Thanksgiving Service 2014

“The Sacrifice of Thanksgiving”

Psalm 116:17


Venn Diagrams compare two objects to determine what they have in common. For example, going to church and NFL football games. Answer: Things done on Sunday. Another example would be the Chicago Cubs and the World Series. What do they have in common? Absolutely nothing! So if we were to do a Venn Diagram of “Thanksgiving” and “sacrifice,” what would come to your mind? Probably turkey! I read a post online this past week that said, “If you think you’re having a bad month, at least you’re not a turkey.”


At first glance, though, the ideas of “Thanksgiving” and “sacrifice” do not seem to go together. Sacrifice usually carries the connotation of doing without or intentionally foregoing something good or pleasant, whereas Thanksgiving is all about plenty and, to be honest, indulging. Thanksgiving is probably not the best time to start a diet!


Yet these words do appear together in Scripture. In the King James Version, the phrase “sacrifice of thanksgiving” appears five times. In the New International Version, the concept of sacrificing a thank offering appears numerous times such as in Psalm 50:14-15, “Sacrifice thank offerings to God, fulfill your vows to the Most High, and call upon me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you, and you will honor me,” and in verse 23, “He who sacrifices thank offerings honors me, and he prepares the way so that I may show him the salvation of God.” In Psalm 116:17 we read, “I will sacrifice a thank offering to you and call on the name of the Lord.” 


Of course, we do not bring sacrifices to worship as the Old Testament saints did. Nor did the ancient Israelites feast on turkey, stuffing, cranberries, and pumpkin pie on the fourth Thursday of November! So why talk about “the sacrifice of thanksgiving”? I believe we can learn a lot about giving thanks through this concept, and we may find that the ancient activity of thanksgiving was not so very different than ours!


Let’s begin by learning about the sacrifice of thanksgiving (or “thank offering”) before applying some lessons for our own lives.


When the Israelites were liberated from slavery in Egypt, the Lord revealed to Moses six distinct sacrifices to be included in worship: the burnt offering, the sin offering, the guilt offering, the peace offering, the grain offering and the drink offering. We will be considering the peace offering this morning.


Scholars differ on what to call this sacrifice. The Latin Vulgate translates it as “peace offering” and “salvation offering,” while others have translated it “pact offering,” “payment offering,” “deliverance offering,” or “thank offering.”
  The niv translates this term as “fellowship offering,” and the Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament calls it the “communion sacrifice.”
 All of these designations are accurate in their own way, demonstrating the rich significance of this offering.
The name comes from the Hebrew term shelem, and is derived from shalom.
  Shalom means “peace,” which has led most translators and interpreters to call this the “peace offering.” Shalom means much more than the absence of conflict, however; it means good health, well-being, wholeness, prosperity, salvation, closeness with God. It means life as God intended it to be.
 Hence the rendering, “salvation offering,” or as R. K. Harrison suggests, “a sacrifice of well-being.”
 Yet in the contexts of the word or phrase in the Scripture, the attitude behind the sacrifice is always gratitude, so it is proper to refer to this as a “sacrifice of thanksgiving” or “thank offering.”

The peace offering was further divided into three distinct sacrifices: the thank offering, the vow offering, and the freewill offering, each with variations on how it was to be made. We will only consider the thank offering today.

Unlike the burnt offering, in which the entire animal was consumed on the altar, or the grain offering, in which all the grain was given to the priest except for a memorial handful that was burned as a sacrifice, in the thank offering, the offerer and his family shared in a festive fellowship meal, eating the sacrificial animal together.
 Along with the thank offering were to be presented various kinds of unleavened and leavened cakes, one of which was the Lord’s portion and was given to the officiating priest. Interestingly, the worshipper was not permitted to leave any of the meat from the sacrificial animal for another day but was required to eat it at the time it was offered.
 (No leftover turkey and stuffing like there will be in our Thanksgiving dinners!) 
Cattle, sheep, and goats were used for fellowship offerings. There was no restriction to male animals as with the burnt offering. (Birds, which could be offered in the burnt offering, were undoubtedly too small for the festive meal that was an essential part of the fellowship offering.) After the choices parts of the animal were sacrificed to God on the altar, the breast and the right leg were allotted to the priests as their food. The rest was given by God as a gift to the offerer, enjoyed as a festive meal shared by the worshiper and his family.


One point should be made: the thank offering did not atone for sins; it was an expression of gratitude for God’s mercy and grace which one had already received.
 One commentator suggests,

The act of eating and rejoicing in the presence of the Lord could take place only after atonement had been made through the [other] offerings, and it then brought to expression the joy and thanksgiving produced by this newly awakened communion with God.
 

With that as a background, let’s apply three truths about the thank offering to our own practice of thanksgiving. 

Thanksgiving is Commanded


First, thanksgiving is commanded. An attitude of thankfulness is impossible for believers to ignore because God’s Word commands it.
 Throughout the Old Testament the sacrifice of praise is commanded of God’s people for the purpose of giving thanks.
 In the New Testament we read in 1 Thessalonians 5:18, “In everything give thanks; for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.” This is also a command by God.

At this point you may say, “But there’s a difference be​tween giving thanks in everything and giving thanks for everything.” True. But the Lord wants us to do both. If 1 Thessalonians 5:18 commands me to give thanks in every​thing, then Ephesians 5:20 says, “Giving thanks always for all things….” We cannot escape the fact that God expects us to be thankful no matter what circumstances may come to our lives.

These are but a few references to the command of thanksgiving in the Bible. In 1 Chronicles, the Levites who took part in the temple worship were to stand every morning to thank and praise the Lord. The Psalms contain some thirty-five references to giving thanks to God. In eighteen instances in his letters, Paul expresses thanksgiving to God, and there are ten other instances in which he instructs us to give thanks. In all, there are approximately 140 references in the Bible to giving thanks to God. Thankfulness is no minor principle in God’s sight. It is absolutely necessary for the child of God in order to be obedient.

On the other hand, failure to give thanks to God is a sin. When Paul recounts the tragic moral downfall of mankind in Romans 1, he begins with this statement: 
Although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened (Romans 1:21). 

To glorify God is to recognize who He is, while to thank God is to gratefully acknowledge what He does. When in their pride mankind failed to give God the glory and thanks due Him, God gave them up to ever-increasing wickedness. God’s judgment came because man failed to honor Him and to thank Him.
 Thanklessness is a sin; in fact, I believe that ingratitude is the height of arrogance.

We are to give thanks first and foremost because thanksgiving is commanded.

Thanksgiving is Communal


Second, thanksgiving is communal. In some ways, this thank offering resembles our Thanksgiving celebrations. Families (and friends) would gather for a feast where the blessings of God were remembered and everyone praised God for His goodness.
 Food, family, and football have threatened to displace the giving of thanks in our Thanksgiving, but in those days these social occasions were considered “before the Lord” in which the people joyfully shared because of God’s presence.
  The Lord served as the host, and when the Israelites presented Him an animal as their offering, He left them a portion of it as their meal.
  In a true sense of the word, the Israelites celebrated “at the Lord’s table” by means of the thank offering.


We speak of gathering “at the Lord’s table” at church when we celebrate the Lord’s Supper or Communion. Some churches use the word Eucharist to designate this part of the worship. The term means “thanksgiving” and points to the most important feature of second-century Communion. Although the New Testament usually calls it “the breaking of bread,” second-century Christian writers adopted the name Eucharist.
 When we observe Communion today we are essentially presenting a thank offering to God.


Those early Christians also observed the agapē or “love feast” prior to the Lord’s Supper in their worship. This was an ancient form of potluck, as members of the church brought food and the church family shared a meal together. This food was reckoned as a thank offering to God, blessed and presented as a thank offering (or eucharist) to God; hence, the meal came to be known as a thanksgiving or offering.
 


Such gatherings tend to fall under the category of “fellowship.” We call this building the “fellowship hall,” in part because the board rejected my idea of calling it “God’s Chow Hall.” (Before Ben McNees made the lighted logo that hangs above the doors to this building, I had recommended we put a large plate with silverware to match the cross above the church doors!) In the church I grew up in, our motto was, “Where two or three are gathered together, someone will bring dessert!”


In recent years the prominence of church potlucks and picnics has come under fire, and perhaps sometimes we have allowed the food to replace the true meaning of fellowship. But there is a proper place for such community gatherings. We need each other, and without a sense of community, there is no local church! 


Just as God instilled a sense of community among the ancient Israelites, so He wants His children today to demonstrate the qualities of love, unity, and fellowship with each other. Families these days struggle to get everyone together long enough to have a meal; the same can be said for God’s family here on earth. But it needs to happen. And this brings us to our third truth…
Thanksgiving is Costly


Thanksgiving is costly. And I don’t mean the bill from the grocery store to get everything for the Thanksgiving dinner, nor the amount of hours spent by the few to feed the many. (Not to mention the turkey!) Yet there are ways thanksgiving is a sacrifice.


Thanksgiving is a sacrifice of possessiveness. I had originally thought of the word “possessions” here, and that is true, as giving thank offerings to God will cost our time and some of our resources. But the sacrifice of thanksgiving does not forbid us from possessing nice things; rather it forbids nice things possessing us. Richard Foster writes,

When we have a spirit of thanksgiving we can hold all things lightly. We receive; we do not grab. And when it is time to let go, we do so freely. We are not owners, only stewards. Our lives do not consist of the things that we have, for we live and move and breathe in God, not things. And may I add that this includes those intangible ‘things’ that are often our greatest treasures—status, reputation, position, These are things that come and go in life, and we can learn to be thankful when they come and thankful when they go.


Jesus warned in Luke 12:15, “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man's life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” The ungrateful heart can quickly become a greedy heart. One sure way to resist the temptation of greed is to be grateful, content with whatever we have.


This does not come naturally. Paul wrote in Philippians 4:11-12,

I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. [emphasis added]


Twice Paul admits that he had to learn to be content, thankful whether he had a lot or a little. This is a tough lesson to learn, and it can only be learned through thanksgiving.


Thanksgiving is also a sacrifice of pleasure. We have become such a society of convenience and instant gratification! We want what we want, when we want it, and how we want it. The world says, “I deserve what comes to me! Other people ought to make me happy!” This is pure selfishness. Thankfulness is the opposite of selfishness.
 

Earlier in this message we read in 1 Thessalonians 5:18, “In everything give thanks; for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.” Notice there are no conditions to his command. Gratitude should be connected to everything that occurs in our life, no matter how pleasant or difficult it is. There is always reason to thank the Lord. If we truly know God, we know that He is unfolding His agenda and purpose in our lives. He has sovereignly determined each part of His plan for us so that we’ll be benefited and He’ll be glorified. We should not be surprised or ungrateful when we experience trials because we know that God sees perfectly the end result.


Let’s make this practical in an area of life where thankfulness can be challenging: at work. Stanley Baldwin writes in his book, Take This Job and Love It,
You can glorify God in your work by giving him thanks for it.
My former fishing buddy Glen Thornton has worked for the federal government most of his life…and he’s now getting ready to retire. “How does a Christian in secular work do his work to the glory of God?” I asked Glen recently.
“By giving thanks,” Glen replied. “So many workers have such bad attitudes about their jobs. They don’t appreciate what they have. They show up at 7:59 to start work at 8:00 and are ready to bolt out the door at 4:29. If you ask them to do anything extra at all, they act like you have stolen their wallet.
“I believe that attitude displeases God,” Glen continued. “Be​ing thankful for our jobs glorifies him. We often don’t realize how important it is to be grateful to God. Psalm 50:23 says, ‘He who sacrifices thank offerings honors me.’ Of course, I don’t like everything about my job. There are always some employees you disagree with or don’t like much. I once had a boss I really disliked, and the feeling was mutual. It rankled him every time I walked past his desk. Yet that boss promoted me three times, and for one simple reason: I kept a good attitude and I did good work.”
Glen is right. We glorify God when we demonstrate a spirit of thanksgiving to God for our jobs, even when we have suffered injustice.


Our circumstances may not be ideal, but we trust that God will work through them, and so we continue to thank Him for whatever we have.


Thanksgiving is a sacrifice of pride. Thanksgiving humbles us, for we are forced to admit that we can’t do it all on our own. Ingratitude refuses to acknowledge that we are dependent upon anyone else for anything.  This is reflected in the words of that modern-day theologian, Bart Simpson, who “prayed” at the dinner table, “Dear God, we paid for all this stuff ourselves, so thanks for nothing!”

To be ungrateful is to say to God, “I don’t need you!”  To be unappreciative to others is to say, “I don’t need anyone for anything!  I can do it all myself!”  This is the ultimate of self-sufficiency. Among all the things we will swallow this coming Thursday, let’s all swallow a big helping of pride and humbly give thanks for what God has done!


As we draw this service to a close, I want to share a verse that I came across early in my preparation for this message. I read from Leviticus 22:29, “When you sacrifice a thank offering to the Lord, sacrifice it in such a way that it will be accepted on your behalf.” That struck me. We are not only to give a sacrifice of thanksgiving, but we are to do so in a way acceptable to God. I agree with Adrian Rogers when he wrote, 

Now, it has been said that talk is cheap. We thank the Lord and we say “Lord, we’re so thankful, we’re so grateful for all that you’ve done for us.” Well, do you know what we need to do? We need to turn Thanksgiving into Thanks-living. That is, to offer to God the sacrifices of thanksgiving.


What does that mean in practical terms? Here is a suggestion:

Think about your prayer life, or if you prefer, think about my prayer life. How do I pray? I ask the Lord, “Bless my food; watch over my boy; protect my mother; be with my daughter and my wife and my mother-in-law.” I’ve got lots of requirements for God. He keeps busy, because I keep asking—“Help me; forgive me; watch me; guide me; bless them; care for them.” But PRAISE! That’s a thank offering to God. If you change the whole motif of your prayer from “give me; forgive me; use me; bless me; guide me; direct me; care for me” to “PRAISE HIM” your life will be purified through praise better than all the con​fession in the world. 

Here is an assignment. This week, don’t ask God for anything, just praise Him. Every time you are tempted to ask Him for something, just praise Him…. Don’t ask Him to heal your body this week; just praise Him for the health you’ve got. Don’t ask him to straighten out a relationship you have with people; thank Him for the good ones you have. Just praise Him. You may pray a little less, but you will pray a lot better. Praise Him! Praise purifies! Try it! There is more about praise than prayer in the Bible, yet how few praise meetings there are. Praise Him.


Let’s get back to the real meaning of Thanksgiving. It’s not about food, family, and football, nor it is about super sales to start the Christmas shopping season. Let’s come together as God’s children around the Lord’s table and offer the sacrifice of thanksgiving with truly grateful hearts for all He has done!
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