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In the midst of the exciting subjects highlighted in all of the other Scriptural portions which we
read over the holiday of Shavuot, including Ma’amad Har Sinai, Mattan Torah, the Ten
Commandments, and Yechezkel’s vision of the Chariot of God (Ma’aseh Merkavah), one
Shavuot reading can easily get lost in the shuffle. On the second day of Yom Tov, the haftarah
comes from the Book of Habakkuk, one of the Trei Asar Neviim. The entire work is only three
chapters long and takes up a topic with which religious individuals often struggle; namely, why
God allows evil to prevail in the world. The particular context of his question is the rise of the
Neo-Babylonians (identified in the book as the kasdim, or Chaldeans), and their ruthless
conquest of the Ancient Near East, eventually including, of course, Judea and Jerusalem.

The Man
Who was Habakkuk? The texts give us absolutely no biographical and the only canonical
knowledge we have of him thus comes exclusively from the book that is named for him. In the
opening verse, Habakkuk is identified solely as a prophet (of the other prophets in Trei Asar,
only Hagai and possibly Zechariah are similarly introduced) and he apparently lived his life as
one of God’s called prophets, serving primarily in this capacity:
The prophecy which Habakkuk the prophet did see.
Habakkuk 1:1

:המשא אשר חזה חבקוק הנביא
א:חבקוק א

He was not, it seems, engaged in any secular profession as was, for example, the prophet Amos:
The words of Amos, who was among the herdsmen of Tekoa,
which he saw concerning Israel in the days of Uzziah king of
Judah, and in the days of Jeroboam the son of Joash king of
Israel, two years before the earthquake.
Amos 1:1
Then answered Amos, and said to Amaziah: 'I am no prophet,
neither am I a prophet's son; but I am a herdsman, and a dresser of
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דברי עמוס אשר היה בנקדים מתקוע
אשר חזה על ישראל בימי עזיה מלך
יהודה ובימי ירבעם בן יואש מלך
:ישראל שנתים לפני הרעש
א:עמוס א
ויען עמוס ויאמר אל אמציה לא
נביא אנכי ולא בן נביא אנכי כי
 ויקחני:בוקר אנכי ובולס שקמים

ה' מאחרי הצאן ויאמר אלי ה' לך
:הנבא אל עמי ישראל
טו-יד:עמוס ז

sycamore-trees; and the Lord took me from following the flock, and
the Lord said to me: Go, prophesize to My people Israel.
Amos 7:14-15

Amos clearly was not a prophet by trade, but a herdsman and a dresser of sycamore trees who
was called by God for a particular mission. Habakkuk, on the other hand, as the first passuk
seems to indicate, was a prophet by profession. It is therefore likely that he in fact said much
more than merely that which is contained in the three chapters of this Book, but it is only this
small selection that has been preserved and was canonized in Tanakh.
Some have deduced from the final statement of the book that Habakkuk was also a Levite and a
member of the Temple choir, or that he was in some other way connected with the Temple
worship in Jerusalem (see, for example, the comment of Rashi there):
God, the Lord, is my strength, and He makes my feet like hinds' feet, and
He makes me walk upon my high places. For the Leader. With my stringmusic.
Habakkuk 3:19

ה' אדני חילי וישם רגלי
כאילות ועל במותי ידרכני
:למנצח בנגינותי
יט:חבקוק ג

There is, however, no other definitive evidence of this.
One thing we do know for certain, of course, is his name, Habakkuk, which probably comes from
the Hebrew root “חבק,” meaning “to embrace.” At the end of his book, it becomes clear that this
name is indeed an appropriate one for a man who chooses to embrace and cling to God
regardless of the current political circumstances and despite what is happening to his people, as
will be discussed below.
In light of this etymology of Habakkuk’s name, there is an interesting passage in the Zohar
(I:7b) according to which Habakkuk was the son of the Shunammite woman mentioned in II
Kings Chapter 4. Scripture relates that the prophet Elisha had made a habit of staying as a guest
at the home of a certain woman, referred to by the text simply as the Shunammite woman,
whenever he passed through the town of Shunem. This woman, out of tremendous respect for
the man of God, built Elisha his own room so that he might be comfortable whenever he came to
stay with her and her husband. Elisha, wanting to show his gratitude to this kind woman, asked
her if there might be something which he, being in a position of power, could do for her. Despite
her demurring and expressing her contentment with life, Elisha, upon being told that she had no
children, said that within a year she would in fact give birth to a son.
And he said: 'At this season, when the time comes round, you
shall embrace a son.' And she said: 'No, my lord, man of God,
do not lie to your handmaid.'
II Kings 4:16

ויאמר למועד הזה כעת חיה את חבקת
בן ותאמר אל אדני איש האלהים אל
:תכזב בשפחתך
טז:מלכים ב ד

A son is indeed born to the woman as Elisha had promised, but the boy unexpectedly and
tragically dies as a young child. His mother, however, refuses to accept his demise and eventually
Elisha himself resurrects the child. Apparently struck by the odd formulation of Elisha’s
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prediction, "“ – "את חבקת בןyou shall embrace a son,” rather than the more usual formulation,
“you shall bear a son” or “a son shall be born to you,” the rabbis suggests that the particular usage of
this verb hints that this young child eventually grew up to be the prophet Habakkuk.
This narrative shares many similarities with the stories of other barren women in Tanakh, such
as Sarah, Rachel, the wife of Manoach, and Hannah. Yet there is a striking difference. In all of
those other cases, the child of the formerly barren woman grows up to play a major role in the
destiny of the Jewish people as a father or a leader. The Shunammite woman’s child, on the other
hand, remains, like his mother, unnamed, and according to the text assumes no significant
position in the history of Israel. The above interpretation, however, allows for this particular gap
to be filled, stating that the child of the Shunammite woman as well was indeed a major figure
who impacted Jewish thought and with whom God had an intimate relationship, namely, the
prophet Habakkuk.
Two other traditions relating to the identity of Habakkuk bear mention here. Each has its own
proofs and can be examined closely; what follows is a brief summary.
Some identify Habakkuk with the “watchman” described by the prophet Yeshaya. This is based
on a possible connection between the verse describing the job of this watchman and a
declaration made by Habakkuk himself:
כי כה אמר אלי אדני לך העמד המצפה אשר יראה
:יגיד
ו:ישעיהו כא

For thus has the Lord said to me: Go, set a
watchman; let him declare what he sees!
Isaiah 21:6

I will stand upon my watch, and set me upon the tower, and will
look out to see what He will speak by me, and what I shall answer
when I am reproved.
Habakkuk 2:1

על משמרתי אעמדה ואתיצבה על
מצור ואצפה לראות מה ידבר בי
:ומה אשיב על תוכחתי
א:חבקוק ב

Moreover, the prophecies of Yeshaya deal with certain issues that are very much like those dealt
with in Habakkuk and certain additional parallels can be identified.
Further legendary biographical material may be extracted from the pages of the Apocryphal
book Bel and the Dragon (verses 33-42). The tale of Bel and the Dragon was incorporated as
Chapter 14 of the extended Book of Daniel. (There are a number of sections of Daniel that are
included in the Septuagint translation of that book which are not found in our Masoretic text,
and are thus considered Apocrypha; this is one example.) It is thought to have been written in
Aramaic around the late second century BCE. In this particular section, an angel carries the
prophet Habakkuk by his hair to Babylon to bring food to Daniel in the lions’ den:
Now the prophet Habakkuk was in Judea; he had made a stew and crumbled bread into the bowl,
and he was on the way to his field, carrying it to the reapers, when an angel of the Lord said,
'Habakkuk, carry the meal you have with you to Babylon, for Daniel, who is in the lion-pit.'
Habakkuk said, 'My Lord, I have never been to Babylon. I do not know where the lion-pit is.' Then
the angel took the prophet by the crown of his head, and carrying him by his hair, he swept him to
Babylon with the blast of his breath and put him down above the pit. Habakkuk called out,
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'Daniel, Daniel, take the meal that God has sent you! 'Daniel said, 'O God, thou dost indeed
remember me; thou dost never forsake those who love thee.' Then he got up and ate; and God's
angel returned Habakkuk at once to his home. On the seventh day the king went to mourn for
Daniel, but when he arrived at the pit and looked in, there sat Daniel! Then the king cried aloud,
'Great art thou, O Lord, the God of Daniel, and there is no God but thou alone.' So the king drew
Daniel up; and the men who had planned to destroy him he flung into the pit, and then and there
they were eaten up before his eyes.
We are, in general, infinitely curious about Biblical personalities. The rabbinic commentators
from the Midrash and on thus grasp onto every thread which might give us some insight into any
information about a character, especially one to whom we, reading Tanakh so many years later,
turn to for guidance and reflection. In the Book of Habakkuk, we have an extremely powerful
prophecy and some beautiful and complex writing and thought, and yet we are left to wonder –
who was this man behind the prophecy? At first blush, as mentioned above, we seem to get no
biographical information at all. We do not even know his father’s name! All we know for sure is
that he was a prophet.

Historical Background
When did Habakkuk present this prophecy? To what was he responding? To whom was he
speaking? What is the context? Once again, we have so little textual information that it is hard to
be sure about any of this either. In the case of many prophets, the text itself provides a certain
amount of historical context, often identifying the king during whose reign he prophesied, but
there is no such information given about Habakkuk. Many of the classical commentaries, based
on an earlier rabbinic statement (see Seder Olam Chapter 20 and Yalkut Shimoni on the opening
passuk), say that Habakkuk prophesied during the reign of the evil Judean king Menasheh, in the
middle of the 7th century BCE. Menasheh was a king who did that which was “evil in the eyes of
the Lord” (II Kings 21:2), reversing the religious reforms of his great father Chizkiyahu, and
reinstating pagan worship in Jerusalem and the Temple. This took place many years before the
Chaldeans (later to be known as the Babylonians) came to power; Habakkuk’s prophecy is thus
about the future rise to power of Nebuchadnezzar.
Other commentaries, as well as more modern scholars, place the prophet Habakkuk in the late
7th century BCE, after the Babylonians had already defeated the Assyrian empire and not long
before the Babylonians’ siege and capture of Jerusalem; he thus lived during the time of the
events which he is describing.
At issue is the following statement:
For I raise up the Chaldeans, that bitter and impetuous nation,
that march through the breadth of the earth to possess dwellingplaces that are not theirs.
Habakkuk 1:6

כי הנני מקים את הכשדים הגוי המר
והנמהר ההולך למרחבי ארץ לרשת
:משכנות לא לו
ו:חבקוק א

According to the second group of the aforementioned commentaries and scholars, this verse
should be read in the present tense. The reference to the rise and advance of the Chaldeans in
50
YESHIVA UNIVERSITY • SHAVUOT TO-GO • SIVAN 5771

this and the following five verses thus possibly places Habakkuk during the reign of Yehoyakim,
from 609-598 BCE, as it was during his reign that the Babylonians were indeed growing in
power. The Babylonians actually marched against Jerusalem in 598 BCE (at which time the elite
members of the Jewish community were exiled; see II Kings 24:14); Yehoyakim died while the
Babylonians were advancing upon Jerusalem and his son Yehoyachin, who was 18 years old at
the time, assumed the throne. Only a short time after the Babylonians had reached Jerusalem,
Yehoyachin and his advisors surrendered the city. This understanding of when Habakkuk lived
allows for a reading of the text which demonstrates Habakkuk’s sense of a personal and intimate
knowledge of the Babylonian brutality.
Are You not from everlasting, O Lord my God, my Holy One? Let us
not die. O Lord, You have ordained them for judgment, and You, O
Rock, have established them for correction. You that are of eyes too
pure to behold evil, and that can not look on mischief, wherefore do
You look when they deal treacherously, and hold Your peace when
the wicked swallow up the man that is more righteous than he; And
[you] make men as the fish of the sea, as the creeping things, that
have no ruler over them. They take up all of them with the angle, they
catch them in their net, and gather them in their drag; therefore they
rejoice and exult. Therefore they sacrifice to their net, and offer to
their drag; because through them their portion is fat and their food
plenteous. Shall they therefore empty their net, and without
compassion slay the nations continually?
Habakkuk 1:12-17

הלוא אתה מקדם ה' אלהי קדשי
לא נמות ה' למשפט שמתו וצור
 טהור עינים:להוכיח יסדתו
מראות רע והביט אל עמל לא
תוכל למה תביט בוגדים תחריש
 ותעשה:בבלע רשע צדיק ממנו
אדם כדגי הים כרמש לא משל
 כלה בחכה העלה יגרהו:בו
בחרמו ויאספהו במכמרתו על כן
 על כן יזבח לחרמו:ישמח ויגיל
ויקטר למכמרתו כי בהמה שמן
 העל כן:חלקו ומאכלו בראה
יריק חרמו ותמיד להרג גוים לא
:יחמול
יז-יב:חבקוק א

Within a period of approximately 20 years, the Chaldeans swept over the Kingdom of Judea in
successive waves and ultimately destroyed the country and took all but a tiny number of its
inhabitants away into captivity in 586 BCE. In addition, of course, they destroyed the Temple.
Throughout this time, the people of Judea were struggling with both religious and social decay
and confusion, as the prophet Yirmiyahu makes clear in his prophecies at that time; it is perhaps
in this context that Habakkuk too flourishes.

Outline of the Book of Habakkuk – The Mission
Chapter 1 contains an outline of Habakkuk’s central problem of theodicy, questioning how God
can allow evil to prevail in this world. This is a different kind of theodicy question than that
which we are familiar with from the Book of Iyov, which will be discussed below; here the
prophet takes issue with how God could allow evil in the form of the Chaldeans, or neoBabylonians, to triumph without end. This chapter is a description of faith in a state of conflict.
Chapter 2 contains God’s response to that problem and Chapter 3 is a prayer/psalm composed
by Habakkuk. It is this last chapter that we read as the haftarah on the second day of Shavuot.
The final message of Habakkuk is that we must allow God to be God, and allow Him to do
things His way and in His own good time. Our job is to trust Him and to live by faith! Chapter 3,
then, is about faith triumphant.
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:…וצדיק באמונתו יחיה
ד:חבקוק ב

…the righteous shall live by his faith.
Habakkuk 2:4

On some level, this is the key phrase of the entire book (see the Gemara in Makkot 24a regarding
the general importance of this statement). Although things do not always turn out as we would
like, yet we will rejoice in the Lord anyway! This is how the book ends as well. But it takes time
to get to that conclusion.
Before arriving there, Habakkuk actually seems at first glance to be almost a bit presumptuous at
times! He is more confrontational than would seem proper:
Why do You show me iniquity, and cause me to behold mischief? And
why are spoiling and violence before me? And there is strife, and
contention arises. … You that are of eyes too pure to behold evil, and
that cannot look on mischief, wherefore do You look when they deal
treacherously, and hold Your peace when the wicked swallow up the
man that is more righteous than he.
Habakkuk 1:3, 13

למה תראני און ועמל תביט ושד
וחמס לנגדי ויהי ריב ומדון
 טהור עינים מראות רע...:ישא
והביט אל עמל לא תוכל למה
תביט בוגדים תחריש בבלע רשע
:צדיק ממנו
 יג,ג:חבקוק א

Clearly, this is a man who is full of passion! The Midrash Shochar Tov (to Tehillim 90) states
“There were four who prayed and spoke harshly to the Lord out of their love for Israel: Jeremiah,
Habakkuk, David and Moses.” This statement allows us to understand Habakkuk‘s motive as
more pure than as reflective of a personal faith conflict by placing him in exalted company. And,
his style is powerful. He is very detailed and picturesque in his description. One can almost see
the prophet standing at a post, scanning the heavens for the glimmer, for the shadow, of a
response to his theological inquisition. Note, furthermore, his description in the following
verse:
Their horses also are swifter than leopards, and are fiercer than the
wolves of the desert; and their horsemen spread themselves; their
horsemen come from far, they fly as a vulture that hurries to devour.
Habakkuk 1:8

וקלו מנמרים סוסיו וחדו
מזאבי ערב ופשו פרשיו
ופרשיו מרחוק יבאו יעפו
:כנשר חש לאכול
ח:חבקוק א

The Chaldean army, that unstoppable force, becomes not an abstract, untouchable idea, but an
image in our mind!
Habakkuk wants us to feel what he feels; to be troubled by what is troubling him.

Chapter 1 – The Problem
How long, O Lord, shall I cry, and You will not hear? I cry out to You
of violence, and You will not save. Why do You show me iniquity, and
cause me to behold mischief? And why are spoiling and violence
before me? And there is strife, and contention arises. Therefore the
law is slacked, and right does not go forth; for the wicked does beset
the righteous; therefore right goes forth perverted. Look among the
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עד אנה ה' שועתי ולא תשמע
:אזעק אליך חמס ולא תושיע
למה תראני און ועמל תביט ושד
:וחמס לנגדי ויהי ריב ומדון ישא
על כן תפוג תורה ולא יצא לנצח
משפט כי רשע מכתיר את הצדיק

nations, and behold, and wonder marvelously; for, behold, a work
shall be wrought in Your days, which You will not believe though it
be told to You.
Habakkuk 1:2-5

ראו:על כן יצא משפט מעקל
בגוים והביטו והתמהו תמהו כי
פעל פעל בימיכם לא תאמינו כי
:יספר
ה-ב:חבקוק א

The depraved Chaldeans are an unstoppable force and seem to be totally out of control. Even if
one could argue that they are but a tool of God being used to punish a disobedient Israel, they
have taken advantage of their instructive and even punitive position and are now acting out of
malicious and unstoppable wickedness. It may have been necessary for God to raise them up but
it is even more necessary now for God to put them down! They were supposed to punish
wickedness but how will their own wickedness get punished? The Chaldeans completely
fascinate Habakkuk! He is obsessed with them to the point that he seems to forget his own
people. He is completely absorbed in the contemplation of this evil nation.
For I raise up the Chaldeans, that bitter and impetuous nation, that
march through the breadth of the earth to possess dwelling-places
that are not theirs. They are terrible and dreadful; their law and
their majesty proceed from themselves. … Then a spirit does pass
over and they transgress and become guilty; they impute their might
unto their god.
Habakkuk 1:6-7, 11

כי הנני מקים את הכשדים הגוי
המר והנמהר ההולך למרחבי
 אים:ארץ לרשת משכנות לא לו
ונורא הוא ממנו משפטו ושאתו
 אז חלף רוח ויעבר... :יצא
:ואשם זו כחו לאלהו
 יא,ז-ו:חבקוק א

The Chaldeans make themselves into gods and thus represent Godless might. But not only are
the Chaldeans successful against the Jews, they are successful against everybody! No one can
stand up to them. This is Habakkuk’s problem – what is it about the Chaldeans that makes them
so superior to everyone else? The nations they subdue are not particularly righteous, but it
seems that the Chaldeans are worse than everyone! They are the most wicked people on earth
and yet they prevail!

Chapter 2 - God’s Response
God’s response, quite simply, is - be patient for they will get theirs in the end. God acknowledges
Habakkuk’s problem, but assures him that the current situation will not last forever.
And the Lord answered me, and said: 'Write the vision, and make it
plain upon tables, that a man may read it swiftly. For the vision is yet
for the appointed time, and it declares of the end, and does not lie;
though it tarry, wait for it; because it will surely come, it will not
delay.'
Habakkuk 2:2-3

ויענני ה' ויאמר כתוב חזון ובאר
:על הלחות למען ירוץ קורא בו
כי עוד חזון למועד ויפח לקץ ולא
יכזב אם יתמהמה חכה לו כי בא
:יבא לא יאחר
ג-ב:חבקוק ב

Mark it clearly, says God. The Chaldeans last only three generations: Nebuchadnezzar, his son,
and then his grandson Belshazzar, whose whole court, known to readers of Tanakh from the
book of Daniel, was wiped out in one night. God says: you do not see what I see. Man’s vision is
limited. Their defeat will be the worst defeat of all – they will be wiped off the earth and never
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heard from again. The rest of this chapter elaborates on that point. Habakkuk’s problem was
how God allows such an evil nation to prevail, why evil appears to triumph, and God’s response
is that every nation will get what they deserve, that justice does in fact reign, even if it is not
apparent in every generation.

Chapter 3 – The Prayer; The Haftarah for the Second Day
of Shavuot
In the third chapter, Habakkuk seems to be trying to reconcile himself with God through prayer.
To do so, he recalls everything that had transpired between God and the Jews since the
beginning of time to show how God’s justice has in fact always prevailed:
You march through the earth in indignation; You thresh the nations
in anger. You come forth for the deliverance of Your people, for the
deliverance of Your anointed; You wound the head out of the house
of the wicked, uncovering the foundation even unto the neck. Selah.
Habakkuk 3:12-13

בזעם תצעד ארץ באף תדוש
 יצאת לישע עמך לישע את:גוים
משיחך מחצת ראש מבית רשע
:ערות יסוד עד צואר סלה
יג-יב:חבקוק ג

In Habakkuk’s psalm, he makes it explicit that God judges the wicked for what they have done –
it just might take a while. In Rashi’s view, Chapter 3 is a confession of failure. As is obvious from
the past, the future will hold compensatory events that will show that there is indeed justice in
the world. Habakkuk’s assertions in Chapter 1 were wrong and in most of Chapter 3 he
describes God’s power in an exquisite fashion:
He stands, and shakes the earth, He beholds, and makes the
nations to tremble; and the everlasting mountains are dashed in
pieces, the ancient hills do bow; His goings are as of old.
Habakkuk 3:6

עמד וימדד ארץ ראה ויתר גוים
ויתפצצו הררי עד שחו גבעות עולם
:הליכות עולם לו
ו:חבקוק ג

Rashi actually understands the beginning of the chapter as describing God’s relationship with
the world and then asserts that two verses in particular specifically describe events relating to
Mattan Torah:
God comes from Teman, and the Holy One from mount Paran.
Selah His glory covers the heavens, and the earth is full of His
praise. And brightness appears as the light; He has rays at His
side; and there is the hiding of His power.
Habakkuk 3:3-4

אלוה מתימן יבוא וקדוש מהר
פארן סלה כסה שמים הודו ותהלתו
ונגה כאור תהיה:מלאה הארץ
:קרנים מידו לו ושם חביון עזה
ד-ג:חבקוק ג

Rashi relates this to the well known Midrash (Sifrei 343) which teaches that God offered the
Torah to other nations before giving it to the Jews amidst great fanfare. This is one of the
reasons we read this chapter as the haftarah on the second day of Shavuot (see the Gemara in
Megillah 31a with Rashi there).
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One may ask, though, why there is in fact such an elaborate description relating to Mattan Torah
in Habakkuk’s prayer at all. The answer may be that in Chapter 1, in the midst of his complaint
against the prevailing evil, Habakkuk states:
Therefore the law is slacked, and right does not go forth; for the
wicked does beset the righteous; therefore right goes forth perverted.
Habakkuk 1:4

על כן תפוג תורה ולא יצא לנצח
משפט כי רשע מכתיר את הצדיק
:על כן יצא משפט מעקל
ד:חבקוק א

The law is stagnant! Habakkuk sees injustice reign and says that Torah is failing. He accuses God
of not keeping true to His promises. The Torah is false! In his prayer, then, he is perhaps
describing the majesty of Mattan Torah because he is admitting that he was wrong. He is
asserting that the Torah, with its promises and affirmations, is indeed an insurance policy, no
matter what is going on in the world. We can celebrate the covenant with God, Habakkuk
asserts, no matter what the circumstances. We may look around the world and see that things
seem chaotic, that evil has power and that the covenant feels broken. But, the prophet says,
remember Sinai. The Torah is forever true.

Conclusion: Habakkuk’s Place Among the Prophets
As noted above, parallels between the Book of Habakkuk and the Book of Iyov are quite striking.
Without elaborating on many details here, it is clear that the central issue of both works is that
there is a problem of evil prevailing, and both works include God’s response to this theological
dilemma. The major difference is that Iyov’s dilemma is based on his personal experiences; he
suffered badly even though he was a good person. Through most of Habakkuk’s book, however,
he is an observer; he perceives a global problem. His perspective is like that of someone looking
at the world in 1940 and wondering why God is allowing Germany to succeed. Habakkuk
cannot make sense of God allowing the Chaldeans to perpetrate their evil. The Book of Iyov, on
the other hand, has nothing to do with global problems – the global situation is not important –
Iyov simply wants to know why good individuals like himself suffer.
But what is also striking when examining these two books is that while the book of Iyov is found
in Ketuvim, the section of Tanakh known as Writings, Habakkuk is found in Neviim, Prophets.
In general, it is important to examine the distinction between nevuah, prophecy, expressed in the
works found in Neviim, Prophets, and ruach hakodesh, Divine inspiration, expressed in the works
found in Ketuvim, Writings. While a full treatment of this issue is well beyond the scope of the
present discussion, it is worthwhile to consider a Midrash in Shir HaShirim Rabbah (1:1:7)
which offers an understanding of ruach hakodesh by means of an instructive parable. A person
has a container filled with all kinds of wonderful and precious items. As long as the container is
sealed, nobody can perceive what is inside. But if the seal is removed, all can see that there is
something wonderful inside; the good stuff is now accessible. The bestowal of ruach hakodesh is
like the removal of the seal from the container; what is inside the person now blessed with the
ruach hakodesh is able to emerge. King David represents a good example of what this means. He
was a poet of exceptional, unparalleled ability and power, but not until ruach hakodesh settled
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upon him was he able to compose the book of Tehillim. Ruach hakodesh is the instrument that
brings out what is within the human capacity to achieve in a heightened form.
If the book of Habakkuk were written with ruach hakodesh, then it could well be said that ruach
hakodesh gives a stronger voice and greater power to Habakkuk’s questioning! And it does so
very well. We are left with no doubt as to the problem which Habakkuk is experiencing here, and
the problem is indeed a very serious, deep and troubling one.
But in reality, this must be a book of prophecy, as evidenced from its placement in Tanakh! The
thoughts expressed are not those of the human being, unveiled with greater potency by the
presence of ruach hakodesh, but rather, like all prophecies, a presentation of a message which a
prophet has received from God. How in the world, then, does God pose a question to which He
knows the answer? Why does He send Habakkuk a message that poses such a problem?
Perhaps the answer is that in prophecy God is also a teacher. He comes at us the way a teacher
does. A teacher tries to motivate his or her students by posing a difficulty which should generate
problems in the mind of the student and when the student has grasped the problem completely
and on a very deep level, the teacher can then give the solution. If the student has had a true
understanding of the difficulty, the solution is magnified in his mind. It will permeate his way of
thinking because he has struggled and grappled with the problem. The beauty and grace of the
solution will thus always remain a permanent part of him. So it was actually God speaking in
Chapter 1, posing the question through the prophet and answering the problem in Chapter 2.
Habakkuk’s mission is to make the people understand the situation and provide God’s response.
While plausible, this answer apparently did not satisfy Rashi. Chapter 3 begins:
A prayer of Habakkuk the prophet. Upon Shigionot.
Habakkuk 3:1

:תפלה לחבקוק הנביא על שגינות
א:חבקוק ג

The meaning of the word Shigionot is uncertain, perhaps it implies a kind of supplication. Rashi
says that in Chapter 3, Habakkuk is begging for mercy for himself because he spoke so
disrespectfully to God in Chapter 1. Habakkuk complained bitterly that the character of
judgment had been perverted; now he is praying for his failures – his error in questioning the
justice and judgment of God. But if we wish to claim, as suggested above, that the first chapter
was in fact an expression of prophecy and Habakkuk was simply describing what he perceived in
a prophetic vision, this does not make sense! Why would he have to beg forgiveness for
presenting what was essentially God’s own question? And indeed, if we look at the very first
Rashi on the opening verse of the book, we see that he translates the word “המשא,”which
introduces Habakkuk’s message, as a burden or load, reflecting a personal, human feeling. This
was the burden of Habakkuk the prophet. It seems, then, that it was thus in fact ruach hakodesh,
not prophesy, that is being expressed here! In Chapter 3, then, according to Rashi, Habakkuk
must make amends with God for his disrespect.
But the question must then be asked that if the majority of this book is truly reflective of ruach
hakodesh, why is it indeed found in Neviim and not in Ketuvim? Now, it is clear that Chapter 2 is
certainly prophecy, as it contains the response of God to Habakkuk’s question. Perhaps it may
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be suggested, then, that Chapters 1 and 3 actually represent the narrative context for Chapter 2.
In Neviim, we are often given biographical information that gives us insight into the prophet
himself. We thus read, for example, of Yirmiyahu’s abuse at the hands of the people, and of
Amos’s confrontation with priest at Beit El. If we accept Rashi’s approach that Chapters 1 and 3
are expressions of ruach hakodesh and thus represent a Divinely inspired outpouring of the
prophet’s inner thoughts and feelings, we do indeed know a lot more about Habakkuk than we
first supposed. Those chapters serve as a window into the personality of this man, this prophet,
whose prophetic message is in Chapter 2.
Habakkuk was a man of moral passion. He was a master rhetorician and a poet, who had a close
relationship with God, and who questioned God harshly and with intensity. But he was a man
who accepted God’s will and who in the end humbled himself before God. He admitted his own
humanity and through this experience, he offers a message of hope in times of bitter despair.
The essence of the book is certainly the prophecy given by God in Chapter 2 that evil nations
will not rule forever and that God is indeed controlling the big picture of history. The book is
thus rightly found in Neviim. The rest of the work is simply the narrative context and insight into
the man called Habakkuk, who struggled with the same issues which many human beings
struggle with when they look at the world, and in the end he reaches a conclusion based on
God’s words. It is this message, that one can come to terms with difficulties through a proper
understanding of God’s words and actually rejoice, with which God and Habakkuk leave us. It is
this message which the rabbis chose for us to read every year as we reaffirm our covenant with
God on Shavuot.
Yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will exult in the God of my
salvation. God, the Lord, is my strength, and He makes my feet
like hinds' feet, and He directs me to walk upon my high
places. For the Leader. With my string-music.
Habakkuk 3:18-19

:ואני בה‘ אעלוזה אגילה באלהי ישעי
ה' אדני חילי וישם רגלי כאילות ועל
:במותי ידרכני למנצח בנגינותי
יט-יח:חבקוק ג
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