Thanksgiving 2017

“Give Thanks to the Lord”

Psalm 118

I call it “the forgotten holiday.”

Well, that may be a bit of an overstatement. Most people in our culture still celebrate Thanksgiving, or at the very least appreciate the four-day weekend that usually accompanies the fourth Thursday of November. In many homes Thanksgiving is still about family, food, and football. 

Commercially, though, Thanksgiving gets lost between Halloween and Christmas. Maybe that’s because, aside from food, there’s not much to market when it comes to Thanksgiving. After all, if people began giving thanks for and be content with what they have, and then who would be shopping on Black Friday? We can’t let that happen!

I have often stated that Thanksgiving is my favorite holiday. Some of my best memories took place during Thanksgiving celebrations. I still love getting together with family (or friends), the food is the best—how can you top the traditional Thanksgiving feast?—although football doesn’t mean as much to me today as it used to. I actually like that Thanksgiving has not been commercialized like other holidays have been. I even have a CD of “Thanksgiving music” that I play through the month of November!

When we think of Christian holidays, our minds immediately go to Christmas and Easter, for the obvious reasons that they celebrated the birth and resurrection of Jesus. But I would suggest that Thanksgiving is also a Christian holiday. After all, to whom do we give thanks on thanksgiving?

Thanksgiving is 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.

This morning I want to turn our attention to Psalm 118, sandwiched between the shortest psalm and the longest.
 It begins and ends with the phrase, “Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; his love endures forever.” John Phillips calls this “an envelope psalm,” the first verse and last verse being the same. He goes on to write,

It is therefore possible to come to the last verse of the psalm, count it as the first verse, and begin all over again. It could be sung over and over again in that way (there is no evidence that it was, but it could have been). The psalm begins and ends with thanksgiving to God for His goodness and deathless grace.

No author or title line is given for this psalm, but a strong case can be made for Davidic authorship. The accumulation of allusions to events that could only have happened during his lifetime argue for seeing his hand, experiences, and setting as the proper one for this psalm.

Scholars also place the use of this song during the celebration of Passover. In one sense, Passover was like Israel’s Independence Day. It commemorated God’s deliverance of Israel from its slavery in Egypt. Psalm 118 may have been sung by those entering the city of Jerusalem during the Passover festival.
 

While it is true that, in Chuck Swindoll’s words, “Thanksgiving puts steel into our patriotic veins,”
 I believe outspoken Christian statesman William Jennings Bryan said it best: “On Thanksgiving Day we acknowledge our dependence.”
Psalm 118 was Martin Luther’s favorite psalm. He wrote, “This psalm has been of special service to me. It has helped me out of many great troubles, when neither emperor nor kings nor wise men nor saints could help.”

With all of this in mind, let’s turn to Psalm 118, particularly verse one: “Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; his love endures forever.” Not only does this tell us to give thanks, but it gives us three good reasons why we should be grateful.

Give Thanks to the Lord…for His Character


“Give thanks to the Lord,” the psalm begins, “for He is good.” In other words, we ought to give thanks to the Lord for His character. 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.

At first this might seem to be at best a backhanded compliment. After all, “good” can sound like an insult these days. If someone asks you what you think of the food prepared and you reply, “It was good,” they might wonder what was wrong with it. If a person asks what you think of their performance and you describe it as “good,” they may wonder what they would have to do to make you say, “great” or “outstanding.” “Good” seems too…mediocre.

But that’s not what the Bible means when it says that the Lord is good. Remember the words of Jesus in Luke 18:19, “Why do you call me good? No one is good—except God alone.” The rich young man was calling Jesus “good” as a general compliment, but only God is truly good. Jesus was challenging the man’s understanding of goodness—true goodness requires moral perfection.

In fact, God is perfect in every way. Recently we completed a home Bible study on the attributes (or characteristics) of God. Everything we considered—His holiness, justice, love, mercy, grace, knowledge, power, and presence—God is perfectly. He is perfectly holy, perfectly just, perfectly love, and so on. When we say that God is good, we are saying He is perfect in every way. And that is exactly what He is!

Give Thanks to the Lord…for His Conduct

Verse one goes on: “Give thanks to the Lord, for He is good, His love endures forever.” We should give thanks for His conduct. God’s character deals with who God is, while God’s conduct deals with what God does. 

The wording varies among English translations. The King James Version speaks of God’s “mercy,” while the New American Standard Bible refers to “lovingkindness.” The Amplified Bible combines the two, citing God’s “mercy and loving-kindness,” while the New Living Translation uses the phrase “faithful love.”

All of these are attempts to render the Hebrew word hesed, a term that appears approximately 250 times in the Old Testament. Walter Kaiser, one of the foremost Old Testament scholars, calls hesed, “one of the most beautiful words in the Old Testament… [and] one of the most difficult words to translate into one English word.”
 

The psalmist provides examples of this gracious conduct of God in verses 5-14,

In my anguish I cried to the Lord, and he answered by setting me free. The Lord is with me; I will not be afraid. What can man do to me? The Lord is with me; he is my helper. I will look in triumph on my enemies. It is better to take refuge in the Lord than to trust in man. It is better to take refuge in the Lord than to trust in princes. All the nations surrounded me, but in the name of the Lord I cut them off. They surrounded me on every side, but in the name of the Lord I cut them off. They swarmed around me like bees, but they died out as quickly as burning thorns; in the name of the Lord I cut them off. I was pushed back and about to fall, but the Lord helped me. The Lord is my strength and my song; he has become my salvation. 

God’s love and grace are active, not passive. They are proactive, they take the initiative, as Romans 5:8 tells us, “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” When Jesus, the Good Shepherd, sees that one of His sheep have wandered away, He goes after it. Everything He does is good.

That does not mean that everything that happens is good. No, the Bible clearly teaches that evil does exist in our world, and that some events are evil. Romans 8:28 should not read, “All things work together for good,” because that simply is not true. But when we read it as, “In all things God works for the good,” that is true. Paul did not write in 1 Thessalonians 5:18, “For everything give thanks”; he wrote “In everything give thanks.” Not everything that happens to us is good, but we can be thankful in all situations because God can and will work through them. As Joseph said to his brothers in Genesis 50:20, “You meant it for evil, but God meant it for good.” There was nothing praiseworthy in what his brothers did by selling him as a slave…or in Potiphar’s wife lying about him…or the cupbearer to Pharaoh forgetting about him in prison. But God was able to take those terribly wrong actions and work them out for good.

As we look back over our lives, we can all point to times when God, in His grace and mercy, worked in spite of the circumstances and choices (our own or others’) to bring about His glory and our good. We ought to give thanks for His love, grace, and mercy!

Give Thanks to the Lord…for His Consistency

Finally, verse one concludes, “His love endures forever.” We give thanks to the Lord for His consistency. Notice how this is repeated in verses 2-4,

Let Israel say: “His love endures forever.” 

Let the house of Aaron say: “His love endures forever.” 

Let those who fear the Lord say: “His love endures forever.” 
Perhaps this was to be sung as a round, where one group begins, then another joins in, and finally the whole group is singing in beautiful harmony. What is the theme? God’s loving grace and mercy endures forever. It will never change. John Phillips writes, 

What a blessing to find something that endures forever. We are living in an age of built-in obsolescence. Auto makers don’t want to build a car that will last forever. No manufacturer, in fact, wants to build such a product. It would not be good for business. More and more things today are built to be disposable: soft drinks in disposable bottles, flashlights, cameras, all kinds of things. Nothing down here lasts forever.
 

But God does! This past week we wrapped up that home Bible study by looking at the immutability of God—the fact that He does not change. We read from Malachi 3:6, “I the Lord do not change,” and from Exodus 3:14, when Moses asked for God’s name: “God said to Moses, ‘I am who I am.’  This is what you are to say to the Israelites: ‘I am has sent me to you.’” J. I. Packer comments in his classic book, Knowing God,

This name is not a description of God, but simply a declaration of his self–existence and his eternal changelessness; a reminder to mankind that he has life in himself, and that what he is now, he is eternally.  In His very character, God does not change.  He remains the same forever.  Not only that, but His aims and principles of action remain consistent; He does not at any time act out of character. Our ways, we know, are pathetically inconstant—but not God’s.

Hebrews 13:8 applies this to the second person of the godhead, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.” Nothing about our Lord and Savior will ever alter, not in the slightest way. We also saw how God’s Word is constant. Isaiah 40:8 states, “The grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of our God stands forever.” Hebrews 6:17-19 adds, 

Because God wanted to make the unchanging nature of his purpose very clear to the heirs of what was promised, he confirmed it with an oath. God did this so that, by two unchangeable things in which it is impossible for God to lie, we who have fled to take hold of the hope offered to us may be greatly encouraged. We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure. 

In the King James Version, the word “immutable” appears twice in this passage—the only times the word appears in the Bible! The niv uses “unchanging” and “unchangeable” in this text, emphasizing the consistency of God and His Word. And notice the conclusion in verse 19: “We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure.” Knowing that God never changes, His Word never fluctuates, and His promises will always be fulfilled gives us confidence as we face our present circumstances as well as whatever awaits us in the future.

Psalm 118 concludes with an echo of the first verse. Reading verses 28-29, “You are my God, and I will give you thanks; you are my God, and I will exalt you. Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; his love endures forever.” Verse 28 resounds with the words, “You are my God.” Thanksgiving is rather meaningless if we do not recognize to whom we give our thanks. From that fact comes the faith: “I will give you thanks…I will exalt you.” Then Psalm 118 ends as it begins with verse 19, “Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; his love endures forever.” 

Ever since Abraham Lincoln officially made Thanksgiving a national holiday in 1863, Presidents of the United States make yearly proclamations at this time of year. One quote that I found quite fitting came from John F. Kennedy, less than three weeks before his own life tragically ended: “As we express our gratitude, we must never forget that the highest appreciation is not to utter words, but to live by them.”
 One year ago I preached a sermon entitled, “From Thanksgiving to Thanks-living.” Thanksgiving should not be a special day once a year that we remember our blessings and express our gratitude; it ought to be a lifestyle that consistently gives thanks. As Spurgeon concludes, “Let us be at all times thoroughly fervent in the praises of the Lord, both with our lips and with our lives, by thanksgiving and thanks-living.”

Thanksgiving Communion meditation

I do therefore invite my fellow citizens in every part of the United States, and also those who are at sea and those who are sojourning in foreign lands, to set apart and observe the last Thursday of November next, as a day of Thanksgiving and Praise to our beneficent Father who dwelleth in the Heavens. And I recommend to them that while offering up the ascriptions justly due to Him for such singular deliverances and blessings, they do also, with humble penitence for our national perverseness and disobedience, commend to His tender care all those who have become widows, orphans, mourners or sufferers in the lamentable civil strife in which we are unavoidably engaged, and fervently implore the interposition of the Almighty Hand to heal the wounds of the nation and to restore it as soon as may be consistent with the Divine purposes to the full enjoyment of peace, harmony, tranquillity and Union. - President Abraham Lincoln: Proclamation of Thanksgiving
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