The Power of Thanksgiving #3

“Thanksgiving by Living”

selected Scriptures

“Thanksgiving is good, but thanksliving is better.”
 So wrote Matthew Henry over three hundred years ago. I think he made that word up, but that’s okay. Thanksliving has now become a part of our vocabulary. Now it needs to become a part of our vocation.
Another author writes, “Thanksgiving really should be thanksliving—a way of life—day in, day out, morning, noon, and night—continually, forever giving thanks to the Lord.”
 Such a lifestyle is depicted in Psalm 92:1–2, “It is good to give thanks to the Lord, to sing praises to your name, O Most High; to declare your steadfast love in the morning, and your faithfulness by night.” 

Thanksgiving as a holiday will be celebrated this week on Thursday. I have said it before: Thanksgiving is my favorite holiday. I love the food, the weather, the family gatherings, and that is has not been as commercialized as Christmas and Easter! And I love what it is—a time to express our gratitude to God for His blessings.

Thanksliving as a habit is more difficult…and more rewarding. When we can make giving thanks a way of life, we will see the power of thanksgiving in many areas. This morning I want to focus on how we can develop the habit of thanksliving.

Resist the Allurement to Grumble

The first step in this process is negative: resist the allurement to grumble. Tim LaHaye writes, “There are only two kinds of people: gripers and thankers. Gripers are never happy; thankers always are. You have the capacity to be either.”
 

Throughout the Old Testament God denounces and condemns gripers. Twenty-one of the twenty-nine instances of the word “grumble” in the Bible are applied to the Israelites in the wilderness! You remember them, right? They’re the ones God liberated from slavery, miraculously opened the Red Sea for them (and closed it back on the Egyptian army), provided food and water in the desert every day for forty years. Yet all they did was complain! (I would have called the fourth Old Testament “Complain, Complain, Complain” instead of “Numbers” had it been up to me!)

In Amos 5:21-22, the Lord says to Israel, “I hate, I despise your religious feasts; I cannot stand your assemblies. Even though you bring me burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them. Though you bring choice fellowship offerings, I will have no regard for them.” The phrase “fellowship offerings” primarily expressed thanksgiving to God, but for these hypocrites to offer this offering was an abomination. Thanksgiving must be translated into thanksliving or it too is abomination.

Paul writes in Philippians 2:14, “Do everything without complaining (or grumbling, depending on your translation).” Yet praise muscles lacking exercise can atrophy into complaint. Instead of reflecting on God’s goodness and faithfulness, we dwell on what’s wrong, what’s inconvenient, or what’s hard. As Christians, our grumbling not only harms us, it’s likely to influence those around us.

There is a passage in C. S. Lewis’s book, The Last Battle, when most people have passed through the door of the stable into “new Narnia,” that is, the world to come. Alongside many other people who have gone through the door are some dwarves who sit on the luscious green grass of the newly created world and complain about their poor lot. They are in the new world but all they can see is a dirty old stable with trash on the floor. So often, we have a tendency to be like the dwarves. We are inheritors of the most incredible gifts from God and yet all we can see is problems. Part of the resurrection life involves recognizing the gifts that God has given us and learning to give thanks. Living thankful lives takes practice. Too often we learn the skills of cynicism and pessimism, which squeeze out the apparently less sophisticated skill of thankfulness. Living the Christian life in all its fullness requires us to engage in the discipline of thankfulness that begins deep down in our hearts and bubbles outwards to everything that we do.

We must resist the allurement to grumble…that may mean to remove ourselves from those who do nothing but grumble. We must not permit our minds to think negatively, critically, or ungratefully—and never repeat such thoughts verbally. If we do, we should repent as soon as we realize what we have done, confess it as sin, and replace the thought with something for which we are truly grateful.

Remember the Abundance of Grace

This leads to the second step: remember the abundance of grace. As John Baillie puts it, “A true Christian is one who never for a moment forgets what God has done for him in Christ and whose whole comportment and whose activity have their root in the sentiment of gratitude.”
 Another writes, “Gratitude is born in hearts that take time to count up past mercies.”

Psalm 106:1 exhorts, “Praise the Lord! Oh, give thanks to the Lord, for He is good! For His mercy endures forever” [nkjv]. In His mercy God does not give us what we deserve. As Psalm 103:8-10 says, “The Lord is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in love. He will not always accuse, nor will he harbor his anger forever; he does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities.” If God treated us the way we deserved, not one of us would be here!

On the flip side, in His grace God gives us what we do not deserve. James 1:17 informs us, “Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights.” Did you know that in ancient Greek the terms “grace” and “gift” are the same word? The greatest gift is our salvation: “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God” (Ephesians 2:8).

Why do we not stop to thankfully remember all that God has given to us? I agree with the words of Henry Ward Beecher, “Pride slays thanksgiving, but a humble mind is the soil out of which thanks naturally grows. A proud man is seldom a grateful man, for he never thinks he gets as much as he gives.”
 Dietrich Bonhoeffer adds, “In ordinary life we hardly realize that we receive a great deal more than we give, and that it is only with gratitude that life becomes rich. It is very easy to overestimate the importance of our own achievements in comparison with what we owe others.”

We can get so caught up with everything going on around us that we do not stop and give thanks. Whether we are hanging around grumbling people that pull us down into their miserable frame of mind or we think we’ve done it all ourselves, we can easily fall into the trap of ingratitude. As LaHaye concludes, “One of the most important truths I have discovered since becoming a Christian is the need to maintain a thankful attitude—about everything.”

Rejoice with Actions of Gratitude

But how do we do that? How do we maintain a thankful attitude? I believe the answer to that is our final point this morning: rejoice with actions of gratitude. We hear a lot about an “attitude of gratitude” this time of year, but such an attitude does not just happen. Nor is thankfulness merely a feeling. We need to employ actions of gratitude. Thanksliving is a choice.

From our Scripture reading earlier, Paul writes in 1 Thessalonians 5:16–18, “Be joyful always; pray continuously; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.” Some apply the last phrase—”for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus”—only to the last command—”give thanks in all circumstances.” But I think that last phrase applies to all three commands.

Yes, all three of these are commands, instructing us to do something. I actually prefer the King James Version of verse 16, “Rejoice evermore,” because it tells us to do something instead of be something. “Happiness” is a noun, not a verb; you can’t “happy.” But “rejoice” is a verb, something you do. Rejoice…pray…give thanks. That is God’s will for us!

The Hebrew word for “rejoice” appears 149 times in the Old Testament, while the Greek term appears 74 times in the New Testament. Timothy Keller gives a definition of the term:

“Rejoicing” in the Bible is much deeper than simply being happy about something. Paul directed that we should “rejoice in the Lord always” (Philippians 4:4), but this cannot mean “always feel happy,” since no one can command someone to always have a particular emotion. To rejoice is to treasure a thing, to assess its value to you, to reflect on its beauty and importance until your heart rests in it and tastes the sweetness of it. “Rejoicing” is a way of praising God.

Sometimes this involves what the Bible calls the “sacrifice of praise.” We may not feel like praising God at the moment, but we praise Him in spite of how we feel. In the words of Mother Teresa, “The best way to show my gratitude to God is to accept everything, even my problems, with joy.”

Paul wrote from a jail cell in Philippians 4:4, “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!” I’m sure he didn’t necessarily feel like rejoicing from that prison, any more than he and Silas felt like singing praises to God in a jail cell in Philippi after being beaten and put into painful stocks! Yet they chose to rejoice, and their rejoicing was a testimony to those around them.

Two verses later in Philippians Paul pens, “Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything. Tell God what you need, and thank him for all he has done. Then you will experience God’s peace, which exceeds anything we can understand. His peace will guard your hearts and minds as you live in Christ Jesus” [Philippians 4:6-7 nlt]. Rejoice…pray…give thanks. Sound familiar?

Did you know that rejoicing and giving thanks is connected to being filled with the Spirit? Turn to Ephesians 5:18, where Paul famously writes, “Be filled with the Spirit.” The next two verses read, “Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord, always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Rejoicing and giving thanks are expressions of the Spirit-filled Christian and church!
Thanksliving is a matter of daily developing a mental attitude of thanksgiving, and that comes through choosing actions of rejoicing and giving thanks. This is not only the will of God for your life, but the secret to developing a positive mental attitude. Admittedly, this is not an easy habit or way of life to develop, but it is absolutely essential.

Thankful living is thanks giving.
 Thanksgiving always leads to thanksliving! What better way to live than with the knowledge we are all debtors to God for this abundant life He has provided!
 And this can spread. Just as we noted earlier that grumbling is contagious, so is gratitude.
 

So in your personal life, count your blessings and give thanks to God for them. Express your gratitude to others for what they do, even if it is expected and usually unnoticed. Rejoice always—not only when you feel like it, but especially when you don’t feel like it! If you can, surround yourself with others who are likewise thankful. If you can’t, be the one who infects others with gratitude. 

Yes, Thanksgiving is upon us. I am ready for that special day of good food, family and friends, and fall weather. I pray that all of you will enjoy Thanksgiving with those you love and who love you. We certainly have much for which to be thankful.

But I agree with Matthew Henry: Thanksgiving is good, but thanksliving is better!
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