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HABAKKUK 1.1-4 

 
2 How long, LORD, must I call for help, 
    but you do not listen? 
Or cry out to you, ‘Violence!’ 
    but you do not save? 
3 Why do you make me look at injustice? 
    Why do you tolerate wrongdoing? 
Destruction and violence are before me; 
    there is strife, and conflict abounds. 

  
Today we are beginning our new series, for the summer, on Habakkuk, and we 
are going to be looking at the first 4 verses today – which form Habakkuk’s first 
complaint. 
 
But first shall we pray.  

 
And as begin Habakkuk there is a real sense of lament in his opening words 
which have resonances with various Psalms.  And at the heart of his first 
complaint are two questions. 
Two questions that will resonate with each one of us especially over the past few 
months.  

 
The two questions are: How long? 

 
and  
 
Why?  
  
  

2 How long, LORD, must I call for help, 
    but you do not listen? 
Or cry out to you, ‘Violence!’ 
    but you do not save? 
3 Why do you make me look at injustice? 
    Why do you tolerate wrongdoing? 
Destruction and violence are before me; 
    there is strife, and conflict abounds.   
 
         
 

1. How Long? 
 
2 How long, LORD, must I call for help, 
    but you do not listen? 
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I am sure that all of us have asked the question “How long?” recently. 
How long will lockdown go on for? How long will social distancing measures be 
in place? How long before I can see my family again? How long before we can 
worship together? 
How long before we can sing together? How long will I have to wear a face 
mask? How long before leisure centres can open…..? How long before I can go 
and watch my team live again? How long before I can go back to work? How 
long will I have to wait to see if I have any work? How long before life can return 
to normal?  How long? 

 
And in one sense all these questions and more are quite important to us and yet 
in another sense can seem quite trivial – especially if I was looking in from 
another context – especially in places like Tanzania.  They are questions of our 
context. However the question: How long is a cry that can go deep into our hearts 
– as it transcends our current situation. 

 
The question How long? – pre-supposes that God has been quiet even silent for 
a long time – that there has been a long history of unanswered prayer – that the 
prophet is addressing. Habakkuk wants to know how long that he has to wait for 
an answer.  He is desperate for a dialogue with God and yet God is silent. So you 
can see where the prophet is coming from: 

 
God does not appear to be listening. 

 
There is no worse feeling than not being listened to – you are hitting your head 
against a brick wall. Or you are stuck in a system and you don’t seem to be able 
to see a way through or a way out. Or in the prophets case there is violence – 
Hamas –which can mean civil or military oppression – that is designed to hurt or 
to injure. 
 
Where is God when we call out to him and it seems that our prayers fall on deaf 
ears? 

 
I am sure that the current crisis will have called you to ask questions of your faith 
– deep searching questions. Is God there and is God listening and if so why is he 
not answering? 
And if he does not answer – what does this say about God? What if our theology, 
our understanding of God and experience do not match up? Change our 
theology – or remain faithful. Some will have gone through a dark night of the 
soul. Some will have gone through the dark night of the soul and become 
stronger. Some will have gone through the dark night of the soul and will be 
weaker. Others will have had their faith strengthened throughout all of this.  
 
What is God saying? 
 
One of the first questions that people asked at the beginning of this pandemic 
was:  
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What is God saying to us in this situation? 
 
And of course people have said several things including opportunities for 
evangelism, the opportunity to reset, the opportunity to step back and 
reconsider. Now I guess that all of these things will come into play – however I 
am not sure what God is saying to us. 

 
Does he appear silent? 

 
Maybe He is simply saying that we need to remain faithful – trust and bring our 
questions to Him –in anticipation that he might or might not answer.  I sometimes 
feel that we use prayer a bit like a slot machine – we put in a prayer and out pops 
the answer. Sometimes that happens but at other times we simply have to wait 
and ask the questions. 

 
Simon Barrington tweeted one response as I was preparing my sermon: 

 
In all the talk of creating a new normal, here is some ancient wisdom : 'Stand at 
the crossroads and look; ask for the ancient paths, ask where the good way is, 
and walk in it, and you will find rest for your souls.' 

 
We do not have to think we are being progressive to be moving forwards – 
maybe we need to look back to the wisdom of the past – the ancient tried and 
trusted paths. 

   
How long? 

 
The second question that the prophet asks is: 

 
2. Why? 

 
3 Why do you make me look at injustice? 
    Why do you tolerate wrongdoing? 

  
If the first question is How long? The second is Why – which takes us deeper into 
the mystery of God. 

 
Each of us could look around the world and focus on the area of real injustice 
that most interests us – and ask the question why? Like the Uighur Muslims being 
herded onto trains in China in scenes reminiscent of the Holocaust. Like 
thousands of Christians who are persecuted for their faith every day. Like 30,000 
children dying each day of starvation in Africa. 

 
Like, like, like….. 

 
And we ask the question why – because we do not understand his silence or 
indifference and because we want God to intervene and initiate a new heaven 
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and a new earth. We cannot build heaven on earth. Only God can do that in its 
entirety. 

   
No matter where our political loyalties lie – there is no political system that we 
will wipe away injustice. There are some that will tackle injustice better than 
others – undoubtedly – but I have yet to see the perfect political system where 
everyone wins and no-one suffers injustice.   All have sinned. All have fallen short 
of the glory of God. 

 
But drawing back – the question is: 

 
Why does God not intervene?  

 
The prophet was looking at violence and destruction. 
The law is paralyzed – ineffectual – so justice cannot be done. The wicked hem 
in the righteous – so justice is perverted. We all need access to a fair judiciary – 
so justice can be done.  Why doesn’t God give divinely ordained justice so 
society could function properly?   
 
But the question is:  

 
Why does God not intervene? Why does God allow this to happen? Why is God 
silent? 
Sometimes we have to live with the Why. 

 
  

I have outlined several times in the recent past that there are three stages to a 
crisis. 

 
Response  Initial Crisis plus ongoing                             

 changes  
 
Recovery                        A period of time when we   
                                     begin to return to “normal”   
                                     however a time when  

feelings and emotions come  
to the surface. 

      
Reconstruction               How do we plan for the  

“new normal”?  
 
The danger is that people move from Response to Reconstruction too quickly 
therefore no time for grief and reflection.  
 
No time to ask the questions. No time to dwell on loss. No time to adjust to a new 
normal – when all will change. I think that we are oscillating between Response 
and Recovery. 
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Response because the situation is changing every day. Recovery because things 
are returning to normal. 

As we move into recovery –I sense that we will need to take time and space to 
listen: Listen to one another. Listen to the Lord. Listen to where he is leading us 
before rushing into reconstruction. We will create space to do that – where I 
sense we will be able to create an environment to recover well.  But as we listen 
– so maybe we need to recover the discipline of lament – so with the prophet 
and the psalmists – we are able to articulate our questions, voice our feelings 
and wait for an answer – whatever that answer may look and feel like 

 

Even if the answer is silence.     

We need to bring before the Lord the two questions of the prophet: 

 
How long? And Why?        

 
 
 
 


