《Dummelow’s Commentary on the Bible – Habakkuk》(John R. Dummelow)
Commentator

Compiled by 40 Bible Scholars and edited by Dummelow, this commentary has received favorable reviews from Christians of many denominations. At one time, this was one of the most popular commentaries of the 20th century. Although not as conservative as the others, it is still quite helpful with detailed introductions and concise comments. All maps and images from the printed edition are included.

This commentary provides in a single large but convenient book the essential scholarly information on the Bible necessary to every minister and Bible student.

Dummelow's Commentary is distinguished by two remarkable combinations of merits. First, it combines to an extraordinary degree completeness and conciseness. As Bishop Anderson of the Diocese of Chicago has said, it contains "more information attractively presented than can be found in the same amount of space in the whole realm of Bible Literature." Yet it is not too diffuse, nor is the essential information obscured by unnecessary or rambling discourse.

Second, it combines in a remarkable way the highest religious reverence with exact scientific rigor. Preachers and theologians of many denominations and various shades of faith have paid tribute to its "conservative liberalism".

00 Introduction 

1. Author. Nothing whatever is known of Habakkuk other than what may be inferred from his book. The inference, based on the subscription 'on my stringed instruments' (Habakkuk 3:19), that he was a singer or player in the Temple choir is altogether precarious, if not untenable; partly because there is no certainty that this chapter is Habakkuk's own (see on Habakkuk 3:17); partly because the text is probably faulty, the true reading being simply 'on stringed instruments'; and still more, because this subscription is in all probability no part of the original poem which forms Habakkuk 3. All that we know of the person of Habakkuk is that he was a great prophet who has left us one of the noblest and most penetrating words in the history of religion (Habakkuk 2:4).

2. Summary of Contents. (Habakkuk 1:1-4) The prophet begins with a complaint to Jehovah touching the prevalent violence, oppression, and perversion of the law. 'How long,' he cries, 'and why?' For answer (Habakkuk 1:5-11) comes the divine word that the Chaldeans are to be raised up in chastisement, and the work which they will do is such as to be almost incredible. Then follows a graphic description of their terrible army, with their swift horses, their keen cavalry, their cruel and brazen faces. They laugh at all authority, and at every attempt to stop their advance. They worship might, not right. But in the next section (Habakkuk 1:12-17) the prophet's attitude towards this people (if it is the same people as in Habakkuk 1:5-11) has changed. He shudders at their impiety, and is confounded by it. They have overstepped the limits of their commission; how can Jehovah reconcile with His own holiness and purity the barbarities perpetrated by the conqueror?

(Habakkuk 2:1-4) The divine answer to the prophet's perplexity comes when he climbs his tower (the tower of faith) and looks abroad. The answer is that the proud shall perish and the righteous shall ultimately live. It may not be obvious now: the visible solution may tarry a long time; but faith sees it already. 'The just shall live by his faithfulness.' The next section (Habakkuk 2:5-20) consists of five 'woes,' which elaborate the thought of Habakkuk 2:4;—the sure destruction of the proud. Woes are denounced upon the cruel rapacity of the conquerors, the unjust accumulations of treasure, the passion for building, the unfeeling treatment of the land, beasts, and people, and finally the idolatry. In contrast to the impotent gods worshipped by the oppressor, is the great Jehovah whose Temple is in the heavens, and before whom all the earth must be silent (Habakkuk 2:20). He comes, and His coming is described in Habakkuk 3 in rich and varied imagery; and this 'prayer' concludes with the expression of unbounded confidence and joy in Jehovah, even when all visible signs of His love may fail.

3. Occasion calling forth the Prophecy. The prophecy of Habakkuk may be dated approximately about the year 600 b.c. The last twenty-five years had been a time of great significance for Western Asia in general and for Judah in particular. At the beginning of that period Assyria had been the great world power; but from the year 625 b.c., when Nabopolassar succeeded in establishing an independent Babylonian monarchy, the Assyrian empire had rapidly declined, till at length, in 607 b.c., Nineveh, the capital, was taken, and by the battle of Carchemish, in which Egypt, the great competing power in the West, was defeated, Babylonian supremacy was assured. Judah naturally became a vassal of Babylon, and about the year 601-600 was invaded because of the rebellion of king Jehoiakim.

Within Judah herself, much that was of first-rate importance both for history and religion had happened. Zephaniah and Nahum had prophesied, and Jeremiah was in the middle of his great career. In 621 b.c., on the basis of the newly-discovered book of Deuteronomy, king Josiah had inaugurated a reformation which had raised the hopes of good men; but its influence, as we learn from Jeremiah, had been, upon the whole, but brief and shallow. The death of Josiah upon the battlefield in 608 b.c. aggravated a situation already difficult enough. His son Jehoahaz, who reigned but three months, was succeeded by Jehoiakim, a man of extravagant tastes and contemptible character—the very last man to guide the state through the perplexities and perils of the time.

It was in his reign, apparently, that Habakkuk delivered his message. Through his words we can clearly read the prevalent disregard of law and order, and the abounding political confusion and religious perplexity occasioned by the supremacy of the Chaldeans. The precise interpretation and occasion of the book, however, are unusually hard to. determine. We shall very briefly indicate the difficulties and the solution which seems the most probable. In Habakkuk 1:1-4 it is not clear who the oppressors are, whether foreigners or the ruling classes within Judah itself. As in Habakkuk 1:5-11, the Chaldeans (i.e. the Babylonians) appear to be raised up to chastise them, it is more natural to suppose that the oppressors are natives of Judah. But in Habakkuk 1:12-17 the Chaldeans themselves seem to be the oppressors—though this is not expressly said—as they are described in terms very similar to the description in Habakkuk 1:5-11 and they bring fresh perplexity to the prophet by 'swallowing up the man that is more righteous than' they (Habakkuk 1:13). The 'righteous' would in this case be Judah, and that description of Judah, coming after such a picture of anarchy as we have in Habakkuk 1:1-4, would be somewhat strange.

The difficulties may be partly met by assuming that the various sections were written at different times, Habakkuk 1:12-17, in which Judah is relatively righteous in comparison with the Chaldeans, being later than Habakkuk 1:1-4. The only real clue fco the historical occasion of the prophecy is the mention of the Chaldeans in Habakkuk 1:5-11. Their appearance and their military methods are apparently well known, and this circumstance implies a date shortly before, or more probably shortly after, the great battle of Carchemish in 605 b.c., in which the Babylonian army under Nebuchadrezzar defeated the Egyptians, and established a supremacy, which lasted about seventy years, over Western Asia. The prophet welcomes the advent of the Chaldeans (Habakkuk 1:5-11) as the divinely-appointed scourge of the evils among Jehovah's people in Judah (Habakkuk 1:1-4); but this solution only heightens the horror of his problem, as he becomes better acquainted with the cruel and aggressive pride of the Chaldeans (Habakkuk 1:12-17); and he must find a deeper solution. He finds it finally, upon his watchtower, in the assurance that somehow, despite all seeming, the purpose of God is hasting on to its fulfilment, and that the moral constitution of the world is such as to spell the ultimate ruin of cruelty and pride, and the ultimate triumph of righteousness (Habakkuk 2:1-4). His faith was historically justified by the fall of the Babylonian empire in 538 B.C.

4. Religious Ideas of the Book. The dominant ideas of the book shine most clearly out of the great vision which Habakkuk saw from his watchtower (Habakkuk 2:1-4). Briefly, they are Patience and Faith (Habakkuk 2:3-4). The prophet had expected an adequate solution to his doubts to arrive in his own day (cp. Habakkuk 1:5, 'in your days'); and he welcomes the Chaldeans as divine avengers of sin. But Habakkuk is an independent and progressive thinker, and the more he watches the Chaldeans, the more he feels sure that the solution they bring is utterly inadequate. Then he lifts his sorrowful heart to God, and he is soothed and strengthened by a larger vision of the divine purpose and its inevitable triumph. He does not now know, as once he thought he did, by what human and historical means that triumph is to be secured; but he knows that it is certain. 'It is sure to come, it will not lag behind.' That is faith, and the obverse of faith is patience. It is so sure that he can afford to 'wait for it, though it tarry,' and though it come not in his own day. It is 'trust' in God that will carry the 'righteous' across his doubts and fears, and sustain his 'life' even when he seems to perish (Habakkuk 2:4). 'The righteous shall live by his faithfulness.' This is also the great lesson of the closing vv. of Habakkuk 3, that God may be trusted, even when all visible signs of His presence fail; and this trust is not resignation, but joy unspeakable (Habakkuk 3:17-19).

01 Chapter 1 

Verses 1-17

The Prophet's burden. The Answer of Jehovah
1. Burden] RM 'oracle': see on Isaiah 13:1.

2, 3. How long?.. Why?] Even a prophet (Habakkuk 1:1) can ask such questions. He never denies the existence of God, but he cannot understand His seeming failure to interpose in human affairs. In the end, however, the despondency merges into a faith which can believe where it cannot see (Habakkuk 2:3; Habakkuk 3:17.).

5. Behold ye among the heathen] For this we ought to read, 'Behold, ye treacherous' (as in the quotation in Acts 13:41, 'ye despisers'). The despisers are those in Habakkuk 1:1-4 who trample upon moral and social law, thinking Jehovah will never intervene. In your days] The profounder solution in Habakkuk 2:3 contemplates the possibility of a long postponement of the issue. 

6. The Chaldeans] possibly written after the battle of Carchemish, in 605 b.c., with reference to Nebuchadrezzar and his army, so graphically described in Habakkuk 2:6-10.

7. The last clause means that the Chaldean recognises no master or judge: he is a law to himself. 

9. RM 'Their faces are set eagerly forwards, and they gather captives as the sand.'

10. They shall heap dust] i.e. they shall throw up an enlargement of earth, to take the fortress. 

11. The correct translation should probably be: Then he sweeps by as a wind, and passes on and makes his might his God—an admirable climax to the description of the Chaldeans.

12-17. A new riddle.

12. Habakkuk's faith is staggered by the conduct of the Chaldeans. He had welcomed them as ministers of the divine judgment, and 10!they had shown themselves to be cruel and haughty, working out not God's will, but their own. How was this consistent with the holiness of God?

13. The cry of a perplexed heart: Thou art too pure to look upon evil, why then dost Thou look upon it? God looks on in silence: He does nothing, says nothing! The wicked (i.e. the Chaldean) swallows up one who is more righteous than himself (i.e. Judah).

14. And makest] probably this should be 'and makes.' It is, as Habakkuk 1:15-16 show, the Chaldean who makes men like fish, sweeping them into his net. 

16. He sacrifices to his net] i.e. to his weapons of destruction, as to a god: for was not might his god? cp. Habakkuk 1:11.

17. This v. should probably read, 'Will he draw the sword for ever, slaying nations mercilessly evermore?'.

02 Chapter 2 
Verses 1-20

Faith Triumphant
1-4. The view from the watchtower.

1. The prophet climbs his tower, for he must reach a vantage point, if he is to contemplate with real understanding and insight the confusion about his feet, i.e. occasioned by Chaldean aggressiveness and indifference to right. The tower is not, of course, a literal tower—some high and lonely place to which the prophet may retire; it simply suggests the inner light of revelation, by the aid of which he contemplates the perplexing situation. The last clause should read, 'and what answer He will make to my complaint.'

2. The answer which he expects is given, and he is instructed to write it down on tablets, because it is of permanent value, and to write it plainly so that any one might be able to read it fluently. Run] i.e. in his reading, read easily.

3. The ultimate moral issue is clear, though it may be far away. If it is slow, it is sure. It may not come 'in your days' (Habakkuk 1:5), but 'it is sure to come, it will not be late: and if it tarry, wait for it,' for in 'your patience ye shall win your souls.' When the kingdom will come is not clear, but come it, will; for some day 'the earth shall be filled with, the knowledge of the glory of Jehovah, as the waters cover the sea' (Habakkuk 2:14). That is the inevitable goal of history.

4. The first few words of this vision, which is regarded as so important and reassuring, are very obscure, but the two clauses of the v. appear to contrast the destinies of the good and the bad respectively; and the meaning probably is, 'As for the wicked, his soul is not straight, or is faint and feeble, within him,' that is, is doomed to death; 'but the righteous shall live by his fidelity,' i.e. his faithfulness, his firm trust of Jehovah. In the long march of history, the nations of men that trust in their power and resources and defy morality, are doomed, they do not live. It is the righteous that live, those who regard right and God. However much they suffer, and even when they seem to die, they live; and they live by their faithfulness, i.e. by leaning firmly upon the God who lives for ever, and whose life is a guarantee of theirs. This in one of the profoundest utterances of the Old Testament.

5-20. Woe to the oppressor.

This section is an expansion of Habakkuk 2:4 : it describes the oppressor—no doubt the Chaldean—and thereby justifies the doom pronounced upon him. The section takes the form of a series of woes, dramatically pronounced by the nations which the Chaldeans had crushed.

5-8. Woe unto the lust of conquest! Habakkuk 2:5, which has nothing to do with wine, should probably read, 'Woe to the proud and the faithless, the haughty man who is never satisfied.'

6, 7. Woe to him who takes upon himself a heavy burden of debt—referring to the property of which the Chaldeans had plundered the nations. Instead of heavy 'pledges' (RV), AV (by dividing the single Heb. word into two) reads thick clay. Doubtless both senses are intended: the Hebrews were fond of such plays upon words. Suddenly will thy creditors arise. The 'biters' are the creditors (the words are alike in the Hebrew), and the Chaldeans will in their turn be bitten, i.e. they will be punished in kind; the plunderers will be themselves plundered (Habakkuk 2:7-8). 

8. Of the land, of the city, etc.] RV 'done to the land, to the city,' etc. The city] perhaps Jerusalem.

9-11. The third woe. 

9. RV 'Woe to him that getteth an evil gain for his house.' The plunder was stored for security in great high buildings, but the very stone and timber cried out against the rapacity which had accumulated it. Their silent tongues were eloquent; accusing voices were everywhere. Considering the range of Habakkuk 2:10, however, it is possible, if not probable, that the whole passage has a larger meaning: for in Habakkuk 2:10 it seems best to interpret the house not as a literal house, but—as often in Hebrew—of the dynasty. In that case, the ruin of the Chaldean dynasty is predicted as the consequence of their cruel and unscrupulous ambitions. 

10. Consulted] i.e. contrived: cp. Micah 6:5.

12-14. The fourth woe. Every fabric reared upon iniquity is doomed to destruction. The triumph of the kingdom of God, and of that alone, is sure. The world-conqueror is not Nebuchadrezzar, but Jehovah. 

13. The people shall labour in the very fire] RV 'The peoples labour for the fire': i.e. their cities, built with blood, will be consigned to the flames. The parallel clause (Habakkuk 2:13) shows that the meaning is, their efforts are spent in vain.

15-17. The fifth Woe. The references in Habakkuk 2:15-16 to intoxication must, as Habakkuk 2:17 shows, be taken figuratively. The meaning is that the Chaldeans have dealt with other nations in a spirit of contemptuous cruelty, depriving them of their strength, and doing with them what they would. They will, therefore, be punished, as before, in kind, being compelled by Jehovah to drink the cup they had held to the lips of others. A specimen of their highhandedness is given in Habakkuk 2:17 : they had robbed the land and the beasts of their rights—for they, too, have rights—by destroying the cedars of Lebanon to secure material for their own palatial buildings.

18, 19. The sixth woe. The real explanation of the immorality of the Chaldeans is to be found in their foolish conception of God (cp. Habakkuk 1:11). They worshipped idols, gorgeous indeed, but stupid, impotent, dumb, and lifeless.

19. Arise, it shall teach!] RV 'Arise! Shall this teach? 'The parallelism shows that Arise corresponds to Awake, and that, therefore, with the next words a new sentence begins. It is best to read this sentence interrogatively as RV, 'Shall this teach?'. 'This'—pointing with scorn to the motionless image—'what power has this to give the needed instruction or help?'

20. What a Contrast to these idols is the majestic God of Israel, the God of all the earth, whose Temple is in the heavens 1 He is about to appear (Habakkuk 3); hush! before Him, all the earth.

03 Chapter 3 
Verses 1-19

Jehovah comes To Judgment
This is one of the most brilliant poems in the OT. It was written by a man of imagination as well as of faith. It is not quite certain whether Habakkuk 3:8-15 are intended to refer to a past or future manifestation of Jehovah: in any case, there is the hope, or rather prayer, that history may repeat itself (Habakkuk 3:2). The poem rests upon older theophanies: cp. Judges 5; Deuteronomy 33. Long ago at the exodus Jehovah had shown His power to interpose in history against all hope. He had come in the terrors of judgment and taken vengeance on the enemies of Israel: and what he did then, the Psalmist prays that He will do again. The power which He revealed on Israel's behalf at the dawn of her history, He can make known again in the midst of the years.

1. Upon Shigionoth] RV 'Set to Shigionoth.' This very obscure phrase (cp. Psalms 7) has been supposed to mean 'in a wandering, ecstatic manner,' implying that the poem that follows is a sort of dithyramb. Probably, as the LXX suggests, the original word simply meant, 'to the accompaniment of stringed instruments.'

3. The storm which accompanies Jehovah's coming begins in Sinai, His ancient home, and sweeps northward. Teman] a district in the NW. of Edom. Paran] the mountain range between Sinai and Seir. 

4. Horns coming out of his hand] RV 'Bays coming forth from his hand.' This clause some take with the next one, so that the meaning would be 'the rays at His side He makes the veil of His power,' that is, the brightness is so blinding that His real and essential majesty cannot be seen.

5-8, Accompanied by His dread attendants, He takes His stand upon the earth, which reels and rocks beneath Him, and the nomad tribes are in terror. 

5. Burning coals] RV 'fiery bolts.'

7. Gushan] Some identify this with Cush, i.e. Ethiopia. The parallelism suggests, however, that it may indicate some district in the neighbourhood of Sinai.

8-11. Wherefore such wrath? Why did Jehovah so confound the sea—perhaps the Red Sea—by means of His storm? 9a b; probably ought to read, 'Thou didst bare Thy bow, and fill Thy quiver with shafts' -an allusion to the thunder and the lightning. Fear kept sun and moon from shining (Habakkuk 3:11).

12-15. It is to save His people that He comes. 

13b. Thou woundedst the head out of the house of the wicked, by discovering (RV 'laying bare') the foundation unto the neck. There seems to be here a confusion of metaphor—'foundation' suggesting a building and 'neck' a man. The situation may be partially saved by reading 'rock' instead of 'neck'; but even so, it is not quite clear whether head in the first clause refers to a building, as the second clause suggests, or to a man, as the same word is used unambiguously of a man in the very next v. (14a). In any case, the reference appears to be to the over throw of Pharaoh.

14a. Probably we should read, 'Thou didst pierce with Thy staves the head of his warriors.' In the next line the word me shows that the description is passing into the present: they come storming on to scatter me.

16-19. The triumph of faith. It is difficult, if not impossible, to translate Habakkuk 3:16 provisionally we may accept the following, 'I will wait for the day of distress which cometh over the people that distresses us.' But the v. seems to indicate the terror with which the Psalmist (or prophet) listens to the dying notes of the storm. He had prayed for God to reveal Himself: and He had come in His terrible majesty—come, however, to save: and though the poet trembles, his faith is radiant and glad.

17. The connexion between this v. and the previous part of the poem is no doubt such as has just been suggested; but it may be doubted whether it is an integral part of the original poem. With its flocks and fields and trees, it seems to presuppose a different situation from Habakkuk 3:2-16 but, however that may be, the v., together with Habakkuk 3:18-19, expresses the same kind of faith as that of the poem, and indeed of the book at large, a faith which is independent of material evidences and supports (Habakkuk 2:3-4). It teaches that God is better than His gifts, and that the possession of Him, even without them, makes the heart strong and glad. In its independence of things material, the OT. never uttered a grander or more emancipating word than these concluding vv. of Habakkuk.

It is not certain that this poem was composed by the prophet. The title and musical directions seem to indicate that it was taken from a collection of Psalms: there are no references in it to the special circumstances of the age in which Habakkuk lived: while in Habakkuk 3:14, Habakkuk 3:18-19 the community rather than an individual is the speaker. The conclusion suggested by these features is that this poem belongs to a later date: it may be a Psalm composed for the post-exilic church in a time of distress. But, on the other hand, the ascription of it to Habakkuk is confirmed by the fact that it is wholly in conformity with his spirit in the other chapters of this book: and it is appropriately placed in its present position, as it shares with the prophecy a pure faith in God and in the certainty of His coming.

