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Faithful Servants of God

Text: Habakkuk 1:12–2:4, 14

During this Season after Pentecost the lectionary focuses our attention on 
growth in holiness and service to God. We have heard of and reflected on 
God’s love for us. We have considered our responsibilities of duty to love 
the Lord our God with every fiber of our being. And we have 
acknowledged the sufficiency of God’s grace to fulfill these duties. Today 
we reflect on Christian character and virtue—that is how a Christian must 
live as a new creation. Notice the way the Collect refers to us, and how we 
also refer to ourselves in praying it: it is as faithful people. God’s people are 
those who have faith in Him. Moreover, our fervent prayer is to be able to 
offer Him service in this earthly life which is faithful and laudable (worthy 
of praise) in the hope of attaining His heavenly promises, the salvation of 
our souls (cf. Hebrews 10:39). We declare that this hope, this earnest 
expectation of future blessing, is based on Christ’s merits and not on our 
own efforts. Everything begins and ends with God’s grace.         

But there is a critical element required from us: we must believe that God 
exists and that He is who He has revealed himself to be in the Holy 
Scriptures (cf. Hebrews 11:6). So from a purely human perspective, one 
might say that salvation is based on faith first and foremost. In fact, our 
Old Testament lesson this morning gives us a verse which led that famous 
priest, Martin Luther, to reach the conclusion that faith was the only basis 
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for salvation. And of course, St. Paul had used it in his letters to the 
Romans and Galatians to propound his doctrine (teaching) of justification 
by faith: as the apostle quoted the prophet: “The righteous shall live by his 
faith.” (Habakkuk 2:4) 

Who was this prophet and what was this faith he was talking about? His 
name was Habakkuk, the eighth of the Minor Prophets in the Bible. This 
does not mean he is of minor importance, but rather one whose writings 
are shorter than those of the Major Prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and 
Daniel). He lived around 600 BC. The book proclaims itself an “oracle of 
God which Habakkuk the prophet saw.” (Habakkuk 1:1) The prophet 
begins with a complaint that God does not seem to be listening to his cries 
for help. (“O LORD, how long shall I cry for help, and you will not hear? 
Or cry to you “Violence!” and you will not save?” (v.2)) Have you my 
brothers and sisters ever felt that way? I think we all have at one time or 
another. 

The situation which Habakkuk is confronting is one in which society seems 
to be in total breakdown mode. Everywhere he looks, he sees wrongs, 
trouble, destruction, violence, strife, and contention. (vv. 2–4) Sound 
familiar? The law does not seem able to cope with the situation, and indeed 
justice is itself perverted. The wicked go unpunished while righteous men 
are condemned. Habakkuk feels helpless, surrounded by wicked men, 
while the authorities fail to deal with the problem as they should, or worse 
yet are complicit with the forces of evil. If that were not enough burden for 
any one God-fearing man to bear, a Gentile nation, the Chaldeans (think 
modern day Iraqi’s) are on the march against their neighbors. These are the 
people who would gain control of the Babylonian empire and eventually 
destroy Jerusalem (587 BC). Their forces seem invincible; they are so 
powerful they literally laugh at kings and their fortifications. They are not a 
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God-fearing people but rather one which makes its own rules, devises its 
own perverted form of justice. Their highest good is violence; their own 
might is their god. (vv. 7, 11) In short, they are faithless men (v. 13): self-
idolaters, as one Anglican deacon has put it (Zachary Jones, Christ Church 
Westshore, Avon Lake, Ohio). 

Habakkuk, however, is most definitely a man of faith. It is in faith that he is 
crying out to God to save him, and all of Judea, from these godless 
conquerors. 

In this morning’s psalm, we find King David (c.1010–970 BC) in an earlier 
time confronting a similar situation. He also sees the ungodly prospering 
and even speaking out against the Most High God (v.11) Seemingly 
immune to punishment, they lure others into imitating their wicked ways. 
David is tempted to despair (“Indeed, had I spoken as they do” v.15) 
because of those who claimed God was unaware of their wickedness.

God spoke in answer to both David and Habakkuk: to David through the 
holiness of his sanctuary, which reminded the king that God permits the 
ungodly to pursue their own ends and to suffer the consequences of them. 
He may have been thinking that as a righteous person he was allowed to 
enter the sanctuary. Whereas an unrighteous person would not be allowed 
to enter into the Lord’s presence. If he did he would risk bringing 
punishment on himself. David reflects on who the Lord is, (“the strength of 
(his) heart and (his) portion forever…” (v. 26)), and concludes that he has 
rightly put his trust and confidence in the Almighty (“… it is good for to 
me to hold fast to God, to put my trust in the Lord GOD, and to speak of 
all your works in the gates of the city of Sion” (v. 28)). 

Habakkuk learns that God’s ways are not man’s ways and that he has 
something in mind that no one would ever suspect. First, God tells 
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Habakkuk (vv. 5, 6) that the Chaldeans are serving his purposes, that they 
are on the march at the Lord’s urging. Habakkuk starts to have a glimmer 
of understanding at this point. (vv. 12ff.) (“O LORD, my Holy One? We 
shall not die.”) Everything will turn out for the best in the end no matter 
how dark the future appears based on present circumstances. (“You have 
ordained them (the Chaldeans) as a judgment; and you, O Rock, have 
established them for a reproof.”) In response, Habakkuk is determined to 
do his duty. (“I will take my stand at my watchpost and station myself on 
the tower, and look out to see what he will say to me, and what I will 
answer concerning my complaint.” (2:1))  And the Lord instructs him: 
“Write the vision; make it plain on tablets, so he may run who reads 
it” (he who is faithless, who trusts only in himself), “but the righteous shall 
live by his faith.” (v. 4) The way forward for the Jews then was to trust in 
the Lord and not to despair and fall back on their own resources.

Unbeknownst to them at the time, they would face the destruction of their 
capital and the deportation of most people of any official or social standing 
to Babylon where they would live in captivity for 70 years. After that, the 
Lord would use a new empire (that of the Persians) to restore them to 
Jerusalem where they would face the task of rebuilding everything that had 
been destroyed, including the Temple. In the fullness of time (i.e. when the 
time was right) God would send them the promised Messiah to establish a 
New Covenant with them.

The Letter to the Hebrews from which we read this morning refers to 
Habakkuk’s vision. The writer here is alluding to it to show his readers (or 
hearers, as these letters were often read in churches) the role of persistence 
in overcoming adversity of all sorts. Faith must be persistent. God will not 
fail to support us, but we must be willing to do our part. Christians should 
not allow themselves to lose heart when experiencing trials, tribulation, 



and persecutions. These are all meant as tests of our faith. This is the time 
to implore God’s comfort.

We have spoken of faith in the Old Testament, but what is faith from a 
Christian New Testament perspective? (cf. Harton, Elements of the 
Spiritual Life, esp. pp. 32–43)

To begin with, faith is a spiritual virtue. By it, God reveals himself to man 
through his spirit. Faith is not a natural intellectual operation but rather 
complements the human intellect. Is man capable by scientific reasoning of 
discerning God? This is the question Job asked. His question presupposed 
a “No” response, and that indeed is the case. God can only be spiritually 
discerned. He cannot be discovered by observation, experimentation, or 
deduction. (So, incidentally, there is no inherent conflict between faith and 
thought or religion and science. The only conflict occurs when someone a 
priori rules out the existence of the Divine based on his own unbelief and 
limited means of investigation.) 

Faith is what theologians term an infused virtue. It is not some idea we 
arrive at by natural intellectual activity. However, faith does complement 
our natural thought processes (by what one might call an intuition). Now 
this is important: it is this virtue which unites us to God and gives us access 
to the divine thought. In other words, it is in being faithful that we have the 
mind of Christ which Paul writes about (1 Corinthians 2:16). (cf. “partakers 
of the divine nature”, 2 Peter 1:4) 

Faith does not come to us all at once in all its fullness, but rather gradually 
in a process that unfolds over time, and at different rates for different 
people. What is vitally important is that we affirm that we believe in God; 
this is why we say the Creed as a regular part of our liturgy. By so doing 
we solemnly declare that we put our full trust and confidence in Him. 
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Initially this may be an act of blind faith, but over time we learn more 
about who He is as He reveals his truth to us. This is why parents and 
Godparents are asked to promise to raise children in the faith. But the 
process doesn’t end when a child is brought to the bishop for confirmation. 
It is a lifelong pursuit requiring the total involvement of the heart, the 
mind, and the will. 

How then is faith acquired? By prayer combined with effort: prayer 
because faith is a spiritual gift given by God; effort because as with any 
virtue, it only becomes a habit through practice. How then should we pray? 
We can begin by admitting our neediness by saying “Lord I believe; help 
thou my unbelief.” (Mark 9:24 the father of the son afflicted by the dumb 
and deaf spirit which the disciples were unable to cast out). And the Jesus 
Prayer: “Lord Jesus Christ have mercy on me a sinner.”

One reason that we are incapable of immediately grasping the fullness of 
the divine revelation is that our minds are darkened by sin. It is as if we 
were looking at a reflection in a dingy mirror as St. Paul describes it. It is 
only in the life to come that we will see clearly “face to face.” (1 Corinthians 
13:12) Near the end of his life, St. Thomas Aquinas, the author of the most 
complete treatise on dogmatic theology (Summa Theologica), was granted 
a vision of God’s Eternal Being. He was so overcome that all that he had 
written now appeared to him as but straw in comparison. From that 
moment on, he wrote not another word for the remainder of his life. 

Faith in Jesus Christ is the beginning of the spiritual life. In union with him 
we may grow more and more into the fullness of the Eternal Truth. 
Through faith we come to know Him as He is. As we have said, this cannot 
be accomplished by the intellect alone. It must be accompanied by 
acknowledging and experiencing the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. Then all 
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his gifts become ours: wisdom and understanding, counsel and might, the 
spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the Lord. (Isaiah 11:2–3) Look it up.

The purpose of all these gifts is to enable us to live a godly life. In today’s 
collect we prayed God that we might faithfully serve Him. One of the 
church fathers (Leo the Great, regn. 440–461) said: “As the reason for works 
consists in faith, so the strength of faith consists in works.” (ACCS, OT XIV, 
The Twelve Prophets, p. 194) And Augustine of Hippo gives this 
incomparable image of faith expressed in works: “Anoint Jesus’ feet by 
living well. Wipe them with your hair. If you have more than enough, give 
to the poor, and you have wiped the Lord’s feet. For hairs seem to be the 
body’s superfluity. For you they are superfluous, but for the Lord’s feet 
they are necessary.” (ibid., p. 193)

Let us reflect this morning not on the ungodliness we see around us but on 
the glory and majesty of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. He gives us 
trials to prove our mettle, to strengthen our faith in His provision, to give 
us opportunities to serve others and thereby serve Him who serves us. 
How we respond to these invitations to growth and service is our choice. 
He has empowered us by His Spirit to respond in love, to say yes to Him, 
He who is the ultimate yes, the great amen. Let us pray Him this morning 
to help us by His grace to say yes to Him by saying yes to those he puts in 
our path.
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