
FAITH IN FRETFUL TIMES
Come to the God Worthy of Your Faithfulness

Text: Psalm 37:1-9; Habakkuk 1:1-4; 2:1-4; Luke 17:5-10; 2 Tim 
1:1-14

I

Sometimes it is hard to have faith. We look around at a world filled with so 
much terror, brutality, and bloodshed. We see our government hopelessly 
gridlocked and our nation bitterly divided. Every day’s news is filled with more 
natural disasters and mounting environmental crises, another tragedy or grave 
injustice. Bad people seem to get ahead while good people are left behind. We 
feel the pain in our bodies, the strain in our famiies, the sickness in our 
societies, till the words of the prophet Habakkuk start to become ours: 

”How long, LORD, must I call for help, but you do not listen? Or cry 
out to you, ‘Violence!’ but you do not save? Why do you make me look 
at injustice? Why do you tolerate wrongdoing? Destruction and 

violence are before me; there is strife, and conflict abounds. Therefore 
the law is paralyzed, and justice never prevails” (Hab 1:1-4). In other 
words, I want to have faith in you, God, but you seem so impassive or 
impotent.

I hear the counsel of the Psalmist, trying to restore my confidence: “Do not 
fret because of those who are evil or be envious of those who do 
wrong; for like the grass they will soon wither, like green plants they 
will soon die away… Do not fret when [corrupt] people succeed in 
their ways, when they carry out their wicked schemes. Refrain from 
anger and turn from wrath; do not fret—it leads only to evil” (Psalm 
37:1-2,7-8).

But it’s hard not to be angry or anxious sometimes, isn’t it? It’s hard not to 
despair or to take up the tools of evil ourselves when we experience our values 
and senses being assaulted on so many fronts. How do we maintain faith in 
God, in the worth of Christ’s way, in the triumph of the good, when we’re 
living in such fretful times?

II

In our lectionary reading from Luke 17, we hear the first followers of Jesus 
asking much the same question: “The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase 
our faith!” (Luke 17:5). Christ had just finished telling them that they must be 
bold to confront sin where they found it, but far bolder still to forgive people 
even where they repeatedly sin against you (Luke 17:3b,4). 



The job of being people of persevering grace like that felt overwhelmingly 
difficult to the disciples.  When they said to Jesus: “Increase our faith!” what 
they were really saying was: “In a world as messed up with sin and sinners as 
ours is, how can we do what you’re asking? YOU are going to have to do 
something to increase our capacity for that kind of grace or explain how it 
makes sense.”

The response Jesus gives is very interesting. First, Christ underlines the life-
changing power of true faith, even when it is as small as a mustard seed (Luke 
17:6). But then, in verse 7 and following, Jesus goes on to describe the 
necessary mindset behind that kind of life-changing faith. 

“Suppose one of you has a servant plowing or looking after the sheep. 
Will he say to the servant when he comes in from the field, ‘Come 
along now and sit down to eat’? Won’t he rather say, ‘Prepare my 
supper, get yourself ready and wait on me while I eat and drink; after 
that you may eat and drink’? So you also, when you have done 
everything you were told to do, should say, ‘We are unworthy 
servants; we have only done our duty.’” (Luke 17:7-10)

The essential instruction Jesus is giving is this: “Figure out who is the Master 
and who is the servant in your life.” If you believe that it is God’s job to wait on 
you, to make your life comfortable, to feed you exactly what you want, to 
make the courses of life go the way you’d program them, to answer all your 
questions about the menu, then life is going to be very fretful for you. It will be 
very confusing and upsetting.

You see, the reality -- Jesus says here and elsewhere -- is that God is actually 
the Master. As Leighton Ford aptly puts it: “God really is GOD. He’s not just 
applying for the job.” What this means is that He is genuinely in charge of this 
Universe. He arranges life not for our comfort but to align our character with 
His. He allows things to happen not to satisfy our will but to accomplish His 
will. He moves on His timeline and not ours, according to His way and not our 
way. In his kindness, He offers us the staggering honor of being His servants 
and playing a part in the advancement of His glorious Kingdom’s purposes. And 
our calling, should we decide to accept it, is to do the good He tells us to do, 
grateful for the privilege of serving Him, and retire at the end of each day 
deeply satisfied that we have done our duty (Luke 17:10). 

III

This clarity about who is the Master and who is the servant is the essential 
difference between being a disciple of Jesus and merely being a cultural 
Christian or something else. It is why the Apostle Paul is able to say: “I am 
suffering as I am. Yet this is no cause for shame, because I know whom I have 



believed, and am convinced that he is able to guard what I have entrusted to 
him until that day.” (2 Tim 1:12). Paul trusted so much in the heart and purposes 
of Christ his Master that he could undergo with courage anything required to be 
his servant.

Even the most fervent disciples, however, sometimes get momentarily confused. 
I know I do. As I confessed at the start, there are times when I fret over the 
wisdom of God’s ways and wonder what in the world he is doing. A lot of us 
do. It’s why I’m fond of the story of the African king who had a close friend 
with an unusual habit. His habit was to look at every situation that ever 
occurred in his life – whether pleasurable or painful -- and remark, "This is 
good!"

One day the king and his friend were out on a hunting trip. It was the friend’s 
routine to load and prepare the guns used on such trip but on this occasion, 
something went wrong. As the king pulled the trigger, the gun misfired and his 
thumb was blown off. Examining the situation, the friend remarked as usual, 
"This is good!" To which the king replied, "No, this is NOT good!" and 
proceeded to send his friend to jail.

About a year later, the king made the grievous error of going hunting in an area 
known to be inhabited by hostile cannibals.  In an unguarded moment, the 
cannibals captured him and took them to their village. Tying him to a stake, 
they piled wood around his feet and prepared to set the fire when one of the 
cannibals noticed that the king was missing a thumb. Being superstitious, they 
never ate anyone that was less than whole. So, untying the king, they sent him 
on his way.

As the king returned home, he was reminded of the event that had taken his 
thumb and felt remorse for his treatment of his friend. Going immediately to the 
jail, he said to his friend. "You were right! It WAS good that my thumb was 
blown off."  And he proceeded to tell the friend all that had just happened. 
"Please forgive me for sending you to jail for so long. It was bad for me to do 
this." "No," his friend replied, "This is good!" "What do you mean?” said the 
king. “How could it be good that I sent my friend to jail for a year?" The other 
man smiled.  "Don’t you see,” he said. “If I had NOT been in jail, I would have 
been with you."  

IV

It remains one of the great truths of life that the full meaning of an event 
cannot be grasped except over time. Sometimes, all that we can see is the 
brokenness of human sin, the wreckage of poor decisions, the vacuum of 
terrible losses. In the moment, it seems betwixt insanity and insult to assert that 
somehow God will weave even these circumstances into the tapestry of His 
good purposes.



And yet, time and again, we come to see that God has. The beating and jailing 
of Joseph becomes the pathway for God’s servant to the court of Pharaoh and 
the saving of the family of Israel (Gen 50:20). Moses’ tragic murder of the 
Egyptian drives him into exile, where he meets Miriam and God and learns to 
shepherd a flock through the wilderness. The rooster’s crow over Peter morphs 
in time from a taunt at human failure into a testimony of the God who works 
with broken vessels. I could tell you story after story from my own life of how 
the gracious providence of God emerged from the midst of miserable 
circumstances I’d never have chosen for myself.

Let’s be clear that God is not responsible for sin or the vagaries of a fallen 
world. He does not rejoice in our pains or take pleasure in our losses. But in the 
mystery of His sovereign, saving grace, God “works all things together for 
good, for those who love Him and are called according to His 
purpose” (Romans 8:28). This is why the counsel of the Psalmist in the face 
of evil and chaos is: to “trust in the Lord and do good” (Psalm 37:3a,4). 
Keep believing in God’s goodness. Keep behaving as God would. And in the 
end it will be well.

Some of you need that counsel right now. You are struggling to make sense of 
the circumstances of your life. You are going through a very hard time at 
school or at work or in a key relationship. You’re in the midst of a crisis in your 
health or finances or family. You’re seeing terrible things happening in our 
country or world. You’re feeling alone or maybe even abandoned by God. As I 
close, here’s the invitation: Pray this prayer today and in days ahead, as we 
bow together now.

Master, I am your faithful servant. Please increase my faith. Help me to trust 
YOU and to keep doing good until I can look at my life and the way you’ve 
worked within it and proclaim with joyful gratitude: “This is good!” For this I 
pray in the name of you who transformed a Cross of Death into a Bridge to Life. 
In Christ’s name, Amen. 
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