Sharpening the Skill of Giving Thanks #1

“Thankful in Plenty”

Deuteronomy 8:10-20

Halloween is over (thankfully!), which means the calendar turns to the next holiday: Thanksgiving! I must admit that Thanksgiving is my favorite holiday. I have many wonderful memories of Thanksgivings past—from playing football across the road from my grandparents’ house to riding a train to the middle of North Dakota (also known as the middle of nowhere) to spend two Thanksgivings with my brother and sister-in-law to watching A Charlie Brown Thanksgiving every year. Not to mention that the traditional Thanksgiving meal of turkey, dressing, potatoes, cranberries, and pumpkin pie is my all-time favorite meal. Yes, I love Thanksgiving!

For the Christian, though, thanksgiving is more than the fourth Thursday in November. John Stott notes, “Thankfulness is an essential characteristic of the authentic Christian.”
 Giving thanks is not an option for the follower of Jesus. We are, in fact, commanded to be thankful.
Another term for thanksgiving is “gratitude.” Nancy Wolgemuth writes in her book, Choosing Gratitude,
True gratitude is not an incidental ingredient. 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.

So this month of November we will concentrate on sharpening the skills of giving thanks. We will consider gratitude in a variety of situations, including those challenging times of life. Our initial message, though, focuses on the circumstance that ought to be the most conducive to giving thanks, but strangely is not the case in reality. We will look at being thankful in plenty.

You would think that the more blessed people would be the most thankful people. That is certainly not the case in today’s world. It was not the case in the biblical world, either. There’s peril in prosperity and comfort, for we may become so wrapped up in the blessings that we forget the One who gave us the blessings.

This was true for ancient Israel, as we see in Deuteronomy 8. No book in the Old Testament deals more with the blessings and curse of wealth, affluence, and possessions than the book of Deuteronomy.
 Today we will sharpen the skill of giving thanks by being thankful in plenty.

Acknowledge the Appreciation 

Moses begins with the positive admonition to acknowledge the appreciation in verse 10, “When you have eaten and are satisfied, praise the Lord your God for the good land he has given you.” To give the context of this passage, turn back to Deuteronomy 6:10-12,

When the Lord your God brings you into the land he swore to your fathers, to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, to give you—a land with large, flourishing cities you did not build, houses filled with all kinds of good things you did not provide, wells you did not dig, and vineyards and olive groves you did not plant—then when you eat and are satisfied, be careful that you do not forget the Lord, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.
The Israelites were about to move into the land of Canaan, the Promised Land, an entire land that was “move-in ready.” Such abundant provision should elicit continuous praise to God for His goodness. Clearly it was God’s intention that His people should enjoy His good gifts. It is no part of biblical faith to espouse a view of life that bans enjoyment and pleasure. It is a complete misunderstanding to think that those who live according to God’s laws are unhappy people.

I personally believe that Christians ought to be among the happiest people on earth. That does not mean that our lives are without problems or even sorrow. As we will see later this month, even in the difficult times we can give thanks. That simple act can go a long way to change our disposition.

Notice when verse 10 says we should give thanks: “When you have eaten and are satisfied, praise the Lord your God for the good land he has given you.” Comedian Rodney Dangerfield joked, “My wife’s cooking is so bad, we pray after we eat!” That gets laughs, but notice this verse prompts us to pray after we eat. As Warren Wiersbe puts it, “It’s natural to give thanks for food when we’re hungry, but it’s also wise to give thanks after we’re full.”

Verse 18 also commands God’s people to give thanks: “But remember the Lord your God, for it is he who gives you the ability to produce wealth, and so confirms his covenant, which he swore to your forefathers, as it is today.” Christian gratitude involves recognizing the many benefits we’ve received from God and others (including those blessings that may come disguised as problems and difficulties); acknowledging God as the ultimate Giver of every good gift; and expressing appreciation to Him (and others) for those gifts.

Notice the difference between this concept of gratitude and other well-intentioned, upbeat, glass-half-full attempts at looking at life…looking on the bright side, choosing to dwell on whatever positives we can find in the midst of troubles and difficulties.

Even secular mental health providers recognize the benefits of gratitude on one’s emotional and mental state. Another favorite term in the secular mental health field is “mindfulness,” a favorite theme in Deuteronomy.
 In this context it is the remedy for “forgetting.” It doesn’t just happen; it must be intentionally chosen.
Moses urges the people to remember what God has done, including His blessings and the way He has led them. This applies to us, too. Remember your days of blessing. Remember the unexpected check in the mail, the job opportunity, the quiet morning free from distractions, the car repair you thought would be extensive but turned out to be minor. Remember the blessings only the grace of God has made possible.

We must continue being mindful of God’s provision when you are enjoying His blessings. We may again be tempted to congratulate ourselves on our houses, wealth, and possessions as if we manufactured it, and forget the expectations of the One who gave it to you. To put it another way, our lives need to be characterized by praise.

When we take time to meditate on the good that God has done for us, we will end up praising him. The trouble with us is that we do not stop to meditate on God’s goodness. It takes time to do this, and, given our busy lives, we can easily overlook it. Taking time to praise God for his goodness is one of the necessary disciplines of the Christian life. We may have our time with God, but spend all the time studying the Word and interceding in prayer. Not giving time for praise can seriously warp our Christian lives. Therefore we need separate times for praise. I find music is helpful in this, often expressing what is in the heart better than I can. Some find that hymns help them realize what God has done,
 but any style of Christian music can help us to be thankful.
Avoid the Arrogance 

The flip side of acknowledging the appreciation is to avoid the arrogance, as seen in verses 11-17,
Be careful that you do not forget the Lord your God, failing to observe his commands, his laws and his decrees that I am giving you this day. Otherwise, when you eat and are satisfied, when you build fine houses and settle down, and when your herds and flocks grow large and your silver and gold increase and all you have is multiplied, then your heart will become proud and you will forget the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. He led you through the vast and dreadful desert, that thirsty and waterless land, with its venomous snakes and scorpions. He brought you water out of hard rock. He gave you manna to eat in the desert, something your fathers had never known, to humble and to test you so that in the end it might go well with you. You may say to yourself, “My power and the strength of my hands have produced this wealth for me.”
These verses warn about the dangers of prosperity. We may get to the point where we enjoy the status that comes with our wealth, and we think that we deserve it.
 In times of wealth and affluence, we are apt to become self-sufficient, independent, and even arrogant. This represents “forgetting God.”

On several occasions God warned the Israelites to be careful after they entered the Promised Land not to forget the One who had rescued them from brutal slavery under the Egyptian taskmasters and had brought them into this good land. “Remember” is a key word in the book of Deuteronomy:

· “Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God brought you out from there with a mighty hand” (Deuteronomy 5:15).
· “Remember what the Lord your God did to Pharaoh and to all Egypt” (Deuteronomy 7:18).
· “Remember the whole way that the Lord your God has led you these forty years in the wilderness” (Deuteronomy 8:2).
· “Beware lest you say in your heart, ‘My power and the might of my hand have gotten me this wealth.’ You shall remember the Lord your God, for it is he who gives you power to get wealth” (Deuteronomy 8:17–18).
But the children of Israel didn’t remember … to the contrary, they forgot:
· “You were unmindful of the Rock that bore you, and you forgot the God who gave you birth” (Deuteronomy 32:18).
· “They forgot his works and the wonders that he had shown them” (Psalm 78:11).
· “They forgot God, their Savior, who had done great things in Egypt” (Psalm 106:21).
Forgetfulness and ingratitude go hand in hand. They forgot to thank God for His deliverance, His faithfulness, His provision, His protection, and His miracles on their behalf. We must never forget that “He has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of His beloved Son” (Colossians 1:13). We must remember that He has faithfully met our needs and sustained us by His grace.

Unfortunately, it is all too true that receiving so many good gifts and possessions from our God often leads not to praise but to a forgetting of the Lord who provided all of these gifts. Such a rejection of God involves deliberately putting out of our mind how much we have received that was not the result of our good works or efforts.
 We must be careful not to fall into the trap of King Nebuchadnezzar, who said in Daniel 4:30, “Is not this the great Babylon I have built as the royal residence, by my mighty power and for the glory of my majesty?” Such a claim is an arrogant elevation of self to the status of God.

Avert the Annihilation

Those who follow the path of arrogance, who are not thankful in plenty, will meet an unhappy end. Deuteronomy 8:19-20 warns,
If you ever forget the Lord your God and follow other gods and worship and bow down to them, I testify against you today that you will surely be destroyed. Like the nations the Lord destroyed before you, so you will be destroyed for not obeying the Lord your God.
Once the abundant prosperity became an established feature of life in the land, two further dangers would seriously damage their spiritual lives—pride and idolatry. Once they became wealthy, they exalted themselves and insulted their God.

Deuteronomy 8 shows us that the great danger of prosperity is that it can cause people to take the credit for their success, which will lead them to forget God. It also shows that God sends deprivations that will push them back to trusting in him. When such deprivations come, may we not fight them but take them as gifts of God aimed at bringing us back to the things that matter most in life.

If we want to avert the annihilation that comes with pride and idolatry, we must not forget that everything we have comes from God. We must consciously and deliberately give thanks to Him for everything we have, everything we do, and everything we are. Some say we need to “Remember Pearl Harbor,” or “Remember the Maine,” or “Remember the Alamo.” But far and away from all of these great events in history, we had better “Remember our Lord” and what He has done in our lives.

In times of plenty, it is easy to take credit for your prosperity and begin to feel that your own hard work and cleverness have made you rich. It is easy to get so busy collecting and managing your wealth that God is pushed right out of your life. But it is God who blesses us with abundance, and it is God who asks us to manage it for him. Don’t forget God in your abundance, or he will remove his blessing from you. Remember that the most valuable thing in life—your relationship with God—is free.
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