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Why? Anyone who tries to somehow answer the why questions in the face of a tragedy usually isn’t being honest. How 

do we answer tragedy?  

  One of the best responses I’ve seen was shared by Mack Stiles (picture). For many years Mack served as a hospital 

chaplain. One night he was called into a tragic scene at the John Gaston Hospital emergency room in Memphis. Bear 

with me as I read his story. He writes:  

  “The aseptic smells, the bustle, the pit of the stomach feel. I’m standing over the gurney. The medical lights cast dark 

shadows. A beautiful young woman lies there in pain. She doesn’t scream—she moans. Every time the doctor moves her 

to suture the gash on her side, her face contorts. But it’s not the gash that hurts, it’s her broken hips and something else 

greater than physical pain. I knew her story from the social workers on the case. He had briefed me rapid fire, as we 

marched down the grim, fluorescent corridor. “They abducted her. They raped her—four or five guys—in the back of 

their van. They threw her from the van after they finished.” He stopped me as I got ready to go through the double steel 

doors into the emergency room. “Mack,” he said, looking up from his clipboard, “they didn’t bother to stop the van.”  

  I see her hand in mine. Her dark brown skin against my white skin. She holds my hand tight. I had planned to ask her 

some questions, but it seems suddenly worthless. I feel shameful about my masculinity. But there were no women 

chaplains on call for the emergency room that night. I feel angry. “Where is justice, Lord?” I ask.  

  I also feel pitifully inadequate. I’ve been called to answer the “religious questions” she’s asked everyone—doctors, 

nurses, police, ambulance folk—people normally numbed to pain, but feeling skittish around her. She’s asked them one 

question over and over. They have no answers, only procedures. Do I have answers? I wonder. My throat feels tight. She 

looks at my chest and sees my red badge with a yellow cross. “Chaplain Stiles” it says below the cross. Her eyes meet 

mine. She repeats her question. “Why did God let this happen to me?” I stare back frightfully empty. I’m asking a 

crescendo of questions myself: God, you can’t let me say nothing. God, why did you let this happen to her? God, where 

are you? The last question is a panicky scream inside me.  

  I remember that it was only through God’s grace that I had an answer at all. I lean over so I’m closer to her ear. She’s 

flat on the table, but she’s got both hands around mine now. She’s weeping. I whisper to her, “Can you hear me?” She 

nods. I say my name. I call her by hers. I say, “I’m so sorry.” She asks the question again, “Why did God let this happen 

to me?”  

I don’t know what else to say. And then in a flash I realize that’s right: I don’t know. And then I said, “I don’t know why 

God let this happen to you. But I know evil men took Jesus—they did shameful things to Him. And when they were 

finished they nailed Him to a cross. He died there alone and in pain. I don’t know why this happened to you, but I do 

know that Christ knows your pain. He weeps with you, He hurts with your every ache—He’s been through it, and He can 

walk with you through this.”  

  She squeezes my hand. Hope replaces the crazed look in her eyes. She nods. She says, “Thank you…thank you.” The 

orderlies have come to take her. The doctor gives another injection. It starts to take effect. Her hand relaxes, but I hold on 

until the orderlies wheel her into pre-op.”   

  None of us have the answers. All we really have is…“I don’t know why this happened to you, but I do know that Christ 

knows your pain. He weeps with you, He hurts with your every ache—He’s been through it, and He can walk with you 

through this.”  

  Often I’m asked to do a funeral for a tragic death. I don’t know what to say. No one does. What do you say to a wife 

who lost her young husband in a tragic accident or to the mother of a suicide victim who took his own life by throwing 

himself in front of a train?  

  God’s grace and the promises in His Word are not just for sunny days. Scripture overflows with accounts of deep 

suffering. Yet, what is striking is that there is hope, there is gratefulness and praise even in terrible suffering.  

  As I’ve gone through my own valleys one of my go to songs is “I will praise You in this storm” by Casting Crowns. 

That’s what Job did after he lost everything. “The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of 

the Lord” (Job 1:21). After being falsely accused and beaten, Paul and Silas sang praises while their feet are locked in 

stocks (picture).   

  One of the most powerful examples of praising God in the storm is tucked in the small book of Habakkuk. “I hear, 

and my body trembles; my lips quiver at the sound; rottenness enters into my bones; my legs tremble beneath me. Yet I 

will quietly wait for the day of trouble to come upon people who invade us. Though the fig tree should not blossom, nor 

fruit be on the vines, the produce of the olive fail and the fields yield no food, the flock be cut off from the fold and there 

be no herd in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the Lord; I will take joy in the God of my salvation. God, the Lord, is my 

strength; He makes my feet like the deer’s; He makes me tread on my high places” (Habakkuk 3:16-19).  



  What we have here is spiritual TNT! This is how you can walk out of a divorce court, this is how you can stand by the 

grave of your child, this is how you can walk out of the doctor’s office after being told you have terminal cancer, this is 

how you can watch your business sink because of a pandemic and you can say: “Through the deepest possible pain – 

God is enough! He is good. He will take care of us. He will satisfy us. He will get us through this. He is our treasure. 

Whom have I in heaven but You? And on earth there is nothing that I desire besides You. My flesh and my heart may fail 

but You are the strength of my heart and my portion forever.”   

  Habakkuk models for us how to be a healthy believer, how to praise God in the midst of tragedy. A healthy Christian 

life has faith when you’ve lost everything and all Hell has broken loose. I don’t want a fair weathered Christianity or a 

good times God, do you? I want a faith that holds me up when the hurricanes of life are pounding my skiff. I want a God 

I can trust in as I walk through the darkest valley – and that’s Habakkuk’s God. 

  Habakkuk is an Old Testament prophet. God has revealed to him what’s coming for his country. This little book begins 

in the pits of despair yet ends on the mountaintop, but things have gotten worse, not better.  

  To feel the weight of what Habakkuk knows is coming, let me modernize it. It’d be like he’d just learned from God that 

America’s days are numbered. Our economy will tank. Money is worthless. No one has a job. Government collapses, 

food is scarce. Then, at our most vulnerable time, we’re attacked by China. Using nuclear warheads to vaporize major 

cities millions die. Those who don’t die will be deported to China. By 2030 America as we know it ceases to exist. How 

would you react if you knew that was going to happen? That’s what Habakkuk was facing. In judgement God was going 

to do that to Israel. So, how do you face those situations when there is no hope, when the situation is hopeless?    

  While Habakkuk’s situation has not changed but only gotten worse, one thing has drastically changed – Habakkuk. Too 

often we want our circumstances to change, yet God wants us to change. Habakkuk faces a hopeless situation with 

praise, patience, faith, and victory. I want that, don’t you? I want that kind of faith; I want that kind of relationship with 

God – that when my world caves in, I’m still victorious!  

  These four verses are one of the greatest expressions of hope in the Bible. Habakkuk models that suffering is not 

incompatible with trust in God. He models what a thankful suffering Christian life looks like.  

 

1. The healthy Christian life means that I trust even when I’m hurting. 

  In verse 16 Habakkuk says, “I hear…” What had he heard? He’d heard how God was going to judge his people and it 

left him physically and emotionally drained. It terrified him. An impending disaster was coming that was so horrible that 

he couldn’t even imagine it, so he teaches us… 

  a. Trusting God when you’re hurting means living with pain, “I heard and my heart pounded, my lips quivered at the 

sound; decay crept into my bones, and my legs trembled” (vs. 16a). Have you ever been so frightened that you can hear 

your own heart pounding? That’s Habakkuk. He’s trusting God but even so, he’s still very afraid about the impending 

Babylonian invasion which God had told him was coming. He’s shaking with fear throughout his whole being. It’s a 

fallacy that faith is never accompanied by feelings of fear, that faith and fear are incompatible.  

  Those of deep faith have often been those who at their most intense times of testing found themselves racked with fear. 

The Apostle Paul gives us a telling glimpse into his inner life. In 2 Corinthians 7:5 he wrote, “For when we came into 

Macedonia, this body of ours had no rest, but we were harassed at every turn—conflicts on the outside, fears within.”  

  When the jets struck the twin towers in New York City on 9-11, I worried about my brother, Mark, who worked near 

there. I felt nauseous. I couldn’t sleep. I was a bundle of nerves until I knew that he was safe.  

  Contrary to what many Christians think, faith becomes harder, as you mature spiritually. Romans 8:28 is not telling us 

what we should feel. It tells us what we should know. In spite of feeling terrified, Habakkuk said, “I will trust God even 

if I feel miserable.” Faith is compatible with feelings of fear! In Habakkuk’s weakened state, his confidence and hope are 

renewed. He found a new sense of peace and purpose.  

  b. Trusting God when you’re hurting means being patient, “Yet I will wait patiently…” (vs. 16b). Habakkuk is 

committed to waiting on God’s timing. The word for wait in Hebrew means "to weave." Waiting doesn’t mean that we’re 

passive while we wait. Waiting is full of anticipation. God is weaving everything together. Learn to let God take all those 

circumstances that you can’t begin to understand. He’ll weave them together into a design you’d have never believed 

was possible.  

  Habakkuk knows God is going to judge the Babylonians but not in his lifetime. Many of us are like Margaret Thatcher 

(picture), “I am extraordinarily patient provided I get my own way in the end.” Faith means that we trust that God 

knows best and that His timing is best. Not only must we trust God, we must also learn to wait on His timing.  

  c. Trusting God when you’re hurting means being confident in God’s ultimate justice. What’s Habakkuk waiting for? 

“For the day of calamity to come on the nation invading us.” We hate injustice, yet we live in a world where injustice is 

common. We’re tempted to become cynical.  



  God can’t be outmaneuvered or bought off. Babylon will be held accountable for their evil. God rained down His 

justice on Babylon in 539 BC, when the Medes and Persians took her out. It takes faith and patience to wait for 

something without a precise date.  

  So how can God’s justice make a difference in my life? Habakkuk reminds us that God is always just. Sometimes it 

appears that evil people get away with it, yet God will bring His justice to every situation, and His justice extends 

beyond the grave. Habakkuk was comforted in knowing that there is a God’s Who enacts justice.  

 

2. The healthy Christian life means that my satisfaction is in the eternal, not the temporal. We often talk about the 

faith of Job because of his perseverance in the midst of horrible suffering. While Job demonstrates a college level faith; 

Habakkuk is grad school. He’s where we all need to be. Job trusted God after terrible suffering lands on him but didn’t 

know that it was coming. Habakkuk knows terrible suffering is coming, but still trusts God. 

  Habakkuk teaches us that the believer can have more than just endurance. He can have joy in the midst of sorrow. Of all 

of the wonderful passages in Scripture, this climax of Habakkuk’s prophecy is one of the great affirmations of the faith. 

Habakkuk’s circumstances have not changed, they’ve gotten worse. What’s changed is Habakkuk!   

  Verses 17 and 18 are constructed as an “If…then” sentence. It’s a conditional clause followed by a main clause. Verse 

17 is the conditional clause and verse 18 is the main clause which sets out the consequences of those conditions being 

fulfilled. This is powerful! This is real freedom! 

  a. Joy will never come from the material world, “Though the fig tree does not bud and there are no grapes on the 

vines, though the olive crop fails and the fields produce no food, though there are no sheep in the pen and no cattle in 

the stalls.” These nouns describe the backbone of Judah’s agrarian economy and are in ascending order of severity. It’s a 

description of what happens when Babylon conquers them. It’s a complete collapse of their economic system. The 

invading army ravages the land. Grocery stores are ransacked and closed. Farms and private homes pillaged and torched. 

This is Sudan and North Korea rolled into one. Everything people trust in is suddenly swept away. They’re left without 

hope or help. Sooner or later, all that this world offers us—all in which people place their trust—will fail.  

  In today’s terms Habakkuk was saying: “Though I lose my job, my health fails, I lose my spouse and kids, though I’m 

homeless, though I lose all of my friends…though I lose everything! I won’t pull the plug on You Lord. I won’t resent 

You. I won’t stop trusting You. I may have questions, I’ll have prayer requests but You are my God – no matter what!” 

  What’s in your blank space? What’s the thing that you put in your blank space that you believe you must have to be 

happy? A happy marriage, a new house, family, car, job, retirement, health? If Jesus is not more than enough for you 

now, even if you had the whole world, it would still not be enough! If you’re not satisfied first with the Giver, you’ll 

never be satisfied with His gifts. Inner peace has nothing to do with outward prosperity.  

  b. Joy is found in the Person of God, “yet I will rejoice in the LORD, I will be joyful in God my Savior” (v. 18). Joni 

Eareckson Tada (picture) was paralyzed in a swimming accident when she was a teen and became a quadriplegic. She 

shares this story:  

  “Honesty is always the best policy, but especially when you’re surrounded by a crowd of women in a restroom during a 

break at a Christian women’s conference. One woman, putting on lipstick, said, ‘Oh, Joni, you always look so together, 

so happy in your wheelchair. I wish that I had your joy!’ Several women around her nodded. ‘How do you do it?’ she 

asked as she capped her lipstick. ‘I don’t do it,’ I said. ‘In fact, may I tell you honestly how I woke up this morning?’ 

‘This is an average day,’ I breathed deeply. ‘After my husband, Ken, leaves for work at 6:00 A.M., I’m alone until I hear 

the front door open at 7:00 A.M. That’s when a friend arrives to get me up. While I listen to her make coffee, I pray, 

“Oh, Lord, my friend will soon give me a bath, get me dressed, sit me up in my chair, brush my hair and teeth, and send 

me out the door. I don’t have the strength to face this routine one more time. I have no resources. I don’t have a smile to 

take into the day. But You do. May I have yours? God, I need you desperately.” ‘So, what happens when your friend 

comes through the bedroom door?’ one of them asked. ‘I turn my head toward her and give her a smile sent straight from 

heaven. It’s not mine. It’s God’s. And so,’ I said, gesturing to my paralyzed legs, ‘whatever joy you see today was hard 

won this morning.’”  

  This isn’t “I’ll stoically endure.” God is Habakkuk’s source of joy. This is fullness of joy in God plus nothing. God is 

our greatest need! You can have everything but if you don’t have God, you have nothing. Yet, you can lose everything 

but if you have God, you have everything.  

  Habakkuk had learned life’s most important lesson: Our satisfaction is not to be derived from the material world but 

from God Himself. However, when they’re all gone what is there to rejoice in? When all is gone, God is still there.   

  Most modern translations render this “I will rejoice in the LORD.” That’s not strong enough. The verb signifies much 

more than rejoicing; it’s a jubilant cry of victory. The screams of triumph after the Buccaneers won the Super Bowl are a 

whisper compared to the victory Habakkuk has. Babylon will defeat them but Habakkuk literally writes, “Yet I will 

triumph in the LORD.” Then, he says, “I will be joyful in God my Savior.” His joy is not in his situation but in God.  



 

3. A healthy Christian life is not just surviving in the midst of devastation; it is thriving in the midst of it, “The 

Sovereign LORD is my strength; He makes my feet like the feet of a deer, He enables me to go on the heights” (v. 19). 

Habakkuk lets everyone know the reason for his hopefulness in the midst of a bleak situation. He’s crystal clear that it is 

God Who provides all the strength that he needs.  

  This last verse is borrowed from Psalm 18, a Davidic hymn of triumph. All might and confidence comes from God 

alone, who sustains the prophet and upholds him when all Hell breaks loose. This isn’t just coping. It’s rising above your 

trials. It’s climbing, not coasting.  

  Habakkuk discovered the secret of turning his mountains into opportunities to discover more of God’s strength in his 

inner man. He’s expressing the truth Paul so classically stated: “Therefore I take pleasure in infirmities, in reproaches, 

in necessities, in persecutions, in distresses for Christ's sake: for when I am weak, then am I strong” (2 Cor. 12:10). God 

provides us with the strength to do what otherwise is humanly impossible.  

  Habakkuk paints a dangerous yet beautiful picture of a deer skipping over the mountain heights, picking its way among 

the stony crags to the very pinnacle, and walking along the ridge of the mountaintops. It's a picture of grace and 

confidence. It's a picture of an animal sure-footed and strong.  

  Habakkuk uses this imagery to teach us that it’s only in the strength that God alone gives that we can rise above the 

morass of despair we find in this world and then we leap among the mountain peaks. It’s a picture of unlimited spiritual 

energy. That kind of strength only comes from God. Our Lord will give us grace for the worst days if we look to Him. 

Those who know God don’t just survive, but thrive in the most difficult places of life.  

  “Heights” refers to a place of victory, to the high places of salvation that are climbed only by faith. It refers to the 

ultimate triumph of the people of God over all trials. Habakkuk has no future, but by God’s power he demonstrates the 

quality of faith that God honors and brings Him glory.  

  Habakkuk ends with a commission to advance; to take the battle to the enemy, to go for the high ground. It means feet 

like a deer and it involves spiritual warfare and victory. It means praising God in the storm! 

 

Conclusion: After an extensive tour of the States, well-known German pastor and theologian Helmut Thielicke (picture) 

was asked what he saw as the greatest defect among American Christians. He replied, “They have an inadequate view of 

suffering.” Habakkuk didn’t understand but He chose to trust God. His faith expresses itself in this joyful song of praise 

that ends the book. Let me end today with Three Take Home Truths.   

  a. Faith is essential to a healthy relationship with God. “The just shall live by his faith” (2:4). This verse is quoted 

three times in the New Testament. It’s faith alone in Christ alone. We begin our Christian life by taking God at His Word 

concerning His Son, Jesus, that He died to pay the penalty of our sins. Then, we continue living by faith, basing our lives 

upon God’s Word. Faith trusts God when we don’t understand when evil things happen. We must trust that God is in 

control and can rest in Him.  

  b. Faith does not necessarily eliminate intense emotions. Habakkuk heard what God had said. He’s trusting but still 

terrified. He has trust and terror mixed together. Though he’s trusting God, what’s about to happen still causes him to 

tremble. Sometimes we’re terrified with what we’re facing. We can be honest with God about our fear, yet at the same 

time must be submissive, trusting in His sovereign ways.  

  c. Faith evidences itself by joy in the Lord in spite of current devastating circumstances. Even when all Hell breaks 

loose, Habakkuk resolves that he won’t just trust, he’ll triumph. It’s similar to Paul’s triumphant close in Romans 8 

where he affirms that absolutely nothing, including evil powers or death itself, can separate us from the love of God. 

That’s why Paul could sing in jail and later write from a Roman prison cell, “Rejoice in the Lord always: and again I 

say, Rejoice” (Phil. 4:4). The way to get out from under the load, to praise in the storm, is to get right under the Lord.  

  How does your faith match up with Habakkuk’s? Have you put your full trust in God despite what you see happening 

around you, in spite of what you’re going through? Do you rejoice in Him regardless of your circumstances? That’s the 

kind of faith that God wants us to have…that’s the kind of faith that I want…don’t you? As T.R. Glover (picture) said, it 

must be with us as it was with those 1st century Christians, “Jesus or nobody.” As we close, let me share this testimony 

by Zac Smith, video-https://vimeo.com/9796056, that powerfully illustrates the kind of faith Habakkuk is talking about.  

  Zac Smith met Jesus face to face on May 16, 2010. “Though the fig tree should not blossom, nor fruit be on the vines 

the produce of the olive fail and the fields yield no food, the flock be cut off from the fold and there be no herd in the 

stalls, yet I will rejoice in the Lord; I will take joy in the God of my salvation. God, the Lord, is my strength; He makes 

my feet like the deer’s; He makes me tread on my high places.”  

  By God’s grace, I will praise You in this storm. Anyone can praise God on calm seas. You can trust the Father. His 

grace is sufficient. Will you choose to praise Him in your storm?   

 


