“What’s Left When You Have Nothing?”
Habakkuk 3:17-19


Let’s begin by turning to our Scripture reading, Habakkuk 3:17-19.
I can’t remember a time when I had nothing.  I’ve been extremely blessed and fortunate, and while our family wasn’t rich in wealth, I never had to do without.  I didn’t always get what I wanted but I always had what I needed.  When my parents were children, however, they can remember rationing during World War II.  My grandparents lived through the Great Depression and could remember those times of scarcity.
Some of you may be able to remember rationing.  Some of you can remember growing up with very little in the way of material possessions.  You lived through times when things were scarce and hard to come by.

In my mission trips to Africa, Vietnam and the Philippines―as well as domestically in Tennessee, Virginia, and South Carolina―I’ve witnessed first-hand people who had almost nothing in terms of material goods.  But what they lacked in money or property or possessions they more than made up for in faith.  Some of the people I met in Africa had little more than four walls and a roof to call a home but had vibrant, living, passionate faith.
The Old Testament prophet Habakkuk foresaw a time when there would be nothing, when scarcity and loss would be everywhere.  What kind of response did the prophet have?  He had the kind of response we, too, must remember when it seems like our world is falling apart around us.
17”Even though the fig trees have no blossoms, and there are no grapes on the vines; even though the olive crop fails, and the fields lie empty and barren; even though the flocks die in the fields, and the cattle barns are empty, 18yet I will rejoice in the Lord!  I will be joyful in the God of my salvation!  19The Sovereign Lord is my strength!  He makes me as surefooted as a deer, able to tread upon the heights.”

Okay, who was this prophet with the funky name?  Habakkuk lived in the late seventh century BC―approximately six hundred years before the birth of Christ.  He may have been a Levite, of the priestly caste, and he was a contemporary of Jeremiah, Daniel and Ezekiel.  They were all active around the same time.
The time of Habakkuk’s prophesy was one of great lawlessness, immorality and oppression for the people of Judah. The four previous kings of Judah had been wicked men who all rejected God.  The kingdom of Assyria was declining in power and prestige, while the kingdom of Babylon was becoming the dominant world empire.  The fall and destruction of Jerusalem, and the exile to Babylon, occurred within twenty to thirty years of Habakkuk’s prophesy.
Unlike other Old Testament prophets―whose messages from God were to chasten the people for their idolatry and rejection of the covenant, and call them to repentance―Habakkuk instead pleaded with God to make his ways known.  How many times how we asked such questions as “Why does God allow the wicked to go unpunished?” or “Why do the godly suffer but the wicked get away with murder?” or “Doesn’t God care about what I’m going through?”  These are also the same kind of questions Habakkuk asked.
So when Habakkuk questioned God about all the evil around him, he was quite surprised by God’s answer.  In Habakkuk 1:6, God said “I am raising up the Babylonians to be a new power on the world scene.  They are a cruel and violent nation who will march across the world and conquer it.  They are notorious for their cruelty.  They do as they like, and no one can stop them.”  God goes on to list Babylon’s strengths and abilities―including their ferocity, penchant for violence, and arrogance―much to Habakkuk’s dismay!
Naturally, Habakkuk wanted to know how God could let a nation even more evil than Judah destroy them.  The prophet knew his people deserved to be punished for their many sins against the Lord.  But he couldn’t fathom why God would use Babylon for the task.
So God responded to Habakkuk’s concern by assuring the prophet that when the time was right, God would punish Babylon, too.  Until that time, God said in 2:3…”these things I plan won’t happen right way.  Slowly, steadily, surely, the time approaches when the vision will be fulfilled.  If it seems slow, wait patiently, for it will surely take place.  It will not be delayed.”
Habakkuk then had a vision in which he saw God coming across the land like a mighty warrior to carry out the promises he had made.  It’s at that point that Habakkuk foresaw a time in the future―under the oppression of Babylon―when there would be nothing: “… the fig trees have no blossoms, and there are no grapes on the vine…the olive crop fails, and the fields lie empty and barren…the flocks die in the fields, and the cattle barns are empty… (3:17).  It was an ugly picture.  The land would be desolate, devastated by famine and want.  It would seem as if evil had finally triumphed.

But even after such a horrific vision and what seemed like a complete loss of hope, Habakkuk said―and this is what we must also remember―”…yet I will rejoice in the LORD!  I will be joyful in the God of my salvation.  The Sovereign LORD is my strength!  He will make me as surefooted as a deer and bring me safely over the mountains” (3:18-19).  Despite the calamity that was to come, Habakkuk reaffirmed his faith and trust in God.

Many of us get caught up in and controlled by the circumstances around us.  And it’s no wonder!  When we consider that every day brings us news of more mass shootings, riots, political corruption, big tech manipulation, economic turmoil, and the ongoing presence of Covid-19, it’s not surprising we find it easier to see the horrific and ugly and negative.  Every day we’re inundated with panic and fear from the twenty-four hour news cycle.  Habakkuk didn’t have social media or news channels but he felt the same way.  He expressed the same cry of desperation that we do: Where is God when things go bad?

The truth is God is still right there.  He’s still on his throne.  He’s still in charge.  Habakkuk and all of us aren’t the only ones to ask these questions.  We remember that Jesus had the exact same expression of concern and anguish on the cross when he exclaimed “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46).  In our worst times―whether those be individual, church, community, nation or world―God does not forsake us or leave us.  His perspective is greater than ours, and all things work together for the good of God’s magnificent plan.  Habakkuk found ways to rejoice in God’s goodness and righteousness.

Rejoicing when things aren’t going well is difficult.  It takes great strength, resilience and God’s power, but God has promised—and he doesn’t break his promises―that he is with us every step of the way, whether we realize his presence or not.  At the first church where Felicia and I were members there was a lady named Sissy Kampfe.  Sissy received the shattering diagnosis that she had brain cancer.  I forget now how many surgeries she had, but it was at least three.  But every single time the cancer returned, stronger than before.  Eventually, it took her life.  Sissy left behind a husband and two children.  But in the few years that we knew Sissy, she had the best, most positive, most blessed sense of peace and joy.  It was truly indescribable to see someone with so much against her giving so much glory to God.
Habakkuk understood that no matter what happens, we’re not to give up on God, regardless of how bad things may appear in the moment.  Paul reminds us in 2nd Corinthians 5:7 that We walk by faith, not by sight.  You and I cannot see the future.  We don’t know all that will happen―but God does.  And he calls us to complete faith in him.  When we have nothing—when life is breaking apart around us―the words of Habakkuk remind us to keep our faith firm in God’s sovereign will, and to rejoice in his ability to save us and bring us safely through every time of trial.
If you’ve been in the church for more than a few years then you’ve probably heard the story behind the great hymn “It Is Well With My Soul.”  I think I’ve used it in a sermon before.  If you haven’t heard it before, or if you’ve heard it but need to be reminded of what’s left when you have nothing, let me share it with you as we reach our conclusion.


Horatio G. Spafford’s name may not be easily recognizable, but his contribution to church history is well known.  In 1871, the year of the great Chicago fire, Spafford lost a fortune in real estate as a result of the disaster.  That same year his four-year-old son died of scarlet fever. Two years later he decided to take his wife and four daughters on a trip to Europe.  When urgent business detained him in New York, he sent his family on ahead of him.


However, on November 22, 1873, the passenger ship struck an iron sailing vessel and began to sink.  Within two hours the passenger ship vanished beneath the waves.  There were two-hundred twenty-six fatalities―including Horatio G. Spafford’s four daughters.  When Mrs. Spafford was rescued and arrived in Wales, she telegraphed her husband the soul-crushing words “Saved alone.”

Spafford set sail to join his wife.  On the way, on a cold December night, the captain of the ship called him aside and said “I believe we’re now passing over the place where the ocean liner went down.”  Spafford went to his cabin but found it hard to sleep.  He said to himself, “It is well; the will of God be done.”  He later wrote his famous hymn based on those words.
When peace, like a river, attendeth my way / When sorrows like sea billows roll / Whatever my lot, Thou hast taught me to say / It is well, it is well with my soul.  …  Though Satan should buffet, though trials should come / Let this blest assurance control / That Christ hath regarded my helpless estate / And hath shed His own blood for my soul.  …  My sin—oh, the bliss of this glorious thought!— / My sin, not in part but the whole / Is nailed to the cross, and I bear it no more / Praise the Lord, praise the Lord, O my soul!  …  For me, be it Christ, be it Christ hence to live / If Jordan above me shall roll / No pang shall be mine, for in death as in life / Thou wilt whisper Thy peace to my soul.  ...  And Lord, haste the day when my faith shall be sight / The clouds be rolled back as a scroll / The trump shall resound, and the Lord shall descend / Even so, it is well with my soul


Despite the fact that yes, the wicked do prosper in this life and sometimes go unchallenged―despite how bad things are in our lives or the world around us―we’re taught to fall into the arms of our heavenly Father, and to trust in his mercy and goodness.


ASK: Does anyone know what a ‘trust fall’ is?


A ‘trust fall’ is an exercise sometimes used in corporate training and team-building workshops.  One person stands in front of another.  The person in front falls back and the person behind is supposed to catch and hold them, to keep them from hitting the ground.  It’s an exercise in trusting one another.  For the Christian, God is behind you and every single time you begin to fall he is there―always there―to catch and hold you.  He never misses.  He never plays mind games with you.  He never promises to catch you and then fails to do so.

Things in this old world may get worse before they get better.  Habakkuk would be the first to agree with that.  So would Horatio G. Spafford.  But both of them would also encourage us to keep our eyes of God, for even when we have nothing we still have God.  And by having God we are heirs of all things through Jesus Christ.
Let us pray:

Ever-present and never-failing God, it’s so easy for us to get beaten down with the bad news in our world.  It often seems that there’s very little that’s good because all we see, hear and consume is negative.  We all come through this life with questions about why good people suffer, why evil people grow rich off the suffering of others, why violence seems to be the only language the human race speaks fluently, and why you, Lord, sometimes seem distant and disinterested.

Yet your Word of Scripture, the life of Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit within us, and our own personal spiritual experiences remind us that evil will not always win.  The rich will not always gloat about their wealth.  Violence will one day cease. And you, Lord, are never distant or disinterested.  Strengthen our faith that we may see good where others see only hate―that we may extend grace when others extend only fists―that we may speak words of hope when others only slander and accuse.  And strengthen our faith so that we fall into your arms without reservation or concern or question, trusting in the holy name of the Lord, and his precious promises to us.  In the name of Jesus Christ, our Savior, Master and Friend; amen.
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