Thankfulness

We are going to have a one-week intermission in our series “Is Heaven Really Your Home?” If you listen carefully today, you may be able to briefly pick up one small reference to this continuing theme. <Steiners>

Luke 17:11-16 (NIV) 





           PLEASE STAND

11Now on his way to Jerusalem, Jesus traveled along the border between Samaria and Galilee. 12As he was going into a village, ten men who had leprosy met him. They stood at a distance 13and called out in a loud voice, “Jesus, Master, have pity on us!” 14When he saw them, he said, “Go, show yourselves to the priests.” And as they went, they were cleansed. 15One of them, when he saw he was healed, came back, praising God in a loud voice. 16He threw himself at Jesus’ feet and thanked him - and he was a Samaritan.

Pray
11Now on his way to Jerusalem, Jesus traveled along the border between Samaria and Galilee. 12As he was going into a village, ten men who had leprosy met him. <Lepers always stood at a distance because it was believed, and probably true, that their particular disease had infectious capabilities, and so they were basically quarantined and isolated into leper colonies and they were kept to themselves apart from any interaction with healthy people> They stood at a distance <And so these ten lepers stood at a distance from Jesus and they raised their voices. They had to yell at Him from a distance> 13and called out in a loud voice, “Jesus, Master, have pity on us!” 14When he <Jesus> saw them, he said, “Go, show yourselves to the priests.” <It might seem like a strange command but it wasn’t because when a leper believed that he had indeed recovered from his disease and was well, he was to go the priest and there was to be a purification ceremony to assure that that in fact was the case, as much as they could in ancient times. Then he could live among the people> And as they went <Ten of them went>, they were cleansed. <They started out in an act of faith heading for the priests. Nothing had happened before they started in that direction, it started as they were going> 15One of them, when he saw he was healed, came back, praising God in a loud voice. 16He threw himself at Jesus’ feet and thanked him - and he was a Samaritan.

It’s almost inconceivable that one could be cured of something as terrible as leprosy, something which rendered a person socially unclean and ceremonially unclean and put you in an isolation with others of that same frightening disease, cut yourself off from the family and loved ones and the synagogue and all the social events, all the interaction that makes up life, and then to be totally cleansed, you would think that ten of them would have come back and fallen at the feet of Jesus and given thanks. The only one who did, interestingly enough, is a Samaritan. And the interesting part about that is there was no love lost between Jews and Samaritans, there was a mutual hate that had been engendered by the fact that Samaritans were a half-breed people. That race of people came from the loins of Jews who intermarried with Gentiles, a despicable thing to most Jews in the ancient world. And so this was remarkable indeed for here came a Samaritan falling on his face at the feet of a Jew and thanking Him.

Luke 17:17-19 (NIV)

17Jesus asked, “Were not all ten cleansed? Where are the other nine? 18Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?” 19Then he said to him, “Rise and go; your faith has made you well.” <literally in the Greek, your faith has SAVED you>
Ten got healed, one got saved. It’s a wonderful story for the one, it’s a tragedy for the nine. It illustrates that how ugly ingratitude is, being unthankful, how hard to understand that these people could so quickly forget the very one who was the source of their cleansing. 

You know, everybody coming into the world knows God, they don’t know Him personally, they don’t know Him from a salvation standpoint but they know Him, they know Him through reason, they can observe creation and reason to a first cause and know a lot about that first cause by the character and nature of creation in all of its manifestations. And they can know God as judge by the understanding of moral law that is written into the fabric of their life.

In Romans chapter 1 as we think about this matter of gratitude, when the Apostle Paul charges society, sinful society, when he indicts the nations of the world, the indictment is very specific.

Romans 1:21 (NIV)

21For 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.

The Gentiles who have no law have a law written in their hearts and a conscience to go with it that activates the law in response to their behavior. So they know God through reason and they know God through the moral law in their hearts. But you notice in verse 21, even though they knew God they did not honor Him as God or give thanks. 

It is right at the top of God’s list of damning sins, ingratitude, ingratitude. It so characterizes fallen man, it certainly should not characterize God’s people. We can understand that nine lepers who didn’t know God could be thankless. We can understand a world of thankless people. I personally cannot understand a thankless Christian when we understand what the Lord has done for us. Nor can God understand a thankless Christian.


1 Thessalonians 5:16-18 (NIV)

16Be joyful always; 17pray continually; 18give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.

And that’s all we need to look at, obviously this is the will of God for you in Christ Jesus. In everything give thanks, God desires this. That little phrase of God’s will at the end of verse 18 actually follows all three commands, “Be joyful always; 17pray continually; 18give thanks in all circumstances,” all three of those sum up God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.

In the Old Testament sacrificial system there were sin offerings and sin offerings were to be constant reminders to the people of their sinfulness. They would just go in and give them over and over and over and over, it was not only the offering of the day of atonement but all through the year there were necessary sin offerings being made and the people of Israel were making them at all times. There were actually twenty-six groups of priests who came down to Jerusalem and each group of priests served for two weeks, and that made up the full year. And they spent those two weeks coming from their various towns and villages where they lived, coming to the temple and they spent those two weeks with blood up to their elbows, butchering incessantly the animals that were coming in to be offered as sacrifice. None of those animals could take away sin but they were constant reminders to the people of their sinfulness, and the requirement of sinfulness that is death, the desperate need of forgiveness, atonement, cleansing and righteousness before God.

But there were another kind of offering that was given in the Old Testament, they were called thank offerings. You remember them, and also called in Leviticus peace offerings. And those were designed not to remind their people, the people of sin but to remind the people of their need to be thankful to God for all of His merciful and gracious provisions for their needs. They would bring in a sheaf of grain as a thank offering. They would bring oil and wine as a thank offering. And those were symbols of all of God’s provision and reminders that they needed to be thankful to God who supplied everything. It is very appropriate that as we had our communion service or the Lord’s table or the Lord’s supper and it combines both the elements of the sin offering in terms of its memorial character and elements of the thank offering into one. We remember Christ the sacrifice for our sins, and we offer up thanksgiving for all that that sacrifice has accomplished for us. So when you come to the Lord’s table you come to what is a table of thanks.

Now let’s go back to this text and remind ourselves of this simple command.

1 Thessalonians 5:18 (NIV)

18give thanks in all circumstances …
It’s a lot like “rejoice always” because it has that unlimited requirement, in everything, it has the idea of being in connection with everything that occurs in life, no matter what it is. And I do want to note, with the exception of personal sin, with the exception of personal sin, in everything give thanks no matter what the situation is, no matter what the difficulty, no matter what the trial we are to find reason to thank the Lord. And as I noted for you, thanklessness is a sin that characterizes the unregenerate, those who know not God. In fact, just to expand your understanding of that a little bit, turn to 2 Timothy 3.

2 Timothy 3:1-2 (NIV)

1But mark this: There will be terrible times in the last days. 2People will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy …
And what Paul is saying there is that in the last days ingratitude will characterize people. 

2 Timothy 3:13 (NIV)

13while evil men and impostors will go from bad to worse, deceiving and being deceived.

Down in that same chapter in verse 13 he said that evil men will get worse and worse. The closer we get to the coming of Christ, the more wicked men become; the more wicked they become, the more thankless they are. Thus we are not surprised to see unsaved people going through life complaining, bitter, angry, thankless, without any gratitude, expecting everything good that comes their way and a lot more. The unregenerate man in our culture, in our time, views life as moving along a path of manipulation and luck combined. He manipulates as much as he can and hopes for luck to come in and help him. Or he may view life fatalistically as some inevitable force that he must reluctantly accept, and he can’t do anything about it. Or he may view life as the end product of his sheer genius, of his great effort, of his amazing skill. And we even hear people today be so brash as to thank themselves for what they are.

So there are those people who just complain and hope for some lucky break. There are those people who fatalistically think they can’t change anything and so reluctantly accept what comes with a thankless heart, believing they are at the mercy of the fates that are purely random. Or there are those people, those unsavory and egotistical people who think that everything good that comes their way in life is purely the product of their own human genius.

But for believers, we know God is at work. And we know that God is unfolding a divine agenda and a divine plan and a divine purpose. Each component determined by Him for our benefit and our good and His glory. He’s leading us to a sovereignly designed goal. We can quote:


Romans 8:28 (NIV)

28And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.

God is unfolding a purpose and the end of that purpose is good for His own.

Christians today are fussing and fuming and stressed out, disappointed, depressed about every little thing in their life that doesn’t go right and that’s really a disgusting sin. But it should really be the normal pattern for Christians to be grateful and thankful and overwhelmed with thanks. I’m very disappointed in people who are discontent and unsatisfied and unhappy and don’t like their circumstances and don’t like this and don’t like that and want to change their environment and change this, instead of being overwhelmed with gratitude for God’s great grace.

Turn to Ephesians chapter 5.

Ephesians 5:3-4 (NIV)

3But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these are improper for God’s holy people. 4Nor should there be obscenity, foolish talk or coarse joking, which are out of place, but rather <what> thanksgiving.

Boy, those two are far apart, aren’t they? When you open your mouth, give thanks, give thanks.

Ephesians 5:18-20 (NIV)

18Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. <There was this ridiculous idea in the pagan religions that if you got drunk, your drunken stupor induced a higher state of consciousness in which you communed with the deities. And instead of that Paul says you’re not going to commune with God that way> Instead, be filled with the Spirit. <and when you’re Spirit filled, you will> 19Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord, <and then verse 20> 20always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Constantly always giving thanks. That’s what a Spirit-filled person does, they’re characterized by joy and they’re characterized by thanks.

Now thanksgiving is the normal pattern and we should be thanking the Lord for His mercy in saving us. We should be thanking Him for all the blessings He pours upon us for the way in which we can give and extend those gifts into the lives of others, and cause more thanks. Thanks should come out of our mouths every time we open it. We should be thankful in everything, constantly, unceasingly because the Spirit is controlling our lives. And if He is, we will be. And when you’re not thankful, the Spirit’s not in control.

You say, “Well, you mean to be thankful even for the difficulties?” Of course, because those are the things working together for good, those are the things that are perfecting.

Philippians 4:6 (NIV)

6Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.


Colossians 2:6-7 (NIV)

6So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him, 7rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and <listen to this> overflowing with thankfulness.

Boy, I’m telling you, this is such an essential thing. You ought to be overflowing with gratitude. There are some people who can find the manure pile in any meadow. I mean, it doesn’t matter what is going on, they can be negative. Why? You have nothing to be thankful for? You ought to be overflowing with gratitude all the time. It ought to be for all of us an absolutely constant way of life.

Now as if what we read isn’t already enough, let’s go one more.


Colossians 3:15-17 (NIV)

15Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace. <Don’t be stressed, don’t be anxious> And be thankful. <Be thankful> <Now some of these Christians to whom Paul wrote were really stressed out. But I’ll tell you, Paul himself was a prisoner when he wrote all of this> 16Let 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. 17And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him. <I mean, it’s getting pretty repetitious, isn’t it? Just be thankful>
So, this is very important, we are called to an inward incessant joy and a constant thanks.  You see it repeatedly, pouring out thanks to God. We can’t look at all of those times but just another one maybe. 


John 11:39-43 (NIV)

39“Take away the stone,” he said. “But, Lord,” said Martha, the sister of the dead man, “by this time there is a bad odor, for he has been there four days.” 40Then Jesus said, “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?” 41So they took away the stone. <and they were afraid this horrifying stench would come out> Then Jesus looked up and said, “Father, I thank you that you have heard me. 42I knew that you always hear me, but I said this for the benefit of the people standing here, that they may believe that you sent me.”  43When he had said this, Jesus called in a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!” <and then he came out>
You know, you wouldn’t really think that Jesus would need to thank the Father for anything since He was God and since the plan was really equally His. But what a wonderful example it is. He thanked the Father for the privilege of ministry. He thanked the Father for hearing His prayer for power on behalf of Lazarus. He could even thank the Father for the death that He would die to redeem sinners. In fact, in all that was so terrible about His humiliation, He was thankful to the Father.

Now there are some things that come into our lives that tend to cause us to be hindered in these right attitudes. Let me make some suggestions. First, if you have trouble being thankful, let me tell you perhaps why. Maybe you’re not a Christian. Maybe you’re deceived. Maybe you just think you’ve been regenerated. Maybe you had some emotional experience and nothing more. If you can’t find in your heart endless cause for thanksgiving, then maybe you don’t have a new life. I would then take you to: 


2 Corinthians 13:5 (NIV)

5Examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test yourselves. Do you not realize that Christ Jesus is in you - unless, of course, you fail the test?

Moving beyond that, let me give you a second thing that can hinder your gratitude, doubt about God’s sovereign power. Or let’s say, doubt about God. You don’t think God is really in charge, you’re ignorant about that or don’t believe it, you’re not sure God is really all wise, you’re not sure He really loves you as His own, you’re not sure He really has your best interest in mind, you’re not sure He’s trying to perfect you into the image of His Son, you don’t understand your God and His purposes then you may not be thankful, or, I might add, if you do understand them but you tend to forget them and you get caught up by the circumstances around you.

A third thing that may be the cause hindering gratitude is selfishness. And this is an attitude that says, “No matter what I’ve got, I don’t have what I really want, I don’t have enough. I just, I want more, my will is more important than God’s will. I don’t know what God has for me, but I know what I want for me and God ought to deliver.” Boy, that will really destroy gratitude.

Fourthly, if you’re into the pleasures and the people and the places and the possessions and the pursuits and the popularity and the prestige, and you just want all the stuff that the world says makes people satisfied and happy, you’re going to have trouble being thankful cause you’re never going to have all of that and when you get some of it you won’t have enough of it. This is being worldly.

A fifth thing that I might mention is a critical spirit. If you’re bitter or negative, if you just kind of have a sour attitude on life, and you know how you get that? You get that by having unrealistic expectations of what you deserve. You get that because you think you ought to control everything and there’s some things you can’t control and that bothers you. If it’s unchecked, it will just smash a thankful heart into bits.

A sixth thing is impatience. God isn’t moving fast enough. It’s not so much that they want this or that, it’s that they want it now. They’ve got their own timetable. And the perception is that God’s not on their schedule, they’ve got it in their appointment book and God, you’re just not keeping your appointments.

The seventh one is spiritual lukewarmness, lack of zeal for God, lack of diligence in the Scripture, lack of passion in prayer, lack of interest in worship, neglect of the Bible, you take your advice from Oprah Winfrey and Jerry Springer and the soap operas, wasting your time on trivia, spiritual lethargy, spiritual indifference, that produces a coldness and a lukewarmness that just kills gratitude.

And one last point, number eight is rebellion. And this is the strongest, the strongest attitude, I think, that kills gratitude, and this is when you’re in a settled state of outright anger toward God because things didn’t go the way you wanted them and it’s become a settled state of rebellion. You are angry with God.

Now all of this stuff that I just mentioned comes down to just one three-letter word called sin. We should be saying, “What is God saying to me? What is He trying to show me? What can I learn and how can I praise Him and thank Him?” You want to have a church full of joy and blessing and happiness and peace where people love each other and the church grows and flourishes, then have a church full of thankful people. And if you want to really mess up a party, just bring in somebody who is negative and unthankful. Watch out for those hindrances. Don’t let them get cultivated in your life.

My friends, we have so much to be thankful for. God’s holiness that makes Him perfect and He never makes a mistake. We have God’s goodness and mercy that is always available, which is overflowing and abounding toward us. We have the gift of Jesus Christ, that unspeakable gift for which we are thankful. All good gifts that flow down from the Father of lights, victory over sin and death, divine guidance, complete provision for all our needs, the hope of heaven, the power of the Word and on and on and on and on we go. Lots of reasons to give thanks. And if the church is to be the church of Jesus Christ and His life is the flow through that church, it will be people who are filled with gratitude, even for the trials, even for the pain, even for the suffering. And my prayer is that God will fill your heart with joy, no matter what, and that you’ll rejoice always and in everything give thanks.

Pray
Father, we thank You so much for Your mercy and kindness toward us. We thank You for the way in which You have consistently demonstrated Your goodness. And, Lord, fill us with thanksgiving. We have to much to be thankful for, even the difficulties, for those we thank You, the easy and the good times. Should be easy in the hard times if we understand the purpose. Lord, we pray that You’ll even use the strength of Your Spirit to break patterns of critical spirit, rebellion, worldliness, selfishness, impatience, all those things that hinder gratitude. And may we begin every day no matter how challenging it might be by thanking You for being faithful in making your mercies new every morning, great is Your faithfulness, by thanking You for all that is ours in Christ, by thanking You for eternal life, the hope of heaven, guidance, direction, truth, trials which humble us, trials which shape us. Give us thankful hearts, You are worthy to be praised, You are worthy to be thanked. It is a sin not to do so, forgive us for that sin and put us in a path of righteousness where we are in everything thankful. And may it be infectious to those around us that the thanks may redound to Your glory in Christ’s name. Amen.
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