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Daniel Whedon was born in 1808 in Onondaga, N.Y. Dr. Whedon was well qualified as a commentator. He was professor of Ancient Languages in Wesleyan University, studied law and had some years of pastoral experience. He was editor of the Methodist Quarterly Review for more than twenty years. Besides many articles for religious papers he was also the author of the well-known and important work, Freedom of the Will. Dr. Whedon was noted for his incisive, vigorous style, both as preacher and writer. He died at Atlantic Highlands, N.J., June 8, 1885.

Whedon was a pivotal figure in the struggle between Calvinism and Arminianism in the nineteenth-centry America. As a result of his efforts, some historians have concluded that he was responsible for a new doctrine of man that was more dependent upon philosophical principles than scripture.

01 Chapter 1 

Verse 1 

1. The title. 
Burden — See on Nahum 1:1 (compare “take up,” Habakkuk 2:6). 

Habakkuk — See Introduction to Habakkuk.

Did see — During the earlier period of Israelitish history dreams and visions appear to have been common vehicles of divine revelation (Numbers 12:6); and it was during that period that the prophetic terminology originated. In the early days the prophets “did see” and “had visions,” but during the golden age of Hebrew prophecy dreams and visions became less common; the ancient terminology, however, was retained (compare Habakkuk 2:1-4; Nahum 1:1; Amos 1:1; Micah 1:1, etc.). 



Verses 2-4 

2. How long shall I cry — Literally, have I cried. The Hebrew verb implies the idea “for help,” that is, to bring about a change in the terrible condition in which the prophet finds himself. 

Cry out unto thee of violence — A further description of the prophet’s cry; literally, I cry unto thee violence. The substance of his cry is the violence of his countrymen; the noun denotes wrongdoing and injury of every kind (Job 19:7; Jeremiah 20:8). Though the prophet, has cried again and again, Jehovah has paid no attention. 

Hear… save — The fact that Jehovah did not interfere in behalf of the oppressed seemed conclusive evidence that he did not hear the prophet’s cry. It is not to be supposed that the prophet was the only one in Judah who still cried to Jehovah; but because of his intimate fellowship with Jehovah he felt the unrighteousness most keenly; besides, like his contemporary Jeremiah, he may have had to suffer in his own person from the ungodly. The cry uttered by him must have found an echo in the hearts of all who remained loyal to Jehovah.

The prophet’s perplexity finds further expression in Habakkuk 1:3. 

Why dost thou show me iniquity — The Hebrew word translated “iniquity” is used sometimes with the meaning “affliction,” but more frequently, as here, of moral evil and wickedness (compare Numbers 23:21). This moral evil the prophet is compelled to look upon, but he is convinced that Jehovah has power to stop it, and since he takes no steps toward this he is responsible for its presence. But how can a holy God remain silent in the presence of evil? A serious problem indeed (see on Amos 3:6; Amos 4:6-11; compare Job 23:16-17). 

Grievance — R.V., “perverseness.” Primarily, labor, toil; in a secondary sense, trouble or distress experienced as a result of oppression or injustice. Here the distress caused by the “violent” and suffered by the oppressed (Isaiah 10:1). 

Spoiling — R.V., “destruction.” Violent treatment resulting in destruction. 

Violence — Malicious conduct to injure another. The two words are frequently combined (Amos 3:10; Jeremiah 6:7; Jeremiah 20:8). 

Strife and contention — Among the members of the Jewish nation; the result of violent and wicked conduct.

The consequence of all this is a state of anarchy, described in Habakkuk 1:4. 

Therefore — Because Jehovah has allowed wickedness to proceed unhindered. 

The law — See on Hosea 4:6. Here the term includes the revealed will of Jehovah concerning life and conduct, whatever the method of making it known, or the form in which it existed. 

Is slacked — Literally, has become numb; has lost its vitality and efficiency. 

Judgment — The word means sometimes a legal decision; if so here, a legal decision to put an end to wickedness and injustice. It might be rendered also, with R.V., “justice,” that is, a righteous and equitable state of things in the civic and political life. 

Doth never go forth — An obscure expression. Margin R.V. offers as an alternative, “goeth not forth unto victory.” This rendering is based upon the explanation of the word translated “forever” (“never” minus the negative) in the sense of truth, with which translation may be compared Isaiah 42:3, “justice in truth,” reproduced in Matthew 12:20, “judgment unto victory.” It is better, however, to retain the ordinary rendering “not forever” or “never.” The thought of the clause seems to be: In the present hopeless condition there is no prospect that order, or civic and political righteousness, will ever manifest itself again.

Instead of a causal clause 4b might be understood (G.-K., 148d) as an exclamation, “Indeed, the wicked doth compass about the righteous!” In a hostile sense (Job 3:23; not as in Psalms 142:7). The two nouns are used in a collective sense of two classes within the nation (see Introduction, p. 467; Isaiah 3:10-11; Isaiah 5:23; Zephaniah 1:3). In later times it became customary to refer to heathen oppressors as the wicked in distinction from the righteous Israel. The godless in Israel encompassed the righteous to destroy them. 

Wrong judgment proceedeth — R.V., “justice goeth forth perverted.” It is the constant complaint of the prophets that under the guise of law rankest injustice was done (Amos 5:7; Isaiah 1:23; Jeremiah 22:16-17, etc.).



Verses 5-8 

JEHOVAH’S REPLY TO THE PROPHET’S PERPLEXED CRY, Habakkuk 1:5-11.

Jehovah meets the perplexity of his servant by declaring that he is not indifferent, and that punishment is about to be meted out by his agents, the Chaldeans, a terrible and dreadful nation, before which nothing can stand. 

Behold ye among the heathen — R.V., “nations.” If this is the correct reading the prophet and the people are addressed; they are to look about among the nations to see the wonderful things Jehovah is about to accomplish. LXX. and Peshitto read “ye despisers” for “among the nations.” If this is original, as is not impossible, the “wicked” of Habakkuk 1:4 are addressed. 

Wonder marvelously — LXX. adds “and perish.” Why are they to look and wonder? 

I will work — R.V., “I am working”; margin, which produces the Hebrew more accurately, “one worketh.” However, the ordinary translation is not impossible, and the context (Habakkuk 1:6) makes the translation “I” almost certain. The rendering “I am about to work” would express more clearly the idea of imminence. 

Which ye will not believe, though it be told you — Better, which ye would not believe though (if) it were told you; that is, as having occurred in another place and at some other time. The event will be so extraordinary that only eyewitnesses can believe it (compare Acts 13:41).

The awful thing Jehovah is about to do is stated in Habakkuk 1:6 ff. 

I raise up the Chaldeans — Better, I am about to raise up (G.-K., 116p). On Chaldeans see Introduction, pp. 468ff, and Nahum, p. 431. The reference is not to the first appearance of the Chaldeans in history or as a world power, for the following verses indicate that they were already well known as cruel, bloodthirsty conquerors, but to their first advance against Judah; they will be summoned by Jehovah to execute judgment upon the wicked (Habakkuk 1:4). Some manuscripts of LXX. add “against you.” 

Bitter — Rough, or fierce (Judges 18:25; 2 Samuel 17:8). 

Hasty — Violent; “driven headlong by violent impulse” (Isaiah 32:4). As world conquerors they march through the whole extent of the earth and take possession of territories not their own (Habakkuk 2:6; Deuteronomy 6:10-11).

Habakkuk 1:7 depicts further the fierce disposition of the Chaldeans. The nation is personified as a hero, hence the Hebrew has the singular pronoun (see margin). 

Terrible — Exciting terror (Song of Solomon 6:4; Song of Solomon 6:10). 

Dreadful — Creating alarm. This is the word ordinarily translated “terrible” in the Old Testament. 

Their judgment — The decisions determining their conduct (Psalms 17:2). 

Dignity — Or, eminence; the sovereignty which they assume over the nations of the world (Genesis 49:3; Hosea 13:1). 

Proceed of themselves — They acknowledge no superior, not even Jehovah, to determine their course for them. According to their own pleasure they map out their plans and through the power of their own arms they overthrow the nations.

Habakkuk 1:8 describes the irresistible advance of their armies (compare Jeremiah 4:13; Jeremiah 5:6). 

Their horses also are swifter than the leopards — Tristram describes the leopard as “agile, swift, and when irritated the most terrible and cruel of beasts.” In Jeremiah 4:13, the expression is “swifter than eagles”; Habakkuk mentions the eagle later in the verse. 

More fierce — Literally, more sharp. The war horses share their masters’ ferocity. Wildly they dash against the foe. 

Evening wolves — The wolves that, after fasting all day, go out in the evening to seek prey; prompted by intense hunger they are especially fierce. LXX., with a slight change of vowels, reads “wolves of Arabia,” which is less suitable (compare Zephaniah 3:3). 

Spread themselves — R.V., “press proudly on.” The verb is connected with an Arabic root meaning “to strut proudly”; when used of horsemen it means “to spring along,” “to gallop.” Nothing can stop the onslaught of their horsemen. 

Their horsemen shall come from far — The horsemen of the Chaldeans came from the far east. Several commentators are inclined to omit this clause as a marginal gloss to the preceding, because (1) LXX. omits “horsemen”; (2) the repetition of “horsemen” in two successive clauses seems peculiar; (3) the presence of this clause gives an unequal number of clauses, and thus injures the parallelism. Others consider this the original clause and the preceding the gloss. Nowack and others make more thoroughgoing changes and read Habakkuk 1:8, “And swifter than leopards are their (literally, his) horses, and swifter on foot than the evening wolves their horsemen; (and their horsemen come from afar;) they fly as an eagle that hasteth to devour.” As an eagle or vulture (see on Micah 1:16) swoops upon a carcass, so the Chaldean horsemen swoop upon their human prey.



Verses 9-11 

9. Their purpose is to rob and to destroy. 

For violence — They are without humane feelings; their only object is to do violence. 

Their faces shall sup up as the east wind — R.V., “the set of their faces is forwards”; margin, “the eagerness of their faces is towards the east.” A.V. attempts to get from the original the thought that the Chaldeans will devour everything like the destructive east wind (Hosea 13:15); R.V., that their faces are set forward and cannot be turned aside; so also margin R.V. The Hebrew is obscure and the English translations all do more or less violence to it. The original has east, “but as the spectator when reckoning the quarters of the heavens faces the east, it is supposed that eastwards became equivalent to forwards or onwards.” The intention of the prophet is evidently to describe the fierceness of the advance, but it is not unlikely that the text has suffered in transmission. Nowack considers the corruption so hopeless that he does not even attempt a restoration; Marti reads, “They advance in the very face of those who rise up against them”; that is, they are without fear or hesitation. Their captives are “as the sand,” which means numberless. The Assyrian kings frequently boast that they took captives and booty “without number.”

The verbs of Habakkuk 1:10-11 should be rendered, with R.V. in Habakkuk 1:10, as present tenses. Kings and princes are objects of mockery to them, fortresses are taken with the greatest ease. 

They shall heap dust [“he heapeth up dust”] — Refers to the casting up of embankments, so that the besiegers may be on a level with the defenders behind the walls (2 Samuel 20:15; Jeremiah 32:24). This is done quickly, and the city falls.

In Habakkuk 1:11 the translation of A.V. is not impossible, but the context favors R.V.: “Then he shall sweep by as a wind, and shall pass over, and be guilty, even he whose might is his god.” 

Then — With the fortresses leveled to the ground the victorious army rushes on like a wind to new triumphs. 

He passeth over — Irresistibly they sweep through the lands overcoming all obstacles. The two verbs are used together in Isaiah 8:8, of the onward rush of the Assyrians, likened to an overwhelming flood. The translation of margin R.V., “transgresseth,” is not so suitable. 

Be guilty (R.V.) — Through the acts just described, equivalent to “and thus he becometh guilty.” The cruelties and outrages constitute a part of their guilt. Another indictment is implied in the last clause. 

Even he whose might is his god (R.V.) — This is not a literal translation, but it expresses the thought of the original: “His success intoxicates him, and in his pride of heart he deifies his own might.” Literally it is, “this his might becometh his god”; the construction is peculiar, and the text may be corrupt. For “and be guilty, even he whose might is his god,” Wellhausen, Nowack, and others read, with some changes in the text, “and he maketh his might to be his god,” which gives good sense.



Verse 12 

12. The prophet begins with an expression of confidence in his God. A better arrangement of the words would be: —

Art not thou from everlasting, O Jehovah? 
My God, my Holy One, not shall we die!
The first line is not an expression of despondency or doubt, but a rhetorical question to pave the way for the expression of confidence in the second line. 

From everlasting — Literally, from aforetime. The Hebrew word denotes an ancient period rather than eternity in the modern sense of that term; it is used often of the Mosaic age or other periods in Israel’s past (compare Micah 7:20; Psalms 44:1); even of a former period in a single lifetime (Job 29:2). The exact meaning in a given passage must be determined from the context. Allusion is frequently made to the eternity of Jehovah as a ground of confidence in him (Deuteronomy 33:27; Isaiah 40:28; Psalms 90:2). The English versions arrange the words differently; and some commentators understand them as equivalent to “Art not thou from everlasting my Holy One, O Jehovah, my God?” This arrangement gives to the words a meaning different from that which is indicated above. According to it the prophet is the spokesman of the people, expressing their confidence based not upon Jehovah’s eternity but upon the fact that he has been from everlasting the Holy One of Israel (see on Hosea 11:9), a title of Jehovah very common in Isaiah. As the holy one he is bound to sweep away the wicked Chaldeans. 

We shall not die — We shall not be utterly annihilated by the foe which is to be raised up (Habakkuk 1:6). The everlasting God will somehow preserve his people.

According to Jewish tradition “we shall not die” is an emendation of the scribes for “thou (Jehovah) shalt not die.” To speak of Jehovah in connection with death, even to deny his dying, was considered blasphemy by the scribes, therefore they changed the original into the present reading. If the second person is original the second line becomes simply a reiteration of the thought of the first line. The eighteen emendations of the scribes mentioned in Jewish tradition still present difficulties; in the present passage the Masoretic text is preferable. 12b passes to the complaint. Jehovah being the Holy One, his appointment of the godless Chaldeans as instruments of judgment creates a moral difficulty. 

For judgment… for correction — Either to execute judgment upon him and to administer correction to him, or, perhaps better, that he may execute punishment upon Judah and the other nations.

The perplexity caused by the appointment alluded to in 12b is further described in Habakkuk 1:13. Can the exaltation of a wicked and violent nation be harmonized with the belief in a holy and pure God? The present attitude seems to contradict the prophet’s conception of the divine character. He has always thought of God as too pure to look upon moral evil and perverseness; since he now selects the most wicked nation as his executioner, the prophet feels justified in challenging Jehovah to defend himself. 

Deal treacherously — The Chaldeans are unscrupulous, treacherous, and tyrannical. Is it right for Jehovah to look upon them with favor? Is it right that he should remain silent while they practice wickedness? 

The man… more righteous than he — With all their wickedness the people of Jehovah are better than the Chaldeans. How, then, can Jehovah justify himself for making the present choice? The same perplexed questioning is continued in Habakkuk 1:14. Wherefore does Jehovah permit the outrages of the Chaldeans? 

Makest men as the fishes of the sea — Defenseless, without rights, readily taken by the skillful fisherman. 

As the creeping things — Despised, and without a protector to take an interest in their well-being. 

That have no ruler over them — The relative is to be taken with “fishes” and with “creeping things.” They scatter in every direction when danger approaches; no ruler or commander directs their movements. So the nations are reduced to a state of confusion when they learn of the approach of the Chaldeans (compare Isaiah 10:13-14). Jehovah controls the movements of the Chaldeans, and is in a sense responsible for their conduct; but if they have gone beyond the divine commission (Isaiah 47:6-7; compare Isaiah 10:7) why does he not interfere?



Verses 12-17 

THE GREATER PERPLEXITY, Habakkuk 1:12-17.

In the beginning the prophet was troubled because Jehovah seemed to look with indifference upon corruption; Jehovah replied that judgment was about to fall, that the Chaldeans were about to include Judah in their conquests. This announcement was accompanied by a recognition of the fierce and brutal character of the Chaldeans and their warfare; hence, far from calming the prophet’s doubts, it only intensified them. Can a holy God, he asks, look in silence upon the wrongs and cruelties perpetrated by the Chaldeans? Judah does, indeed, deserve judgment, but how can Jehovah send the godless Chaldeans to execute it? Is Judah to be annihilated by this monster? Is the triumph of the cruel world conqueror to continue forever? These and similar questions perplex the prophet, and in Habakkuk 1:12-17, we have a description of his struggle with the new problem, which taxes his faith to the uttermost.



Verse 15 

15. So far as the prophet can see, Jehovah looks with favor upon their conquests, for they are successful in all their undertakings. The Chaldean armies are personified as a fisherman who makes extraordinary hauls and rejoices greatly in his success.



Verse 16 

16. When he sees this wonderful success he makes the implements that have assisted him his gods and pays homage to them; he loses sight entirely of Him under whose direction he acts. 

Net,… drag — An expansion of the comparison in Habakkuk 1:14-15. The net and the drag represent the weapons and means used by the conqueror to subdue the nations (Habakkuk 1:11).

Whether the words imply that the Chaldeans, like the Scythians (Herodotus, 4:59, 62), offered sacrifices to their swords, or whether they are only a vivid picture of the glorification and deification of their might, cannot be determined. 

Meat — Better, R.V., “food.” Through the conquests wealth and prosperity have been acquired.



Verse 17 

17. In Habakkuk 1:7-11 Jehovah is introduced as describing the terribleness of the Chaldean armies; in Habakkuk 1:12 ff, the prophet questions Jehovah, how his attitude toward them can be harmonized with his holiness. Their success in the past has been perplexing enough; how can the prophet explain the new commission intrusted to them? 

Shall they therefore empty their nets — Of the fish already caught, so that they may prepare for a new haul. In the last clause the prophet discontinues the use of figurative language, and inquires whether the Chaldeans are to be permitted to continue forever in their career of violence.

The prophet is, indeed, perplexed. Is there no solution? He is not yet ready to give up, and determines to await a divine solution.

02 Chapter 2 
Verse 1 

THE PROPHET’S ANXIOUS WATCH THE DIVINE SOLUTION, Habakkuk 2:1-5.

1. The prophet carries out his determination to secure a divine solution. 

Watch,… tower — The two clauses are not to be understood literally, as if the prophet had an elevated place or tower where, away from the noise, he might look toward heaven for a revelation; they are meant figuratively. As the watchman gazes into the distance from his watchtower (2 Samuel 18:24; 2 Kings 9:17), so the prophet will watch intently for an answer from heaven (Isaiah 21:8). 

Watch to see — R.V., “look forth to see.” From the root of the verb used here is derived one of the titles of the prophets, watchman (Jeremiah 6:17; Ezekiel 3:17). 

What I shall answer — First of all, to himself; then, to others who would be sure to consult the prophet concerning the significance of passing events. Peshitto reads, “what he (Jehovah) will answer,” which brings the clause into closer parallelism with the preceding, and is therefore accepted as original by many commentators. 

When I am reproved — Better, with R.V., “concerning my complaint,” as expressed in Habakkuk 1:12-17.



Verse 2 

2. The prophet gazes not in vain. 

Vision — See on Nahum 1:1. Jehovah grants an answer in the form of an inner vision, but since the solution is intended for all who might be troubled in a similar manner, the prophet is exhorted to make it known to all by writing it upon tablets where the people could read it. 

Tables — Literally, the tablets; either tablets such as are commonly used for inscriptions set up in public places, or tablets such as the prophet was accustomed to use for these or similar purposes. 

Make it plain — Because it is an important message (compare Isaiah 8:1). 

That he may run that readeth it — It is to be written so plainly that anyone hurrying by may read it, without being compelled to stop and study. There is no reason for doubting that the command was to be understood and carried out literally. Keil’s view, that “the words simply express the thought that the prophecy is to be laid to heart by all the people on account of its great importance, and that not merely in the present but in the future also,” does scant justice to the statements in Habakkuk 2:2-3.



Verse 3 

Habakkuk 2:3 indicates the reason for the command. The writing down of the vision is necessary, because its fulfillment will be delayed; when it is fulfilled the tablets will serve as witnesses to the truthfulness of Jehovah and of his prophet (compare Isaiah 8:16-18). 

The vision is yet for an appointed time — It relates not to the present, but to the time fixed by Jehovah for its realization, which is yet in the future (compare Daniel 8:19; Daniel 8:26; Daniel 10:14, etc.). 

At the end it shall speak — Better, R.V., “it hasteth toward the end.” The end is not the “last days,” nor the fulfillment of the vision as such, but the time fixed for it. The oracle is thought of as possessing a vital energy of its own. “True prophecy,” says Hitzig, “is inspired, as it were, by an impulse to fulfill itself.” 

Not lie — It will not prove false, but will surely be realized. In the rest of the verse the prophet is exhorted to wait patiently, for, though delayed, the vision will surely be realized.



Verse 4 

Habakkuk 2:4 contains the oracle that the prophet is to write down. It is brief and enigmatic, but not unintelligible. 4a is translated more satisfactorily in R.V., “Behold his soul is puffed up, it is not upright in him.” These words apply to the Chaldean. The righteous, or rather the destiny of the righteous, is described in the second part of the verse. Though in the one case the reference is to character, in the other to destiny, there seems insufficient reason for suspecting the accuracy of the text; the various emendations suggested do not improve it. 

Lifted up [“puffed up”]… not upright — His successes and conquests have made him proud, presumptuous, insincere, and treacherous in his dealings with other nations. This is all the oracle says, but comparison with the second clause enables us to complete the thought. Because the Chaldean is puffed up, glories in his might alone, and is insincere and treacherous, he lacks the principles and elements which alone assure permanence; he is doomed to perish. If destruction overtakes the Chaldeans in the end, the problem of the prophet is at least partly solved.

The second clause continues the solution. 

The just [“righteous”] shall live by his faith — Margin R.V., “in his faithfulness.” The righteous of this verse is identical with the “righteous” of Habakkuk 1:13, whose present and imminent lot causes the complaint of the prophet. While it is to be understood primarily of the righteous in Israel, it includes also those among the nations oppressed by the Chaldeans; and the assertion is equally true of the righteous everywhere and in all ages. “We shall not die” was Habakkuk’s cry of confidence (Habakkuk 1:12); Jehovah responds with a definite promise of life. Temporarily the ways of Jehovah may seem unintelligible, but a time of reckoning will come, when the godless oppressor will meet his doom, while the faithful oppressed, now delivered, will rejoice in new life. This is the vision and with it is joined the promise (Habakkuk 2:3) that it will surely be realized. The prophet seems satisfied.

In Galatians 3:11, Paul quotes the words of Habakkuk, but the Hebrew word here translated “faith” or “faithfulness” is not quite identical in meaning with the New Testament expression, which denotes faith as an active, inner principle of the spiritual life. In fact, the Hebrew has no word that exactly expresses the New Testament idea of faith. The Hebrew word means steadfastness, moral trustworthiness, fidelity, integrity of character under all provocations; but since these virtues in the case of the Israelites, especially in the time of adversity, would spring chiefly from their loyalty to Jehovah, their confidence in him, and their trust in the ultimate triumph of the good, the New Testament idea is not foreign to the Old Testament expression. For the righteous his integrity and fidelity constitute elements of permanency; they cannot perish; they will endure forever. This, then, is the reply to the prophet’s complaint: oppression, pride, insincerity will lead to destruction, integrity and faithfulness to life everlasting.



Verse 5 

Habakkuk 2:5 seems to be an oracle by itself, though in thought it is an expansion of Habakkuk 2:4 a, describing, as it does, the character of the Chaldean. But, while the general import of the verse is clear, the interpretation of details is uncertain; and it seems almost beyond doubt that the text has suffered in transmission. A few simple changes would produce the following: “Yea, moreover, treacherous as wine is he, a haughty man, who keepeth not at home, who enlargeth his desire as Sheol; he is as death, and cannot be satisfied, but gathereth unto him all nations, and heapeth unto him all peoples.” These words are a description of the lust of conquest that impels the Chaldeans to overrun the whole earth and of the treachery they practice when dealing with other nations. 

Hell — Better, R.V., “Sheol.” The abode of the departed; it is pictured here, as elsewhere, as a devouring, insatiable monster (see on Hosea 13:14; compare Isaiah 5:14). As Sheol seeks to devour all, so the Chaldeans are not satisfied until all nations have become their prey.

Habakkuk 2:5 marks the transition to the five woes in Habakkuk 2:6-20. Now the Chaldean is the triumphant conqueror, but his doom is determined in the heavenly councils; therefore the oppressed nations may begin their song of rejoicing over his downfall. The ancient Babylonian Kings took comparatively little interest in war; but the Chaldean power, which was the heir of Assyria, continued the latter’s cruel policy.



Verse 6 

First woe — upon lust of conquest and plunder, Habakkuk 2:6-8.

Habakkuk 2:6 a introduces the oppressed who will pronounce the woes. The utterances begin with “woe” in 6b. Throughout the song the Chaldean power is personified as an individual (see Introduction, p. 472). The nations will not submit forever. 

All these — All the wronged nations. 

Against him — The Chaldean oppressor. 

Parable — The primary meaning of the Hebrew word seems to be “likeness” or “identity”; hence it came to be applied to any saying containing a comparison or similitude. In a more general sense it is used of any figurative speech or song — in some places of a taunt-song (Isaiah 14:4); so here. 

Taunting proverb — Literally, a dark saying; margin, “riddle”; here practically synonymous with the preceding, a taunt-song. The thought is that the nations will make the Chaldeans, as examples of fallen greatness and pride, objects of taunting proverbs and comparisons, such as are found in Habakkuk 2:6-20. 

Woe — With this word begins the first “parable.” Each of the five is directed against a specific crime, the first against lust of conquest and plunder. 

Increaseth that which is not his — He seizes the lands and possessions of other nations (compare Habakkuk 1:6; Habakkuk 1:9; Habakkuk 1:15). 

How long? — “A sigh appended to the woe.” How long will he be permitted to carry out this policy? 

Ladeth himself with thick clay — This is a possible translation, but the context favors the reading of R.V., “with pledges.” The wealth accumulated by the Chaldeans is represented as a mass of pledges which they have taken from the nations like merciless usurers. But the time will come when the plundered nations will rise in wrath and compel the Chaldeans to return these pledges to their proper owners. In this connection it may be interesting to compare the boast of Nebuchadnezzar: “I have amassed silver, gold, metals, precious stones of all kinds and of all values, a collection of objects of great price, immense treasures.”



Verses 6-20 

TAUNT-SONG OVER THE FALL OF THE CHALDEANS, Habakkuk 2:6-20.

In Habakkuk 2:6-20, the prophet introduces the nations that are now suffering from the oppressions of the Chaldeans as taking up a parable or song against the oppressor about to be crushed. The song is in the form of five woes upon (1) lust of conquest and plunder; (2) rapacity; (3) self-glorification; (4) oppression; (5) idolatry. These woes are placed in the mouth of the nations; in reality the prophet is the speaker.



Verse 7 

7. Retribution will surely come; the nations will not submit forever.

They… that shall bite thee — The verb has a twofold meaning, “to bite” (Genesis 49:17; Numbers 21:8-9), and “to exact usury” (compare margin R.V.; Deuteronomy 23:20). Either sense fits admirably in this place. The use of ambiguous words is perfectly legitimate in a proverb-song. Since the verb is in the participial form it might be translated literally, “the biter” or “the (cruel) creditor.” The nations are so called because, on the one hand, the Chaldeans have taken their possessions and thus have become their debtors; on the other, the nations will take vengeance, they will bite and harass them. 

Vex thee — Margin R.V., “toss thee to and fro.” In Arabic the verb is used of the shaking of trees by the wind; here of the nations that will give the Chaldeans no rest or peace; they will drive them hither and thither until finally they will expel them from their possessions. 

Shalt be for booties — The wealth of the oppressor will fall into the hands of the angry nations.



Verse 8 

Habakkuk 2:8 justifies the destruction of the Chaldeans, which is only just retribution for the cruelties perpetrated by them. 

All the remnant of the people — A threefold interpretation is possible: (1) those of the subdued nations who have survived the oppression and slaughter; (2) the nations with the exception of the Chaldeans, with no reference to any previous contact with the latter (in this case the translation “rest” would be preferable to “remnant”); (3) the nations that were able to withstand the Chaldeans, in distinction from those that were conquered. The first is to be preferred. The oppressed nations will rise and throw off the yoke. 

Men’s blood — The blood wantonly shed in the pursuit of a policy of conquest. 

Violence — See Habakkuk 1:9. 

Land — The reference is not to the land of Israel alone, but to the lands of all the nations that have suffered; hence, “land” must be understood in a collective sense, or the translation might be changed to “earth”; the whole earth has experienced their violence (Jeremiah 50:23; Jeremiah 51:7; Jeremiah 51:25). 

City — This cannot be restricted to Jerusalem or to any other particular city; it also is to be understood collectively. As the Chaldeans have spoiled others, so they will be spoiled in turn.



Verse 9 

9. Coveteth an evil covetousness — Better R.V., “getteth an evil gain.” The vast spoil taken from the nations by evil and illegitimate means. 

To his house — Not the palace, but the entire land and nation (see on Hosea 8:1). It was for the purpose of enriching and exalting the nation that the conquests were undertaken. 

Set his nest on high — A figure expressing the purpose of establishing his power forever (Numbers 24:21; Obadiah 1:4). As the eagle sets his nest on high to protect himself and his young against attacks, so the Chaldean seeks to fortify his position, that he may escape harm forever. 

From the power of evil — Not the “evil one,” but any possible attack or calamity (Psalms 49:6; Isaiah 31:2).



Verses 9-11 

Woe upon rapacity, Habakkuk 2:9-11.

In this stanza the Chaldeans are represented as a covetous man who builds his house with blood and violence, and seeks to store there all kinds of treasures, that he may be “delivered from the power of the evil,” and be safe as a bird in his nest on high. But he cannot escape judgment; the very stones and beams of the house cry to heaven for vengeance.



Verse 10 

10. “Man proposes, God disposes.” The Chaldean disregarded the divine purpose. He thought only of his own interest and exaltation, but in doing so he prepared the way for his fall. 

Consulted [“devised”] shame — He sought to bring honor to his dynasty and nation; instead of realizing his ambition, his lust of conquest and rapacity will result in ruin and shame (Jeremiah 7:19). LXX. reads, “I will devise.” 

By cutting off many people [“peoples”] — LXX. co-ordinates this with the preceding clause and reads, “thou hast cut off many peoples.” The ordinary English translation gives good sense and is not impossible, but it would be in better accord with Hebrew usage to take the infinitive, literally, “to cut off,” as object of “devised,” so as to read “Thou hast devised shame to thy house, to cut off many peoples.” 

And hast sinned against thy soul — By cutting off the many peoples he expected to receive glory and honor; in reality he endangered his very existence. Soul is used, as frequently in the Old Testament, in the sense of life. Some prefer to render the words as a circumstantial clause, “while thou art sinning against thy soul.” He devised to cut off the nations, while in reality he injured himself. The construction is peculiar and the text may be corrupt, but there can be no doubt as to the general sense.



Verse 11 

Habakkuk 2:11 gives the reason for the sentence announced in Habakkuk 2:10. Jehovah cannot overlook the wrongdoing, for the very stones and beams in the house built with blood cry out against the violence practiced in procuring them. 

Shall answer it — Shall re-echo the cry sent up by the stones.

Woe upon the building of cities with the blood and property of strangers, Habakkuk 2:12-14.

The third woe is a continuation of the second; the latter refers to the building of the empire in general, the former to the extensive building enterprises throughout the land. “The prophet sees the city in process of extension, bands of captives, Jews and Gentiles, bleeding and dying under the blows of their drivers, and he realizes the fraudful dealings by which the treasures expended in the erection of enormous fortifications have been amassed.”



Verse 12 

12. Town… city — Synonymous; they cannot be restricted to the capital, but include cities scattered throughout the empire, wherever building enterprises were carried on. 

Blood,… iniquity — Blood was shed and iniquity done in subduing the nations, in tearing them from their homes and transporting them to Babylonia, and in compelling them to assist in the extensive building enterprises of which the inscriptions of Nebuchadnezzar give a fair idea. The sentiment expressed here is of universal application, but the prophet has in mind primarily the Chaldeans (compare Micah 3:10; Jeremiah 22:13).



Verse 13 

13. Jehovah has decreed the destruction. 

Behold, is it not of Jehovah — Is it not purposed by Jehovah? For Jehovah of hosts see on Hosea 12:5. 

The people… the people — Better, R.V., “the peoples… the nations”; that is, the nations subdued by the Chaldeans. 

Labor in the very fire — R.V., “for the fire”; literally, for the need of the fire. Jehovah has purposed to give all the works of their hands a prey to the flames. 

For very vanity — In vain. The judgment of Jehovah will bring all they have done to naught. Judgment upon Babylon is announced in similar terms in Jeremiah 51:58, but it is not certain that there is a direct literary dependence of the one passage upon the other. Nowack, followed by Marti, thinks that the words are a free reproduction of Jeremiah 51:58, and he renders the first sentence, “Behold, is not of Jehovah of hosts the word”; which he understands as an introduction to the quotation. If this passage is dependent upon Jeremiah 51:58, Nowack is right in considering it a later addition, but there is insufficient evidence for Nowack’s contention.



Verse 14 

Habakkuk 2:14 gives an additional reason for the overthrow of the Chaldeans. Jehovah has purposed to establish his universal kingdom upon earth; to make room for this kingdom of peace and righteousness the cruel and warlike Chaldean must be retired from the scene of action. 

The knowledge of the glory of Jehovah — The glory of Jehovah is the divine manifestation in nature, in history, in revelation; here in the events connected with the overthrow of the Chaldeans. These are intended to give the whole world a more adequate idea of the nature and character of Jehovah. 

As the waters cover the sea — A picture of overflowing abundance (compare Isaiah 11:9). The overthrow of the mighty world conqueror will be so remarkable that the news of it will spread far and wide (compare Psalms 126:2).



Verses 15-17 

Woe upon cruelty toward other nations, Habakkuk 2:15-17.

Habakkuk 2:15 presents a figurative description of the craftiness, cruelty, and cunning by the use of which the Chaldeans have reduced the nations to helplessness. The picture is that of a man giving poisonous or intoxicating drink to another, for the express purpose of taking delight in his shame (Genesis 9:21), or taking advantage of him. But the oppressor will be compelled to drink of the same cup and suffer shame, only in an intensified form (Habakkuk 2:16-17).

The thought of Habakkuk 2:15 is clear, but there is some uncertainty as to details. 

That giveth his neighbor drink, that puttest thy bottle to him — The meaning of some of the words is uncertain; hence the difference between A.V. and R.V., “that giveth his neighbor drink, to thee that addest thy venom.” The grammatical construction differs from that in the preceding woes (Habakkuk 2:6; Habakkuk 2:9; Habakkuk 2:12). The meaning of the verb translated “add” or “puttest” is uncertain; the translation “bottle” requires a change of vowel points; on the other hand, the expression “to add venom” is peculiar. This accumulation of peculiarities has led most scholars to suspect a corruption of the text, and various emendations have been attempted. That of Wellhausen is the simplest; it requires but slight alterations, removes the difficulties, and gives a very satisfactory sense: “Woe unto him that giveth his neighbor drink out of the cup of his wrath, and maketh him drunken also” (compare Zechariah 12:2). The cup of wrath is one offered in wrath, which, therefore, does not contain a pleasant, refreshing drink, but one bitter and destructive. The cruel, heartless man offers this cup and compels his enemy to drink it to the dregs, until he becomes helpless in his intoxication. An apt illustration of the manner in which the Chaldeans treated other nations. 

That thou mayest look on their nakedness — An indication of the shameful purpose inspiring the act. The one who gives the drink is the Chaldean, those who drink it are the nations; the prostrate condition of the drunken man represents the pitiful condition of the conquered nations, the uncovering of the nakedness suggests the depth of ignominy the conquered nations were made to suffer (Nahum 3:5).

Habakkuk 2:16 announces the divine judgment upon the Chaldean; he hoped to exalt himself by bringing shame upon others, and temporarily his hopes appear to be realized, but in the end the ignominy will return upon his own head. 

Thou art filled with shame for glory — R.V., “with shame, and not glory.” A somewhat freer rendering expresses the thought more clearly, “Thou art filled with shame instead of glory.” The Chaldean’s object in conquest was to win glory; instead he has brought upon himself shame, for he must suffer the same treatment which he has accorded to others. 

Drink thou — The cup of the divine wrath. 

Let thy foreskin be uncovered — R.V., “be as one uncircumcised.” Here equivalent to “show thy nakedness.” He compelled others to do this (Habakkuk 2:15). LXX. and other ancient versions read “stagger” instead of “let thy foreskin be uncovered”; the whole clause, “drink thou also and stagger,” which may be original (Nahum 2:4; Zechariah 12:2). 

The cup of Jehovah’s right hand — Thus far he has compelled the nations to drink the cup he handed them, now he must take from Jehovah’s right hand the cup containing a similar drink. 

Shameful spewing — R.V., “foul shame.” The translation of A.V. is due to the erroneous dividing of one word into two; it is one word, an intensive form of the ordinary word for shame. 

Shall be on thy glory — Shall cover it so that it is seen no more; it will entirely displace it.

R.V. expresses more clearly the thought of 17a: “For the violence done to Lebanon shall cover thee, and the destruction of the beasts, which made them afraid.” 

The violence of [“done to”] Lebanon — This might be understood as a figurative representation of the devastation of Palestine; it is more likely, however, that it is meant literally. The violence is that done to Lebanon by cutting down its stately cedars for use in building enterprises. The inscriptions of both Assyrian and Chaldean kings state that the cedar wood was brought from great distances — sometimes Mount Lebanon is mentioned by name — to be used in the erection of temples and palaces. The more extensive the building enterprises, the greater the violence to Lebanon. The use of the cedars of Lebanon in the building of heathen temples may have been considered by the Israelites an act of profanity (Isaiah 14:8). 

Shall cover thee — Shall return upon thine own head (Obadiah 1:10; Jeremiah 3:25). 

The spoil of beasts [“the destruction of the beasts”] — That is, of Lebanon. The inscriptions and monuments reveal what enthusiastic hunters were the kings of the East.

The invasion of Lebanon for such purposes may also have been considered desecration. 

Which made them afraid — The destruction which made afraid the beasts of Lebanon shall return upon the Chaldean’s own head. Though this thought, which can be had from the present Hebrew text, is not unsuitable, many commentators prefer the reading of some of the ancient versions, “and the destruction of the beasts shall make thee afraid.”

The refrain is repeated from Habakkuk 2:11.



Verse 18 

18. What profiteth — A rhetorical question, equivalent to “It profiteth nothing”; the idols can render no help in the hour of calamity (Amos 2:4; 1 Samuel 12:21; Isaiah 44:10). 

Graven image — See on Micah 5:13. 

Molten image — See on Nahum 1:14. 

The maker thereof hath graven it — An expression of contempt; they are only the work of man; how can they be of any use? 

Teacher of lies — Not the priest or prophet of the idol (Isaiah 9:15; compare Micah 3:11), but the idol itself (Amos 2:4; Zechariah 10:2), so called in contrast with Jehovah whose word is faithful and true. 

To make dumb idols — Literally, dumb nothings (Isaiah 46:5-7; compare 1 Corinthians 12:2). It is foolish to trust in idols; it is foolish even to make them, for the maker cannot put life into them.



Verses 18-20 

Woe upon idolatry, 18-20.

The last strophe is unlike the preceding in that the “woe” does not stand at the beginning, but at the opening of Habakkuk 2:19. In order to restore similarity many commentators place 19a, “Woe unto him that saith to the wood, Awake; to the dumb stone, Arise!” before Habakkuk 2:18. This arrangement, 19a, 18, 19b, 20, would bring this strophe into accord with the four preceding, and would give a more satisfactory logical arrangement; but that it was the original order cannot be proved; if it was, the present order cannot be accounted for very easily, unless, with Nowack, we assume that Habakkuk 2:18 is a later marginal note, which was inserted in the text in the wrong place.

For this assumption there is insufficient evidence, and the omission of Habakkuk 2:18 would make the strophe too brief.



Verse 19 

19. Woe — To him who puts his trust into these lifeless nothings. 

Awake — From slumber and inactivity (1 Kings 18:27). 

Arise — To help and deliver. Appeals addressed to Jehovah would receive an answer (Psalms 35:23; Psalms 44:23), but the idols can neither hear nor reply. 

It shall teach — Better, R.V., “Shall this teach?” A question or exclamation of astonishment at the delusion. Teach is here equivalent to respond to the appeal to show a way of escape from the calamity. The prophet immediately makes it plain why help need not be expected. They have no life in themselves, how can they preserve the life of others? 

Laid over — The word occurs only here, hence its meaning is not quite certain; the reference seems to be to the overlaying of idols made of wood or other cheap material with gold or silver. 

No breath — The spirit of life is entirely absent (Jeremiah 10:4 ff.; Isaiah 44:9 ff.).



Verse 20 

20. From the idols the prophet turns to Jehovah, to emphasize the contrast between the two (compare Isaiah 46). 

His holy temple — The interpretation of this expression suggested by Nowack, “in the midst of his people,” is not inappropriate, and yet it is more natural to understand it of the heavenly dwelling place of Jehovah (Isaiah 6:1; Isaiah 66:1), from which he watches the affairs of men and goes forth to manifest himself in judgment (Micah 1:2-3). 

Let all the earth keep silence before him — In the presence of the almighty and infinite God it is proper to wait in awe and reverence, to see what he may do (Zephaniah 1:7; Zechariah 2:13).

03 Chapter 3 
Verse 1 

1. Habakkuk — On the authorship of the poem see Introduction, pp. 472ff. 

Upon Shigionoth — R.V., “set to Shigionoth.” The singular of the noun occurs in Psalms 7:1, “Shiggaion of David.” The exact meaning of this and other technical musical terms in the psalm titles is not known. It seems to be related to a verb “to reel,” which is used of the giddiness of intoxication and of love. The primary meaning of the noun would seem to be “reeling”; as a musical term it probably denotes a particular style of poetry or music, or both; a song sung with great excitement, or with a rapid change of emotion. Such a poem is Psalms 7. The prayer of Habakkuk is said to be set to Shigionoth, that is, it is arranged and is to be sung after the manner of these “reeling songs.” Schmieder paraphrases it, “after the manner of a stormy, martial, and triumphant ode.”



Verse 2 

Habakkuk 3:2 contains the prayer proper. 

Thy speech — R.V., “the report of thee.” Some understand “the report of thee” in the sense of “thy report,” that is, thy declaration, namely, the announcement, in chapters i, ii, of judgment upon Judah and upon the Chaldeans. But the expression seems to be used always in the sense of report concerning some one (Genesis 29:13; 1 Kings 10:1). It is the report concerning Jehovah’s mighty manifestations, described in 3-15; of these the prophet has heard. Margin R.V., rightly, “thy fame.” I…
was afraid — The greatness and sublimity of these interferences filled the prophet with fear, not fear of destruction, but a feeling of awe and reverence, which accompanies the recognition of the omnipotence of Jehovah. Fear of destruction would have silenced him or would have wrung from him a cry of despair; the feeling of awe inspired confidence. If Jehovah could help in the past, surely he can help in the present crisis. 

Revive thy work — The work of deliverance described in Habakkuk 3:3-15. The present and the immediate future seem to reveal Jehovah as indifferent toward the best interests of his people. O that he would repeat the wonderful acts of the past, when again and again he became the saviour of his people! 

In the midst of the years — This expression has been variously interpreted; but if taken in connection with the divine manifestations of the past (13-15), and with the promise that at the “appointed time” (Habakkuk 2:3) he would manifest himself again in mercy, the right interpretation suggests itself. The words refer to the period between the two manifestations, to the prophet’s own days and the days of distress yet to come. The petitioner prays Jehovah to come near to his people even now, to hasten the “appointed time.” 

Make known — Thy work, which is now hidden. This is essentially a repetition of the thought of the preceding clause. LXX. reads, “make thyself known.” 

In wrath remember mercy — The announcement of judgment in Habakkuk 1:5 ff., seemed to be an indication of the divine anger. Unchecked it will accomplish the destruction of Judah. Troubled by these prospects, the prophet beseeches Jehovah to temper his wrath with mercy, even in executing judgment, and before the final deliverance promised for the “appointed time.” The thought becomes somewhat modified if we read, as is permitted by the Hebrew, “turmoil” for “wrath.”



Verses 3-7 

Jehovah’s terrible approach, Habakkuk 3:3-7.

3. Teman — See on Amos 1:12. 

Mount Paran — In all probability the mountain range between Mount Seir and Mount Sinai. This whole region in the south was thought to be in a special manner the dwelling place of Jehovah, from which his manifestations proceeded (Judges 5:4; Deuteronomy 33:2). This belief undoubtedly arose from the fact that there Moses received his revelations, and there the covenant was established between Jehovah and Israel. 

Holy One — A descriptive title of Jehovah (see on Hosea 11:9). 

Selah — Occurs three times in this chapter (compare 9, 13), and seventy-one times in the Psalter, in thirty-nine psalms. There is still some uncertainty as to the meaning of the word. Some have thought that it marks strophe divisions; a more probable interpretation, however, is that which sees in it a direction to the musicians, either to increase the force of the music, or to play a musical interlude while the singing ceases. 

Glory — See on Habakkuk 2:14. 

Praise — The parallelism with “glory” indicates that the poet has in mind not so much the expression of praise by the people as that in Jehovah which evokes the praise, hence the expression is practically equivalent to “praiseworthy manifestation.” 

Heavens… earth — The whole universe. The thought of the entire verse is that, when Jehovah came forth, the whole universe was dazzled by the splendor and power of his manifestations.

In Habakkuk 3:4 the singer proceeds to describe in greater detail the glory of the divine appearance. 

And his brightness was as the light — Literally, And there appeared a brightness as the light. The splendor and brightness of Jehovah’s appearance are likened to the dazzling rays of the sun. 

He had horns — In Arabic poetry the first rays of the rising sun are frequently likened to the horns of a gazelle; R.V., “rays.” 

Out of his hand — Since the preceding is literally “two horns,” some have seen here a reference to Jehovah wielding and directing the thunderbolts with his hand. This would be in accord with the language in other poems, which describe the appearance of Jehovah in the imagery of a thunderstorm. But, since “horn” is not used ordinarily of lightning, it may be better to look for a different interpretation. The hands being on the sides of a person, “from his hand” may be equivalent to “from his side,” or even “from both sides.” As the disk of the sun is surrounded by bright rays, so Jehovah is thought of here as surrounded by radiant splendor. “Such a radiant splendor surrounding God is presupposed when it is affirmed of Moses that on coming from the presence of Jehovah his face was radiant, or emitted rays” (Exodus 34:29-30). 

There — Within the brightness. 

The hiding of his power — All that can be seen is the radiance and the splendor; Jehovah himself is invisible. Ordinarily darkness is represented as covering the Godhead (Exodus 20:21; 1 Kings 8:12; Psalms 18:12-13). Following in part LXX. and other ancient versions, Nowack alters 4b and reads Habakkuk 3:4 “His brightness was as the light; the rays at his side he made the hiding place of his power.”

Habakkuk 3:5 points to the servants who accompanied the heavenly King, to carry out his bidding (2 Samuel 15:1; compare 1 Samuel 25:42).

Pestilence — There was also a dark side to the divine manifestation; he came to execute judgment, and pestilence was his agent (see on Amos 4:10; compare Isaiah 37:36). 

Burning coals — The Revisers thought this to refer to the thunderbolts which he hurled against his enemies (Psalms 18:14), for they translated “fiery bolts.” This is a possible interpretation; but in parallelism with “pestilence” it is better understood as the burning fever heat of the plague. This he employed against the enemies of his people. As Habakkuk 3:7 refers to the events on Mount Sinai, so this verse probably refers to the plagues that fell upon the Egyptians before they permitted the Hebrews to depart; there may be an allusion also to the destruction of the army of Sennacherib (Isaiah 37:36).

Having described the bright and the dark sides of Jehovah’s manifestation, the poet proceeds to picture in Habakkuk 3:6-7 the impression made by the coming of Jehovah upon nature and upon man. Both verses refer probably to the events on Mount Sinai. 

He stood — Having reached the goal, he stopped. 

Measured — With the eyes, preliminary to action. The parallelism favors a verb corresponding to “drove asunder” in the next line. LXX. reads “was shaken”; Targum, “he shook”; the last reading is preferable. This may perhaps begotten from the present Hebrew verb, though it is not its usual meaning. Some commentators substitute a different verb. 

He beheld and drove asunder — The look of his eyes was sufficient to terrify and scatter all. The second verb means to start up in terror (Job 37:1). 

Everlasting mountains… perpetual hills — These are the firmest and most substantial portions of the globe; they have existed from the beginning (see on Micah 6:2; compare Psalms 90:2); one would naturally expect them to stand up under the blow, but before Jehovah they crumble. On everlasting see note on Habakkuk 1:12.

Were scattered — Literally, burst. The meaning is not that the mountains were scattered in different directions, but that the mountains burst open or were cleaved asunder (Zechariah 14:4). 

Did bow — In terror. 

His ways are everlasting — R.V., “His goings were as of old.” The construction of this clause is uncertain. If it is taken as an independent clause either of these translations may be correct; then the words would have to be regarded as a parenthetical exclamation. R.V. expresses the thought that the divine manifestations for the salvation of Israel resembled those of more ancient times, namely, in creation, in the flood, etc. A.V., following the Hebrew text more closely, declares that Jehovah’s manifestations continue forever. In either case the exclamation interrupts the description. Hence several commentators take the words in apposition to “mountains” and “hills,” which is permitted by the Hebrew, “his pathways from of old.” The mountains and hills which have been pathways of Jehovah from of old (Amos 4:13; Micah 1:3) were cleaved and bowed before him. With the entire description should be compared Judges 5:4-5; Psalms 18:7 ff. 

Cushan… Midian — The former is a lengthened form of Cush, meaning perhaps “tribe of Cush.” This cannot be the Cush, or Ethiopia, in Africa (see on Zephaniah 2:12); the parallel “Midian” suggests a territory in Arabia, perhaps the home of one of the wives of Moses (Numbers 12:1). A district Cush in Arabia is mentioned in the Assyrian inscriptions. Probably both the Cushites and the Midianites were without settled abode; roaming up and down the desert, they stopped for a time wherever they could find pasture for their flocks. In the period of the Exodus the Midianites were near Mount Sinai; and this makes it probable that the poet alludes here to the events which took place there. 

Tents… curtains — The second refers to the tent curtains. The expressions include the persons living in the tents. They were terrified when they beheld the wonderful manifestations of Jehovah.



Verses 3-15 

The mighty works of Jehovah in the past, Habakkuk 3:3-15.

This section describes the mighty acts of Jehovah for a revival of which the prophet prays. It falls naturally into three parts: (1) a description of Jehovah’s terrible approach (3-7); (2) a question — Why did he manifest himself? (8-11); (3) the answer — For the salvation of his people (12-15).



Verses 8-11 

Why did Jehovah manifest himself in terror? Habakkuk 3:8-11.

In Habakkuk 3:8 the poet inquires of Jehovah why all this was done; in 9-11 he continues the description; but throughout the whole section runs the question, Why?
Was Jehovah displeased against the rivers? — A literal translation of the first two lines is as follows, “Was displeasure against rivers, O Jehovah? was thy anger against the rivers?” Had they done anything to arouse the divine indignation? This is only a rhetorical question, for the singer knows well enough that a loftier motive impelled Jehovah (Habakkuk 3:13). 

The sea — Undoubtedly the Red Sea; the reference is again to events connected with the Exodus. 

Ride upon… horses… chariots — Jehovah is pictured as a man of war advancing to battle; his horses and chariots are the storm clouds (Psalms 18:10; Isaiah 19:1). 

Of salvation — The chariots are so called because wherever Jehovah appears deliverance is sure to be wrought. The idea is still very general; not until Habakkuk 3:13 is there a specific reference to the deliverance of Israel. A suitable rendering would be “victorious chariots.” Some take the last words as a separate statement, “thy chariots are salvation,” but this involves an improbable interpretation. The text of Habakkuk 3:8 is not above suspicion, but even as it stands the thought is clear; the poet inquires why Jehovah has smitten the rivers and the sea with such terrible fury. Various emendations have been attempted. Marti thinks the original to have been, “Was against the rivers thine anger, or against the sea, O Jehovah, thy wrath? thou didst cause to walk over the sea thy horses, thy chariots over heaps of water.”

Habakkuk 3:9 pictures Jehovah standing upon his chariot ready for battle. 

Thy bow was made quite naked — R.V., “bare.” The covering is removed and the bow is ready for use. The bow is not, as is thought by some, the rainbow, but the bow of the warrior God with which he shoots the thunderbolts. According to the oaths of the tribes, even thy word —R.V., “The oaths to the tribes were a sure word.” The present Hebrew text plus a considerable amount of imagination may give this translation, the thought being that the promises made to the tribes of Israel by Jehovah were sure of fulfillment. The peculiarity of the Hebrew and the fact that the thought which can be gotten from it does not fit in the context have led most commentators to suspect a corruption of the text. The marginal translation, “Sworn were the chastisements of thy word,” does not remove the difficulty. Of the many translations offered, in Delitzsch’s day about one hundred, not one can be considered quite satisfactory. An easy way out of the difficulty is to say with Von Orelli that “the words are intentionally enigmatical in solemn menace.” It is more likely, however, that the obscurity has arisen from a corruption of the text. Partly on the basis of LXX. and partly by conjecture Nowack emends, “Thou hast filled with arrows thy quiver,” which is more suitable than the present text. 

Thou didst cleave the earth with rivers — Or, into rivers. Jehovah cleaved the earth and rivers flowed from it. If the poet thinks of manifestations of divine power in general, this is the most natural rendering; if he has in mind the Exodus, a better translation, equally possible so far as the Hebrew is concerned, would be, “Thou didst cleave the rivers into dry land.” Jehovah smote the rivers, so that they became dry land, and the people passed over them dry-shod (Isaiah 11:15).

Habakkuk 3:10 presents another picture of the convulsions in nature. 

The mountains saw thee, and they trembled — Even the majestic mountains were terror-struck (compare Habakkuk 3:6); literally, were in agony. The verb denotes the agony of a woman in childbirth. LXX. reads “nations saw,” but the Hebrew is preferable. 

The overflowing of the water passed by — Here again the Hebrew is peculiar. The clause is commonly interpreted as meaning that when the mountains were rent in pain, water burst forth. A very slight emendation, favored by the similar passage in Psalms 77:17, would give “the clouds poured out water,” which gives good sense and supplies a suitable contrast to the next clause. 

The deep uttered his voice — The deep denotes ordinarily the great subterranean waters (see on Amos 7:4; compare Genesis 7:11), but here the poet may be thinking of the Red Sea (compare Isaiah 63:13). The voice is the roar of the troubled waters. 

And lifted up his hands — A figurative description of the heaping up of the waves by the storm. The throwing up of the hands is an involuntary act of terror; perhaps there is also implied the thought of raising the hands in a frantic appeal for mercy. Partly on the basis of LXX. some commentators change “hands” into “roar.”

11. To increase the terror, black darkness covered the whole earth. 

Stood still in their habitation — The habitation is the place whence the sun and moon were thought to come forth, and whither they were thought to return at the close of the journey. “The sun and the moon,” says Delitzsch, “withdraw altogether, from the fear and horror which pervade all nature and which are expressed in the mountains by trembling, in the waters by roaring, and in the sun and moon by obscuration.” This interpretation is preferable to that of Ewald, that they “turn pale in consequence of the surpassing brilliancy of the lightnings” (compare Isaiah 24:23). 

Arrows… spear — The thunderbolts and flashes of lightning which Jehovah sent against his enemies (Psalms 18:14; Psalms 77:17-18). From Habakkuk 3:8 on the manifestation of Jehovah is described, as frequently in the Old Testament, in the imagery of a thunderstorm.

The salvation of his people was the object of Jehovah, 12-15. 



Verse 12 

12. Through the land — Better, through the earth; for Jehovah fought against more than one nation. 

Thresh — Literally, tread down (see on Amos 1:3; compare 2 Kings 13:7; Job 39:15). He spared no one. 

In indignation,… in anger — Because they had wronged his people.

Habakkuk 3:13 declares, at last, why Jehovah went forth. 

Thou wentest forth — To war on behalf of his people (Judges 5:4; Isaiah 42:13). 

For the salvation — To bring deliverance from all enemies. Of thy people,…
with thine anointed — This is a literal reproduction of the original; but the expression “with thine anointed” creates difficulty. Who is this anointed one? It cannot be the expected Messiah, because the verse points to events in the past. R.V. renders “of thine anointed,” which produces a good parallelism and suggests that “thy people” and “thine anointed” are identical. In other passages also the term is applied to the nation, for anyone who has a special commission from Jehovah may be called “the anointed one.” In accordance with this principle the term is applied to Cyrus (Isaiah 45:1), to the high priest (Leviticus 4:3; Leviticus 4:5; Leviticus 4:16), to the king (1 Samuel 24:6), to the patriarchs (Psalms 105:15), to the godly in the nation (Psalms 132:10), and to the people Israel (Psalms 84:9; Psalms 89:38; Psalms 89:51). It must refer to the people, even if the translation of A.V. is retained; he went forth with his people for their salvation. 

Thou woundedst the head out of the house of the wicked — This might possibly mean that Jehovah smote the head of the chief of the evildoers, but with this translation the last clause becomes unintelligible; margin R.V.

gives better sense, “Thou didst smite off the head from the house of the wicked man.” To this may be joined the rest of the verse as translated in R.V., “laying bare the foundation even unto the neck.” The last clause indicates that, though the whole is figurative, within the figure “house” is to be understood literally; the “head” is the upper part, the roof, the “neck” is its central portion, the “foundation” the lowest part; the “wicked man” is the enemy of the “anointed one.” The whole is a picture of the utter destruction of this enemy of the people of Jehovah. Who this enemy is taken to be depends upon the interpretation of the poem as a whole. If the poet is describing the divine interference at the time of the Exodus, the enemy is Pharaoh or the Egyptian nation; if the poem contains a summary of all the divine manifestations of the past, he represents all the hostile nations ever encountered by Israel; if it points to the future, which is not likely, he is the Chaldean. The tone of the entire context suggests that the first view is to be preferred (compare Habakkuk 3:15). Laying bare (R.V.) — Used here in the general sense of “destroy” (Micah 1:6; Psalms 137:7).

It must be admitted that the whole figure is a strange one; LXX. either read a different text or could not make anything out of the Hebrew; several recent commentators consider the text hopelessly corrupt.



Verses 12-15 

Habakkuk 3:12-15 supply the answer to the question in Habakkuk 3:8. Jehovah showed himself terrible not because he was displeased with the rivers, or the sea, or the mountains, but because his anger was kindled against the nations that oppressed his own people. Against the former he marched for the salvation of the latter.



Verse 14 

14. The enemy was overwhelmed completely when his warriors were cut to pieces. 

With his staves — Or, spears; R.V., “with his own staves”; that is, the staves of the enemy. His own weapons, now directed by Jehovah, will be used by the destroyers (compare Ezekiel 38:21; Zechariah 14:13). It is not impossible, however, that for “his” we should read “thy,” that is, the staves or spears of Jehovah (compare Habakkuk 3:11). 

The head of his villages — R.V., “the head of his warriors.” The doubtful word is found only here; LXX. renders “princes.” The use of other words derived from the same root would favor the meaning “inhabitants of the plain,” in distinction from those living in walled towns; hence the translation of A.V., “villages.” From the meaning people scattered over the plain the more general “crowd” or “multitude” (compare margin, “hordes”) is derived, and since the poet deals with war, a “horde of warriors”; and this seems to be the meaning most suitable in this place, Jehovah pierced the heads of the hostile warriors. 

They came out as a whirlwind — These words are better connected with the preceding as a relative clause, “who came out as a whirlwind,” that is, with the swiftness and violence of a storm. 

To scatter me — In the vividness of the description the poet transposes himself into the midst of the events and includes himself among the people threatened by the enemy. 

Their rejoicing was as to devour the poor secretly — Again better taken as a relative clause, “whose rejoicing.… “ The thought of the line seems to be that, while the enemies were advancing, they rejoiced at the thought of the helplessness of Israel, and they looked forward with exultation to the moment when they would have the poor, helpless people at their mercy, to devour them at their leisure (compare Exodus 14:3; Exodus 15:9). The figure is taken from the practice of a wild beast to seize the prey and carry it to its den, there to devour it (Psalms 10:9; Isaiah 5:29). While this seems to be the general thought, it is difficult to get it from the present Hebrew text. Marti alters the text of Habakkuk 3:14 so as to read, “thou didst pierce with thy weapons his head; his princes scattered like chaff; to scatter me came their army, to devour the poor in secret.”



Verse 15 

Habakkuk 3:15 closes the description of the mighty works of Jehovah in the past.

Thine horses — See on Habakkuk 3:8. 

Sea… the heap of great waters — Here, as throughout the entire poem, the reference seems to be to the events connected with the Exodus from Egypt; in this verse to the crossing of the Red Sea. Jehovah, the mighty conqueror, delivered his people in that greatest crisis in their history (Exodus 14:15; compare Isaiah 11:15-16); well may the singer trust that he will not fail them in the present calamity.



Verse 16 

16. When I heard — R.V. simply, “I heard.” The report of thee (Habakkuk 3:2); that is, the report of the wonderful manifestations of Jehovah in the hour of Israel’s distress (compare 3-15). 

My belly trembled — R.V., “my body.” An expansion of “was afraid” (Habakkuk 3:2). Jehovah’s approach was terrible to behold, so that all nature trembled. No wonder that even the report of it should cause the prophet and the people to quake, though they have nothing to fear. 

My lips quivered — The verb is used elsewhere of the ringing of the ears (1 Samuel 3:11; 2 Kings 21:12); in this place the poet may mean more than simply the quivering of the lips, he may have in mind also the chattering of the teeth; so that “lips” would stand for the lips plus the teeth covered by the lips. 

At the voice — Since nothing is said of a voice speaking to the singer, the noun may be used in the more general sense of “report,” or of “noise” (Genesis 3:8; 1 Kings 1:41), made by Jehovah advancing to battle. The events are so vivid in the mind of the singer that he seems to hear Jehovah coming. 

Rottenness entered into my bones — Terror robbed him of all strength; his powers became paralyzed.

I trembled in myself — R.V., “in my place”; literally, under me, that is, where I stood (Exodus 16:29; 2 Samuel 2:23). His knees shook under him.

To this point the verse is quite clear; it describes the fear which seized the poet when he remembered the mighty works of Jehovah. The rest is exceedingly obscure. The translators were perplexed, as may be seen from the differences between the two translations: A.V., “that I might rest in the day of trouble: when he cometh up unto the people, he will invade them with his troops”; R.V., “Because I must wait quietly for the day of trouble, for the coming up of the people that invadeth us.” The translation of A.V. gives little sense, for how can the trembling produce rest in the day of trouble? R.V. is more satisfactory. It states that the trembling is due to the fact that the singer must sit down quietly and wait for the calamity that will befall his people, unable to do anything to turn it aside. But even this thought is not quite suitable; besides it is not very easy to get it from the present Hebrew text. For the last line, which is even more obscure, a third translation is offered in margin R.V., “when there shall come up against the people he that invadeth them.” Again A.V. gives the least sense; R.V. places the last line in apposition to the preceding, and the result is more satisfactory; the marginal reading expresses essentially the same idea. The whole verse becomes clearer, if in one point we follow LXX. instead of the present Hebrew text; the former does not seem to have read the relative, which the English translators reproduce as a conjunction, A.V. “that,” R.V. “because.” With this omitted the second part of Habakkuk 3:16 marks a new beginning and is to be understood not as an expression of fear but of confidence, like Habakkuk 3:17-19. At first the memory of the manifestations of Jehovah in the past terrified the psalmist: “I heard, and my body trembled, my lips quivered at the voice; rottenness entered into my bones, and I trembled in my place.” But soon fear was displaced by confidence. If Jehovah could help then, surely he can help now; therefore he breaks out into a song of joy and confidence, of which 16b is the beginning: “I will wait quietly for the day of trouble, for the coming up of the people that invadeth us.” This interpretation of 16b is preferable to all others.



Verses 16-19 

The poet’s confidence in Jehovah, the God of his salvation, Habakkuk 3:16-19.

In the closing verses of chapter 3 the psalmist describes the feelings produced within himself by the remembrance of the divine manifestations in the past; at first, fear and trembling (16a), then joy and confidence in the God of his salvation (16b-19).



Verses 17-19 

Habakkuk 3:17-19 contain one of the most sublime expressions of confidence in Jehovah found anywhere in the Old Testament. If the above suggested interpretation of 16b is correct, Habakkuk 3:17 becomes the natural continuation. The prophet looks forward to the day of trouble announced in Habakkuk 1:6 ff., but the help of Jehovah in the past brings to him the assurance that in the present also he will stand by his people; therefore, however severe the temporary affliction, he will still rejoice in Jehovah and wait for the God of his salvation. 

Fig tree… vines… olive — The chief products of Palestine (see on Joel 1:7; Joel 1:10). 

Fields — The cornfields. 

Meat — Better, R.V., “food.” 

Flock… herd — A portion of the inhabitants of Judah remained shepherds throughout the entire history of the Hebrews. All the natural resources of Judah are here enumerated, and the poet assumes a complete failure of all these resources; but, he continues, though all may fail, he will rely upon Jehovah, who is his strength and will supply all his needs.

Some have thought that the historical background of Habakkuk 3:17 is not that of chapters 1, 2, and for this reason they have denied the entire third chapter to Habakkuk (see Introduction, p. 473). Others, for the same reason, have raised doubts concerning the genuineness of Habakkuk 3:17 or of Habakkuk 3:17-19. “This verse (17) does not suggest a condition of scarcity and barrenness arising from a hostile invasion of the land, but rather one due to severe natural calamities.” This consideration leads A.B. Davidson to say, “It is possible that the poem originally ended with Habakkuk 3:16, and that Habakkuk 3:17-19 are an addition.” In reply it may be pointed out (1) that the term “God of my salvation” is used frequently, if not exclusively, in connection with deliverance from enemies; (2) that expressions similar to those in Habakkuk 3:19 are used in Psalms 18:33, of Jehovah’s help against hostile armies. In any case, the objections can be urged only against Habakkuk 3:17; but even there it is by no means certain that the reference is to drought and resulting barrenness and to other natural calamities. A hostile army overrunning the land, destroying the crops, tramping down the fields, and killing the cattle and sheep could easily cause the very kind of suffering pictured in Habakkuk 3:17 (compare Isaiah 1:7-9, or almost any historical inscription of the Assyrian kings). Another objection, based upon the sudden transition from gloom to confidence, is without any force. Similar transitions occur in all poetry, they are very numerous in the psalms, and in the present case it is quite natural.

18, 19. Whatever the severity of the affliction, the prophet and those whose mouthpiece he is, will rejoice in Jehovah (Psalms 5:11), for he can supply all needs, and in due time he will prepare a way of escape. 

God of my salvation — A God who delivers from suffering and distress and restores to the former prosperity and felicity (Micah 7:7; Psalms 18:46). Habakkuk 3:19 shows resemblance with Psalms 18:32-33. 

My strength — The source of strength in times of calamity (Psalms 18:32; compare 2 Corinthians 12:9). 

Like hinds’ feet — The point of comparison is not named; it is undoubtedly swiftness, one of the most important qualifications of an ancient hero (2 Samuel 1:23; 1 Chronicles 12:8). 

And he will make me to walk upon mine high places — A continuation of the preceding figure; the high places are those on which the hinds skip. The thought is of the ease with which the singer, with Jehovah’s help, can walk firmly in difficult places and overcome obstacles which without Jehovah’s aid would be insurmountable. Ultimately the people of Jehovah will triumph. The thought remains the same if, following the most important ancient versions, we omit the pronoun “mine.”

Here ends the poem proper. What follows, “To the chief singer on my stringed instruments,” is the subscription, which, with the exception of the pronoun, is identical with the headings of several psalms in the Psalter (see Introduction, p. 473). 

Chief singer — R.V., “chief musician.” This word occurs in the headings of fifty-five psalms; it is a participial form of a verb used in Chronicles and Ezra in the sense of “superintending”; in 1 Chronicles 15:21, in the specific sense of “leading the music.” There can be little doubt that the word used here and in the psalm titles means “precentor” or “conductor” of the temple choir. Delitzsch thinks that “To the chief musician” is the direction to this leader to receive a hymn with that superscription into the temple collection. 

On my stringed instruments — The verb from which this noun is derived means “to pluck the strings,” “to play upon stringed instruments”; the phrase means, therefore, “with the accompaniment of stringed instruments,” and it is a direction that stringed instruments, and no others, are to be used to accompany the singing. The force of the pronoun “my” is doubtful. Does it refer to the poet in the sense that he will accompany the singing with his own stringed instruments? If so, the plural would not be expected. A comparison with Isaiah 38:20, has led some to interpret “my” in a collective sense, referring to the people, equivalent to “our.” If the pronoun is original, the second interpretation is to be preferred. LXX. reads “his,” that is, of the chief musician. However, in view of the fact that the pronoun is found nowhere in the psalm titles, it is probable that here also it should be omitted, that we should read simply, “on stringed instruments.”

Why this musical note stands at the end rather than at the beginning, as in the psalms, is still an open question. Some think that when this psalm was taken from the psalm collection (see Introduction, p. 473) the words, which were intended to be the heading of the next psalm, were copied erroneously and carried over with this psalm. As there were in the beginning no well-marked divisions between the separate psalms, such mistake might easily have been made. On the other hand, it is claimed (see Thirtle, The Titles of the Psalms) that originally only the notices indicating the author and the historical situation were placed at the head, while the musical notes were always placed at the end; that in the present case the original order has been preserved, while in the Psalter the musical notes have been taken from the end of the psalms for which they were intended and have been placed erroneously at the head of the succeeding psalms, which has resulted in much confusion. Thirtle has made out a strong case; he has succeeded in removing some grave difficulties, and much may be said in favor of his view; but it would be perhaps too much to claim that he has placed the subject entirely beyond question.

