《Sutcliffe ’s Commentary on the Old & New Testaments - Habakkuk》(Joseph Sutcliffe)
Commentator

Joseph Sutcliffe, M.A., an English Wesleyan minister, was born at Baildon, Yorkshire. He was converted in early life and became a circuit riding preacher at age 24.

He was appointed by John Wesley to Redruth in 1786. Sutcliffe introduced Methodism into the Scilly Isles in 1788, and spent the last twenty years of his life in retirement in London, where he died May 14, 1856 at age 94.

His course was one of "unspotted Christian purity and progressive excellence. In Biblical scholarship he especially excelled." He was an indefatigable writer, publishing in all thirty-two works on religious subjects, the chief being this A Commentary on the Old and New Testament.

This commentary represents 40 years of Sutcliffe's study of the Bible. After retiring at age 74, he compiled this commentary from his Bible study notes he accumulated over the years. The commentary is mostly expositional with some exegetical comments and Hebrew/Greek analysis.

00 Introduction 

THE BOOK OF HABAKKUK.
HABAKKUK comes down to us like Melchizedek, without father or mother, or descent. His name denotes a wrestler, a struggler. The opinions of the Jews are, that he prophesied in the time of Manasseh, of the wickedness of whose reign he is thought to speak, as in Habakkuk 1:3-4. Others place the time of his labours after the fall of Nineveh, which happened in the twenty ninth year of king Josiah, because he says, Lo, I raise up against you the Chaldeans, whose power succeeded that of the Assyrians. But, as those two names are much mixed in history, the inferences are not conclusive. Epiphanius says, he prophesied after Nahum, and a little before, or rather was contemporary with Zephaniah. He adds, and no doubt from some authorities, that he was of the tribe of Simeon, and a native of Bethzacar. As a prophet he foretold, in unison with his predecessors, the invasion of the Chaldeans, the fall of Jerusalem, the final overthrow of their enemies, and the liberation of the Jews by Cyrus. In the third chapter, the sublimest of hymns, under the figure of the emancipation from Egypt, he foretold our redemption by Christ, and the glory that should follow. 

01 Chapter 1 

Verses 1-17
Habakkuk 1:1. The burden, the prophecy, which Habakkuk the prophet saw. Here he opens his commission, as divinely inspired with vision, and invested with a charge which he must deliver. God laid the burden of Israel, and of all the surrounding nations on his prophets, as he now charges ministers with the cure of souls.

Habakkuk 1:2. Oh Lord, how long shall I cry, and thou wilt not hear. Manasseh continued to shed innocent blood, from one end of Jerusalem to the other. 2 Kings 21:16. Among the judges and rulers, there is not one man that executes judgment and maintains truth. Jeremiah 5:1. Cruelties and violence cry to heaven, and thou art as a man astounded.

Habakkuk 1:5. Behold ye among the heathen, and regard, and wonder marvellously. God is about to destroy your country, and to burn your temple, by your allies and protectors, the Chaldeans; a visitation you disbelieve and despise, though the whole succession of prophets declare it. St. Paul, according to the divine light given him by the Lord, foresaw that the same events would happen to Jerusalem by the Romans; and that the christians would escape by believing the word of the Lord, partly by dispersion, as stated in Acts 8:4; and partly by flight, at an interval when the Roman legions were called off from the siege.

The learned Dr. Pocock, an oriental traveller, remarks here, that St. Luke cites the version of the LXX. “Behold, ye despisers, and wonder and perish,” a reading agreeable to the present Hebrew copy. The word בגוים bagojim, which we translate “among the heathen,” is derived from baga, which in Arabic imports to be proud or scornful. On the adjection, “wonder and perish,” which sense the learned author proves, the word Tamah will fully admit. Archbishop Newcome therefore, before he gave a bye blow at St. Paul, should have more fully considered the text. It has some appearance of indecency to say, that “St. Paul plainly accommodates this passage to his own purpose.” Does the primate wish to associate St. Paul with the unitarians, 

Who play with scriptures at their ease, And make them speak just what they please? 

Habakkuk 1:6. Lo, I raise up the Chaldeans, as stated in Isaiah 10. Jeremiah 4. Zephaniah 1. They are described as bitter and unrelenting in slaughter, and as spreading with velocity through all the land. Their horses are swifter than leopards, and the riders fiercer than the evening wolves, when hunger impels them to hunt. The Arabian horses have ever been admired for fleetness, and the swift-footed dromedary is a proverb in the east. When trained as post-dromedaries, they are reported to run a hundred and fifty miles in a day.

Habakkuk 1:9. Their faces shall sup up as the east wind. This hot wind evaporates all moisture, and blisters the faces of the people, which they endeavour to avoid by putting their faces to the ground. It greatly parches the verdure. Psalms 48:7. Jeremiah 4:11.

Habakkuk 1:16. They sacrifice to their net. They ascribe all their martial prowess to themselves, and all the glory of conquests to their gods. This is a maritime proverb. The lot of Simeon was on the coast of the Philistines, where the adage was in use.

REFLECTIONS.
The first essays of a young prophet are warm and zealous, like the first sermons of Paul at Damascus. Seeing his country full of crimes, and the louring clouds about to burst, he cries to his God, with expostulations, Why dost thou show me iniquity? Why are the horrors of war ever before me? A land lost in wickedness, a land devoted to the sword. Had the prophet felt otherwise, he had been unworthy of his ministry.

The portrait of the Chaldean invasion, a great and martial empire, the terror of the world, is painted in more enlivened figures than in other prophets. The king, a lion in war, making all his soldiers heroes; their cavalry flying like eagles, their engineers despising strongholds, their princes victorious in every battle, derided all kings and mocked at all gods. Their character more ferocious than lions, leopards, and wolves, conquered the nations by the terror of their name; and gathered captives like the dust to re-people depopulated lands.—This portrait, so terrific, Habakkuk presented to his countrymen to bring them to repentance.

Seeing no peace on earth, nothing but the full triumph of idolatry, where could a conscious mind go but to his God? Art not thou from everlasting, oh Lord my God, my Holy One. We shall not all die; thou wilt save a remnant to declare thy righteousness and truth to future generations.— Thou art of purer eyes than to behold iniquity. Why then art thou silent? Why are the armies of Chaldea allowed to enclose thy people as fishes in a net? They fill their net; they continually slay thy people with an unrelenting arm.—I will watch, and await thine answer, in all the paths of vigilance and duty. 

02 Chapter 2 
Verses 1-20
Habakkuk 2:1. I will stand upon my watch. The ancient nations often had no great confidence in what is now called, The faith of treaties. The Israelites kept a watchman on the tower of Jezreel; others had towers, round towers, as is mostly their structure. Hence the gloss of certain rabbins, I will confine myself within a circle. I will not stir, nor be absent from my station. When the Roman general, Popilus, had his first interview with Antiochus, he drew a circle, and said to the king, you shall not leave this circle till you accept the conditions of peace which I offer in the name of the Roman people, or I will declare war against you.

Habakkuk 2:2. Write the vision, which Habakkuk saw while awake, watching and waiting for the Lord to disclose his pleasure. These visions were the emanations of the Word of Jehovah, unveiling futurity to the mind. Hence the holy prophets, on special occasions, watched and waited for them in the most hallowed abstractions of the mind. The prophet was commanded to write the vision on a full sheet of parchment, and like a placard, in fair hand and large characters, for the public eye, that all men might see light in the light of the Lord; see the tremendous invasion, the fall of Jerusalem, the pride of the conquerors, and the ultimate fall of Babylon, followed by the liberation of the jews. The assurance of the revelation made the prophet bold. “It shall speak and not lie.”

Habakkuk 2:4-5. His soul which is lifted up is not upright. The king of Assyria said, I will cut off nations not a few. He was intoxicated with the mania of conquest, as with wine. His desire of aggrandisement was enlarged as hell. The fire of ambition burns the more furiously for gratification.—Oh Zion, be not afraid. The just shall live by faith; a word of comfort applicable to the church through every future age.

Habakkuk 2:6. Take up a parable against him; even against Nebuchadnezzar, who, after the fall of Nineveh in the twenty ninth year of king Josiah, aspired at universal dominion. Woe to him that encreaseth wealth and dominion, not his own. The Medes shall rise up suddenly and vex thee. Where does history present us with a blazing conqueror whose wick has not expired with the fœtid effluvia of a candle? The Chaldean conquerors we know; the death of Cyrus is beclouded; that of Alexander was tragic in the midst of his days. We have seen one in our own times, who equalled them all in blood, close his career in St. Helena, doing penance for his sins.

Habakkuk 2:8. Because thou hast spoiled many nations, all the remnant of the people shall spoil thee. All the blood that thou hast shed shall be visited on the third and fourth generation of the Chaldeans. They were defeated on the plains of Babylon by Cyrus with tremendous slaughter; and Xenophon adds, that after Babylon was taken, the Persian cavalry paraded the city for three days, and lowered their hand to smite all they found in the streets. The first strokes of their arm fell on Belshazzar, and on his court, ere they had time to become sober.

Habakkuk 2:9. Woe to him that coveteth an evil covetousness to his house, that he may set his nest on high. The pride of Babylon is four times reproved by the eagle who built her nest on the high summits of Lebanon. Jeremiah 22:23; Jeremiah 49:16. Ezekiel 31:6. Obadiah 1:4. Pride must fall, and the plundered wealth of the poor is a canker. The wars of Babylon for aggrandisement and plunder, comprised the essence of every crime. The trembling nations had committed no aggression: existence was their only crime.

Habakkuk 2:11. The stone shall cry out of the wall. The ruins of cities and houses, wide as the Asiatic world, shall cry to heaven against thy injustice and cruelty; nor shall they cease from wailing, till her kingdom is numbered and finished.

Habakkuk 2:12. Woe to him who buildeth a town with blood. Nebuchadnezzar said, Is not this great Babylon that I have built for the house, the palace, and metropolis of my kingdom, by the power of my might, and for the glory of my majesty? Daniel 4:30. He in a manner rebuilt Babylon, and replaced the brickwork of Semiramis with stone.—Herodotus.
Habakkuk 2:15. Woe to him that giveth his neighbour drink. Critics apply these words to the intrigue of the Chaldean court, which dazzled, beguiled, and intoxicated the nations into submission. Others think that Pharaoh-Hophra might be intended, who excited the kings of Judah to revolt. But the idea of exposing the weakness of the jewish state to contempt, does not apply to the king of Egypt. 

REFLECTIONS.
We find our illustrious and eloquent watchman at his post. He watches for farther disclosures of divine wisdom. He writes the vision in large characters for public exposure, being assured that though delayed to the extreme periods of longsuffering, it should surely speak with the roaring of a lion, the terrors of invasion, and the excision of the Hebrew state. From this prophet, other watchmen may learn the lesson of vigilance and labour. In like manner also let us wait for the full accomplishment of every promise.

In the pride, the aggrandizement, and monopolies of Babylon, other characters, on a minor scale, may see their own portrait. Why does this courtier buy up the cottages of the poor? Why does he fare sumptuously, and daily indulge in wine? Why does this enterprising tradesman oppress his neighbours, to gain a villa and a carriage before he dies? He may not live to do it; and wealth gained with daily shades of extortion, will inspire the stones and timbers of his mansion with reproachful eloquence. Let good men prosper like the holy patriarchs, but never by unfair and reproachful means.

But the just shall live by faith. Precious words of comfort and hope, which comprise, according to some rabbins, the whole of the Mosaic law; Christ and his covenant, righteousness, and life. He who punishes proud and bloody-minded men, will clothe the righteous with salvation, and make their memory blessed.

Therefore our evangelical prophet, seeing the earth full of wars and blood, places Zion on the holy hill, where she might overlook the dark ages of tears, and see her Messiah filling the earth with the knowledge of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea. These words from the eleventh of Isaiah, are a reference to the whole of that chapter; for the old testament, according to Pascal, is full of Christ. He will heal the nations, he will shame and destroy the idols of the gentiles, the dumb nothing, as Habakkuk 2:18 literally reads. He will silence the trumpet of war, that the people may renew their strength, in all the grace and glory of the latter day. Thus the prophet forgets his troubles in the sublimest of songs, which immediately follows. 

03 Chapter 3 
Verses 1-19
Habakkuk 3:1. A prayer of Habakkuk, by which he cheered and encouraged the church, and his own soul, under all the gloom that overspread the state of his country.

Shigionoth, the name of a pensive air in which David uttered the sorrows of his heart, when persecuted by Saul. Psalms 7. Other conjectures are given, but this agrees best with David’s hymn.

Habakkuk 3:2. Oh Lord, I heard thy speech, and was afraid, as in the two preseding chapters, that the Chaldean armies should trample the nation under their feet, like vermin and reptiles; that they should encompass the people, as fishes in a net, and gather captives as the sand. Thy speech, oh Lord, was the echo of thy former words to Isaiah, that “the cities should be utterly wasted away:” Isaiah 6:11-12. On hearing these words, all the horrors mentioned in the sixteenth verse seized his soul.

Oh Lord, revive thy work, as in the days of Samuel and David, in the midst of the years, in which we hang as it were between life and death. In wrath remember mercy.
The Greek version of the LXX gives another turn to the Hebrew, which deserves notice: εν μεσω δυο ζωων, in the midst of the two animals, or living creatures. They had the prayer, it would seem, of the eightieth Psalm in their view: Oh Shepherd of Israel—thou that dwellest on the mercyseat, between the (two) cherubim, shine forth. The prophet having said in the words before, “The Lord is in his holy temple,” now prays for mercy for his guilty country, that God would arise, as in the days of old, when he went forth for the salvation of his people; as when he drowned the Egyptians, and overthrew the countless armies of Midian and her allies.

Above all, it must not escape remark, that the same Greek word, σκηνε, used in the new testament for the dwelling of Christ, the Word, in our flesh, and in the church, is the leading expression of his dwelling in the temple. Ezekiel 43:7. John 1:14. This whole song is therefore a full address of the prophet’s soul to Jehovah, the Christ, the Hope of Israel, and their Saviour in the time of trouble. Jeremiah 14:8. 

Habakkuk 3:3. God came from Teman, in the land of Moab, and the Holy One (of Israel, the Captain of the host) from mount Paran, the desert adjacent to Kadesh-Barnea, on the borders of Moab. Here, when the Hebrews rebelled, the glory of the Lord appeared bright as the sun, to save Moses and Aaron, Caleb and Joshua, from being stoned by the rebels. Numbers 13:26; Numbers 14:10. Thus Moses before he died sung: “The Lord came from Sinai, and rose up from Seir unto them; he shone forth from Paran.” Deuteronomy 33:2. The majesty of the divine presence was the glory and the song of his ancient people.

Habakkuk 3:4. He had horns coming out of his hand. The word “horn” is the same in most languages, slightly varied in spelling. The text reads the same in the Greek, and in all the versions. Yet learned men think the word may be understood of shafts of light emanating from his hand, as beams of light, when mortal men like Daniel have seen a presence more than human. Dr Kennicott would therefore read, “His brightness was as the sun, the splendour issuing from his hand, for there was the manifestation of his power.” Others read, “From his right hand issued streams of light.”—Dr. Durell.
Habakkuk 3:5. Before him went the pestilence. When the Israelites murmured, “he gave their life over to the pestilence.” Psalms 78:50. He also sent his fear before them, to destroy the people of Canaan. Exodus 23:27.

Burning coals went forth at his feet. This is cited from the eighteenth Psalm. “Fire out of his mouth devoured: coals were kindled by it.” The fire first burned on the altar, and afterwards it burned in the uttermost parts of the camp. The Hebrew רשׁפ reshep occurs in Job 5:7, and Song of Solomon 8:6; and must be understood of coals, though some would read burning disease.

Habakkuk 3:6. He stood and measured the earth, like the ancient conquerors, who drove affrighted nations before them, and gave their lands to whom they pleased. David also spake thus: “I will divide Shechem, and mete out the valley of Succoth.” Psalms 60:6. In this country, our Norman kings gave away manors to their knights.

Habakkuk 3:7. I saw the tents of Cushan in affliction. We read in 3:8, that Chushan-rishathaim, king of Mesopotamia, oppressed the Israelites grievously for eight years, till the Lord raised up Othniel, who liberated his country by a complete overthrow of the tyrant. This, it would seem, is the powerful Syrian kingdom on the banks of the Euphrates, which was subdued by David. 2 Samuel 8:3.—Ethiopia is a reference too wide for probability. But Midian, which follows, is the next victory in the order of Hebrew history.

The curtains of the land of Midian did tremble, when the terrors of the Lord turned every man’s sword against his fellow. 6:7.

Habakkuk 3:8. Was the Lord displeased against the rivers? Oh no: nature was at his command. The heavens and the earth fought for Israel. To them his bow appeared visible in the clouds, which composed Jehovah’s chariot, when he went forth for the salvation of his people. He shot his arrows at their foes, according to the oath he swore to the tribes, to give them the promised land. His artillery were thunders and tempests of hail, the irresistible weapons of a God.

Habakkuk 3:10. The mountains saw thee, and they trembled. The mountains skipped like rams, and the little hills like lambs; all nature was moved at Jehovah’s presence. Psalms 114:4.

What ailed thee, oh thou trembling sea; 
What horror turned the river back?
Was nature’s God displeased with thee; 
And why should hills and mountains shake? 
Ye mountains huge that skipped like rams, 
Ye hills that leaped as frighted lambs.
Habakkuk 3:11. The sun and moon stood still, as it were to see the battle, and prolong the day, that kings, the heads of towns, might fall, and their captain be pierced with spears. Joshua 10:12. The conquest of Canaan, whose armies were powerful, whose princes were martial, whose fortresses were impregnable, demonstrates the fidelity of God to his oath, in giving the land to Abraham’s seed. The ten spies, looking solely at human power, were justified in saying, We cannot conquer it; but Caleb and Joshua looked at God.

Habakkuk 3:16. When I heard thy speech, oh Jehovah, the ever-living Word, my belly trembled. I saw nothing for my country but darkness and death. Rottenness and trembling seized my bones. I fled to the Lord my only refuge and strength. He is the rock of my salvation. 

REFLECTIONS.
The grandeur of God in creation, and his tender mercy in unfolding his promises of grace, inspire the mind with the true sublime, ever expressed in the simplest form of words. The Lord having sworn to Abraham, and multiplied his seed, kept not silence. His pillary cloud awed the Egyptians, and divided the Red sea. In like manner, to save his servants from the rebels, the hills of Teman shone with his glory, and the deserts of Paran were cheered with the brightness of his presence. Who is like the God of Jeshurun, riding on the heavens, and flying on the wings of the wind.

What are the combinations of all the enemies of the church. Sihon and Og are infatuated. The kings of Canaan, with all their countless bands, perish as the locusts. The earth trembles at his presence, the waters are afraid. The pestilence marches before him, sheets of hail follow in his train. The hill of Salmon is mantled with white in the warmth of barley harvest. There is no soul in all the nations, because Jehovah talks with his people, and marches at their head.

Oh Judah, Judah, why then hast thou cast off this God for Baal. Thou art dumb at the bar, thou art speechless like thy gods. Apathy seizes thy soul. All the eloquence of the prophets cannot rouse thee, all the paternal strokes of a father do but move thee for a moment, to return to thy calves again. What more can be done? The mournful voice is heard at last to Judah, as to Samaria: Let Ephraim alone, he is given up to his idols.

But the Lord adds, Go, oh my prophets, and house the church before the hail comes down. Make her feet like hinds’ feet, to escape the hunters of Chaldea. Cause her to walk on her high places, the covenant and promises of her God, while the storms of vengeance spend their fury on the high places of Baal. Teach Zion to forget her sorrows in songs of praise. Although the figtree shall not blossom; though the haughty aliens devour all the harvest and the vintage; though they slaughter all herds and flocks; yet will I rejoice in the Lord, the God of my salvation. I will joy in Messiah my God, for he will turn the desolated earth to a paradise, and fill all lands with righteousness, peace, and joy. Therefore let Zion sweetly sing, 

Away my unbelieving fear, 
Fear shall in me no more have place; 
My Saviour doth not yet appear, 
He hides the brightness of his face; 

But shall I therefore let him go, 
And basely to the tempter yield?— 
No, in the strength of Jesus, no, I never will give up my shield.
Although the vine its fruit deny, 
Although the olive yields no oil;
The withering figtree droop and die, 
The fields elude the tiller’s toil; 
The empty stall no herds afford, 
And perish all the bleating race; 
Yet will I triumph in the Lord, 
The God of my salvation praise.
Barren although my soul remain, 
And no one bud of grace appear; 
No fruit of all my toil and pain, 
But sin, and only sin is there; 
Although my gifts and comfort’s lost, 
My blooming hopes cut off I see;
Yet will I in my Saviour trust, 
And glory that he died for me. C. W.
