attention. It either 
leaks or gushes heartbreak, questioning, or fear. The 

10. See 1 Corinthians 16:13; 1 Peter 5:8.
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pleas disrupt the guise of ease and happiness in the 
godly life and reveal pain with which each of us wrestles. 
It’s lived-out authentic faith, shedding light on hurt, giv-
ing words to grief.11

Following Habakkuk’s example means we pray with 
the range of emotions we see in Scripture, many of 
which are not evident in the examples in social media 
stories or inspirational, self-help books. We pray with 
outrage, disgust, and urgency. Sometimes it sounds like: 
“Lord, why do you stand so far away? . . . In arrogance 
the wicked relentlessly pursue their victims; let them be 
caught in the schemes they have devised” (Ps. 10:1–2). 

Lamenting like this forms us. It means that we, like 
David, can begin with “How long, Lord? Will you forget 
me forever?” and end with “But I have trusted in your 
faithful love; my heart will rejoice in your deliverance. I 
will sing to the Lord because he has treated me gener-
ously” (Ps. 13:1a, 5–6). He is imploring “Stop, and stop now, 
God” when he says “How long, Lord.”12 David expresses 
real anxiety, agony, and defeat—and yet still concludes 
that the covenant God will keep his faithful love to him.

Habakkuk’s prayer gives us permission to lament 
together, as the church. This can feel strange because I 
have had people in power manipulate and mock me but 

11. Mark Vroegop calls it “the grace of lament” in his book Dark 
Clouds, Deep Mercy, revealing how it helps navigate the wilder-
ness of grief. Christianity suffers when lament is missing, he says. 
Mark Vroegop, Dark Clouds, Deep Mercy: Discovering the Grace of 
Lament (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2019).

12. John Goldingay, Old Testament Theology: Israel’s Life (Downers 
Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2010), 215.
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never had to worry about abuse that hurt my body nor 
took the roof from my head. This is not true for all our 
brothers and sisters. When we speak of lament for injus-
tice in this world, I, along with many in our churches, 
must see that we do not bear the brunt of it.13

So we shake off our pain-averse hesitations and 
lament together, for the evil that others live under.14 

Habakkuk doesn’t ask God to stop the terror for his own 
sake, he speaks of what he sees happening to God’s 
people around him. So must we.

ask with expectation

Watching him closely, we see Habakkuk asked with 
faith for things to change. He believed God was King and, 
therefore, in charge.

Remember the story of Peter being put in prison in 
Acts 12? Herod had killed the apostle James to the anguish 
of the church and the entertainment of the locals. Herod 
then arrested Peter for his next demonstration of power 

13. In Mark Vroegop’s second book, he provides valuable 
instruction on how lament is our right response in racial recon-
ciliation and opens doors for us to “weep with those who weep.” 
Mark Vroegop, Weep with Me: How Lament Opens a Door for Racial 
Reconciliation (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2020).

14. “Lament is what happens when people ask, ‘Why?’ and 
don’t get an answer. It’s where we get to when we move 
beyond our self-centered worry about our sins and failings and 
look more broadly at the suffering of the world.” N. T. Wright, 
“Christianity Offers No Answers about the Coronavirus. It’s Not 
Supposed To,” Time, March 29, 2020, https://time.com/5808495/
coronavirus-christianity/.
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and to the glee of the people. Injustice? Peter was going 
to be killed for their pleasure after Passover. 

As Peter was in prison, the church was praying fer-
vently for him.

God miraculously freed Peter! He walked out of 
prison and arrived at the house where the church was 
praying for him. When he knocked, Rhoda, a servant 
girl, came to the gate. In her great joy at hearing Peter’s 
voice, she left Peter—a fugitive who had just escaped 
death row—outside, exposed. Rhoda tried to convince 
those inside that Peter was there, but they only ques-
tioned her sanity. 

The church had prayed with fervor and faithful-
ness, no doubt, but when the time came to witness 
their answered prayers, they conjured up all sorts of 
defenses against the good news that stood right outside 
the door. They prayed, but without expectation. 

We pray, knowing our God is powerful enough to 
change any circumstance, and we pray expecting him to 
work. We know he may not work in the ways we foresee, 
as Habakkuk discovers soon. Still, we look for evil lead-
ers (like Herod) to be thwarted and for the hopeless suf-
ferer (like Peter) to walk free into the arms of the local 
church who is on their knees.

Lamenting Faith and Jesus Christ

Several centuries after Habakkuk, God, in the 
Incarnation, descended to answer the laments rising up 
from the world. In the life of Jesus, we saw the Just One. 



T R E M B L I N G  FA I T H32

Then, the greatest injustice—the death of the perfectly 
innocent Son of God—brought hope for healing and full 
restoration. In his suffering, he bore the penalty for the 
injustice and then rose from the dead. “The resurrection 
of Jesus is God’s own proclamation that he is not far, and 
that evil will not triumph.”15

If you cry out “How long, oh Lord?” know that it 
isn’t that God hasn’t done anything, but rather that we 
are waiting for him to finish what he began in Christ’s 
death and resurrection. Our “How long until you act?” is 
instead “How much longer until we see your righteous 
judgment permeate our lives?” That is exactly where he 
is taking this world.

Lament prepares us for hope in God gathering his 
people to a place ruled fully by his justice, which is pre-
cisely where this conversation is going.

15. Tremper Longman and Raymond B. Dillard, An Introduction 
to the Old Testament: Second Edition (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2006), 469.




