
O Lord, How Long 

Habakkuk 1:1-4; 2:1-4 

 

Dateline Palestine: The Assyrians, who conquered Israel, have now been 

defeated by King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon.  With the Assyrian 

nation out of the way, King Nebuchadnezzar has his sights set on 

conquering Judah and obliterating the remainder of God’s people.  It is 

into’ this situation that Habakkuk speaks his lament and challenge to 

God. 

Habakkuk has witnessed the destruction wrought by the Babylonians on 

his people.  He questions how a loving God could allow his people to be 

so mistreated by a pagan king.  Why must he, and his fellow citizens, be 

witness to such violence and destruction?  Why are good people made to 

suffer while evil in the world is allowed to flourish? 

Habakkuk’s lament is one that has been echoed through the centuries, 

both before his time and in the centuries since.  Why does evil flourish, 

while good people suffer?  It’s an age-old question, to which people 

through the centuries have struggled to find an answer. 

I’m pretty sure Habakkuk was not happy with God’s response to his 

question, as God explains that he is sending the Babylonians to conquer 

all in their path, the righteous and the unrighteous.  Just as Moses had 

confronted God asking how a righteous God could bring his people into 



the desert only to destroy them for their disobedience, so Habakkuk 

challenges God by asking how a loving and forgiving God can bring 

such calamity on his people. 

Habakkuk takes it upon himself to confront God with this question, 

going so far as to plant himself on a watchtower where God couldn’t 

help but see him.  He tells God he’s not going anywhere until he gets an 

answer.  He’s one determined prophet! 

His determination pays off when God responds to his challenge.  He tells 

Habakkuk to write down his response so it can be shared widely with his 

people.  While there is injustice and violence in the present time a 

revelation is coming.  Just as the people had to wait 40 years in the 

desert to enter the Promised Land, and Habakkuk’s people will need to 

wait 70 years to be released from captivity in Babylon, there will be an 

end to suffering.  God says that although the enemy is puffed up and his 

desires are not upright, in the end it is the righteous who will live by 

their faithfulness.  This is a promise that is repeated throughout the 

Bible, that there will always be a remnant of God’s people, the righteous 

who will survive to carry on his work. 

Dateline Hatfield, PA: In the news today, Hurricane Ian has wreaked 

havoc on the state of Florida with many feared dead, many others in 

desperate straits without electricity, water, or cell phone service.  In 

nearby Roxborough, Pennsylvania, gunmen are sought in the shooting 



death of one and injury of 4 other high school football players.  In 

California six people are injured in another school shooting.  The war in 

Ukraine continues to rage on, with Russia making even more desperate 

threats to the safety of the Ukrainian people. Health officials in the US 

are fearful of a double whammy of COVID and flu in the coming 

months. 

Into this news cycle we find ourselves crying out, “How long, O Lord, 

must we call for help, but you do not listen?”  With each news broadcast 

we see more violence and injustice perpetrated both at home and around 

the world.  It seems like our world is spinning out of control.  Has God 

fallen asleep at the wheel?   

No, he has not! But the answer we seek – immediate action to remedy 

the violence and injustice in our world – is not the answer we are likely 

to receive.  But we won’t know the answer unless we, like Habakkuk, 

are willing to post ourselves on the watchtower and challenge God to 

answer us. 

Will we do that?  How many of us feel comfortable challenging God?  

Do we have the “chutzpah”, the nerve or persistence, to stand before 

God and demand an answer?  How could Habakkuk do it? 

Following in a long history of lament within the Israelite community, 

Habakkuk had experienced the ebb and flow of lament and 

argumentation with God.  King David modeled this form of 



communication repeatedly in the Psalms.  What we learn from these 

examples is that there is no place for lament without deep faith.  While 

grief, sorrow, and despair can all exist without faith, only the 

argumentative lament presupposes that there is Someone listening! 

It is out of a basis of faith that we can come before God with our laments 

and demand an answer.  Ignatius wrote that there is a rhythm of 

“desolation” and “consolation” that is inherent in the spiritual life.  In 

times of consolation, we feel closer to God.  In times of desolation, we 

will feel distant from God.  Due to a basis of faith in a loving and 

forgiving God, we can cling to that faith during those times of desolation 

trusting that we are not forgotten. 

The Apostle Paul wrote to the church at Ephesus: 

7 I keep asking that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious 

Father, may give you the Spirit[f] of wisdom and revelation, so that 

you may know him better. 18 I pray that the eyes of your heart may 

be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he 

has called you, (Ephesians 1:17-18) 

Paul’s prayer helps to explain why once we have experienced the Lord 

in our lives, we are drawn to seek him forever.  Once the eyes of our 

hears are enlightened, there is no going back to the way things were 

before.  This enlightenment is what draws us to this place of worship, to 



join together with other loving, struggling, beautiful, and flawed people 

to experience the presence of God once again. 

 Even in these times of worship, though, we may still struggle with the 

darkness that is present in our time and we struggle to hear that still 

voice calling to us.  Habakkuk counsels that we be patient.  God is not 

asleep at the wheel, his revelation will come, but we need to wait for it.  

In the waiting we can discover what we are to do until the time of 

revelation. 

Habakkuk waited on the watchtower and finally received his answer.  

An answer so definitive that he was told to write it down to share with 

everyone.  What if we, like the prophet, would station ourselves on a 

“watchtower” – a prayer room, outside in nature, a place of worship, or 

even a quiet place within ourselves, and in that place demand that God 

make clear to us the healing or wholeness we ask for ourselves and our 

world?  We have the promise of Habakkuk that the vision we seek will 

finally arrive, so plain that we, too, can write it down so that others can 

read it. 

As we are gathered together, let us commit ourselves to standing on the 

watchtower and seeking God’s answer to the violence and injustice we 

see around us.  In doing so we know that we are never alone in waiting 

for the vision to arrive. 
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