Thanksgiving 2022

“Give Thanks…But To Whom?”

Psalm 105:1-7

In my experience, the secular field of mental health or psychology rarely crosses paths with the Bible. Recently, however, I have noticed a point of agreement between the two: the positive effects of gratitude on mental health. 

A recent article from Harvard University Health entitled, “Giving Thanks Can Make You Happier,” observes,

Each holiday season comes with high expectations for a cozy and festive time of year. However, for many this time of year is tinged with sadness, anxiety, or depression. Certainly, major depression or a severe anxiety disorder benefits most from professional help. But what about those who just feel lost or overwhelmed or down at this time of year? Research (and common sense) suggests that one aspect of the Thanksgiving season can actually lift the spirits, and it’s built right into the holiday—being grateful.

The article went on to say,

Gratitude is a way for people to appreciate what they have instead of always reaching for something new in the hopes it will make them happier or thinking they can’t feel satisfied until every physical and material need is met. Gratitude helps people refocus on what they have instead of what they lack. And, although it may feel contrived at first, this mental state grows stronger with use and practice.

Another psychotherapist has written in Psychology Today, “7 Scientifically Proven Benefits of Gratitude,” and points out, “Whether you choose to write a few sentences in a gratitude journal or simply take a moment to silently acknowledge all that you have, giving thanks can transform your life.”

She goes on to list the benefits as opening the door to more relationships; improving physical and psychological health; enhancing empathy and reducing aggression; improving sleep; improving self-esteem; and increasing mental strength. Research has shown gratitude not only reduces stress, but it may also play a major role in overcoming trauma. A 2006 study published in Behavior Research and Therapy found that Vietnam War veterans with higher levels of gratitude experienced lower rates of post-traumatic stress disorder. 

She concludes, 

We all have the ability and opportunity to cultivate gratitude. Rather than complain about the things you think you deserve, take a few moments to focus on all that you have. Developing an “attitude of gratitude” is one of the simplest ways to improve your satisfaction with life.

I think the first time I heard that phrase, “attitude of gratitude” was from a sermon by Joe Bradshaw preached here in which he also stated “I’m too blessed to be depressed.” So I have to admit a point of agreement between these two disciplines.

Yet there is something conspicuously missing in the secular approach to gratitude. Rarely is the object of gratitude mentioned. In essence, the world tells us to give thanks… but to whom? Think about it—we express gratitude by saying, “Thank you”—but who is the “you” in “thank you”? 

You may think I am grasping at straws here, but I really believe this is important. If we are merely thankful without thought of to whom we are giving thanks, we may end up like Bart Simpson, who infamously prayed, “Dear God, we paid for all this stuff ourselves, so thanks for nothing!” We may recoil in shock, as did the other characters on the show, but Lee Strobel points out that maybe we shouldn’t:

Because Bart is so uninhibited, he says things that other people only think. When he prays, “Why should we thank you, God—we bought this ourselves,” people recoil in horror. Yet isn’t he just expressing a sentiment that a lot of people secretly harbor? They’d never say it, but don’t many people live their lives with the attitude that they’ve earned what they’ve received and that God really had nothing to do with it? So, in ways, Bart is merely more honest than most.

Giving thanks may have mental health benefits, but if we are not giving thanks to the proper source, how much good will it really do?

This is where the Bible comes through. Thanksgiving is very much a biblical concept. The word “thanksgiving” appears 25 times. The phrase, “Give thanks,” appears 34 times, while the longer phrase, “Give thanks to the Lord,” appears 19 times, thirteen times in the book of Psalms alone. Nutritionists remind us that we must have the minimum daily requirements of vitamins and minerals if we are to be physically healthy. Similarly, the Bible gives God’s minimum daily requirements we need if we are to be spiritually healthy.
 And thanksgiving is near the top of that list.

Psalm 105 is one of many psalms of thanksgiving. The first fifteen verses appear in 1 Chronicles 16 as a hymn David committed to Asaph and his associates on the day the Ark of the Covenant was brought to Jerusalem. As a whole Psalm 105 was be a psalm of thanksgiving for Israel on any occasion—and for us as well.

The Whom of Gratitude

While secular psychology may not provide the whom of gratitude, Psalm 105:1-7 is very clear.

Give thanks to the Lord, call on his name; make known among the nations what he has done. Sing to him, sing praise to him; tell of all his wonderful acts. Glory in his holy name; let the hearts of those who seek the Lord rejoice. Look to the Lord and his strength; seek his face always. Remember the wonders he has done, his miracles, and the judgments he pronounced, O descendants of Abraham his servant, O sons of Jacob, his chosen ones. He is the Lord our God; his judgments are in all the earth.
The name “Yahweh—Lord” is used five times and is the covenant name of God, the “holy name” that Israel was to call on and glory in as they worshiped.
 This passage contains the essence of worship, as John Stott observes,

This is worship. It is to seek to give to God the glory due to His name. Indeed, the best biblical definition of worship I know is to ‘glory in his holy name’ (Psalm 105:3), that is, to revel in the unique wonder of who He is and has revealed Himself to be.

You see, worship is not something that we feel. Nor is worship a style of music that makes us feel a certain way. No, worship is an activity—a verb—something that we do. In fact, there are ten commands in these verses: 

Give thanks to the Lord, call on his name; make known among the nations what he has done. Sing to him, sing praise to him; tell of all his wonderful acts. Glory in his holy name; let the hearts of those who seek the Lord rejoice. Look to the Lord and his strength; seek his face always. Remember the wonders he has done, his miracles, and the judgments he pronounced, O descendants of Abraham his servant, O sons of Jacob, his chosen ones. He is the Lord our God; his judgments are in all the earth.
Their thanksgiving, praying, and singing were a witness to the nations around them and a testimony to the power and glory of the Lord.

Twice in this text “seek the Lord” is mentioned. What does this mean? Seeking God involves: (1) voluntarily and wholeheartedly turning to God, (2) an inner attitude of devotion to serve Him, (3) a decision to turn away from all evil, (4) a decision to fulfill His will, and (5) a commitment to go to Him in fervent prayer. All true repentance, communion with God, service for Him, prayer to Him, and spiritual growth in Him revolves around truly seeking the Lord.
 He is the Whom of gratitude.

The Why of Gratitude

Psalm 105 also provides the why of gratitude. Why should be give thanks to the Lord? Let’s return to these verses, 

Give thanks to the Lord, call on his name; make known among the nations what he has done. Sing to him, sing praise to him; tell of all his wonderful acts. Glory in his holy name; let the hearts of those who seek the Lord rejoice. Look to the Lord and his strength; seek his face always. Remember the wonders he has done, his miracles, and the judgments he pronounced, O descendants of Abraham his servant, O sons of Jacob, his chosen ones. He is the Lord our God; his judgments are in all the earth.

Notice the first reasons why we give thanks to the Lord: “for what He has done.” In fact, four of the five statements in these verses have to deal with the actions of God—”His wonderful acts”; “the wonders He has done”; and “His miracles.” This is the most natural reason for giving thanks—as a response to the great things God does. Every day God gives us multiple motives for giving Him thanks. Following the words of the song, “Count Your Blessings,” we focus on what the Lord does for us—big and small, every day.

Yet that is not the only “why” of gratitude. In fact, it is not even the highest reason to give thanks. C. H. Spurgeon notes in his Treasury of David, 

This is reason enough for giving him thanks; goodness is His essence and nature, and therefore He is always to be praised whether we are receiving anything from him or not. Those who only praise God because He does them good should rise to a higher note and give thanks to him because He is good.

Not only do we thank God for what He does; we thank Him for who He is. What He does focuses on His actions; who He is focuses on His attributes. We thank God that He is all-knowing, all-powerful, everywhere present, eternal, holy, just, loving, merciful, and kind. 

Why is this “a higher note” of thanks according to Spurgeon? For one, when we only thank God for what He does, we tend to focus on what God has done for us, and our thanksgiving can be somewhat self-centered. Furthermore, thanking God for who He is can be done during those times when we may not see God at work in our lives.  

The When of Gratitude

Finally let’s consider the when of gratitude. For this we look beyond Psalm 105 and turn to the New Testament. Paul writes in 1 Thessalonians 5:18, “Give thanks in all circumstances; for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.” That pretty much covers everything! But notice that the Bible says to give thanks in all circumstances, not for all circumstances. There is a big difference!

You don’t have to be thankful for the bad things that happen in your life. Not everything that happens in the world is God’s will. In fact, most of the time, God’s will is not done here on Earth; instead, people’s will is done.

There’s a lot of evil in the world, and you don’t need to thank God for that. But you can thank God in the midst of it. In my own life, I’ve learned that I can thank God in every circumstance. Here are some reasons why:

· God is in control.

· God can bring good out of evil.

· God can turn even my mistakes into something that works out well; He can bring good out of them.

· I won’t live on Earth forever; I’m going to heaven one day.

· No matter what happens, God isn’t going to stop loving me.

The truth is that I could think of a hundred reasons to be thankful in any circumstance, even circumstances that seem horrible.

Look again at 1 Thessalonians 5:18. It says you should give thanks to God “in all circumstances.” The Greek word used is the word pos, which means “any, all, everything, anyone, all the time, anywhere, everywhere, the whole thing.” It means no exception, no excuses, no exemptions. That seems pretty radical, doesn’t it? That’s why it’s radical gratitude. It doesn’t take any effort to be grateful for the nice present someone just gave you. Anyone can do that. But being grateful in all circumstances takes radical gratitude.

People say they want to know God’s will. They want to know what God wants them to do with their lives. In 1 Thessalonians 5:18, God makes that very clear: “Give thanks in all circumstances; for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.” Giving thanks in all situations is God’s will for you. And the more thankful you are, the closer you’ll get to God!

Here’s another text on the when of gratitude: Philippians 4:6-7 states, “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.” Paul instructs us to give thanks when we pray, not when our prayers are answered. This requires faith, trusting that God is going to do what is best even before we know what that looks like. 

“How am I supposed to do that?” you may wonder. “How can I thank God for what He is going to do before He does it?” You can do that because of who He is. The more we thank God for who He is the easier it gets to thank Him for what He does even before He does it!

And notice the result in verse 7: “And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” Peace of mind! Having an attitude of gratitude really does improve your mental health!

So this Thanksgiving, give thanks!

Just remember to Whom we give thanks. 

Let’s not be Bart Simpson at the Thanksgiving dinner table this year.
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