Thanksgiving 2016

“Thanksgiving as Thanks-Living”

1 Thessalonians 5:16-18

Elvis Presley verbalized the sentiments of many when he sang,

Oh, why can’t every day be like Christmas?
Why can’t that feeling go on endlessly?
For if everyday could be just like Christmas,
What a wonderful world this would be.

Here are my answers to his original question: If every day were like Christmas, no one would get any sleep, no work would ever get done, and we’d all be broke!

I’ve made no apologies for the fact that I prefer Thanksgiving to Christmas, and I would love to have Thanksgiving every day! I suppose, though, by using the same logic as above, if every day were like Thanksgiving, we’d all sleep too much (after consuming all that turkey), no work would ever get done, and we’d all be fat! (At least I would be!) 

As much as I love the Thanksgiving holiday, I admit we cannot celebrate it every day of the year. But there is one sense in which Thanksgiving can go beyond the fourth Thursday in November, though. The essence of Thanksgiving is giving thanks, and that is something we can do every day. In fact, we ought to give thanks every day.

We can turn Thanksgiving into Thanks-living.
My text for this morning comes from Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians. One of the great characteristics of 1 Thessalonians is its practicality. It speaks to the Christian in terms of everyday life. This is especially true in 1 Thessalonians 5:12-18, the very last part of the book. Here Paul gives us a list of eighteen practical commands designed to improve the quality of our lives.
 My pastor back home, Michael Vayda, entitled this section, “A Handbook for Holy Living.”
 These verses—some of the shortest in all the Bible—are easily memorized and easily understood. Most of them are self-explanatory and need no amplification. They zing their way into our minds and hearts; they challenge us to be the Christians God wants us to be.

I am not going to address all eighteen commands this morning (aren’t you glad?) but rather focus on verses 16-18, “Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.” I believe the niv is correct in ending verses 16 and 17 with a semicolon, for all three injunctions should be taken together, the reason for this we will see at the end of our message.

Rejoice, pray, and give thanks—these habits ought to characterize the Christians’ relationship with God.
 John Stott suggests that these commands (as well as the other fifteen in this section) relates to the nature and conduct of public worship.
 In this sense they mirror Paul’s words in both Ephesians 5:19-20, “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,” and in 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.” Most, if not all church worship services feature these elements of rejoicing (usually in song), prayer, and giving thanks, as well as other activities mentioned elsewhere in 1 Thessalonians 5.

Yet we should not limit these actions to Sundays in church. As George Mallone writes,

The unique aspect of congregational worship is not that we do something different on a particular day, but that on one day we do together what we have done individually throughout the week. The worship service is no place to catch up for our lack of private praise and thanksgiving.

I would also suggest that these three activities are great coping skills that we all need to develop. Life is unpredictable. Why? Because of the unpredictable people we meet, the unpredictable problems we face, and the unpredictable circumstances or situations we encounter.
 As we see all around us, people of all ages are having trouble coping with life—from the violent protests by those who don’t get their way to the drug and alcohol additions of those who seek to escape the pain of everyday living. I believe that if we would put these simple truths into daily practice, we would be able to deal with whatever life throws our way. Thanksgiving can indeed become thanks-living.
Constant Praising

Verse sixteen states, “Be joyful always,” or, as I memorized it as a boy from the King James Version, “Rejoice evermore.” The first step in thanks-living is constant praising.
“But that’s impossible!” you might object. “How can you be happy all the time?” If we were talking about happiness here, you would be absolutely correct. Happiness cannot be a constant state, because by definition happiness is dependent on what’s happening at the time! Furthermore, happiness is an emotion, and emotions are not at our command, and cannot be turned on and off like a tap.
 We cannot force ourselves to feel happy. The words “happiness” and “joy” are nouns; they’re not something you can do. “Rejoice,” however, is a verb; it is something that you can do—in fact, you must do.

Paul makes a similar statement in Philippians 4:4, “Rejoice in the Lord always; I will say it again: Rejoice!” Those three little words “in the Lord” is key. “In the Lord” we have resources we do not have on our own. Joy, we learn in Galatians 5:22, is a fruit of the Spirit, not a work of the flesh.
 

This joy should always be in our lives, in whatever circumstances we found ourselves. Sure, there are times of disappointment and heartache in our lives. There are times when, from an outward point of view, there is little to cause joy. But we are “in Christ,” and we need to learn the truth of John 16:22, “no one will take away your joy.”
 Even in the midst of the most agonizing situations the presence of God through his Spirit can infuse the soul with hope and the heart with joy. This joy is one of the primary distinctives of the Christian community. In contrast, joy was not characteristic of other religions of the era. The church was unique in its proclamation that joy was at the heart of its faith. Only Stoicism, with its dispassionate indifference, somewhat approached this Christian ideal. Yet the joy of the Stoic was not rooted in religion nor based on hope but arose out of the separation of people from their passions and belief in the uncontrollable nature of fate. “Qué será, será, so why get ruffled?” The source of Christian joy was different. Christian joy, rooted in the gospel, is infused with hope, and grows in relationship with the Lord. The pessimism and lack of hope that generally characterized ancient society found its answer in the salvation God offered through Jesus Christ.
 Could we not say the same of today’s society? As Leon Morris notes, “Indeed, few things about the New Testament church are more remarkable than this continual stress on joy.”

Paul’s emphasis here is not so much on the experience of joy, but on the active expression of it.
 In other words, Paul is issuing not an order to be happy but an invitation to worship, and to joyful worship at that.
 As mentioned before, joy is not the same as happiness—it is a settled disposition deep down in my soul where the troubles in life cannot touch it.
 This is not a sugar-coated call for putting on a happy face in the midst of difficulties. Here is a church that is undergoing severe hardship because of its faith in Christ. God’s will for such a community, both as individuals and as they gather for worship, is that as a matter of first importance they continue to exalt Christ by rejoicing, with Him as the focus.
 As Pastor Vayda commented,

To rejoice in every circumstance requires an act of my will based on the understanding of my mind, and this produces a deep, mature, responsible faith that has the Lord at the very center.

There are times when our rejoicing is a spontaneous overflow of emotion in response to God’s goodness in our lives. At other times our praise is more disciplined and measured—an act of our will. God is pleased with both types of praise.
 People are naturally happy on some occasions, but the Christian’s joy is not dependent on circumstances. It comes from what Christ has done, and it is constant.

Continuous Praying

Second, Paul urges continuous praying in verse 17, “pray continually,” or, as the King James Version puts it, “pray without ceasing.” At first glance this seems terribly impractical, but this does not mean that we are constantly on our knees in prayer, nor that we neglect our other duties to family, work, and God. Praying without ceasing is a continuous direction of my heart towards God. While we cannot always be on our knees, we can always be in the spirit of prayer while we are doing other things. Our thoughts may not always be occupied with God, but if we are living near to Him, there will be an abiding sense of His nearness.

The classic theologian J. B. Lightfoot once said, “It is not in the moving of the lips, but in the elevation of the heart to God, that the essence of prayer consists.”
 “Pray without ceasing” does not mean we must always be mumbling prayers. The word means “constantly recurring,” not continuously occurring.
 The phrase has to do with the habit rather than acts of prayer.
 Prayer should not to be limited to prescribed hours but should rather be a common and constant element in our daily lives.

Continuous praying is the ongoing reminder that God’s children are always and wholly dependent on their heavenly Father for all things.
 Jesus told His disciples in John 15:5, “Without Me you can do nothing.” Yet many Christians spend more time doing than praying, reserving the latter for when their efforts fall to pieces. Prayer ought to be a first response, not a last resort! No wonder so many of our plans go unfulfilled! As John Stott observes,

I sometimes wonder if the comparatively slow progress towards world peace, world equity and world evangelization is not due, more than anything else, to the prayerlessness of the people of God.

Earlier I referenced Philippians 4:4 as an echo of verse 16; similarly, Philippians 4:6 reflects this verse: “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.” I like the New Living Translation rendition: “Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything. Tell God what you need, and thank him for all he has done.”
Some of the worst worry-warts I’ve ever met are Christians! This is a command—Don’t worry about anything! Do you know what that means? Worrying is a sin, plain and simple. In fact, worry tells God, “I don’t think I can trust You to handle this situation.” Is that what we want to communicate to Him?

“But I can’t help it!” someone might object. “Worry just happens!”

No, it doesn’t! Worry is a verb—something you do—it is a choice. Whenever we face a challenge in our lives, we can decide whether we will try to handle it on our own—the root of worry—or whether we will allow God to handle it—the essence of prayer. Chuck Swindoll writes,

Before this day is done, you will have another occasion to choose between worry and prayer. Determine now what you will do. Decide now that when the crisis arises you will transform the worry into prayer. If at the end of praying, your emotions are still in turmoil, pray more. By cultivating the discipline of prayer, you will discover the ability to remain calm and quiet. As you wait before the Lord, you’ll find relief from fear’s grip on your spirit.

What will you choose to do? 

I’ll admit, worry is a hard habit to break. It can become an addiction. The only way it will be broken is by building the good habit of prayer. And that happens with each choice. Every addiction is broken by an act of the will done repeatedly. Whenever you are tempted—in this case, to worry—you choose not to indulge in that sinful activity but rather replace that with a good activity—to pray. Swindoll goes on to advise,

Start your day with prayer and continue praying off and on throughout the day. Pray as you drive. Pray at work. Pray before your lunch break. Pray when you get that difficult phone call. Pray when you are disappointed by something. Pray when surprises come. Pray when you triumph. Pray in the midst of painful news. Pray without ceasing—literally. Your heavenly Father, being touched deeply over your struggles, loves it when you come to Him asking for help. He is right there, ready to step in. Invite Him to do just that!

Consistent Professing

The third way to turn Thanksgiving into thanks-living is consistent professing. Paul writes in verse 18, “give thanks in all circumstances,” or, classically, “in everything give thanks.” It is important to note that the modifier in this case does not say “for all things,” but “in all circumstances.” It is neither reasonable nor biblical to imagine that God wishes His children to be thankful for all things they experience, good or bad.
 We are not to be thankful, for example, for sin (ours or others) or the consequences of sin. But we can give thanks that “in all things God works for the good for those who love Him and are called according to His purpose” (Romans 8:28).

Thanksgiving is a sign of trust; if we believe that all things work together for good, we will be able to be thankful in the most depressing circumstances. Paul’s advice is basic to our victory.

“But you don’t know my circumstances,” I hear you saying. “How can I be thankful for pain and heartache?” God is not asking you to be thankful but to give thanks. There’s a big difference between feeling thankful and giving thanks. One response involves emotions, the other, your will. Trusting God has absolutely nothing to do with trustful feelings.

As with rejoicing and praying, we need to cultivate the habit of giving thanks: looking at what we have instead of what we don’t have; looking at everything we have as a gift—even the ability to earn what we have; never taking for granted what we have; and giving expression to our gratitude both to God and to others to the point that it becomes a habit.

Why is this so important? Verse 18 concludes, “for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.” The “this” in Paul’s concluding clause is intended to modify all three of the commands, not simply the giving of thanks in all circumstances. Paul, after all, did not write in numbered verses! The three imperatives are intentionally similar in structure, all three beginning with a synonymous term for urging ongoing activity on their part: “always, continually, at all times.” Thus, all of “this” is a way of adhering to what God wills for his children.

Notice that all three are commands, not preferences “if you feel like it.” The reason the apostle gives for this call to joy, prayer, and thanksgiving is the strongest and highest imaginable for the Christian. These are not optional, secondary characteristics of the Christian’s existence but stand at the center of God’s plan for his people in Christ Jesus. They ought to characterize every Christian’s life.

Thursday will come and go. Many of us will gather with family or friends, enjoy some of our favorite foods, and maybe even watch a football game or two (if we don’t doze off from the tryptophan in the turkey!) Then Thanksgiving will be over for another year, and we will focus on all the hype and hysteria that Christmas has become.

I want to challenge all of us not to allow Thanksgiving to be reserved for one day a year or be known as a time of family, food, and football. Let’s enjoy Thanksgiving, but let’s go one step beyond and develop the habit of thanks-living through the disciplines of constant praising, continuous praying, and consistent professing of thanks to our God in every circumstance. I guarantee we will live happier, healthier Christian lives if we would do this!
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