
 

“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who 

believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” 

“…everyone who believes in him…” 

If you came to Evening Prayer on Wednesday night, you were treated to – or 

maybe tortured with – a Greek lesson from Pastor Gordy. He taught us that the 

when we’re reading the New Testament in English, and we see the words “faith” 

or “believe,” the Greek work being translated there is pistis. And while we are 

pretty used to thinking of the words “faith” and “believe” as having to do with 

using our brains to agree with something – like believing that God exists; 

believing that Jesus was the Son of God; believing that Jesus died for our sins – 

actually, that original Greek word, pistis, has less to do with “believing that” and 

much more to do with “believing in.”  

Believing in God means trusting God. Having faith in God means trusting God to 

be faithful to us. So another possible translation of the words “faith” or “believe” is 

“trust.” 

And that’s true of this famous verse, John 3:16, as well.  So we might translate it 

like this: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone 

who trusts in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” 

And that changes the meaning at least a little bit, doesn’t it? Suddenly it’s not 

about taking it as fact that Jesus died for our sins; instead, it’s about trusting the 

God we see revealed in Christ Jesus. Trusting that God loves us so much that 

God would send God’s own Son; trusting that God forgives us; trusting that God 

gives us new life.  

This past week has been a time when trusting in God feels even more essential 

than usual, hasn’t it? We’ve spent the last few days seeing the wreckage of 

nearby buildings, destroyed by a tornado; we’ve watched the death toll rise; 

some of us have been on the ground or behind-the-scenes, helping folks who are 

suffering; and in the midst of all that, the coronavirus came into our very own 

county. Add to that whatever worries you’ve got in your own day-to-day life….and 

we really want to be able to trust in God and God’s faithfulness to us right now, 

don’t we? 
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Yet those same disasters and hardships that make us desperate to trust in God 

can also make it harder to do so.  

Sometimes things are different. Like when we hear about a terrible storm, and 

then hear that a sacred Christian place was somehow spared, left standing to 

testify to the power of God – those kind of stories warm our hearts and maybe 

make it a little easier to trust.  

But what about when a tornado demolishes another local church, even a church 

of the same faith, like this tornado did to St. John’s Lutheran? That kind of news 

might make us wonder things like: Why did God let that happen? That kind of 

news might shake up our trust. 

ELCA Pastor Frank Honeycutt recently wrote about some of the things pastors 

get called on to talk about the most. He said: 

After more than 30 years of listening, prayer, and conversation, my vote for one 

of the top circumstances for contacting [a pastor] is meaningless suffering – an 

automobile accident, an unexpected terminal disease, a natural disaster. No one 

to blame; no specific sin at the root. No real cause or purpose to examine; a 

completely pointless event, seemingly empty of meaning. 

Pastor Honeycutt went on: 

It’s easier to handle suffering, I suspect, when there seems to be a reason for it – 

when one can point to something concrete and reflect upon cause and 

consequence. When no reason is found, even those normally inclined to distance 

themselves from church often think of God. What sort of God is this?1 

As Christians we believe that God was most clearly shown to us in Jesus Christ. 

So when we see random, chaotic suffering like that caused by a tornado or an 

epidemic, and we hear others, or even ourselves, asking that question – What 

sort of God is this? – Jesus is the first place we go to try and find an answer. 

And the first answer we get is this: Jesus – the person we confess to be God in 

human flesh – spent most of his ministry (and all the years of his life that we 

know anything about) with those who were facing random suffering. People who 

were born into poverty in a society with no way to pull themselves up by their 

bootstraps. People facing injury and disease, people born without the ability to 

see or walk. People who lived amid random acts of violence and devastating 

natural disasters.  

 
1 Frank G. Honeycutt, “Jesus doesn’t explain suffering,” The Christian Century, 2 March 2020. 
https://www.christiancentury.org/article/critical-essay/jesus-doesn-t-explain-suffering Accessed 5 March 2020. 
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When Jesus walked this earth in flesh, that’s where he spent his time. Among the 

people who were suffering, bringing them healing and encouragement and the 

promise that God loved them. 

So while we can’t explain why these random terrible things happen, and that is 

so frustrating – still, our faith in Jesus Christ leads us to trust that God is here, 

empowering every act of compassion and response. For God so loved the world 

in Jesus Christ – and God so loves the world now. 

Someone once wrote that faith “is not [the same as] certainty…[but] it is the 

decision to keep your eyes open.”2 And that’s the kind of faith that will help us 

know that God is trustworthy and faithful even while we are in the storm. 

Because if we can trust in God enough to keep our eyes open in these day, and 

if we can see the compassion and the healing going on right now – then we will 

see God. 

The day after the tornados, a group of people from St. Andrew went to St. Paul’s 

and served a hot lunch to over 300 people who did not have power to cook their 

own food, including kids who were missing out on being fed at school because of 

the closures. Other Lutheran churches stepped up to the same on other 

afternoons. That is God’s work through our hands. 

At the food bank run on the St. Paul’s property, one of the people who came to 

receive food help was the first to make a donation to the disaster response fund. 

That was God’s work through his hands. 

This Friday, MyCanvas art therapy met with kids who are grappling with the 

tornado’s devastation, and they worked on processing their feelings by using 

debris from the tornado to create art. That was God’s work through their hands. 

Lowes has been giving away free supplies; Gibson is donating guitars to 

musicians; the Titans and the Braves have donated money. 1500 volunteers 

were at work in Cookeville this weekend, helping clean debris out of yards. God 

is doing work through so many hands. 

But that’s not all. 

Jesus came not only to be with those who were suffering, Jesus came to suffer 

himself. But suffering was not the end of his story – No. His suffering and his 

death were followed by resurrection -- new life by the power of God. 

 
2 Doris Betts, quoted by Kathleen Norris in Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of Faith (New York: Riverhead Books, 
1999), p. 169. 



That resurrection power of God is something we can trust in, too. Not only for 

eternity, but also for right here and now.  

Rick Roberts, the pastor St. John’s, shared this trust in God’s resurrection power 

with his congregation this week. He said: 

It’s going to be a long road until we have our new building. However, the road to 

recovery, resurrection, has begun…We may not have a building, but ministry is 

not ending. We will continue to be God’s Light of Hope in our community and in 

our lives of faith. As devastating as [the destruction] was, we are, and we will, live 

resurrection lives by continuing to share God’s love through a horrific day – to 

bring the GREAT DAY of God’s hope and peace to all – today and every day. 

What a great message of faith amid hardship. 

“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who 

trusts in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” 

This is what it means to trust God: to have our eyes open to see God’s 

compassionate power of healing and resurrection even amid chaos and 

suffering. As we continue to live in this imperfect world, where storms rage and 

disease strikes and violence rages and people break our hearts – may God help 

us to keep our eyes open to see God here among us, even now. Especially now. 

Let us pray: 

God of Resurrection and New Life: In the midst of destruction and heartbreak 

and worry, you appear among us in your full power, in your deep faithfulness, in 

your amazing compassion. You speak among us the one word that could matter: 

“Do not fear.” We live by your word. Speak it to us through the night, that we 

might live by our trust in you until we can see the light with our own eyes. In the 

name of Jesus Christ we pray, Amen.3 

 
3 Based on Walter Brueggemann’s prayer “Salvation Oracles,” in Prayers for a Privileged People, (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 2008), p 83.  


