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The Triumph of
When You Don’t Z W

UNDERSTAND

od’s people have always wanted to know
how to respond when God doesn’t answer
prayer—or when the answer we receive is not
the one we had prayed for. The biblical prophet
Habakkuk dealt with these issues in his day, and Dr.
Erwin Lutzer does a masterful job of unfolding the
prophet’s timeless teachings.

This message was delivered at Dallas Seminary
last fall as part of our annual Nathan D. Maier
Memorial Series in Bible Exposition. Dr. Lutzer
presented these messages with clarity and a pastoral
insight and compassion that will speak to your heart.
The entire series is also available on podcasts at our
website, www.dts.edu
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want us to think about the dilemma of
unanswered prayer—or perhaps more
specifically, what to do when our prayers aren’t

answered or when the answer is not one we were
hoping to receive. My text is the Old Testament prophetic
book of Habakkuk, which holds marvelous insights for us on
these issues. We are going to survey this brief book, noting
several key verses and passages that will help us to triumph
even in the face of unanswered prayers.

As you read, be thinking of the three biggest fears or
anxieties you have right now. Perhaps they deal with a
threatened job loss, the erosion of retirement security, or
some family or personal issue. Identify your concerns
because I am very serious when I say that in the next few
moments, God may be pleased to deliver all of us from our
personal burdens and the stress that surrounds us. I pray we
will give our burdens to God in a new and radical way.

Habakkuk was perplexed with the current situation in
Judah. He wrote just before the Babylonians invaded Judah
the first time in 605 B.C, about eight years before the people
of Judah were fully conquered and carried off to captivity in
Babylon. Times were stressful and evil.

Complaining in Prayer

Habakkuk had two complaints that he voiced to God.
He begins by asking how could God let such evil prevail in
Judah? The nation had become very corrupt, so Habakkuk
asked, in effect: “Where are You God when things go wrong?
Where are You when there is injustice? Why don’t You do
something about all of this evil?”

So we read in Habakkuk 1:2, “How long, O LORD, must
I call for help, but you do not listen? Or cry out to you,
‘Violence!” but you do not save?” The prophet went on in
verses 3—4 to describe the terrible injustice and strife that
were rampant in Judah.

2 The Triumph of Trusting God



The Lord answered Habakkuk in verses 5—11, but it
wasn’t the answer the prophet wanted. Habakkuk didn’t think
God was doing anything about the evil in Judah—but He
was! Incredibly, He was sending the dreaded Babylonians to
conquer Judah!

The Prophet’s Response

Habakkuk couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Yes,
God was working by sending the cruel Babylonians on their
way! Just like us, Habakkuk couldn’t see what God was
doing because God’s doings are often hidden from us and
they are wrought in secret. But the fact that God would use
this wicked nation increased Habakkuk’s stress. Little wonder
he responded with another complaint.

So his response said basically, “God, I am sorry I asked. I
expected You to do something good for Judah, but instead You
are raising up the Babylonians who are even more wicked than
we are! I am going to stand here
and wait to see what You have to Our Challenge
say about this complaint” (see 1:12— .
2:1). Habakkuk’s problem was that tOday is the same
the God he thought he knew was as Habakkuk’s—how

not the God who had replied to his to respond when the
first request.
answer to our prayers
Today, we pray for America, .
and we say to God, “Why don’t is not the answer we

You do something about the had prayed for.
increase in violence in our land?

Why don’t You do something
about the falling stock market? Why don’t You protect us
from radical Islam?”

And God might be saying to us, “I want you to know that I
am doing something. Haven’t you been listening to the news?
Don’t you notice that everything is coming apart? Don’t you
know that the economy is in distress? Don’t you see how
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the media are attacking Christianity? Haven’t you heard about
the hostility of some politicians to religious freedom? And yes,
radical Islam is growing in the land. I’'m doing plenty!”

Our challenge today is the same as Habakkuk’s—how to
respond when the answer to our prayers is not the answer we
had prayed for. How do we respond when God does not stop
the distress that surrounds us?

Two Characteristics of God

Habakkuk appears to be in shock. He is now pleading with
God, and in the process, he mentions two characteristics of God
that don’t square with what he has just been told. The first is
holiness. “Your eyes are too pure to look on evil; you cannot
tolerate wrong” (1:13). In other words, the prophet is asking:

. “How can You use a nation as evil as
A financial NEWSPAPEr  the Babylonians to judge us? How

estimated that 10,000 can You tolerate their evil?” The

pe Opl e would die this ?ﬁbylonians,delighted in cruplty.
ey couldn’t go to bed at night
year because of the unless they had done something
fluctuations in the evil. Using them to bring judgment
stock market. on God’s people violated God’s
i . holiness, Habakkuk thought.
People a.re trembllng n The second attribute of God
uncertainty and fear—  Hapakkuk cited is justice. He says,
including people who in effect, “If it is true that every
know Christ. nation is supposed to get what it

deserves, then why don’t You judge
the Babylonians instead of using them to judge us?” God’s use
of an evil nation seemed wholly unjust.

Habakkuk now was like a watchman standing on the wall,
looking out to see what God’s answer would be. God told the
prophet, “Write down the revelation and make it plain on tablets
so that a herald may run with it. For the revelation awaits an
appointed time; it speaks of the end and will not prove false.
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Though it linger, wait for it; it will certainly come and will
not delay” (2:2-3).

Embedded in God’s response is a statement quoted three
times in the New Testament, “The righteous will live by
his faith.” What God is saying to Habakkuk, and to us, is
that when we are anxious and perplexed, it is time for faith.
Yes, we need faith when our prayers are unanswered. In a
moment we will see that Habakkuk learned just that.

Silence Before God

Before Habakkuk gets his answer, God takes the time to list
the sins of the Babylonians as well as the sins of Judah. God
will use the Babylonians but will also judge them. Habakkuk
concludes God’s message by saying, “But the LORD is in his
holy temple; let all the earth be silent before him” (2:20).

Earlier Habakkuk had asked God, “Why are you silent
while the wicked swallow up those more righteous than
themselves?” (1:13). The prophet accused God of being
silent, but now he is silent in God’s presence. When the
answers to our prayers don’t make sense, it is time for us and
for the whole world to be silent in the presence of our God—
silent before a God who refuses to answer our prayers.

Praise to the Lord

Now Habakkuk comes to some answers that satisfy
both his mind and heart. He begins by recounting the time
when the children of Israel were coming up out of Egypt.
Notice these descriptions of God: “His splendor was like the
sunrise; rays flashed from his hand, where his power was
hidden. . . . He stood, and shook the earth; he looked, and
made the nations tremble. . . . His ways are eternal” (3:4, 6).

Habakkuk was reviewing Israel’s history and reminding
himself of God’s faithfulness in bringing the nation out
of Egypt. Suddenly when he got a grip on what God had
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done in the past, he had a new appreciation for God. He
began to realize that God is entirely faithful, even when we
don’t see His hand.

The Prophet’s Conclusion

First we have a word about fear, then a word about faith.
In Habakkuk 3:16, the prophet lets us feel his fear of the
future: “I heard and my heart pounded, my lips quivered at
the sound; decay crept into my bones, and my legs trembled.
Yet I will wait patiently for the day of calamity to come on
the nation invading us.”

The fear of the prophet is ours today. A financial
newspaper estimated that 10,000 people would die this year
because of the fluctuations in the
. . stock market. People are trembling

God is in control. in uncertainty and fear—including
Even the devil is only  people who know Christ.

as powerflﬂ as God Now for a word of faith and

allows him to be. hope. Read this and your soul will
be blessed. Habakkuk bursts out
in praise: “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, yet I will
rejoice in the LORD, I will be joyful in God my Savior. The
Sovereign LORD is my strength; he makes my feet like the
feet of a deer, he enables me to go on the heights” (3:17-19).

Question: How did Habakkuk make the transition
from complaint to praise? How did he triumph despite the
disappointment of unanswered prayer? Two attributes of
God changed his perspective.

The first was the sovereignty of God; he remembered that
God controlled Israel’s history, so the prophet reasoned that
God could control his future as well. How powerful were
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the Babylonians? As powerful as God allowed them to be,
and not one whit more! My friend, God is in control. Even
the devil is only as powerful as God allows him to be. As
Martin Luther said, “Even the devil is God’s devil.” How
far will the stock market fall? As far as God allows and not
one percentage point more. How strong is radical Islam?
Only as strong as God allows it to be. Remember, God is in
control of all of your fears!

Second, Habakkuk remembered that God cares for
His people. The God who cared for Israel in the desert is
the God who cares for us centuries later. The God who
saw Habakkuk through the hard times is the God who is
here for us when life falls apart. The devil wants us to call
into question God’s care for His people. But in the New
Testament, Paul assures us that nothing can separate us from
the love of Christ (Romans 8:37-39).

Let me give these last verses of Habakkuk a contemporary
twist: “Though the stock market
fluctuates, though I have just

been fired from my job and I Everything is in God’s
don’t know how God is goi

¢ 15 OIS hands—our finances,
to supply my needs; though my . .
body is falling apart, yet T will our relationships, and
rejoice in the Lord. I will take our burdens.

joy in the God of my salvation.

God is going to be my strength.

He is going to see me through

this time. God is going to deliver me in the midst of the
trouble that is coming.”

Give It All to God

We think that times are tough, and we all struggle with
stress, strain, and anxiety. Let’s have the faith to give our
anxieties to God. Here is an illustration that might help.

Let’s suppose that I am on a long flight overseas, and
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as we fly into the night, I say to a flight attendant, “I am
worried about the pilots. I think they may have fallen asleep.
Would you check to see if they are awake?” Let’s say she
does and then assures me that they are awake.

But half an hour later, I say to myself, “Those pilots
could have fallen asleep by now.” 1 ask the flight attendant,
“Could you check on the pilots again?” She checks and
comes back to say they are awake. When I ask the third
time, she tells me very emphatically that I am insulting the
pilots and the entire airline! And, of course, I would be if |
had such incessant fears.

But I think you and I insult God like that every day. We
commit a matter to Him, then we keep checking to see if
He has done anything about it; we wonder if He has fallen
asleep at the switch.

Remember Potiphar, the Egyptian official who bought
Joseph as a slave? According to Genesis 39:6, Potiphar had
such complete confidence in Joseph’s running his household
that he “did not concern himself with anything [that was in
the house] except the food he ate.”

Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could trust God like that?
To have such a sense of commitment that we can say we are
not concerned with anything except that we are alive and
doing what we need to do. Everything is in God’s hands—
our finances, our relationships, and our burdens.

Wouldn’t it be a credit to our faith if we could say in
the midst of a world with a thousand problems, “Yet I will
rejoice in the Lord”? We can! Today let us transfer the
burdens from our shoulders to God’s. When we realize that
He can bear them, we won’t have to!
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IN APPRECIATION FOR YOUR SUPPORT OF
DALLAS SEMINARY

Learn How God Has Defeated Satan
on Your Behalf—So You Can Live
Triumphantly in Any Circumstance!

Dr. Erwin Lutzer calls The Serpent of Paradise “a
modest attempt to put the devil in his place.” He points
out that although the angel Lucifer rebelled against God so
that he might no longer be God’s servant, he still is. Even
today, Satan cannot make a move without God’s express
consent because his bid for independence from God was
fatally flawed the moment he sinned.

Dr. Lutzer contends that we cannot properly
understand Satan unless we first understand God.
When we stand in awe of God, we will find
it unnecessary to stand in awe of Satan. SERPENT '
The Serpent of Paradise will also challenge PAEEDISE
popular conceptions of Satan that play i et o 4

right into the enemy’s hands. '
= ';?

Here is a book that will stimulate your faith s e

and lead you to worship a God who does not
lose—even when Satan appears to win. It will
also be a helpful companion to Dr. Lutzer’s
powerful message in this issue of Veritas, so
be sure to request your copy today!

TO RECEIVE THIS RESOURCE AS OUR THANK YOU FOR YOUR
SUPPORT OF DALLAS SEMINARY, USE THE ENCLOSED REPLY CARD
(FOR SUBSCRIBERS) OR CALL 800.DTS.WORD x3724. THANK YOU!




When the Answers to
Prayer Don’t Seem to Fit

In this issue of Veritas, Dr. Erwin Lutzer has done us a great
service by helping us wrestle with the issue of unanswered
prayer—or even answers to prayer that surprise us.

Dr. Mark L. Bailey

There are times when it is a good thing that God doesn’t

answer our prayers, for we do not know how to pray as we

should (Romans 8:26). At other times, God answers in ways different from what
we asked for or expected. This was the prophet Habakkuk’s dilemma.

These are the occasions when we must trust that God has a better plan or
answer to our prayers than we have. My family saw this in the death last summer
of my older brother Paul, who was a special needs patient all of his life. God chose
not to heal Paul or reverse that circumstance, and so for 62 years, we had to trust
that God had a better plan for Paul.

Sometimes we pray, wanting God to deal with problems in other people’s lives,
when God may want to use that prayer to convict and change us. Sometimes God
wants us to wait for our prayers to be answered because we have a lot to learn
about Him and ourselves first.

Dr. Lutzer did a superb job of helping the Dallas Seminary family think through
such prayer issues during his lecture series on “The Triumph of Unanswered Prayer.”
He is a good communicator who has the unusual ability to be creative and relevant
while staying biblical. He is a model of what we’d love to multiply by the hundreds
as we train students for ministry here at Dallas Seminary.

Providing these dedicated men and women with Bible-centered training
requires the sacrificial giving and prayers of many friends like you—and | could
not be more grateful to you!

Our desire to help you grow in Christ is only right, because it is your prayers
and financial gifts to Dallas Seminary that enable us to prepare godly leaders
like Erwin Lutzer. We continue to rely on your commitment—and we continue to
thank God daily for you.

Dr. Mark L. Bailey, President ;
Dallas Theological Seminary



