《Expositor’s Dictionary of Texts – Habakkuk》(William R. Nicoll)
Commentator

Sir William Robertson Nicoll CH (October 10, 1851 - May 4, 1923) was a Scottish Free Church minister, journalist, editor, and man of letters.

Nicoll was born in Lumsden, Aberdeenshire, the son of a Free Church minister. He was educated at Aberdeen Grammar School and graduated MA at the University of Aberdeen in 1870, and studied for the ministry at the Free Church Divinity Hall there until 1874, when he was ordained minister of the Free Church at Dufftown, Banffshire. Three years later he moved to Kelso, and in 1884 became editor of The Expositor for Hodder & Stoughton, a position he held until his death.

In 1885 Nicoll was forced to retire from pastoral ministry after an attack of typhoid had badly damaged his lung. In 1886 he moved south to London, which became the base for the rest of his life. With the support of Hodder and Stoughton he founded the British Weekly, a Nonconformist newspaper, which also gained great influence over opinion in the churches in Scotland.

Nicoll secured many writers of exceptional talent for his paper (including Marcus Dods, J. M. Barrie, Ian Maclaren, Alexander Whyte, Alexander Maclaren, and James Denney), to which he added his own considerable talents as a contributor. He began a highly popular feature, "Correspondence of Claudius Clear", which enabled him to share his interests and his reading with his readers. He was also the founding editor of The Bookman from 1891, and acted as chief literary adviser to the publishing firm of Hodder & Stoughton.

Among his other enterprises were The Expositor's Bible and The Theological Educator. He edited The Expositor's Greek Testament (from 1897), and a series of Contemporary Writers (from 1894), and of Literary Lives (from 1904).

He projected but never wrote a history of The Victorian Era in English Literature, and edited, with T. J. Wise, two volumes of Literary Anecdotes of the Nineteenth Century. He was knighted in 1909, ostensibly for his literrary work, but in reality probably more for his long-term support for the Liberal Party. He was appointed to the Order of the Companions of Honour (CH) in the 1921 Birthday Honours.

01 Chapter 1 

Verses 1-17
Habakkuk

Habakkuk 1:12
Bishop Daniel Wilson chose this passage as the text of his last sermon in Calcutta. He died six months later, on2January, 1858 , in his eightieth year.

References.—I12—G. Matheson, Moments on the Mount, p46. I:16.—G. Brooke, Outlines of Sermons, p170.

Lent—Temptations to Sin

Habakkuk 1:14-15
Our Lord commissioned His Apostles to become fishers of men. But if Christ, by His priests, is fishing for souls, Satan, the ape of God, is doing the same.

I. Satan"s Baits.

a. Job , robbed of his land, of his cattle, of his children, and of his health, has one consolation left—his wife. But what does she advise? Curse God and die—commit suicide to end your woes. The point of the hook peeps through the bait. 

b. Christ, hungry in the desert, what does Satan offer Him? Stones for bread. See the kingdoms of the world, all this will I give Thee! that is the bait Where is the hook? If Thou wilt fall down and worship me. 

c. Satan tries his baits, one after another, till he lights on one to which you will rise. 

II. The Hook.

a. David, exalted to be king, has a goodly palace, abundant means, numerous servants. How is Satan going to angle for him? With a pretty woman, the wife of another man. 

b. Judas grasps at the thirty pieces of silver. The bait is flung and he seizes. Oh! the anguish as the barb cuts into his soul! 

c. The anguish that follows sin, the horror and shame in this world and in the next. 

—S. Baring-Gould, Sermon-Sketches, p140.

02 Chapter 2 
Verses 1-20
The Free-thinker Among the Prophets

Habakkuk 2:1
Tradition has much to tell of Habakkuk the Prophet, but history has nothing. He belongs to a class who have made history; he is the kind of man whom God sends to usher in new stages, and launch new epochs of knowledge and action. Look at the spirit of his questioning.

I. It was a temper which, with all its daring, was always reverent, and in its utter frankness was completely sincere. This man never rails against God; he is never irreverent, much less blasphemous. But he is always unmuzzled. His questions are not against God, but to God. This man cannot square his belief in a good and righteous God with the facts of life as he sees them, and he feels that he has right of inquiry when he thus finds his faith baffled by his experience. God counts no question heterodox which comes out of an orthodox life.

II. It was a temper which, amid its questionings, was steadied by a sense of personal responsibility. He feels that he is a man with a responsibility to discharge and only from the standing-ground of his own faithfulness does he feel that he has a right to ask and expect light. "I will stand to my post." There is no better vantage-ground for a man who watches for the dawn.

III. This is a temper which seeks the highest truth in the highest spirit. Divine verities are only revealed to the gaze of the uplifted life. High truth is not to be found on a low plane of thinking and feeling. Character is the chief condition of illumination; lofty conduct is the kindler of the light The only house of life which can stand against storm and tide is a building whose every stone is squared to the plummet of righteousness.

—T. Yates, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxxiv1908 , p321.

References.—II:1.—J. Vaughan, Fifty Sermons (6th Series), p109. II:1-4.—J. Bowstead, Practical Sermons, vol. ii. p177. II:2.—J. P. Chown, Old Testament Outlines, p276. II:3 , 4.—J. Vaughan, Sermons (9th Series), p229.

The Necessity of Faith to Morality

Habakkuk 2:4
Is not this a singular statement? Is not the just man—the man of practical morality—the last man in the world whom we should expect to live by his faith.

I. There are classes of men whom we should expect to live by their faith. The poet lives by his faith, for he aspires after an unearthly ideal. The painter lives by his faith, for there floats before him a superhuman beauty. The musician lives by his faith, for his inner ear catches melodies which his instruments cannot express. Even the husbandman lives by his faith, for he commits the seed to a life underground. But the just man—the man of practical morality—how can he be said to live by his faith? Is he not building his trust upon definite outward Acts , on obedience to a command? Yes, but whose command? To a command which is inaudible to the outer ear.

II. The voice of conscience is not uttered by anything within the world. It is not uttered by beauty; you may gaze on the woods and fields without hearing it. It is not uttered by prudence; you may study your own interests for days without meeting it. It is not uttered by law; you may be condemned by a criminal court without receiving its message. This mysterious voice is independent of places and times. It comes at the most unlikely moment; it fails to come at the most likely. It may be absent during the most solemn religious service; it may be heard in the whirl of the dance and in the vortex of gay society. The Garden of Eden may be deaf to it; the haunts of corruption may ring with it. It may elude the thunder, the earthquake, and the fire; it may breathe in the still small sound of a human word. The stars of night may fail to declare it; the streets of the garish day may resound with its solemn refrain. The man who listens to it is walking by faith. It has no mandate from the world; it has no reward from the world; it has no promise from the world. It is a message from an unearthly sphere sent for an unearthly reason and accompanied by the offer of an unearthly recompense. No poet or painter or musician lives more by faith than the man of outward virtue.

—G. Matheson, Messages of Hope, p15.

References.—II:4.—J. Keble, Miscellaneous Sermons, p428. C. Kingsley, Village Sermons, p34. F. D. Maurice, Prophets and Kings, p360. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxix. No1749. T. Hammond, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xx. p246. II:20.—J. Vaughan, Fifty Sermons (8th Series), p225. III:2.—J. N. Norton, Every Sunday, p129. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xii. No725.

03 Chapter 3 
Verses 1-19
A Prayer for Middle Life

Habakkuk 3:2
What we commonly call a revival of religion is the conversion of the young on a large scale. But when youth, with its energies and hopes, is delivered from this present evil world and translated into the kingdom of God"s dear Song of Solomon , this is not revival. It is the access of life to life. But when those who have-known life—of nature and of the spirit—find it sinking in the midst of the years, to have it restored by the Divine breath—this is indeed revival.

I. In the midst of the years make known is a prayer not for a change of surroundings, but for lordship over them. And this mastery comes to us only in one way. God in Christ must disclose Himself. We must return to the Lord, and receive from Him the deep and vital power we have lost. If we seek Him we shall find Him, and all in Him. He meets us and shows us what we are, and what in Him we may be. More than the vanished splendour of the heavenly vision which quickened our youth comes back to us, and with it the spring returns.

II. To do more we must be more. To be more we must see more of God. It is the Divine Appearing that liberates and reveals the forces of the soul. It breaks the chains which bind the spirit, whatever they may be. To many the deliverance is from intellectual indolence. They have for years learned nothing and forgotten much. To look round on their books is to see that they no longer care to comprehend the difficulties of their times. To preachers this is fatal. Nor will Christian laymen, as they are called, ever do the work they ought to do for Christ in this country till they are willing to become serious students of the Bible and of theology. A beginning of days to many preachers would be to take possession of some new province of literature, as Robert Hall did when, after sixty, he studied Italian to read Dante; as Arnold did when, two years before his death, he began Sanskrit, pleading that he "was not so old as Cato when he learned Greek". How many weary and starved congregations listen hopelessly to a dejected preacher who will never give them a word, a phrase, or a thought they have not heard hundreds of times. An appearing of God to such a man would send him to his desk and keep him there. Even among those who by conscientious toil keep their service on a high level, many shrink too soon from the effort to face and comprehend the thought and purpose of the new time. They need not subject their hearts to this as to a thing inevitable. Those who have fresh visions of God will never lose their grasp over young minds, or their power to deal with new problems. While the promise of the young should be, and ever will be, hailed with ardent affection, there is something greater and more beautiful even than that—a spirit revived in the midst of the years—compelling those who judged it and thought themselves done with it to revise their verdict, and entering, though late, into its heritage of power and peace.

III. For others this making known means the snapping of some chain of habit. Some indulgence, some selfishness, some sin not clearly recognized by conscience, is keeping out the light Freed from it, the soul enters into the great liberty of a new life. Perhaps it is taught for the first time the secret of Christian love. Nothing but the Divine enlargement will ever teach us this. Only the life in God makes us rich and interprets that saying, "All things are yours". The enlarged experience of God"s love as we, "being rooted and grounded in love," look into the Father"s face and the Saviour"s heart, makes us love one another, and to him who loves all things become new.

—W. Robertson Nicoll, Ten Minute Sermons, p131.

Revivals—Their Necessity

Habakkuk 3:2
I. In What Does Revival Consist? 

a. In quickening believers to a higher life. 

b. In awakening the Church to her Divinely appointed mission. 

c. In leading sinners to Christ. 

II. The Absolute Necessity for Revivals. 

d. They heal breaches and restore harmony. 

e. They call out all the strength of the Church. 

f. Churches must perish without converts. 

g. A real revival brings out the character of the wicked—they yield or rebel. 

h. Influence on communities. 

III. How Revivals may be Secured. 

i. By the study of God"s Word. 

j. By self-examination and forsaking of sin. 

k. By meditating on the condition of the unsaved. 

l. By united and persevering prayer. 

m. By faithful preaching of the gospel. 

—C. Perren, Revival Sermons, p104.

The Hiding of the Divine Power

Habakkuk 3:4
These words are part of a hymn on the self-revelation of God. They contain one of those flashes of insight and profound understanding which so often mark the utterances of Hebrew Psalmists and Prophets. The writer beheld a sudden unveiling of the glory of God, a glory the very light and splendour of which became the hiding-place of the Divine Power.

I. This fact is writ large in the physical universe. We do not usually realize the might behind what we see. Things are so serenely still and steady that we but vaguely apprehend the greatness of the power that holds and sustains them. If the power that silently pervades the universe were let loose without the restraints and direction of wisdom and goodness, confusion and destruction immeasurable and beyond imagination would at once ensue. And yet, even the greatest upheavals give but a faint indication of the reality behind.

II. On the field of history the same truth is illustrated. Every attentive reader recognizes the presence of a power that makes for righteousness, and against which nothing can ultimately prevail. Yet this power is usually hidden from the actors on the stage, so much so that they often imagine themselves masters of affairs. Statesmen and soldiers conceive that they are the arbiters of national and world destinies, but what is all the skill of men compared with that Unseen Power which works in silence age after age, and eventually disposes of men and nations?

III. God consistently conceals His power. What then has this well-attested fact to suggest to us? It brings home God"s supreme regard for character. He could not have made Himself known by displays of might such as would have compelled submission, for that would have been contrary to His spirit and character. He would have been Master without any self- Revelation , and His purpose would thus have been defeated. It was far more important that man should know Him as good, true, and loving than as infinitely powerful. By this method all that is best in the human heart is touched and called out. By concealing His power He gives scope for our freedom and thus provides for the proper discipline and development of character.

References.—III:16.—H. Melvill, Penny Pulpit, No2038. E. Paxton Hood, Christian World Pulpit, vol.xxviii. p45. III:17 , 18.—G. A. Sowter, Sowing and Reaping, p73. III:17-19.—J. P. Gledstone, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xxiv. p51. III:19.—A. Raleigh, Old Testament Outline, p277.

