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The Oracle of Habakkuk  

1 1The judgment oracle which Habakkuk the prophet saw: 

 

Habakkuk’s First Complaint 

2How long, oh YHWH,1 will I cry for help,  

but you will not listen, 

will I shout out to you ‘Violence!’ 

  but you will not save? 

 3Why do you let me see iniquity, 

  and look yourself upon wickedness?2 

Havoc and violence are before me, 

  there are legal disputes, 

and strife is suffered.3 
4Therefore the law4 is numb, 

  and justice never goes forth, 

for the wicked surround the righteous 

  therefore justice goes forth crooked— 

 

YHWH’s Response to Habakkuk’s First Complaint 

5“Look, all of you, among the nations and behold— 

 and be astonished and astounded! 

For a deed I am doing in your day; 

 you would not believe it though it were told. 
6For, behold, I am raising up the Chaldeans, 

 that bitter and brash nation,5  

                                                 
1 ‘YHWH’ is transliterated from the Hebrew יהוח, God’s name as revealed in Exod. 3:14-15. Out of 

reverence, afraid of accidently breaking the 3rd commandment and using God’s name in vain, ancient scribes 
would read the Hebrew word “Adonai,” meaning “lord,” in the place of His name Yahweh (the probable 
pronunciation). This practice was continued by the Greek translation of the Old Testament (the Septuagint) 
and the New Testament. Among other titles, God, Lord, and Yahweh are the primary ways our God is 
referred to in the Bible; I will use them interchangeably. In my translation, I use the transliteration YHWH to 
represent the Hebrew text, where this interplay between “Lord” and the name “Yahweh” is apparent.   

2 Together the thought is violent and sinful oppression. The term iniquity has the sense of sinful injustice, 
the second oppressive harm/wickedness.  

3 Strife and disputes left unresolved are examples of some of the “havoc and violence” Habakkuk 
witnesses. At this point, the social sins of Judah have been diagnosed in social, political (oppressive 
leadership), and legal spheres (corrupted legal system and a proliferation of legal disputes). 

4 Law, torah, could mean an ordinary legal standard, but probably refers—as it usually does—to God’s 
law delivered at Sinai (cf. Exodus-Deuteronomy).  
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who traverses the breadth of the earth 

 to take possession of dwellings not his own. 
7Terrifying and dreaded is he, 

 from himself go forth his justice and majesty. 
 

8Swifter than leopards are his horses; 

 quicker than wolves of the evening,6 

his horsemen charge  along. 

His horsemen come from afar, 

 they fly like an eagle  

hastening to eat. 
9They all come for violence, 
 the horde of their faces point forward,7 

 and he gathers captives like sand. 
 

10He raises against kings derision; 

 dignitaries are a joke to him. 

He laughs at every fortification 

 and piles up a mound of earth and takes it. 
11He then moves on as the wind, 

crosses boundaries and is guilty, 

whose strength is his god.”8 

  

Habakkuk’s Second Complaint  

 12Are you not of old, 

  YHWH, my God, my holy one? 

  We shall not die.9 

                                                                                                                                                             
5 Throughout Habakkuk, the Chaldeans—the nation of Babylon—are referred to with the singular 

pronoun (“he”), probably with reference to its leader, Nebuchadnezzar (cf. 3:13). 
6 “Quicker” is literally “sharper.” Translations differ over the sense of the metaphor. Though it could 

suggest fierceness (ESV), the context suggests their speed is in view.  
7 This line is quite debated but probably means that Chaldeans come forth with unflinching 

determination. 
8 Others translate, “they sweep on like the wind, and they pass on; they are guilty, whose strength is their 

god.” The word I have translated “transgressed” has can mean either to pass on/sweep on, and so is a 
synonym with the first line, or to cross a set boundary—transgress—and so is closely related to “they are 
guilty.” This suggests that the word is meant to invoke both these connotations: it is in their sweeping 
through that they have swept over boundaries and so have become guilty.  

9 The new NIV and TNIV translate this as “you shall not die.” They follow an old Rabbinic tradition 
that says the early Scribes changed “you” to “we” out of misplaced piety—they feared connecting “die” to 
God in any way. There is no good reason to believe that this tradition is accurate.  
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 Oh YHWH, for justice you put him in place; 

  oh Rock, to rebuke you appointed him. 

 13Your eyes are too pure to see evil; 

  to look at wickedness, you are not able! 

 Why do you look at the treacherous, 

remain silent as the wicked swallows up those more righteous than he? 

 
14You have made humanity like fish of the sea; 

 like creeping creatures, no one rules over them. 
15He brings all of them up with his fishhook; 

with his dragnet he drags them away. 

He gathers them in his fishnet, 

thus he is glad and rejoices. 
16Therefore he sacrifices to his dragnet, 

 and burns incense to his fishnet. 

For by these his portion is fat 

 and his food corpulent. 
17Will he, therefore, empty out his net, 

 and continue to slay nations,  

not showing mercy? 

 

2 1At my post I will stand, 

  And station myself at a fortification. 

I will keep watch to see what He will say against me 

  and how I may respond to my rebuke.10 

 

Yahweh’s Final Response  

An Answer for Israel 

2And YHWH answered me and said; 

 

“Write down the vision, 

  make it clear upon tablets, 

 So that the one who reads it will run— 

    3for the vision is still for an appointed time, 

    it speaks to this end and does not lie. 

                                                 
10 Lit. “And what I will return upon the rebuke of me.” “[M]y rebuke” refers to how YHWH will 

respond to Habakkuk’s complaint (an objective genitive; YHWH’s rebuking of me). “Return” suggests a 
response. In fitting with contemporary idiom, it is better rendered “how I may respond” than “what I may 
respond.”  
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  If it delays, wait for it, 

   for it will surely come; it will not tarry— 
4behold, it is bloated: his appetite is not upright within him, 

but the righteous one will live by his faith.11 

 
 

An Answer for Babylon 

5“How much more is wine betraying the arrogant man: 

he will not find rest.  

 Because he opens wide his appetite like Sheol, 

  like death he is never satisfied: 

 He gathers to himself all the nations, 

  and collects for himself all the peoples. 
6Will these not all raise a taunt against him— 

   even a mocking poem, riddles concerning him— 

   and it will say: 

 

‘Woe to him who heaps up what is not his own—12 

   for how long!— 

and who loads heavy debt upon himself!13 

 7Will your creditors not suddenly rise up, 

   those who make you tremble awaken? 

   You will be pillage for them. 

  8Because you yourself plundered many nations, 

   all the remnants of the peoples will plunder you. 

   

Because of the blood of humanity and the violence to the land, 

    to towns and all their inhabitants. 

   
9Woe to him who gets evil gain for his house, 

   to place his nest up high, 

                                                 
11 The structure is complex here, leading to the significant indenting. There are three overlapping 

structures employed by Habakkuk to achieve a masterful poetic contrast and comparison of the wicked 
Judean leadership with the righteous and the Chaldeans. First, the one who runs is identified as one with the 
bloated and crooked appetite with the use of “behold” in v. 4. He is then contrasted with the one who lives 
by faith. His wicked response (“run”) is contrasted with the righteous response, “wait,” in v. 3. Lastly 
“behold” serves double duty as the introduction of an a fortiori (lesser to the greater) argument resumed by 
“how much more” in v. 5: God shows that if he will judge the wicked Judah as revealed in his vision—those 
bloated and crooked in appetited—how much more so will God judge the bloated, arrogant, Chaldean. 

12 “Woe” is a generally a generic interjection, akin to “Oh!” or “Hey!” However, in prophetic contexts it 
often takes the connotations of the English word “woe:” pay attention; this is what is coming down upon 
you.  

13 Lit., make debt heavy upon himself 
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   to deliver himself from the hand of catastrophe! 

  10You have planned a shameful deed for your house, 

   to bring an end to many peoples, 

   and so you have brought guilt upon your soul. 

  11Even stones from the wall will cry out, 

   and rafters from the woodwork will answer them.14 
   

12Woe to him who builds a city on bloodshed 

   and establishes a town in wickedness. 

  13Is it not, behold, from YHWH of hosts 

   that peoples are labouring only for fire15 

   and nations are wearing themselves for nothing? 

  14For the earth will be filled 

   with the knowledge of the glory of YHWH 

   like the waters cover the sea. 

   
15Woe to him who gives drink to his neighbour, 

    you who mixes it with your wrath,  

even to make them drunk, 

    that you might look upon their nakedness. 

  16You will be sated with dishonour instead of glory. 

   Now you yourself drink and have your uncircumcision exposed! 

  The cup of YHWH’s right hand is coming around to you, 

   and disgrace will come upon your glory. 

  17For the violence done to Lebanon will overwhelm you, 

   and the devastation done to the beasts that terrified them. 

    

Because of the blood of humanity and the violence to the land, 

    to towns and all their inhabitants. 

 

  18What benefit is an idol, 

   that its maker would hew it,  

a cast image and a teacher of lies, 

  For the maker trusts what he has made, 

   enough to craft mute idols. 

  19Woe to him who says to wood, “wake up!” 

   “awake!” to a dumb stone. 

                                                 
14 Lit., “a stone” and “a rafter.” The idea is that the “house” of the Chaldeans will testify to their iniquity. 
15 Lit., “enough of fire.” In context, this appears to mean that the work of those subjugated and gathered 

by the Babylonians to build the Babylonian kingdom amounts to nothing, for God is bringing judgment upon 
this nation.  



© 2017 J. Alexander Rutherford 6 

 

  Is it able to teach?16 

   Behold, it is overlaid with gold and silver, 

   but there is no breath at all in it. 

   

 20But, YHWH is in His holy temple, 

  Be silent before Him all the earth! 

     
 

 A Song of Habakkuk in Response to God’s Answer to His Prayer 

 3 1A prayer of Habakkuk the Prophet, according to the Shiggayonoth.17 

   
2Oh YHWH, I have heard your report; 

   I fear, oh YHWH, this deed of yours. 

  In the midst of years, give it life; 

   in the midst of years, make it known;18 

   but in anger, remember to show mercy. 

   

  3God comes in from Teman, 

   the Holy One from mount Paran.     

 

Selah 

 
  His majesty covers the heavens, 

   and the earth is full of His glory.19 
  4His brightness is like day, 

   rays flash from his hand; 

 in there is the concealing of his strength. 
  5Pestilence goes before him,  

   and fiery devastation follows his steps. 
   

6He stands and causes the earth to quake; 

   He looks and causes the nations to jump. 

  The mountains of old are shattered, 

   and the ancient hills cower; 

   the ancient paths are His. 

                                                 
16 Literally, “is it a teacher?” 
17 This term occurs only once elsewhere, the heading of Ps. 7:1. It probably refers to a tune or type of 

song, so the plural here means “according to the tune/type of the shiggayon songs.”  
18 The exact sense of “in the midst of years” is unclear. With the NIV and NET, it probably refers to the 

prophet’s day. This would then echo 1:5, “I am doing a deed in your day.”  
19 Cf. 2:14 
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  7I see the tents of Cushan under distress; 

   the tent curtains of the land of Midian tremble. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

  8Is YHWH wroth with the rivers? 

   Is your anger with the rivers, 

   or your rage with the sea, 

  That you drive your horses along, 

   your chariots of salvation? 

  9Your bow is wakened from its sheath,20 

   your rods sworn in with a word.21     

 

Selah 

 

  You split the earth with rivers; 

   10the mountains see you and writhe. 

  Downpours of water sweep through; 

   the deep gives its voice 

   and raises its hands up high. 

   
11The sun and the moon stand in their lofty abode, 

   to make your arrows that fly gleam, 

   to brighten your flashing spears.22 

  12With indignation you march through the earth; 

   with your anger you thresh the nations. 

 

  13You come forth for the salvation of your people, 

   for salvation with your anointed.23 

  You smash the head of the house of the wicked, 

   laying it bare from the foundation to the neck.24 

   

  Selah  

 

                                                 
20 I.e., YHWH has prepared his bow. 
21 The Hebrew of this line is difficult, but the above probably captures its sense. “Rods” refers to a rod 

used for punishment.   
22 Verses 9-11 envision the forces of nature joining God in His warfare. At first, using the language of 

the flood, the waters pledge their allegiance (raise their hands) and storm forth. Then the lights of the sky 
illumine God’s terrifying weapons as they strike.  

23 Of the English translations, only the AV, KJV, and NKJV translate it in this way. The word translated 
“with” looks identical to a word that could indicate the object of salvation, yet the author has deliberately 
indicated by inserting it that he does not mean “to save your anointed.” That God is achieving salvation with 
his anointed is the best understanding.  

24 There is a mixed metaphor here, involving the imagery of both “house” and “head.”  
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14With his rods you pierce the head, 

   his warriors storm in to scatter me, 

   exulting as if to consume the oppressed in hiding places.25   
  15You tread the sea with your horses, 

   the great waters foam. 

   
  16I hear and my inward parts tremble;  

at the sound my lips quiver. 

Rot enters into my bones, 

and I tremble where I stand, 

  While I wait for the day, 

for distress to come up, 

   for a people to attack us.26 
   

17Even when the fig tree does not bear fruit, 

    and there is no yield of the vine; 

   the labour done for olives fails, 

    and the fields do not produce food; 

   the flocks are cut from the fold, 

    and there is no cattle in the stalls, 

  18I myself will rejoice in YHWH; 

   I will exult in the God of my salvation. 

  19The Lord YHWH is my strength: 

   He sets my feet like a doe 

   and causes me to tread upon high places.27 

   

  To the choirmaster, with my stringed instruments. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
25 Lit. in a secret place 
26 Alternatively, “I wait for the day of distress to come up, against a people who attack us” (NET, ESV, 

NIV). The translation in the text above best captures the sense of the Hebrew and the flow of Habakkuk’s 
song. 

27 Cf. Psalm 18:33 
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