Hope Beyond the Headlines #5

“The News Isn’t All That New”

Habakkuk 2:5-20

“No news is good news.”


We’ve all heard and said that phrase from time to time. Whenever we expect the worst, silence can be our best friend. No middle of the night phone call. No banging on the door waking us up to the news we really don’t want to hear.


The problem is…there’s always news. Every morning newspapers roll off the presses. Every afternoon and evening there is television news. Every hour on the hour radio stations air the news; some radio and television stations are nothing but news.

And it’s usually not good news.

What dominates the headlines of newspapers or lead stories on the evening news? Usually some kind of disaster, death, or discouraging report about the nation’s economy, health, or weather captures the attention first. Even commercials for the news tend to highlight some horrible event with the phrase, “Details at ten.”

When was the last time you heard some really good news in a newspaper or news report? Was it on the front page or the beginning of the broadcast? Or was it relegated to the back pages? Some stations have made a conscious effort to report positive stories at some point in their telecast, but the percentage of good news to bad news remains rather small.

Well, I’ve got some more bad news for you: It’s always been that way. Ever since the dawn of time, when sin entered the world through the rebellion of the parents of the human race, our world has been filled with disaster, disease, destruction, and death. Why is that? For all our advancements, human nature has not changed all that much. We are still at our very core selfish, demanding, and willing to do whatever it takes to have what we want, regardless of whom or what gets in our way.

That’s what makes the Bible—and the book of Habakkuk in particular—so relevant in our day and age. When the prophet cried out at the beginning of his book, “Destruction and violence are before me; there is strife, and conflict abounds. Therefore the law is paralyzed, and justice never prevails. The wicked hem in the righteous, so that justice is perverted” [Hab 1:3-4], we can relate! As mentioned in the first message of this series, it is as though Habakkuk were reading our newspapers or hearing the evening news! 

As we turn now to Habakkuk chapter two, we discover a detailed account of the sins of his own people and of the Babylonians—the very ones God planned to use in order to teach the nation of Judah a lesson. Once again we find that the atrocities of the ancient world sound vaguely familiar to our own ears. It is as though he is reporting on today’s world.

You see, the news isn’t all that new.

It isn’t all the good, either.

An Appalling Report


Habakkuk 2:5-19 provides an appalling report of what was happening in Habakkuk’s day. In these verses the prophet condemns five specific practices common in his own day. I’d like to borrow Warren Wiersbe’s phrases in outlining these woes:

· The Peril of Pride

· The Curse of Covetousness

· The Error of Exploitation

· The Dangers of Drink

· The Ignorance of Idolatry

Let’s take a look at each of these appalling practices.

The Peril of Pride


The first is the peril of pride. Going back to the beginning of verse four and combining it with verse five we read, “See, he is puffed up; his desires are not upright…he is arrogant and never at rest.” The term “pride” does not appear here, but the synonym “arrogant” does, as well as the picturesque phrase “puffed up,” that appears often in Scripture describing pride. As Wiersbe notes, “Pride has a way of puffing us up so that we have a false estimate of ourselves. Some Christians grow, and some Christians just swell.” 


I believe the placement of pride at the beginning of this list is not accidental. When Solomon listed seven sins that God hates in Proverbs 6:16-19, pride was the first mentioned. I believe that the root of all sin is selfishness, and pride is the exaltation of self above everyone and everything else. I agree with C. S. Lewis who wrote,

There is one vice of which no man in the world is free; which every one in the world loathes when he sees it in someone else; and of which hardly any people, except Christians, ever imagine that they are guilty themselves… I do not think I have ever heard anyone who was not a Christian accuse himself of this vice. And at the same time I have very seldom met anyone, who was not a Chris​tian, who showed the slightest mercy to it in others. There is no fault which makes a man more unpopular, and no fault which we are more unconscious of in ourselves. And the more we have it ourselves, the more we dislike it in others.

The vice I am talking of is Pride or Self-Conceit… According to Christian teachers, the essential vice, the utmost evil, is Pride. Unchastity, anger, greed, drunkenness, and all that, are mere fleabites in comparison: it was through Pride that the devil became the devil. Pride leads to every other vice: it is the complete anti-God state of mind.


Notice what Lewis wrote: “Pride leads to every other vice.” We will find that to be true as we continue down this list. Pride makes us greedy.
 Pride leads us to exploit others for our own gain. Pride drives us to self-indulgence, and since self can never be satisfied, overindulgence. And, yes, pride even leads to idolatry, as we will see when we get there.

The Curse of Covetousness


The second woe Habakkuk pens concerns the curse of covetousness, another word for greed. In our day and age we are told, “Greed is good!” and “He who dies with the most toys wins.” But Jesus warned in Luke 12:15, “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man's life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” Boy, doesn’t that run counter to what we hear in our culture!


Now don’t get me wrong. There is nothing wrong with having and enjoying nice things. James 1:17 tells us, “Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father…” and Paul writes in 1 Timothy 4:4, “For everything God created is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving.”  First Timothy 6:10 is often misquoted; it does not say, “Money is the root of all evil,” but rather, “The love of money is a root of all kinds of evil.” So I am not against having nice things.


The problem with greed is that instead of us owning things, the things own us. And that insatiable desire for more will drive us to obtain things in dishonest ways. According to Ephesians 4:28, there are three ways to get wealth: you can work for it, steal it, or receive it as a gift. Stealing is wrong because the eighth commandment says, “Thou shalt not steal” (Exodus 20:15).
 But the Babylonians were guilty of stealing their wealth from others. They took what they wanted by force, and also extorted money from those they plundered through exorbitant interest.


Whenever a people specializes in greed, robbery, and extortion as a means of acquiring whatever their hearts desire, they had better look out for the interest God will take from them when He rectifies the matter. Habakkuk writes in verse seven, “Will not your debtors﻿ suddenly arise? Will they not wake up and make you tremble? Then you will become their victim.”  The word “debtors” derives from the Hebrew verb meaning “to bite.” After “putting the bite” on so many nations for so long, suddenly “the bite” will be put on them.


The curse of covetousness is very real in our world as well. One hazard of capitalism is that the rich may be able to take advantage of the poor to become richer themselves. We often hear in the news about embezzlement, fraudulent schemes, identity theft, and price fixing, and all of these stem from the curse of covetousness.

We must be on our guard against greed. As Wiersbe notes, “‘Thou shalt not covet’ may be the last of the Ten Commandments (Ex. 20:17), but if we’re guilty of covetousness, we’re in danger of breaking the other nine!”

The Error of Exploitation


Habakkuk 2:12-14 deals with a third practice: the error of exploitation. Someone has once quipped, “Godly people love people and use things; greedy people love things and use people.” Greed often leads to exploitation. As Wiersbe defines it,

You exploit somebody when you take more than you give, when you treat people like things. You exploit people when they have to work harder for you than you would work for them. You exploit people when you make them do things you wouldn’t do yourself. A great deal of exploiting is going on today.


It was happening in Habakkuk’s day as well. The Babylonians had done more than humiliate the nations they had conquered. They had defiled the land, decimated the forests (to provide cedar wood for their own homes, buildings, and palaces), and destroyed the wildlife.
Only in comparatively recent years has the importance of conservation been understood. In the early chapters of Genesis, after God had made Adam and Eve and put them in the Garden to “tend and…keep it,” He delegated to them and their descendants the responsibility to care for the earth on His behalf (Gen. 1:26–28; 2:15). But as a consequence of sin entering into the world, mankind became self-centered rather than God-centered. Men abused the provisions God had made for their enjoyment and systematically destroyed the earth’s resources merely to have what they wanted. As a consequence, the land lost its strength, and the air and water their purity. Belatedly people are realizing that they must accept responsibility for natural resources they once took for granted. Just as God called the Babylonians to account for their abuse of His creation, so He indictes men today for their wanton destruction of the earth’s natural resources.


Pride led to greed that led to the error of exploitation of nature and mankind. This leads to the next denunciation…

The Dangers of Drink


Habakkuk spoke out against the dangers of drink. With astonishing clarity Habakkuk put his finger on one of the weaknesses of the typical Babylonian: he was addicted to alcohol. True, war was his trade—even his passion—but wine was his downfall. We know from Daniel 5 that on the night of Babylon’s doom King Belshazzar and his lords and ladies were in the midst of a drunken feast.

It may surprise you to learn that alcohol consumption is America’s number one drug problem. When you read in the newspapers about the people who are being picked up for using cocaine or marijuana or some other narcotic, just remember, the number one drug problem in the United States of America is alcohol. Between 11 and 17 million Americans are considered to be alcoholic. Americans spend about $50 billion a year on alcohol. People complain because of the amount of money that’s spent on military weapons or other things, and yet Americans spend $50 billion a year on alco​hol! You may say, “Well, people make money from the sale of alcohol.”
Alcohol problems cost the American economy an estimated $68.6 billion each year. These are problems that result from people who drink—physical problems, jobs that are lost, man-hours that are lost on the job, accidents on the highway. Did you know that the leading cause of mental retardation is alcohol consumption during preg​nancy? More than 250,000 Americans lost their lives in alcohol-related accidents during the past ten years—that’s 25,000 a year! One person dies every 21 minutes in an alcohol-related auto wreck. That’s about 70 a day. On an average weekend night, one out of every ten drivers on the road is drunk.

Alcohol consumption is the leading cause of death for persons between the ages of 15 and 24. Eighty-three percent of all fire fatalities are alcohol related. From 50 to 68 percent of all drownings are alcohol related. Up to 80 percent of all suicides are related to alcohol, and up to 40 percent of all fatal industrial accidents are con​nected with alcohol. An incredible 86 percent of all murders are alcohol related.

A great deal of stories in the newspapers report child abuse. Did you know that 65 percent of child abuse cases are connected with alcohol? And at least 200,000 Americans die each year either because of their own or somebody else’s alcohol consumption.


Now the Bible does not demand total abstinence. Drinking alcohol is not a sin in the Scriptures; being drunk is condemned as a sin. But how much alcohol does it take to become drunk? That answer varies from person to person. The government says that a blood-alcohol level of .08 makes a person legally drunk. But at what point is a person’s judgment affected?


Unfortunately, drunkenness is rarely a solo sport. And in verse 15 Habakkuk writes, “Woe to him who gives drink to his neighbors, pouring it from the wineskin till they are drunk, so that he can gaze on their naked bodies.” They not only engage in the excess themselves but lead others into doing the same, providing their neighbors intoxicants in order to exploit their inebriated lack of decency. One thinks today of purveyors of pornography, gambling and drugs. They do not only seek personal gratification but to exploit others by ensnaring them. The pervasive power of perversion continues to cross national and international boundaries, threatening not only individuals but also governments through its corruption.
 As Jerry White puts it,
We live in the age of freedom of expression and freedom of lifestyle. X-rated movies and maga​zines are available in every city. Legislation to control pornography has failed in most places. The sexual fiction of yesterday is the reality of today. Magazines displayed in supermarkets present articles featuring unmarried couples liv​ing together. Sex manuals advocate extramarital affairs. Fewer and fewer teenagers leave high school as virgins. Prime-time television flaunts homosexuality and infidelity.

Pitirim Sorokin, formerly professor of sociology at Harvard, laments:
There has been a growing preoccupation of our writers with the social sewers, the broken homes of disloyal parents and unloved children, the bed​room of the prostitute, a cannery row brothel, a den of criminals, a ward of the insane, a club of dishonest politicians, a street corner gang of teenage delinquents, a hate-laden prison, a crime-ridden waterfront, the courtroom of a dishonest judge, the sex adventures of urbanized cavemen and rapists, the loves of adulterers and fornicators, of masochists, sadists, prostitutes, mis​tresses, playboys.

Flip through the movie listings in the newspaper or TV Guide and see how many fit that bill! What Americans call entertainment God has another name, and it ain’t pretty!

The Ignorance of Idolatry


Finally, Habakkuk denounces the ignorance of idolatry. According to the Old Testament, ancient Babylon was the home of all idolatry. There it had its roots and its rise. From Babylon, idolatry spread to all parts of the world.


“Whew,” I can hear some of you saying to yourselves. “At least there’s one we don’t have to worry about today!”


Not so fast.


Idolatry is all around us. “What is idolatry?” you ask. It is worshiping and serving the creature rather than the Creator. An idol is a substitute. When you know the true and the living God, you don’t want substitutes. Idola​try is ignorance.

Ignorance? What do I mean by that? Think about it: In idolatry, the person makes the image. Isn’t that interest​ing? You and I were made by the living God. We are made in the image of God. Idolatry means worship​ing and serving the creature rather than the Crea​tor. It means making a god after our own image.


Can we have idols today? How can we detect the idols in our lives? If you want to find out if you have idols in your life, here’s a checklist. 

· There’s the devotion test: For what are you working and living? 

· There’s the dependence test: Whom or what do you trust? When difficulties come, to whom or to what do you turn? 

· There’s the delight test: What gives you the most pleasure? 

· There’s the decision test: What guides you when you make your decisions? 

· There’s the destiny test: What are you looking forward to?

If we answer with anyone or anything besides “God” to those questions, we are guilty of breaking the first commandment: “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. You shall have no other gods before me” (Exodus 20:2-3). We are guilty of idolatry, which is nothing more than ignorance.

Here we have five woes. These sins were being committed by the nation of Babylon, and God pronounced judgment upon them for their sins. But the interesting thing is this: Some of these sins were taking place in the nation of Judah. Some individuals in Judah were proud and greedy, and they were plundering. Some in Judah were adding to their real estate by exploiting the poor. Some in Judah were guilty of drunkenness and idolatry.

We want God to judge the sins of other nations, but we don’t want God to judge our own sins. We read the newspapers and say, “God should do something about these things.” But then we don’t want Him to do anything about those same things in our own lives. How easy it is to be convicted about other people’s sins!

An Absolute Retribution


Briefly, I want to mention an absolute retribution outlined by God through the prophet Habakkuk. Not only did God point out these horrible crimes being committed, but He also passed sentence on those who practiced them.


Without going into detail, God promised Habakkuk that He would turn the tables on the wicked. It’s a basic law of the universe that eventually we reap what we sow.
 To the greedy that exploited others to get rich, they would lose their wealth. To those who got others drunk in order to laugh at other’s shame, they would be laughed at and filled with shame themselves. To those who destroyed, they would be destroyed. In the words of Numbers 32:23, “You may be sure that your sin will find you out.”

This may not seem to be a comforting message, but remember where Habakkuk was in all of this. God was telling him, in essence, “Habakkuk, your nation will be purged, but it will be preserved. Babylon, on the other hand, will be destroyed, never to rise again.”
 

Against this dark background of judgment and wrath—the wrath of God leveled against these awful sins—we have three very wonderful assur​ances. They shine like stars in a storm. In Habak​kuk 2:4, 14, and 20, to encourage the prophet and to encourage you and me today, God gave us these three very wonderful assurances…

First of all is the assurance of God’s grace. “Behold, his soul that is lifted up is not upright in him; but the just shall live by his faith” (Hab. 2:4). The first half of that verse describes the Babylo​nians—the proud, puffed-up Babylonians. The last half of that verse is talking about the believer. “The just shall live by his faith.” This is the assurance of the grace of God…


In Habakkuk 2:14 we have the assurance of God’s glory: “For the earth shall be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea.”

What is the glory of the Lord? The glory of the Lord means the sum of all of God’s attributes. Glory is not just an attribute of God; glory is the character​istic of all His attributes. He is glorious in wisdom, glorious in power, glorious in grace, glorious in mercy. God’s glory means all that He is and all that He does, and He is unique. There is no one who has glory as God has glory…


In Habakkuk 2:20 you have a third wonderful assurance, the assurance of God’s government. “But the Lord is in his holy temple; let all the earth keep silence before him.” God is in control; so be submissive. Don’t argue. Don’t try to tell God what to do. God is in heaven. God is on the throne, and He is caring for His own. He knows what He is doing.

An Appropriate Response


This brings us to the final point: an appropriate response to God’s revelation. Habakkuk concludes chapter two with verse twenty: “But the Lord is in his holy temple; let all the earth be silent before him.” The original Hebrew of this verse has a strong imperative like our expression “Hush!” 

A beautiful musical setting of this verse is used in some churches to subdue the congregation to quiet contemplation of the sermon. (It is found on the inside cover of our hymnal.) Unfortunately, while the words fit, the context of the text is that the Lord is about to demonstrate His power in judgment.
 These words are not set in a context of worship of God by His people. The Lord is sovereign and holy. He looks at the nations and holds them accountable. The call to silence is not an invitation to worship, but a command to reflect on the terrible state of all who fall into the hands of the angry God.

Imagine a courtroom where the jury has brought in a guilty verdict of first-degree murder. The criminal is brought in for sentence.  The lawyers and the reporters are there.  There is the low murmur of confused sound as a hundred conversations are being carried on.  Then suddenly the voice of the court crier is heard, “All rise! This court is now in session.”  There is quiet, and the judge appears, rapping his gavel, and bringing the court to complete order so that he may proceed to the business that is predetermined by the nature of the case.  This is what is meant by “The Lord is in His holy temple.”  It is not a call to worship.  It is the thunderous call of an outraged God against a world that has too long mocked Him.  Now the principles of judgment shall be executed in the sight of all.


What is our response to this? Perhaps the example to follow is the English Reformers, John Bradford, when he saw a murderer led off to be executed. While other onlookers pelted the condemned with catcalls and criticisms (and a few other things), Bradford muttered to himself, “There, but for the grace of God, go I.”
 


As we can see from the ancient book of Habakkuk, the news isn’t all that new. People have been proud, greedy, violent, self-indulgent, and ignorant throughout the centuries. 


But the news isn’t all bad, though. Things may look bleak, but God will have the final say. He will judge the ungodly. Justice will prevail. And the just shall live by faith.
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