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The Just Shall Live by... What?

The importance of faith in a world intoxicated by sight

The words of Habakkuk 2:4, “the just shall live by
faith” are familiar to most Bible students. Paul
quoted the statement in Rom. 1:17 and Galatians
3:11, as did the writer of Hebrews (10:38).

The statement is instructive, especially when
we understand its original setting in Habakkuk.
The time is just before the first exiles went into
Babylon captivity (606 sc). The
prophet voices his concern
about the wickedness of his
people in Judah, wondering
how long God would allow the
evil oppressors to prevail over
the righteous. Yahweh'’s answer
was not what Habakkuk ex-
pected. The Lord would bring
in the Chaldeans to punish
Judah. Habakkuk can’t under-
stand why God would punish Judah with a nation
that is even more wicked than they. He asks the
question, then waits on the ramparts to see what
God would say to him “when | am reproved” (2: 1).
Yahweh answers that the Chaldeans (Babylonians)
will also be punished. In fact, all the guilty would
be pun-ished because, “Behold the proud, his soul
is not upright in him; but the just shall live by his
faith” (2:4). Habakkuk was afraid when he heard
the speech of the Lord (3:2, 16), but his fear
turned to faith because of the revelation of God

“HABAKKUK...

(3:17-19). Habakkuk improved his outlook and
lived by his faith.

Like Habakkuk, our outlook determines our
outcome. It is our faith, or lack of it, which deter-
mines how we conduct our lives and, ultimately,
where we spend eternity. There are only two pos-
sible attitudes toward life. We either view our life
in terms of our belief in
God and the conclusions
we are entitled to draw
from that belief or we base
our outlook upon a rejec-
tion of God and the corre-
sponding denials that result
from that rejection.

What conclusions are we
entitled to draw from our
belief? For one thing, we are
entitled — expected — to believe that God is act-
ing in our best interests in everything we do,
whether we understand it or not.

Look at Habakkuk. He faced a crisis caused by
his faith and his faith was all he had to answer it.
There was no way he was going to understand all
that was going on. He would either believe that
God knew what He was doing, or not.

But Habakkuk understood what not believing
meant. Lack of belief in God’s sover-eignty was to
fail to believe in God at all. And so the conclusion

FACED A CRISIS
CAUSED BY HIS FAITH AND HIS
FAITH WAS ALL HE HAD TO AN-

SWER IT. THERE WAS NO WAY HE
WAS GOING TO UNDERSTAND ALL

THAT WAS GOING ON. HE wouLD
EITHER BELIEVE THAT GOD KNEW
WHAT HE WAS DOING, OR NOT.”




Habakkuk was entitled to draw from his belief
was that God was in charge, in spite of what
the circumstances told him. In this, his faith
was identical to Abraham'’s, who “went out not
knowing where he was going” (Hebrews 11:8)
and who “hope against (human) hope” (Ro-
mans 4:18). Sometimes, our insistence in mak-
ing faith and obedience the same thing ig-
nores these obvious examples of believing
when there is, in fact, nothing we are to do
but believe (which is sometimes much more
difficult than doing). As one writer expressed
it, “Don’t just do something, stand there!”

Living by faith is what justifies us before
God. So what is it? “Faith comes by hearing
and hearing by the word of God” (Rom. 10:
17). Living by faith means adopting the stan-
dard of nothing less (or for that matter, noth-
ing more) than the word of God. We give
mental assent to what God tells us, but it is
more than that. We must turn from ourselves
and our reliance on all human criteria of
judgment, and turn completely to God. A per-
son who is alive by faith will always produce
any works God asks of him; obedience from
one who has faith “goes without saying”
(James 2:171f.).

But sometimes faith requires a simple
commitment to believe God and then wait for
Him to act. It is accepting God’s word (not
just believing it), even though physical cir-
cumstances do not warrant such faith. Ha-
bakkuk waited for God’s answer and then ac-
cepted it — not necessarily without question at
first (God likes our questions!), but he finally
just accepted the answer. It is those who wait
on the Lord who will “mount up with wings
like eagles” (Isa. 40:3 1). On the other hand,
when we attempt to rush or “help” the Lord,
we are acting more like turkeys!

There are several alternatives to “living by
faith.” The most obvious is to live by sight (cf.
Il Corinthians 5:7). But what does that mean?
First, for the average individual, it means liv-
ing for today. Habakkuk had to understand
that his today’s were turning to ash and he
had to put his faith in the God of tomorrow.
Most people refuse to see beyond their im-
mediate future, until it’s too late.

Another way of living by sight is to em-
phasize experience over faith. Some folks are
as fickle as water. Their faith is totally de-
pendent upon how God and others treat them
(as they see it). If feelings are hurt or shaken
then their faith is shaken. If God cannot be
manipulated, they pout. They are living not by
faith but by feeling, which is to say, “by sight.”

A common replacement for faith is “expe-
rience.” Many have concluded that sound
churches of Christ are stodgy and not nearly
progressive enough. They would like to see
more splash, pizzazz and dazzle in the church.
I mentioned in a sermon last week that dur-
ing a meeting with a preacher who is from
California, but whose resonant voice betrays
his Birmingham origins, a visitor wrote on the
back of a visitor card, apparently to his
spouse, “I feel like we’re in the 1940’s in the
South.” I’'ll not judge what he meant by that,
but if I were the preacher, I’d take it as a com-
pliment! The spiritual atmosphere of the
1940’s was purer that it is today, even in the
average congregation of Christians. So, if we
are duplicating the simplicity, decorum and
purity not so much of the 1940’s, especially,
but of the first century church, we are doing
all right. I hope it means we — as a church -
are living by faith and not by sight. Our “ex-
citement” needs to come from our faith in the
resurrected Christ, not in a manufactured
program of work or gimmicky worship serv-
ices.

Habakkuk had many questions and was
even afraid of the answers he might receive.
Yet he took the questions to God anyway, and
waited for the answer. We need to pay atten-
tion to the path he took, because all the right-
eous must take it: he traveled from fear to
faith. For Habakkuk, it all began with the “fear
of the Lord.” He was one of the very few of
his day to live by faith. He was one of the very
few of his day, therefore, to be justified by
God.

David Posey
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