The Power of Thanksgiving #1

“Thanksgiving by Singing”

Colossians 3:16

Gratitude is gas.

For all those looking at me with blank looks, that means, “gratitude is groovy.” Ah, that’s better! (You know you’re old when you have to look up the current term for “cool”!) Seriously, though, gratitude is getting a lot of love these days, and from places you might not expect. Secular psychology is singing its praises, as in Psychology Today: 

Gratitude is perhaps the most important key to finding success and happiness in the modern day. Knowing what we appreciate in life means knowing who we are, what matters to us and what makes each day worthwhile. Paying attention to what we feel grateful for puts us in a positive frame of mind. It connects us to the world around us and to ourselves. Research demonstrates that focusing on what we are grateful for is a universally rewarding way to feel happier and more fulfilled.
As an important mental health principle, the benefits of gratitude extend far beyond what we may imagine. Scientific studies have found that gratitude is associated with: Greater happiness; more optimism and positive emotions; new and lasting relationships; better health; more progress toward personal goals; fewer aches and pains; more alertness and determination; increased generosity and empathy; better sleep; and improved self-esteem. With no downside to practicing more gratitude, it seems like a goal we would all embrace.

A similar theme is seen in an article released by Harvard Health Publishing:

In positive psychology research, gratitude is strongly and consistently associated with greater happiness. Gratitude helps people feel more positive emotions, relish good experiences, improve their health, deal with adversity, and build strong relationships.

We’ve known about the power of gratitude to transform our emotions for a long time. Thankfulness can be traced back more than two thousand years. It appears frequently in the Bible—over 150 times. But it is only in the past several years that psychologists have begun putting together all the pieces for gratitude and thanks—and, I might add, being quite successful at it.
 This month I want to consider the power of thanksgiving and how we can tap into that power for ourselves.
One author writes, “Few things are more becoming in a child of God than a grateful spirit. By the same token, there is probably nothing that makes a person more unattractive than the absence of a grateful spirit.”
 

What do we mean by “gratitude”? The term gratitude is a feeling of emotional indebtedness toward someone who has done something you appreciate. We appreciate what is done for us or given to us; we feel gratitude toward the one who did it or gave it. In a spiritual sense, gratitude is often used to describe a feeling of immense indebtedness toward God for what He has done for us, and forms the basis for much of our worship practices. Worship is an expression of the gratitude for blessings bestowed upon them.

One of the best known Bible texts on this subject is 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18, “Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.” Note that we are not only to give thanks when we feel like it, but in all circumstances.
Philippians 4:6-7 instructs, “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” Here we are commanded to give thanks as we pray, instead of giving into the emotions of anxiety. While gratitude is a feeling or emotion, thanksgiving is a choice and an action. We may have feelings of gratitude, but unless we express those feelings, we have not obeyed the Scriptural commands to be thankful.

One way we tangibly express those feelings of gratitude is seen in our text this morning, Colossians 3:16-17,

Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God. And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.
Singing has always been an important aspect of life as God’s people. The words related to singing (i.e., sing, sang, song, sung) appear nearly 350 times in the Bible. One author states, “The Christian Church was born in song,”
 and there is much truth to that.

Sadly singing has taken a backseat in many churches today, if it has not been removed altogether! In some churches where music and singing is still practiced, it is seen as some preliminary or a warm-up act to what’s “really important” in the pulpit. In others singing is left only to the gifted, leaving the vast majority of the congregation as spectators. But worship is not a spectator sport! Music should not be just squeezed in at the beginning. It’s not filler until the preacher stands up. Music is a vital part of worship. God has given us song, and He wants us to sing! Music is but one means—a powerful one—through which we can worship God as a congregation. God intends our corporate worship to be a unified voice directed to Him and for Him.

This morning I want to point out four ways singing gives thanks to God.

Singing Exalts

First we see that singing exalts…not the singers or musicians, but God. Verse 16 concludes that we are to sing “with gratitude in your hearts to God.” Then verse 17 adds, “And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.”
When we sing, we sing for Him alone. When we listen to someone singing or playing a solo—although we may be impressed with the person’s musicianship and grateful for the voice—our focus is to be on the worship of our God. When one plays an instrument, he or she is to play for God’s glory. Music is a marvelous vehicle through which we can express our praise to Him, our gratitude, and our expression of His value because He alone is worthy.

May I interject here, when Paul tells believers to sing “in your hearts” he does not mean not to sing with the voice. His concern is that the heart agrees with the mouth. Singing is to be directed to God as praise and worship offered to Him for His pleasure and glory.

“But I can’t sing!” I often hear worshipers object. My answer is, “For whom are you singing?” If you are singing to impress others, try “America’s Got Talent” or “The Voice.” In church, however, you don’t have to impress Simon Cowell or get judges to turn their chairs for you! I liken our worship to pictures drawn by little children. They may not stay within the lines with their crayons, and the sky might be green while the grass is blue! Yet you proudly put those drawings on your refrigerator like it’s an art gallery, right? Not because of how great the artwork is, but because your child or grandchild did it. That is how God appreciates and accepts our worship. So, in the words of Psalm 100:1 in the King James Version, “Make a joyful noise unto the Lord!”

Singing Expresses

Second, singing expresses. While the exaltation of singing speaks to the recipient of our praise, the expression of singing reflects the heart of the singers. As one scholar writes, “The voice must express the praise of the heart if the singing is to be really addressed to God.”

Worship is a natural response that springs from a community filled to the brim with its actual experience of God’s peacemaking love. Thus, the effective purpose of worship is not experiential but rather the interpretation of and response to our heartfelt experience of divine love.
 In other words, our worship should not focus on how it makes us feel, but on who God is and what He has done for us. Worship done correctly will make the worshiper feel good; but feeling good should never be the focus of our worship. Singing should always be focused on who God is and what He has done, giving praise and thanks to Him.

What forms does this expression take? Verse 16 mentions “psalms, hymns and spiritual songs.” Are these distinct types of music or is Paul just “piling synonyms together”
 that we should not try to distinguish? Many scholars agree that we should not press these categories too much. Others do see a difference between the terms and I think this can be helpful in our understanding.
Most agree that psalms were the Jewish songs taken from the Old Testament book by the same name. Hymns were Christian songs written in the first century for church worship. Examples of early hymns may be found in Philippians 2:6–11; 1 Timothy 3:16, and 2 Timothy 2:11-13. Spiritual songs may have been “spur-of-the-moment compositions prompted by the Spirit,”
 as described in 1 Corinthians 14:26.

Others distinguish “hymns” and “spiritual songs” by their content. “Hymns” were thought to be expressions of praise to God for who He is, while “spiritual songs” emphasized testimony, expressing in song what God has done for us.
 (Some use this same distinction between “worship” and “praise” songs.) Another writer suggests that when we sing a hymn, we address the Lord; when we sing a spiritual song, we address each other.

Whether or not Paul meant these terms to designate separate categories of music, I believe we can learn from this passage that the flexibility, freedom, and spontaneity of the New Testament church with regard to music should encourage us to employ a wide range of tasteful, Christ-focused, and God-honoring means to worship Him as we proclaim His Word in song.

What Paul is concerned to see is that these songs are consistent with the word of Christ, or as we are bound to say nowadays, scriptural. A fair test of this is to be found by whether or not they echo a heartfelt spirit of thankfulness: genuine Christian praise is not primarily a vehicle for the expression of spiritual aspirations and experiences, so much as a celebration of God’s mighty acts in Christ.
 

I have long believed that music is the language of the soul. Music can inspire, soothe, excite, move us to dance or move us to tears. Music has a profound impact on us. Christian musician Donald Hustad writes, “We sing to God words of penitence, words of consecration. We sing our praise and adoration. We sing our petitions. We sing our heart’s cry. Music is the language of the emotions. When words fail us, we sing. Because of the attributes of God, we sing. Because of our deep love for our Lord, we sing. When we are filled with the Spirit, we sing. To what better use can the tongue be put than praise of its Maker?”

Singing Educates

One effect of singing often overlooked is that singing educates. Notice that Colossians 3:16 says, “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.” The worshiping community expresses its devotion to God in two ways: instruction and celebration.

Singing is not the sole or even the primary means of teaching, though Christian hymns and songs have often been a powerful means of implanting and clarifying Christian truth.
 We probably won’t remember the words preached in a sermon—don’t worry, I don’t take it personally—but we can all remember the words of a song, right? Many of the Bible verses I have memorized through the years were Scriptures put to music. Someone has even likened Christian songs as “portable pieces of theology we can carry with us.”

With this potential, however, comes a threat. Robert Wall observes,

I have noticed a disturbing trend among my students, many of whom come from devout families and growing churches: they are biblically illiterate and therefore spiritually fragile. In many congregations worship has become a spectator sport, geared to a generation fashioned by the slick tricks of the media. The “feel good” experience has replaced the hard discipline of knowing God in spirit and truth. The church’s vocation in the world is to be of and for God, and this is a difficult and often costly calling. Christians today must have minds as tough as nails, able to cut through the vapid secularism and materialism of our world with the “word of truth.”

Warren Wiersbe adds, 

A singer has no more right to sing a lie than a preacher has to preach a lie. The great songs of the faith were, for the most part, written by believers who knew the doctrines of the Word of God. Many so-called “Christian songs” today are written by people with little or no knowledge of the Word of God. It is a dangerous thing to separate the praise of God from the Word of God.

In recent years a number of popular so-called “praise-and-worship” songs have come under scrutiny for their lack of Scriptural truth or even the contradiction of God’s Word. Music may move, but words educate. We must be sure we are hearing the truth.

I try to plan our songs in worship around the theme of the service. I agree that music should not just be a prelude or “warm up” for the sermon. The music played before and after the service and during the communion or offering time should truly prepare our hearts and minds for the worship we all are to give to God.

Singing Encourages

Finally, singing encourages participation in worship. The “you” Paul has in mind here is plural—”you” as in “all of you in the church of Jesus.”
 As previously mentioned worship is not to be a spectator sport where the audience watches a performance. Every Christian is called to worship, and while not everyone can play an instrument or preach a sermon, everyone can join in congregational singing. [This is also why we encourage everyone to pray the Lord’s Prayer aloud to conclude our service, and occasionally have responsive readings so that all can be involved.]

“Some days I don’t feel like singing,” some will object. I understand that. We have all had times when we have felt like the words expressed in Psalm 137:1-4,

By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept when we remembered Zion. There on the poplars we hung our harps, for there our captors asked us for songs, our tormentors demanded songs of joy; they said, “Sing us one of the songs of Zion!” How can we sing the songs of the Lord while in a foreign land?

Yet many times in Scripture believers raised their voices in song despite adverse conditions. Jonah prayed in Jonah 2:9, “But I, with a song of thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you,” while still in the belly of the fish. We read in Acts 16:25, “About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the other prisoners were listening to them.” Music need not merely be a thermometer, reflecting our emotional state at any moment, but can also be a thermostat, influencing how we feel in spite of what is going on around us. As one writer put it, “I can whine –or– I can worship! And I can’t worship without giving thanks. It just isn’t possible.”
 Christ-centered, grace-motivated gratitude fits everywhere, even in life’s most desperate moments and difficult situations. Even when there are no “answers,” it gives hope. It transforms overwhelmed strugglers into triumphant conquerors.
True gratitude is not an incidental ingredient, something we can take or leave. Nor is it a standalone product, something that never actually intersects with life, safely denying reality out on its own little happy island somewhere. No, gratitude has a big job to do in us and in our hearts. And it is one of the chief ways that God infuses joy and resilience into the daily struggle of life. Christ-centered, grace-motivated gratitude fits everywhere, even in life’s most desperate moments and difficult situations. Even when there are no “answers,” it gives hope. It transforms overwhelmed strugglers into triumphant conquerors.

This is the power of thanksgiving, and one great way of expressing thanks is through singing. Regardless of your abilities or feelings at the time, we can choose to give thanks to God for who He is and for what He has done. Singing is a great way to exalt God as the only One worthy of worship; to express our praise and thanks to God; to educate ourselves and each other in the truth of God’s Word; and to encourage each other to worship God regardless of what is happening in our lives at the time.

If you’re not careful, it might make you feel better, too.
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