Thanksgiving Service 2008

“Thank God For What?”
various texts
Of all the holidays we observe in our culture, I think I like Thanksgiving the best.  Celebrated on a Thursday, it means a four-day weekend for many workers.  There aren’t the goofy masks and costumes of Halloween or the expenses tied up in gifts and decorations of Christmas.  It’s just family, food, and football—not necessarily in that order, depending on the household!

Thanksgiving is a truly American holiday—at least the way we celebrate it.  (In fact, harvest festivals can be traced back in the ancient civilizations of Greece, Rome, Egypt, Israel, and China.) Unofficially it began with the early settlers of the Plymouth colony celebrating their bountiful harvest in 1621 with the neighboring Native Americans.  By the middle of the nineteenth century a number of states were celebrating Thanksgiving, and in 1863 President Abraham Lincoln established a national holiday for the giving of thanks to be held on the fourth Thursday in November.

So once again many will gather this week with friends or family for a fall feast of turkey and stuffing, mashed potatoes and cranberry sauce, topped off with some pumpkin pie.  And, just maybe, we will pause long enough to give thanks to our Heavenly Father for the many blessings we enjoy.

What are you thankful for this year?  We can probably start with what Thanksgiving has come to be associated with: family, food, and…well, maybe not football, so we’ll substitute “freedom” to stick with the alliteration.  Maybe this past year you have experienced some special blessings or have made it through some difficult times, and that makes this Thanksgiving even more meaningful.

In preparation for this service, I looked through the Scriptures for the word “thanksgiving.”  In both the King James Version and the New Living Translation, the term occurs 28 times; in the NIV it appears 25 times; and the Amplified Bible uses the word 39 times (as might be expected!)  In my study, though, I discovered three texts that use the word “thanksgiving” in ways most of us would not expect.  In fact, in reading these passages many of us might ask ourselves, “Thank God for what???”
Be Thankful for Unpopular Commanders

Our first text this morning is 1 Timothy 2:1-4:

I urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone—for kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness. This is good, and pleases God our Savior, who wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth.

In the New Testament seven different Greek nouns are used for prayer. Four of them occur in this verse.  Time does not permit us to examine all of them, but the fourth word, translated “thanksgiving” in English, is eucharistia, from which we get “eucharist”—a term often used in connection with the Lord’s Supper or Communion.
  These prayers that Paul is instructing the church to pray are to be marked with gratitude.
What is the subject of these prayers?  Paul specifically mentions kings (or heads of government), and remember that when he wrote this letter, the Roman emperor was Nero, the very tyrant who would later take the apostle’s life (as well as Peter’s)!  In other words, we are to be thankful for unpopular commanders.  As Warren Wiersbe points out, “Even when we cannot respect men or women in authority, we must respect their offices and pray for them.”
 

This is not just a nice suggestion to enhance our worship experience.  To neglect to pray for our leaders is a serious sin against God.  In 1 Samuel 12:23, the prophet Saul says to the newly anointed King Saul, “As for me, far be it from me that I should sin against the Lord by failing to pray for you.”
Furthermore, prayers for our leaders are not to be spiteful or vindictive.  As John MacArthur writes,

Paul does not command us to pray for the removal from office of evil rulers, or those with whom we disagree politically. We are to be loyal and submissive to our government (Rom. 13:1–5; 1 Peter 2:17). If the church today took the effort it spends on political maneuvering and lobbying and poured that energy into intercessory prayer, we might see a profound impact on our nation. We all too often forget that “the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh, but divinely powerful for the destruction of fortresses” (2 Cor. 10:4). The key to changing a nation is the salvation of sinners, and that calls for faithful prayer.
 

Along these same lines John Stott laments,

I sometimes wonder whether the comparatively slow progress towards peace and justice in the world, and towards world evangelization, is due more than anything else to the prayerlessness of the people of God. When President Marcos was toppled in 1986, Filipino Christians attributed his downfall ‘not to people power but to prayer power’. What might happen if God’s people throughout the world learned to wait upon him in believing, persevering prayer?

We need to remember that people don’t have to be Christian believers for God to use them. Whether a mayor, governor, senator, prime minister, ambassador, or president, God can exercise His sovereign power to accomplish His purposes for His people. Look how He has worked through godless leaders in the past such as Nebuchadnezzar, Cyrus, and Caesar Augustus.  This is one reason Paul exhorts believers to pray for those in authority, not that our political agenda might be fulfilled, but that God’s will might be accomplished on this earth.
 


Charles Stanley provides some practical advice on this matter:

Whether or not the man who leads your country is one you have personally chosen is not the issue. Once a leader is elected or placed in a position of authority, each of us has a responsibility to pray for that individual. You need to be committed to pray for his personal relationship with Christ and his willingness to seek God’s wisdom for every decision. Pray that your leader would learn to hate evil and love righteousness. Only then can true justice be administered in the maze of government and politics. Be committed to pray that your leader’s convictions will be based on God’s Word and not preferences founded on the unstable ground of political consensus. Ask God to protect his family, and pray that each family member would be given the opportunity to know Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. Rulers often think they are in control of their country’s circumstances, but God is quick to point out that He is Lord over all. Men and nations are under the control of God and not the House of Representatives, the Senate, Parliament, or any superior court. You may feel as though your prayers are insignificant, but they are vital links to God’s throne room where eternal decisions are made on a daily basis.


So whether your candidate or your party won or lost in the elections earlier this month, we are all responsible to pray for those in authority.  Such prayers are not to be given through gritted teeth, either!  We are to be thankful for unpopular commanders.

Be Thankful for Uncertain Circumstances

For our second text, turn to Philippians 4:6-7,

Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which trans-cends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

These two verses are quite familiar to most Christians.  We have heard that prayer is the great antidote to anxiety that plague so many of us.  But there are two words often overlooked in this lesson about prayer: “with thanksgiving.”  If we truly want to conquer anxiety in our lives, we must understand the role of thanksgiving in our prayer lives.

Let’s begin with the problem:
What is worry? The Greek word translated “anxious” in Philippians 4:6 means “to be pulled in different directions.” Our hopes pull us in one direction; our fears pull us the opposite direction; and we are pulled apart! The Old English root from which we get our word “worry” means, “to strangle.” If you have ever really worried, you know how it does strangle a person! In fact, worry has definite physical consequences: headaches, neck pains, ulcers, even back pains. Worry affects our thinking, our digestion, and even our coordination.


How do we get there, though?  Christian counselor Gary Collins writes,

Anxiety as fret and worry comes when we turn from God, shift the burdens of life on to ourselves, and show by our attitudes and actions that we alone are taking responsibility for handling problems. Instead of acknowledging God’s sovereignty and power, or determining to live for him and make his kingdom our primary concern,﻿﻿ many of us slip into sinful self-reliance and preoccupation with our own life pressures. None of this suggests that we should ignore danger and blithely wait for a miracle from heaven. The Bible does not say there is anything wrong with facing anxious situations honestly or with using our God-given brains to find ways for dealing with the identifiable problems of life. To ignore danger is foolish and wrong. Christians can move forward with confidence, especially if they commit their actions to God and seek his guidance. But it is wrong, and unhealthy, to be immobilized by excessive worry…. Everyone knows that it is difficult to never worry about anything.﻿ ﻿ It is not easy to cast our burdens on the Lord and to trust that God will meet our needs. We don’t always know when to wait for his help and when we should take responsibility for meeting a difficult, anxiety-producing situation. Impatience often accompanies anxiety, and anxious people want help in handling their pressures quickly. It can be very hard to wait for God’s perfect time schedule.


Most often we slip into anxiety when we face uncertain circumstances.  Like driving a car through thick fog, we can’t see very far in front of us, and that makes us nervous.  We want to know what’s coming ahead of us—but sometimes that is just not possible.  When everything around us seems to be falling apart—the job market, the stock market, our home situation—fear and worry can descend on us like a cloud.


How do we counter that?  Paul said, “In everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.” This teaching tells us how to pray with gratitude.  Instead of praying to God with feelings of doubt, discouragement, or discontent, we are to approach Him with a thankful attitude before we utter even one word. We can do that with sincerity when we realize that God promises not to allow anything to happen to us that will be too much for us to bear (1 Cor. 10:13), to work out everything for our good in the end (Rom. 8:28), and to “perfect, confirm, strengthen and establish” us in the midst of our suffering (1 Peter 5:10).
  Thanking God for what he has done for us in the past strengthens our faith to believe that he will meet our needs in the future.

When we do that, being thankful will release us from fear and worry. It is a tangible demonstration of trusting our situation to God’s sovereign control.
  We are to be thankful for uncertain circumstances, for it forces us to rely on our Heavenly Father.

Be Thankful for Uncomfortable Conditions

Our final text comes from the Old Testament, in Jonah 2:9, “But I, with a song of thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you. What I have vowed I will make good. Salvation comes from the Lord.”

At first glance we may not catch the significance of this prayer made by the prophet Jonah.  But verse one of chapter two gives us the context: “From inside the fish Jonah prayed to the Lord his God.”  The entire second chapter contains Jonah’s prayer to the Lord from the belly of the fish!
 Talk about uncomfortable conditions!  Imagine what it must have been like: absolute darkness, so you couldn’t see what was about to hit you in the face next.  (Maybe that would be a good thing!)  You are tossed around in the slimy stomach of this fish, soaked in gastric juices, covered in dead fish and half-digested seaweed.  It’s enough to make you gag just thinking about it!

And Jonah says he is thankful?  How can this be?  James Boice writes,

Jonah was not thankful that God had delivered him, because God had not yet delivered him. He was not thankful that God was going to deliver him, because he had no idea that God was going to do it. What he was thankful for was that God had turned him from his rebellion and had caused him to call once again upon the name of the Lord. He was thankful for salvation. He was thankful for the continuing and abiding grace of God.

We know the rest of the story, but Jonah didn’t!  He had no idea that the fish would vomit him onto dry ground—that doesn’t happen until verse ten!  And yet Jonah could be thankful in his uncomfortable conditions.

I want to take that one step further: Jonah was thankful for his uncomfortable conditions.  He was grateful to be where he was because it was through those conditions that he reconnected with God.  He was living proof of what the psalmist wrote, “Before I was afflicted I went astray, but now I obey your word… It was good for me to be afflicted so that I might learn your decrees” (Psalm 119:67, 71).  This past week I was reminded of a song I first heard some three decades ago.  The chorus says,

There’s a light at the end of the darkness

So look up when you are down and try to believe

Sometimes we have to be knocked down to make us look upward;

I was looking up through the bottom when it finally shined on me.

How many of us can relate to those words—particularly the third line: “Sometimes we have to be knocked down to make us look upward.”  Our uncomfortable conditions may be a hospital bed or an unemployment line or a jail cell.  Sometimes God has to knock us off our feet to get our eyes to look heavenward.

Chuck Swindoll puts it well:

There’s nothing to compare with crisis when it comes to finding out the otherwise hidden truth of the soul. Any soul. We may mask it, ignore it, pass it off with cool sophistication and intellectual denial…but take away the cushion of comfort, remove the shield of safety, interject the threat of death without the presence of people to take the panic out of the moment, and it’s fairly certain most in the ranks of humanity “commence prayer.”
Crisis crushes. And in crushing, it often refines and purifies. You may be discouraged today because the crushing has not yet led to a surrender. I’ve stood beside too many of the dying, ministered to too many of the bro​ken and bruised to believe that crushing is an end in itself. Unfortunately, however, it usually takes the brutal blows of affliction to soften and pene​trate hard hearts. Even though such blows often seem unfair.

Remember Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s admission:

It was only when I lay there on rotting prison straw that I sensed within myself the first stirring of good. Gradu​ally, it was disclosed to me that the line separating good and evil passes, not through states, nor between classes, nor between political parties either, but right through all human hearts. So, bless you, prison, for having been in my life.

After crises crush sufficiently, God steps in to comfort and teach.


The truth is that many of us would never have come to Christ if we hadn’t been faced with some crisis in our lives.  Too often as Christians we are not close to God until we are caught in some uncomfortable conditions.  When life is easy, when everything is going our way, when we have plenty for today and tomorrow, we are prone to wander off on our own.  But when those conditions change, we tend to come back to our Father.  As MacArthur notes, 

The real challenge of Christian living is not to eliminate every uncomfortable circumstance from our lives, but to trust our sovereign, wise, good, and powerful God in the midst of every situation.

We can do that in sincere thanksgiving as well.  Why?  “Adversity is a bridge to a deeper relationship with God.”
  When we realize that for ourselves, we can say with Solzhenitsyn, “Bless you, prison (or hospital bed or whatever uncomfortable conditions we experience), for having been in my life.”

This Thanksgiving, let us give thanks for the things we usually do, and perhaps some things we haven’t thought of before.  Unpopular commanders, uncertain circumstances, and uncomfortable conditions should be included in our prayers of praise.
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