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“The Righteous will Live by His Faith” 

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

Seventeenth Sunday after Pentecost + October 2, 2022 

Dear Friends in Christ, 

 Have you seen any good billboards lately?  It is fascinating to see the signs 

along the highways, including the signs posted by the billboard companies, 

trying to get you to hire them to put your message up there.  “Do something 

bright:  Rent this space” it says.  “You didn’t have to interrupt your favorite 

show to get this message.”  “Drive the herd.”  It is hard to ignore these signs 

when you are driving by, even when you are going 65 miles per hour.   

 It turns out that advertising on signs with big letters is nothing new.  

Habakkuk was a prophet about 640 B.C. and God tells him: “Write the vision; 

make it plain on tablets, so he may run who reads it” (2:2).    He was to make 

God’s message plain in large, clear letters, so that even “he that runs” could 

read it.  It was to be written on the tablets, some kind of large stone slabs or 

tiles, which were to be erected in public places.  These tablets were to attract the 

attention of the people hurrying, rushing, on their way to work.  Many a person 

might read what was so conspicuously displayed, and remember and ponder 

the message and derive everlasting benefit.  (Drawn from Bible Commentary: 

The Minor Prophets, by Theo. Laetsch, CPH, 1956, p. 330.)  We don’t know 

exactly how much of the vision Habakkuk put on his billboard, but it surely 

included these words:  “The righteous shall live by his faith” (2:4).  This 

morning let us take a look at this great truth.  We will see two things:  (1) It is 

the foundation stone for our salvation and our life with God.  (2)  It is our 

foundation in times of distress. 

---  I  --- 

 “The righteous shall live by faith.”  This great truth is used several times 

in the New Testament as a foundation to show that we are saved by faith in 

Jesus Christ, apart from the works of the Law.  Paul uses it in the first chapter 

of Romans, a document written to be the great launching pad for his missionary 

work to the west.  This verse is right at the center of Christian belief and 

teaching.  He wrote:  “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of 

God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the 
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Greek.  For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it is 

written, “The righteous shall live by faith” (Romans 1:16-17).   

 The Gospel is the Good News of what God has done for us in Jesus Christ, 

our Lord.  A person is saved simply by believing that Good News.  Here it is:  

God, in view of what His Son Jesus has done, has pardoned us of our sins and 

has accounted to us the righteous deeds of Jesus Christ.  Jesus’ perfect life, 

death on the cross in our place, and His triumphant resurrection, were done for 

us, to take away our sins, so that we would have life with God forever.  This life 

cannot be obtained by doing works of the Law, but only by believing (trusting) 

that Christ has done this for us.   

 Similarly, in his letter to the Galatians, Paul scolds his readers for falling 

back into beliefs of salvation by the works of the law.  He says: “For all who 

rely on works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, ‘Cursed be 

everyone who does not abide by all things written in the Book of the Law, and 

do them.’  Now it is evident that no one is justified before God by the law, for 

‘The righteous shall live by faith.’  But the law is not of faith, rather ‘The one 

who does them shall live by them.’  Christ redeemed us from the curse of the 

law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, ‘Cursed is everyone who is 

hanged on a tree’” (Galatians 3:10-13).   

 We have heard this truth of salvation by grace alone many times, and we 

can ignore it because it is so familiar.  But we need to be reminded of it because 

it is counter-intuitive!  It would seem to our human nature that the righteous 

would live by being righteous, that if you are going to live forever with God in 

His kingdom, you need to be a righteous person.  But God repeats “The 

righteous will live by faith” so many times in His word.  This is why He wanted 

Habakkuk to put it up in large letters so that the busiest people of His day could 

see it.  This is why we bring it up this morning. 

 There is a third time this verse is quoted in the New Testament, and this is 

lesser known.  It comes in the 10th Chapter of Hebrews, where the writer is 

addressing people who are undergoing a time of persecution and suffering.  

They were being publicly exposed to reproach and affliction.  In other words, 

people were insulting them because of their belief in Jesus Christ.  Hardships 

were put upon them.  He writes, “Therefore do not throw away your 
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confidence, which has a great reward.  For you have need of endurance, so that 

when you have done the will of God you may receive what is promised.  For, 

‘Yet a little while and the coming one will come and will not delay. But my 

righteous one shall live by faith, and if he shrinks back, my soul has no pleasure 

in him.  But we are not to those who shrink back and are destroyed, but of 

those who have faith and preserve their souls” (Hebrews 10:35-39).   

---  II  --- 

 This brings us back to the time of Habakkuk, and shows us our second 

point, namely that this truth of eternal life by faith is our foundation in times of 

distress.  Habakkuk is different than most other books of the prophets.  Instead 

of simply a word of God through the prophet to the people, we have a dialog 

between the prophet and God Himself.  The text begins as Habakkuk speaks 

heated words.  He is impatient with God Himself, and scolds the good Lord, as 

it were, because of the injustice of the judges of his day.  He complains:  “O 

Lord, how long shall I cry for help, and you will not hear? Or cry to you 

‘Violence!’ and you will not save?  Why do you make me see iniquity, and why 

do you idly look at wrong?  Destruction and violence are before me; strife and 

contention arise” (1:2-3).  Habakkuk questions the actions of the Lord—and 

His inaction.  He complains about what the way He has handled things.   

 Here we have an example about how God’s people live by faith in the 

middle of troubled times.  They do not complain about God, they complain to 

God!  They are still in a faith relationship with their Creator and Redeemer – 

they are living by faith -- so they do not turn their back on Him, as it were, to 

complain about Him to others, but they pray to God their deepest thoughts and 

wait for Him to answer.  Habakkuk looked around him and saw great injustices 

being carried out in his beloved land of Judah.  He saw all sorts of violence 

against innocent people, the ruthlessness of the wicked.  He saw great 

destruction and violence and severe guilt and it seemed to Him that God was 

looking on “idly.”  Horrible acts of crime and violence were being done by 

ruthless, wicked people, and it seemed to Habakkuk that the Lord was doing 

nothing to stop it!   

 This cry of “how long” is a familiar cry from the lips of God’s faithful 

people.  Listen to the cry of David in Psalm 13: 
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1 How long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever? 

          How long will you hide your face from me? 
2 How long must I take counsel in my soul 

          and have sorrow in my heart all the day? 

  How long shall my enemy be exalted over me? 
3 Consider and answer me, O Lord my God; 

        light up my eyes, lest I sleep the sleep of death, 
4 lest my enemy say, ‘I have prevailed over him,’ 

          lest my foes rejoice because I am shaken.  

 Today, also, people of faith cry out, “How long, O Lord, will you take me 

down this road?  Why do you look by idly while all this bad stuff happens?”  

Undoubtedly we need this kind of prayer more today:  “How long, O Lord?  

Will you forget me forever?”  Some don’t dare to pray that way because we 

think it is somehow disrespectful.  Too many turn away from the Lord in their 

bitter experiences and stop talking to Him.  They shut Him out, refuse to pray, 

refuse to listen to His word, and instead wallow in their own feelings, which get 

so magnified that there is no room for God to get in with His own message to us.   

 A few years ago Dawn and I had the opportunity to attend the 50th 

anniversary of Concordia University, Ann Arbor, Michigan.  At the banquet we 

were seated near people who graduated about the same time as Dawn and I.  

Seated at our table was one of our classmates who graduated with us now 

almost 40 years ago.  We could see by her nametag that she had gotten married 

since we last saw her, yet she was sitting alone.  She was working the night shift 

doing medical records in a local hospital (Detroit area), and does some things 

musically in her church on the side.  Later in the evening she told us about her 

family.  She had gotten married about the same time that Dawn and I were 

married.  Her husband took adult instructions and joined the church when they 

were married.  After that he never missed a Sunday.  They were blessed with 

two sons, who were doing well.  Her husband, it turns out, had died a few 

months before the reunion after a long bout with cancer.  It was some type of 

lymphoma, and he was sick for eight years before he died.  During that time he 

was sick the whole time—no times of remission, no breaks, just being sick for 

eight years.  No doubt they asked many times during that sickness, “How long, 
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O Lord!”  Yet she was very upbeat and even joyful and her faith in the Lord 

was evident.  Apparently in their long time of distress she learned that the 

righteous live by faith.  We trust in the promises of God, and we wait for their 

fulfillment in the second coming of Jesus Christ.   

 So says the prophet:  “Still the vision awaits its appointed time; it hastens 

to the end—it will not lie.  If it seems slow, wait for it; it will surely come; it will 

not delay” (2:3).  God had shown the prophets many visions about the things to 

come, particularly about the rescue he planned for His people.  Habakkuk 

undoubtedly knew the Book of Isaiah, which gives so much comfort about the 

coming Savior and the new kingdom He would usher in.  He wondered, “When 

will all of this come true?”  God says to him:  “Keep hanging on!  When it 

happens, it will not lie!  You will not experience any disappointment when My 

promises are fulfilled.”   

 People of faith cry out to the Lord, and God blesses this.  With David and 

again with Habakkuk, you find that by the time all is said and done, the one 

who is praying finds peace in the faithfulness of the Lord.  Notice the peace and 

confidence in David’s heart by the time he finishes the psalm: 
5 But I have trusted in your steadfast love; 

          my heart shall rejoice in your salvation. 
6 I will sing to the Lord, 

          because he has dealt bountifully with me.  (Psalm 13:5-6). 

Similarly, Habakkuk was given confidence in the Lord.  Let us close with the 

same words of triumphant faith that conclude the Book of Habakkuk:   

“Though the fig tree should not blossom, 

          nor fruit be on the vines, 

  [though] the produce of the olive fail 

          and the fields yield no food, 

  [though] the flock be cut off from the fold 

          and there be no herd in the stalls, 

  yet I will rejoice in the Lord; 

          I will take joy in the God of my salvation. 

  God, the Lord, is my strength”  (Hab 3:17-19). 


