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PART 1 | A NEW UNDERSTANDING 
When I was in my early twenties, I served as a youth ministry 

intern at a large church. One of my responsibilities was to 

organize our week-long summer camp. With students and 

leaders, we took 400 people. It was crazy! I chartered 8 

buses. We also took a lot of gear—musical instruments, 

sound equipment, lots of game supplies, and props for skits. 

So, I rented the biggest U-Haul truck that I could get. 

I had never driven anything like that. But I picked it up a few 

days early to go around town and collect everything. When 

the time came to head out, the tank was half empty. The 

camp was two hours away up in the mountains, so I pulled 
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into a gas station to fuel up. With the size of the truck, I 

assumed that it must run on diesel. The nozzle didn’t fit quite 

right, but I worked it out and we got underway. 

An hour later, the engine began to run a little rough. It would 

lose power for a few seconds and then kick back in. 

Eventually, it just stopped running, and we coasted over to 

the roadside. We had a small caravan of people going up a 

day early. So, they all pulled over, and after a few minutes 

of discussion we diagnosed the problem. The engine ran on 

gasoline, not diesel. Diesel is thicker than gasoline, so it 

gummed up the engine. 

With all my responsibilities, I still needed to head to camp. 

So, some other guys waited for the truck to be towed to a 

service center. By then it was evening, so they slept in the 

truck until mechanics arrived the next morning to drain the 

tank and change the fuel filter. They still arrived before the 

rest of the group, but as the story got out, everyone began 

calling me Diesel. 

I still feel a bit embarrassed that I made such a ridiculous 

mistake. There was even a sticker off to the side of the tank 

on the front fender that said, “Unleaded Fuel Only.” But I did 

not notice it. Sometimes you just get an idea in your head, 

and you ignore anything to the contrary. I think we might 

have a similar problem in our approach to gratitude. 
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Many people in our society recognize the virtue of gratitude. 

As the Thanksgiving holiday draws near every November, 

we make a determined effort to acknowledge blessings in 

our lives. We celebrate good health, family, friends, work, 

and country. Some make a determined effort to maintain this 

positive focus year-round, but before long most of us are 

back to grumbling and complaining. 

As the next November rolls around, we give it another shot, 

but the gratitude engine sputters and dies again. We may 

have the best of intentions, but could it be that we are using 

the wrong fuel? My search of the English Standard 

translation of the Bible turned up at least 167 references to 

thanksgiving or gratitude. As you read through those verses, 

you find that their focus is very different from our 

expressions of thankfulness. 

I plan to share several of these passages in this series that 

I’m calling “Fueling Gratitude,” and we begin with three 

reasons that we need a new understanding of gratitude. We 

must recognize the difference between the world’s 

approach to thankfulness and the biblical approach. It is like 

draining the tank and cleaning out the system before we put 

in the right fuel. 
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The Unconditional Commands 
People have two mindsets about running. The first is to only 

do it if and when you feel like it. You might wait for perfect 

weather, or you might not ever do it unless you are chased 

by a bear. That is how most of us think about giving thanks. 

We wait for everything to feel just right or for those 

occasions when it is absolutely expected of us. 

The other mindset about running is to do it consistently as a 

matter of discipline. That approach is not easy. From 

personal experience, I can say that I hardly ever feel like 

doing it. There is always something else I would rather be 

doing. The weather always seems too hot or too cold. I can 
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always find an ache or pain to use as an excuse. But I do it 

anyway.  

Similarly, biblical gratitude is a matter of spiritual discipline. 

You cannot just wait for the arrival of the perfect 

circumstances. You can always find something negative. 

But thankfulness should be consistent because God gives 

us unconditional commands. Consider these New 

Testament passages from the Apostle Paul. 

We begin with Ephesians 5:18-20. There Paul wrote, 

And do not get drunk with wine, for that is 

debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit, 

addressing one another in psalms and 

hymns and spiritual songs, singing and 

making melody to the Lord with your heart, 

giving thanks always and for everything to 

God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, 

So, our thanksgiving should be always and for everything. 

But how is that possible? We cannot accomplish it by our 

own strength, and certainly not if you become intoxicated 

and lose self-control. Paul’s point is that we need divine 

assistance. Grammatically speaking, the command is to be 

filled with the Spirit. The subsequent actions take on the 

force of a command, but they all flow from the Holy Spirit’s 



F U E L I N G  G R A T I T U D E  

 

6 

work in our lives. We must seek him and rely upon him to 

help us. 

We should also note the other connections in this passage. 

It may seem obvious, but biblical thanksgiving is primarily 

directed to God. It is more than simply being mindful of good 

things or even acknowledging people who have helped you 

in some way. We must acknowledge the source of all 

goodness and blessing. Paul also said that thanksgiving 

should be expressed in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

In other words, it is part of identifying with him as his 

follower. 

Paul wrote a similar command in Colossians 3:16-17. 

Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, 

teaching and admonishing one another in all 

wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and 

spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your 

hearts to God. And whatever you do, in word 

or deed, do everything in the name of the 

Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father 

through him. 

He mentions many of the same elements as in the passage 

to the Ephesians, but there are subtle differences. Instead 

of being filled with the Spirit, he spoke of letting the word of 

Christ dwell in you. This is the teaching from Jesus and 
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about him. As the Spirit works on our will, the Word works 

on our mind. They are inseparable. We cannot grow to 

develop biblical gratitude without them. To be consistently 

thankful you must steep yourself in the word of Christ. 

Here Paul speaks of giving thanks not as an independent 

act, but as an attitude that should permeate everything we 

do. In verse 16, he refers to singing with thankfulness in your 

heart. Then in verse 17, giving thanks goes along with doing 

everything in the name of the Lord Jesus. So, if we give 

thanks in a secular way without any reference to Jesus and 

his Lordship, then we are missing the point. Biblical 

gratitude is part of our devotion to him. 

A third command is found in 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18. There 

Paul said, “Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give 

thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in 

Christ Jesus for you.” 

This time giving thanks is explicitly stated as a command. 

The ESV says in all circumstances. A more literal translation 

is in everything. No matter where you are at, no matter what 

is happening, give thanks. That thankful attitude is the only 

way to fulfill the command to rejoice always, and you cannot 

do either unless you are praying without ceasing. Paul says 
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that this is the will of God. It is how he wants us to live in 

Christ. 

There is one more command that takes our understanding 

of thanksgiving a step farther. In 1 Timothy 2:1-2, Paul said, 

First of all, then, I urge that supplications, 

prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be 

made for all people, for kings and all who are 

in high positions, that we may lead a peaceful 

and quiet life, godly and dignified in every 

way. 

We are commanded to give thanks always, for everything, 

in whatever you say or do, in all circumstances, and for all 

people including political leaders. Did Paul know the kind of 

people that we have to deal with? Absolutely! He wrote this 

letter while Nero ruled the Roman Empire. He may have 

even written it after the burning of Rome in AD 64, which 

Nero unjustly blamed upon Christians.  

Tacitus, a Roman historian from that time, describes their 

persecution and gives us a sense of Nero’s character. He 

wrote, 

Therefore, first those were seized who 

admitted their faith, and then, using the 

information they provided, a vast multitude 
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were convicted, not so much for the crime of 

burning the city, but for hatred of the human 

race. And perishing they were additionally 

made into sports: they were killed by dogs by 

having the hides of beasts attached to them, 

or they were nailed to crosses or set aflame, 

and, when the daylight passed away, they 

were used as nighttime lamps. Nero gave his 

own gardens for this spectacle and 

performed a Circus game, in the habit of a 

charioteer mixing with the plebs or driving 

about the racecourse. Even though they 

were clearly guilty and merited being made 

the most recent example of the 

consequences of crime, people began to pity 

these sufferers, because they were 

consumed not for the public good but on 

account of the fierceness of one man. 

You would certainly pray for God to raise up a different 

leader, but should you still offer thanksgiving for someone 

like Nero? Biblical gratitude is not blind to evil. It does not 

call something bad good. But it is unconditional. But why 

does God command us to be thankful and how can we do 

it? We need to see two more reasons that we need a new 

understanding of gratitude.
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The Stark Alternatives 
You might think of gratitude like a dimmer switch in your 

living room. You just need to dial up the intensity. That 

characterization may be true in a cumulative sense, but we 

find a different concept in Scripture. The biblical concept of 

gratitude is more like a switch. It is either on or off, and we 

make that choice moment by moment. 

So, what happens when we fail to turn on thanksgiving? 

Consider these three passages, again from the Apostle 

Paul. He shows us the alternatives to thanksgiving in the 

mind, the will, and the emotions. Romans 1:21, tells us, 
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For although they knew God, they did not 

honor him as God or give thanks to him, but 

they became futile in their thinking, and their 

foolish hearts were darkened. 

In this part of the letter, Paul was talking about the spiritual 

condition of humanity as a whole. He argued that God has 

made himself known through the creation of the world. He 

has made his eternal power and divine nature clear to 

everyone. But people suppress that truth. They do not honor 

him or give thanks to him. So, at its core gratitude is about 

acknowledging the existence of God. 

What is the alternative to giving thanks here in Romans 1? 

Paul said their thinking became futile, empty, pointless, vain, 

worthless. By turning away from God, they reject the starting 

point of truth. His light is absent from their hearts. There is 

only foolishness and darkness. He was describing the 

spiritual condition of fallen humanity, but this scenario also 

plays out in the lives of individuals. If you refuse to honor 

God or give thanks to him, your mind will never be able to 

grasp spiritual truth. Gratitude is the starting point for 

knowing God 

In Ephesians 5:3-4, Paul presented another alternative to 

thanksgiving. He was explaining how Christians should live 

in response to salvation, and he wrote, 
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But sexual immorality and all impurity or 

covetousness must not even be named 

among you, as is proper among saints. Let 

there be no filthiness nor foolish talk nor 

crude joking, which are out of place, but 

instead let there be thanksgiving. 

When Paul mentioned saints, he was not talking about 

super-spiritual people. That was his way of referring to 

everyone who has believed in Jesus Christ. He cleanses us 

from our sins and makes us holy. In response, we must seek 

to live out our new identity in Christ by becoming like him. 

So, you might expect Paul to speak of being pure and holy, 

but he spoke of thanksgiving. Why? How does gratitude 

relate to these sins? These behaviors all flow from desire. 

The covetousness here is directed toward a person. It is a 

desire for a romantic relationship that you cannot have for 

some reason. When unchecked, that covetousness can 

lead to impure lustful thoughts and to sexually immoral 

behavior. The filthiness, foolish talk, and crude joking are 

symptoms of that underlying desire.  

The world tries to convince us that you can only be thankful 

when all your desires are satisfied. But God designed sex to 

be between one man and one woman who are joined 

together in marriage. Any sexual behavior outside of that 
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covenant relationship is sinful, whether it be homosexuality, 

adultery, or premarital sex. So, the thanksgiving in view here 

is an acceptance of God’s standard and an 

acknowledgment that his way is good and wise even when 

that means denying the desires of my will. 

Gratitude is pivotal for the mind, the will, and third, for the 

emotions. In Philippians 4:5-7, Paul wrote, 

Let your reasonableness be known to 

everyone. The Lord is at hand; do not be 

anxious about anything, but in everything by 

prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let 

your requests be made known to God. And 

the peace of God, which surpasses all 

understanding, will guard your hearts and 

your minds in Christ Jesus. 

We encounter all sorts of worries in life. Just before these 

verses, Paul was addressing a conflict between two women 

in Philippi. We can become anxious about relationships, 

safety, health, money… the list just keeps going. But as 

Peter says in 1 Peter 5:7, we can cast our cares upon the 

Lord through prayer.  

So, we pray and wait to see if God will instantly settle our 

fears and fill our hearts with feelings of peace. But it doesn’t 

work that way. We skip over the part about praying with 
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thanksgiving. We do not have to wait for God to bestow 

peace. As Paul said, the Lord is at hand. His peace is always 

available to us. We must convince our own emotions of this 

truth. That is what we do when we pray with thanksgiving. 

We are refuting our worries, telling our heart and mind that 

he is guarding us. As every anxious thought comes along, 

we must flip the switch to prayerful trust and gratitude. 

We must redefine thanksgiving as a discipline of the mind, 

the will, and the emotions. The alternatives are stark: 

thanksgiving or futile thinking, thanksgiving or unrestrained 

desire, thanksgiving or anxious feelings.
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The Radical Refocus 
Our culture values freedom and independence. If there were 

a throne in our hearts, we would claim the right to sit upon 

it. We set our own goals and make our own plans. We judge 

for ourselves what is right and wrong, good and bad. In our 

best moments, we show thankfulness for things that we 

enjoy, the things that please us and make us happy.  

That mindset is so pervasive that we just assume that it is 

how gratitude works. Be positive. Focus on the good in your 

life. What could possibly be wrong with that? The problem 

is that only God deserves to sit upon that throne. If you make 

yourself the sole judge of what is good and right for your life, 

you are taking his place and usurping his authority. That 
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kind of thanks is not biblical. In fact, it contradicts and even 

undermines genuine faith. 

Biblical gratitude requires a radical refocus. You must give 

up the throne and offer it up to the Lord. You must accept 

his definition of right and wrong, good and bad. You must 

embrace his plans and purposes, trusting that nothing will 

keep him from accomplishing them. So, our thanksgiving 

must shift from what pleases me to focus on God and what 

pleases him. 

We find this kind of thinking throughout the Bible. We will 

see it clearly in the Psalms. But for now, think of the Lord’s 

Prayer. Matthew 6:9-13 tells us that Jesus said, 

Pray then like this: Our Father in heaven, 

hallowed be your name. Your kingdom 

come, your will be done, on earth as it is in 

heaven. Give us this day our daily bread, and 

forgive us our debts, as we also have 

forgiven our debtors. And lead us not into 

temptation, but deliver us from evil. 

Jesus teaches us to ask for the things that God wants—for 

his name to be hallowed, for his kingdom to come and his 

will to be done. The next request is somewhat self-focused. 

We ask for our daily bread, but not for wealth and riches. 
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Then he concludes with requests focused on what God 

wants to do in our lives: to forgive us our debts and to deliver 

us from evil. Jesus did not mention thanksgiving, but it 

stands to reason that our thanks should mirror those 

requests. Thank God for his holy name, for his coming 

kingdom, for the assurance that his will is going to be done. 

Thank him for his provision. Thank him the way he forgives 

and delivers us from evil.  

If you read through Paul’s New Testament letters, you find 

that most of them begin with expressions of thanks. He 

thanks God for what he is doing in the lives of the people to 

whom the letters are addressed. Paul’s life had been 

radically refocused, and we find a powerful statement of his 

outlook in 2 Corinthians 4. He endured countless trials in 

serving as an apostle. He described them in verses 8-10, by 

saying, 

We are afflicted in every way, but not 

crushed; perplexed, but not driven to 

despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck 

down, but not destroyed; always carrying in 

the body the death of Jesus, so that the life 

of Jesus may also be manifested in our 

bodies. 
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He was not bitter about the things he had suffered. He saw 

it all as part of God’s work. Down in verse 15, he described 

it by saying, “For it is all for your sake, so that as grace 

extends to more and more people it may increase 

thanksgiving, to the glory of God.” 

True thanksgiving sprouts from understanding and 

experiencing God’s saving grace. He opens our eyes to see 

and celebrate his glory. So, Paul was content with the 

hardship he encountered in spreading the gospel, because 

he knew that it would increase thanksgiving as people were 

saved. His focus was entirely on the Lord and his work. 

So, we must redefine thanksgiving as a discipline of the 

mind, the will, and the emotions centered upon God and his 

saving work. 

_____________________________ 

What is your understanding of gratitude? Is it biblical? Is it 

all about you or is it about God? Is he ruling on the throne 

of your heart? We have all been sinfully self-centered, but 

by the grace of God we can be saved. Christ died and rose 

again so that we might be forgiven. If you have never done 

so, I encourage you to humbly bow before him as your king 
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and receive his grace. If you want to learn more about this 

salvation, 2 Corinthians 4 would be a good chapter to read.  

If you’re a believer, do you need to refocus your heart on the 

Lord? Don’t succumb to the world’s selfish approach to 

gratitude. Let the word of God shape your mind, your will, 

and your emotions. Learn to give thanks always, for 

everything, in whatever you say or do, in all circumstances, 

and for all people. Share the grace of God so that as it 

extends to more and more people it may increase 

thanksgiving, to the glory of God. 

Reflect 
How have you approached gratitude? To what degree does 

it line up with what we have learned about the biblical 

approach? 

Which of these reasons do you find most challenging? Why?  

What could you do this week to maintain a biblical outlook 

on gratitude? 
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PART 2 | A DIFFERENT STORY 
I cannot recall when I first heard the story of the Pilgrims and 

their 1621 Thanksgiving celebration. I was probably in 

kindergarten or first grade. Of course, I do not remember 

anything that was taught. But I can still picture the crafts, 

those creations of construction paper, paint, and Elmer’s 

glue that elementary school teachers so dearly love. One 

year we made tall black hats with buckles. We also made 

turkeys on several occasions in various ways, always with 

colorful tails. 

Yet historians take great pleasure in casting doubt on those 

elements of the story. The Pilgrims probably didn’t wear 
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those hats, and they probably didn’t eat turkey. Their feast 

probably didn’t even take place in November. How dare they 

spoil our carefully crafted story with facts! Then there is the 

issue of what the arrival of colonists meant for Native 

Americans. History is far more messy and complicated than 

we would like it to be. 

So, what do we do with this American holiday of ours? Most 

of us personalize it. We make it all about our stories. What 

good things have happened to me? With the mental 

equivalent of paint and scissors, some of us can craft a 

convincingly positive narrative. But our personal histories 

are also far more messy and complicated than we would like 

them to be. Yet our study of the New Testament showed 

that we are commanded to give thanks always, for 

everything, in whatever you say or do, in all circumstances, 

and for all people. How is that possible? 

We need a different story to fuel this kind of gratitude, one 

that is not all about us, but about God. In the Bible, 

thanksgiving is always directed to him. It is not wrong to 

appreciate a person or something that they do for you. But 

the biblical pattern is to direct thanks to God for those 

people. So, the ultimate focus of all thanksgiving is God 

himself. 
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But what is it about him that should inspire such consistent 

gratitude? There is one call to thanksgiving that is repeated 

nine times in the Old Testament. It is found in 1 Chronicles, 

2 Chronicles, Ezra, four different Psalms, and the prophecy 

of Jeremiah. Psalm 118 opens and closes with it: “Oh give 

thanks to the LORD, for he is good; for his steadfast love 

endures forever!” 

There is a story in those words: goodness and steadfast 

love. They tell the overarching plot of the Bible from 

beginning to end. They describe who God is, what he has 

done, and how he relates to us. In fact, various psalms 

record thanksgiving for at least six different plot points. I 

would like to walk through them in a way that draws out the 

storyline and helps us see our place in it.  
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The Goodness of God’s Creation 
When I try to tell a story, choosing the first few words is 

always the hardest part. They won’t be inscribed on stone. 

They are just ink on a page, pixels on a screen, or sound 

waves floating through the air. Nevertheless, I can labor 

over them for hours, and never be satisfied. But God began 

his story with the perfect words, words so powerful that they 

brought the universe into existence. 

Psalm 33 begins with a call to sing and give thanks to the 

Lord. Then in verses 6-9, the psalmist gives this reason, 

By the word of the LORD the heavens were 

made, and by the breath of his mouth all their 

host. He gathers the waters of the sea as a 
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heap; he puts the deeps in storehouses. Let 

all the earth fear the LORD; let all the 

inhabitants of the world stand in awe of him! 

For he spoke, and it came to be; he 

commanded, and it stood firm. 

What was the result when God spoke? Seven times 

Genesis 1 tells us that everything was good. Very good! 

Psalm 104 praises God for the oceans, mountains, and 

valleys. It celebrates grass, trees, fruit, and grain. It marvels 

at the sun, moon, and seasons. All creation testifies to the 

goodness of God. Are you listening and responding? Nature 

should fuel our gratitude. 

Genesis 1 also tells us that God created human beings in 

his image. In fact, he continues to be involved in the 

conception of every person. In Psalm 139:13-16, David said, 

For you formed my inward parts; you knitted 

me together in my mother's womb. I praise 

you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. 

Wonderful are your works; my soul knows it 

very well. My frame was not hidden from you, 

when I was being made in secret, intricately 

woven in the depths of the earth. Your eyes 

saw my unformed substance; in your book 

were written, every one of them, the days 
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that were formed for me, when as yet there 

was none of them. 

God wrote each of us into his story. You exist because of 

his wonderful work. Even now your life is part of his plan. 

Your heart beats, your lungs breathe, your eyes see, your 

ears hear, and your brain thinks according to his perfect 

design. There are certainly struggles with life in this fallen 

world, and I will say more about that in a moment. But do 

you acknowledge the goodness of your existence? 

Give thanks to our good and perfect Creator! 
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The Steadfast Love of God’s Covenant 
This week my wife and I celebrated our dating anniversary. 

It was the culmination of much hard work and determination 

on my part. I first asked her out a year and a half earlier to 

a school dance, but I don’t dance so you can imagine how 

well that went! We did not talk much for the next year, but 

things began to change after a few outings with friends at 

the beginning of the summer.  

We kept in touch, and as September came, I asked her to 

be my girlfriend. I took her to a fancy restaurant with a view 

of the ocean. I gave her roses. I wrote her a song. So, she 

considered it for a few weeks and then said no. But with 

some encouragement from her best friend, I decided to wait 
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and told her so. Another month went by until she finally said 

yes. 

We need to recognize that God is infinitely more determined 

in his pursuit of us. He created the first man and woman to 

know him and walk with him. But that relationship was 

broken when they ate of the forbidden tree. Over the 

centuries, human beings turned from God and spiraled into 

sin. But the Lord demonstrated his steadfast love by 

graciously establishing a covenant relationship with people 

that began with Abraham.  

Psalm 105 begins with a call to give thanks. One of the 

reasons given in verses 8-10 is, 

He remembers his covenant forever, the 

word that he commanded, for a thousand 

generations, the covenant that he made with 

Abraham, his sworn promise to Isaac, which 

he confirmed to Jacob as a statute, to Israel 

as an everlasting covenant, 

Genesis 12 tells us that the Lord promised to bless Abraham 

and make of him a great nation. He wanted to bless all the 

families of the earth through him. Even though Abraham 

wavered in his faith, the Lord renewed these covenant 
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promises with Abraham’s son Isaac, with Isaac’s son Jacob, 

and then with Jacob’s descendants the people of Israel. 

It was in his covenant with Israel that God explicitly declared 

his steadfast love. He spoke of it in the Second 

Commandment, his prohibition of idolatry. He did not want 

them to engage in false worship. He was jealous for them. 

He wanted them to recognize and honor his steadfast love 

for them.  

Our English Bible translations use words like mercy, 

lovingkindness, and covenant faithfulness to capture the 

meaning of the original Hebrew term. Whichever word we 

use, we must understand that this steadfast love is an 

essential attribute of God’s character. When Moses asked 

to see his glory, Exodus 34:6 tells us, 

The LORD passed before him and 

proclaimed, "The LORD, the LORD, a God 

merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and 

abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness. 

It was his steadfast love that prompted God to send his Son 

to become human and to suffer for our sins. All who believe 

in Jesus come under a new covenant through which the 

Holy Spirit comes to dwell within us, pouring his love into our 

hearts, drawing us closer and closer to the Lord. In his 
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goodness, God created you, and in his steadfast love, he 

pursues this relationship with you. Be thankful! 
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The Goodness of God’s Instruction 
Have you ever found yourself completely lost? It’s a terrible 

feeling! With all our mapping technology, you would think 

that it would never happen anymore, but it does. Apparently, 

Google is not all-knowing!  

I was in Detroit a few weeks ago visiting my son. As I left to 

come home, I followed my GPS to the closest onramp for 

Interstate 94, but it was closed. I followed detour signs 

through heavy, slow traffic to another onramp only to find 

that it was closed too. There were no more signs to follow. I 

managed to find a way, but maps are not helpful when there 

are roadblocks at every turn. 
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You can find all sorts of roadmaps for how to live your life, 

but only one comes from someone who is all-knowing. He 

knows you because he made you. He knows what is best 

and what is harmful. He knows every dead end along the 

way. So, we should give thanks for the goodness of God’s 

instruction.  

Psalm 25:8-10 expresses this truth by saying, 

Good and upright is the LORD; therefore he 

instructs sinners in the way. He leads the 

humble in what is right, and teaches the 

humble his way. All the paths of the LORD 

are steadfast love and faithfulness, for those 

who keep his covenant and his testimonies. 

We do not need to stumble through life trying to find our own 

way. We have a good shepherd to lead us, so we must be 

humble enough to listen. The instruction he gives is part of 

his covenant commitment to his people. So, after God 

declared his covenant with Israel in Exodus 19, he declared 

the Ten Commandments to them and the rest of his Law to 

guide them as a nation. We find a similar logic in Paul’s 

epistles. He often began by explaining the truths of salvation 

in Christ. Then, he gave instruction about how to live in 

response to that relationship. 
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So, what happens when someone ignores God’s instruction 

or even opposes it? In effect, they are denying his goodness 

and slandering his character. Such behavior also impacts 

the life of other people. It might entice them to disobey or 

cause them harm more directly. So, every sin is worthy of 

God’s judgment. 

David acknowledged the goodness of God’s righteous 

judgment in Psalm 7. King Saul was jealous of David’s 

popularity and sent servants to kill him. So, David wrote this 

psalm about the righteous judgment of God, and he 

concluded in verse 17 by saying, “I will give to the LORD the 

thanks due to his righteousness, and I will sing praise to the 

name of the LORD, the Most High.” 

Do you see the goodness of God’s instruction? Give thanks 

for his Word and his righteous judgment that flows from it. 

Let the Lord guide your steps! 
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The Steadfast Love of God’s Forgiveness 
If you get an ugly stain on a piece of clothing, there is only 

so much that you can do. You can soak it in water. Treat it 

with some kind of cleaner. If it’s white, you might bleach it. 

But sometimes nothing works. Your only option is to use it 

as is, or to throw it out. 

When we disobey God’s instruction, it leaves an ugly stain 

like that on our souls. It carries a spiritual stench like rotting 

garbage. We deserve to be thrown out. But we can be 

thankful that because of God’s steadfast love, he is willing 

to show forgiveness to those who have a covenant 

relationship with him.  
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David clung to this truth after his affair with Bathsheba. The 

story is recorded in 2 Samuel 7. After catching a glimpse of 

her bathing, he seduced her into committing adultery. She 

became pregnant, so he tried to cover it up by bringing her 

husband home from the battlefield. When that plan failed, 

he orchestrated the man’s death by ordering his commander 

to place him in the frontlines and pull back the rest of the 

troops. 

The Lord finally brought David to his senses through 

sending a prophet to confront him. David wrote Psalm 51 as 

an expression of his repentance. In verses 1 and 2, he said, 

Have mercy on me, O God, according to your 

steadfast love; according to your abundant 

mercy blot out my transgressions. Wash me 

thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me 

from my sin! 

The Old Testament sacrificial system made it clear that 

people need to be cleansed from their sin. As God 

established his covenant relationship with the people of 

Israel, he instructed them to offer animal sacrifices in 

atonement for their sin. David understood those sacrifices. 

He had already expressed his desire to build a temple in 

Jerusalem for those rituals. But he knew that ritual in and of 
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itself was not enough. He needed true contrition and 

brokenness before the Lord. 

But even with a repentant heart like David had, animal 

sacrifices never provided the true cleansing that people 

need. That cleansing was external, partial, and ceremonial. 

We need true spiritual purification that lasts forever. That 

was why Jesus gave his life on the cross. He provided the 

only sufficient sacrifice once and for all.  

The New Testament letter to the Hebrews shows the 

necessity for Christ’s death in verses 13-14 of chapter 9 by 

saying, 

For if the blood of goats and bulls, and the 

sprinkling of defiled persons with the ashes 

of a heifer, sanctify for the purification of the 

flesh, how much more will the blood of Christ, 

who through the eternal Spirit offered himself 

without blemish to God, purify our 

conscience from dead works to serve the 

living God. 

In his steadfast love, God has made it possible for us to be 

forgiven. Have you humbly come to him confessing your 

sins in repentance? If so, give thanks that the stain of your 

sins is forever washed away in Christ. 
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The Goodness of God’s Protection 
In 1961, the United States government initiated a program 

to establish fallout shelters all around the country to be used 

in case of a nuclear attack. Many were set-up in the 

basements of public buildings designated by orange or 

yellow signs. They were stocked with supplies and were 

supposed to provide protection from exposure to radiation. 

Thankfully, they were never needed. Government officials 

knew that the shelters would not really work, but they built 

them anyway to put the public at ease. 

A lot of people seem to think of God like one of those fallout 

shelters. They are not sure how much protection he 

provides, but they like knowing that he is there in case of an 
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emergency. If things get bad, they know where to go. But 

the rest of the time, they forget that he is there. Obviously, 

that sort of relationship does not inspire much gratitude for 

him. 

David had a very different way of thinking about God’s 

protection. He looked to the Lord as a constant source of 

strength and security. He was grateful for the goodness of 

God’s protection. In Psalm 16:1-2, he expressed his 

complete dependence by saying, “Preserve me, O God, for 

in you I take refuge. I say to the LORD, ‘You are my Lord; I 

have no good apart from you.’” 

Now you could argue that David needed protection more 

than most of us. As I mentioned earlier, there was a period 

in his life when King Saul was trying to execute him. He was 

probably hiding out in some cave as he wrote Psalm 16 

looking to God as his refuge.  

But David’s statement in verse 2 went beyond the 

immediate threat. He acknowledged that every good thing 

in life comes from God. Without his constant protection it all 

falls apart. Is that how you view life? Can you say, “I have 

no good apart from you”? 
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We live in a fallen world that is cursed with death and filled 

with danger. That reality should lead us to pray. In Psalm 

34:4-8, David testified, 

I sought the LORD, and he answered me and 

delivered me from all my fears. Those who 

look to him are radiant, and their faces shall 

never be ashamed. This poor man cried, and 

the LORD heard him and saved him out of all 

his troubles. The angel of the LORD 

encamps around those who fear him, and 

delivers them. Oh, taste and see that the 

LORD is good! Blessed is the man who takes 

refuge in him! 

You might assume that everything was rosy for David by this 

point, but the superscript of the psalm notes that he wrote 

these words after he changed his behavior before 

Abimelech. In his desperation to escape from King Saul, he 

fled to the Philistines, Israel’s enemies. David was 

responsible for the death of their champion, Goliath, and 

thousands of other troops, so they had a particular hatred 

for him. To survive, he pretended to be insane, and he was 

probably very close to his breaking point. Yet he persevered 

in prayer. He took refuge in the Lord, and he called us to do 

likewise. 
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In response to our prayers, the Lord might take away our 

troubles. But instead, we often experience his protection 

through our difficulties. We must recognize that God’s 

goodness is still at work in those hard times. The author of 

Psalm 119 expressed this thought in verses 67, 68, and 71 

by saying, 

Before I was afflicted I went astray, but now 

I keep your word. You are good and do good; 

teach me your statutes. It is good for me that 

I was afflicted, that I might learn your 

statutes. 

So, give thanks for the goodness of the Lord’s constant 

protection when life seems easy and when it seems hard! 
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The Steadfast Love of God’s Plan 
Life is a journey filled with twists and turns, so most people 

look down the road with some degree of fear and worry. 

Others place their faith in human progress, believing that 

everything will keep improving. But there are no guarantees 

of that. From that point of view, you can only be thankful 

about things in the past or the present. But biblical gratitude 

also looks to the future. Believers can be thankful for the 

steadfast love of God’s plan. 

His plan encompasses the entire world. The Old Testament 

prophets foretell a time when the Lord will be exalted, and 

the nations will all join together in worshiping him. David 
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spoke of that hope in Psalm 138. He began by expressing 

his own thanks, but then in verses 4 and 5, he wrote, 

All the kings of the earth shall give you 

thanks, O LORD, for they have heard the 

words of your mouth, and they shall sing of 

the ways of the LORD, for great is the glory 

of the LORD. 

That unity of worship will accompany a time of true peace. 

The Lord revealed to Isaiah that even nature itself will be 

transformed. Isaiah 11:6-8 speaks of wolves dwelling with 

lambs, leopards with goats, lions with calves, bears with 

cows, and children playing alongside snakes. Plant life will 

be changed as well. Isaiah 51:3 tells us, 

For the LORD comforts Zion; he comforts all 

her waste places and makes her wilderness 

like Eden, her desert like the garden of the 

LORD; joy and gladness will be found in her, 

thanksgiving and the voice of song. 

God is leading history toward an amazing destination! But 

none of that really matters unless you have the hope of 

personally arriving there. David expressed his confidence at 

the end of Psalm 138. In verses 7-8, he said, 

Though I walk in the midst of trouble, you 

preserve my life; you stretch out your hand 
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against the wrath of my enemies, and your 

right hand delivers me. The LORD will fulfill 

his purpose for me; your steadfast love, O 

LORD, endures forever. Do not forsake the 

work of your hands. 

He was not speaking of God’s purpose in terms of days and 

years. He was looking forward to that time of worship with 

all the kings of the earth. He was confident that the Lord 

would enable him to participate in that celebration.  

The Lord will also fulfill that purpose for every believer. We 

are pilgrims heading to that promised land. God is at work 

through all the circumstances of our entire journey. Do you 

trust that his steadfast love never ends, never runs out, and 

never gives up?  

Those who believe will even be resurrected to join in that 

eternal celebration. I think that’s what David had in mind in 

Psalm 30:9-12, where he said, 

What profit is there in my death, if I go down 

to the pit? Will the dust praise you? Will it tell 

of your faithfulness? Hear, O LORD, and be 

merciful to me! O LORD, be my helper! You 

have turned for me my mourning into 

dancing; you have loosed my sackcloth and 

clothed me with gladness, that my glory may 
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sing your praise and not be silent. O LORD 

my God, I will give thanks to you forever! 

If you trust in the Lord, then his steadfast love will enable 

you to give thanks throughout eternity. Do you possess that 

hope? If so, then give thanks for the steadfast love of God’s 

perfect plan. 

_____________________________ 

Oh give thanks to the LORD, for he is good; for his steadfast 

love endures forever! Did you catch the whole story?  

In his goodness, God created the heavens and the earth, 

and he created you. In his steadfast love, he seeks a 

covenant relationship with us. In his goodness, he instructs 

us how to live in the right way. Though we disobey, in his 

steadfast love he provides forgiveness through Christ for 

those who repent. He then protects us in his goodness and 

fulfills his purpose and plan for us by his steadfast love so 

that we may join in an eternal thanksgiving celebration. 

Where are you in the story? Do you recognize that you were 

created to know God and follow his word? Have you turned 

from your sin to trust him? If not, then I urge you to seek his 

forgiveness today. Believe that Jesus died for your sin and 

rose again. If you want to learn more about the attitude that 
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we should have toward sin, I encourage you to set aside 

some time to reflect on Psalm 51.  

If you have received forgiveness in Christ, is your life filled 

with gratitude? Every point we have considered is its own 

stream of thanksgiving. Do you need to focus on one of 

them?  Fill your heart and mind with the story of God’s 

goodness and steadfast love, and as you do be sure to 

share it with someone. 

Oh give thanks to the LORD, for he is good; for his steadfast 

love endures forever! 

Reflect 
How often do you view your life as part of God’s story? What 

prompts you to think that way? 

How could God’s story change your outlook on events in 

your life? 

Which of these plot points is most encouraging to you 

today? Why?
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PART 3 | A PASSIONATE HABIT 
Thus far in our study of gratitude, I have compared 

historical, personal, and biblical approaches to 

Thanksgiving. But there is one perspective that I have not 

mentioned yet—the gastronomical approach! 

For some people, Thanksgiving is all about food! We feast 

on turkey and stuffing, mashed potatoes and gravy, green 

bean casserole, and pumpkin pie. But if you only associate 

gratitude with food, you might run into a problem with the 

New Testament command to give thanks always. Eating 

that way all the time would not be too healthy! 
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The biblical approach to gratitude is to focus on God’s 

character and works. The refrain repeated 9 times in the Old 

Testament is, “Oh give thanks to the LORD, for he is good; 

for his steadfast love endures forever!” (Ps 118:1). From 

tracking those attributes, goodness and steadfast love, 

through the book of Psalms, I noticed that they are 

expressed in six plot points in the biblical storyline. But I 

realized that my list was not presented in a memorable 

format, so I came up with an acronym for you. It’s a little silly, 

but I guess that’s okay if it helps you. CRISPE: Creation, 

Relation, Instruction, Salvation, Protection, Eternity. 

The tastiest parts of your Thanksgiving meal are crispy—the 

skin of your turkey, the deep-fried onions on your green 

bean casserole, or the buttery crust of your pie. Those are 

arguably the least healthy parts, but you should always feast 

on the CRISPE truths of biblical gratitude. 

We can celebrate all that God has made in creation and his 

pursuit of a covenant relationship with us. We can give 

thanks for the instruction he has revealed to guide us 

through life and for the forgiveness of our sins that he grants 

us in salvation. Even through the hardest times, we can be 

grateful for his constant protection of believers and for the 

assurance that we will live for eternity in a new heaven and 
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earth where we will give thanks forever. So, biblical 

thanksgiving is fueled by a steady diet of CRISPE-ness.  

But how can you develop an appetite for these truths? 

Exercise! Since the New Testament commands that we give 

thanks always, for everything, in whatever you say or do, in 

all circumstances, and for all people, we have already 

concluded that thanksgiving requires discipline. From 

studying the Psalms, I have noticed that they demonstrate 

four exercises for developing biblical gratitude as a 

passionate habit. As we work through this spiritual training 

plan, I encourage you to consider how you can integrate the 

exercises into your life and continue to grow in them. 



F U E L I N G  G R A T I T U D E  

 

48 

Biblical Meditation 
If you are looking for an example of exercise and discipline, 

you would probably not select the cow. It just stands around 

and eats. Or to be more exact, it chews. Even when it’s not 

grazing, its digestive system requires it to keep chewing its 

cud. It is said that cows chew 50 times a minute for 14 hours 

a day. 

Now the cow’s constant chewing is a matter of instinct and 

survival rather than choice and discipline. But it still serves 

as a good illustration of how Christians should approach 

biblical truth. We need to keep chewing on it all the time 

through biblical meditation. Psalm 1:1-2 tells us, 
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Blessed is the man who walks not in the 

counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the way 

of sinners, nor sits in the seat of scoffers; but 

his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on 

his law he meditates day and night. 

Many people define meditation as emptying your mind. But 

the biblical practice is the opposite. You must focus your 

mind on God and his Word. It starts with reading the Bible, 

studying it, memorizing key passages, and learning from 

good teaching. But those activities are relatively brief. To 

meditate day and night, you must keep thinking through 

what you have learned.  

But is day and night an exaggeration? How is it possible to 

meditate all the time when you have so many other things 

to do? Some activities do not require your full attention. You 

can seize those moments to focus on the Word rather than 

other thoughts. Even when something requires your full 

attention, God’s truth should be the lens through which you 

view life. 

So, what is the connection between biblical meditation and 

gratitude? Psalm 1 links meditation to blessing. The 

practical benefit of focusing on God’s truth is that it helps 

you resist temptation, and as you obey God, you avoid the 

natural consequences of sin. But thinking about the truth 
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also has a more direct and immediate spiritual benefit. It can 

be delightful. In Psalm 119:7, the psalmist wrote, “I will 

praise you with an upright heart, when I learn your righteous 

rules.” 

The Hebrew word translated “praise” here is the same word 

that is used to speak of giving thanks. The psalmist was 

thanking God for what he was learning. He was grateful for 

the impact that it was having on his heart. So, if you are 

willing to accept it, the wisdom of God’s commands is 

inherently delightful. Psalms 19 and 119 both develop this 

idea. 

But biblical meditation is not just a matter of learning the 

commandments of God’s Law. In Psalm 9:1-2, David wrote, 

I will give thanks to the LORD with my whole 

heart; I will recount all of your wonderful 

deeds. I will be glad and exult in you; I will 

sing praise to your name, O Most High. 

David was reminding himself of what God has done 

throughout history, the wonderful deeds recorded in the 

Bible. He was probably thinking of creation, relation, 

instruction, salvation, and protection, leading up to eternity. 

The events of that storyline filled his heart with gladness and 

joy. They prompted whole-hearted thanksgiving. 
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So, what are you chewing on? What fills your thoughts? To 

build your gratitude, you must engage in the exercise of 

biblical meditation.
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Musical Expression 
Great musicians spend countless hours developing their 

ability. They work on scales and other exercises to master 

their instrument. They practice songs over and over until 

they know them by heart. But technical skill alone does not 

necessarily produce great music. It requires more than 

hitting all the right notes. The best performers move us 

because they express deep emotion through their music. 

David mentioned singing in the passage that we read a 

moment ago from Psalm 9. He was an exceptionally 

talented musician. First Samuel 16 records that in his youth 

he was recruited to play the lyre in the court of King Saul. 

Over his lifetime, he composed several of the Psalms as 
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songs for the worship of God. When the ark of God was 

brought into Jerusalem, he even expressed his joy through 

dancing. 

So, though he committed some spectacular sins, David was 

still regarded as a man after God’s heart. His musical 

expression was part of that. In Psalm 69:30-31, he said,  

I will praise the name of God with a song; I 

will magnify him with thanksgiving. This will 

please the LORD more than an ox or a bull 

with horns and hoofs. 

By mentioning an ox and a bull, he was referring to the Old 

Testament sacrificial system. Leviticus 7 prescribes a 

procedure that the people of Israel were supposed to follow 

for a thanksgiving sacrifice. The external ritual by itself was 

meaningless, but David thought that praising God with a 

song would help stimulate genuine thanksgiving in his heart. 

That’s what God is looking for. 

Now you may not have any musical ability, but the exercise 

of musical expression is still an important part of growing in 

gratitude. Psalm 95:1-2 gives this exhortation, 

Oh come, let us sing to the LORD; let us 

make a joyful noise to the rock of our 

salvation! Let us come into his presence with 
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thanksgiving; let us make a joyful noise to 

him with songs of praise! 

The Lord is more concerned about your heart than your 

musical ability. A joyful noise is better than remaining silent. 

Celebrate his character as the firm rock of our salvation. 

Sing or shout or do whatever you can to express your 

gratitude and praise to him with passion. If you can play an 

instrument, then do it for him. Psalm 33:1-3 says,   

Shout for joy in the LORD, O you righteous! 

Praise befits the upright. Give thanks to the 

LORD with the lyre; make melody to him with 

the harp of ten strings! Sing to him a new 

song; play skillfully on the strings, with loud 

shouts. 

The New Testament does not speak of musical expression 

as often as the Old Testament, but it still provides important 

insights. On three separate occasions, the book of 

Revelation mentions singing before the throne of God. His 

glorious presence elicits a passionate response. Eternity will 

be filled with musical expression. 

But as we press on with life here and now, Paul calls 

believers to sing in response to biblical meditation. In 

Colossians 3:16, he wrote, 
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Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, 

teaching and admonishing one another in all 

wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and 

spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your 

hearts to God. 

Some believers focus on the word and neglect singing. 

Others sing a lot but neglect the word. To cultivate gratitude 

and grow spiritually we need to exercise both head and 

heart! Sing to the Lord! 
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Congregational Participation 
My wife loves campfires, so I have learned to not mess 

around when I am trying to start one. You can stuff paper 

around the wood, and it just smolders. You can douse 

everything in lighter fluid, and it will flame up for a few 

seconds without really catching. So, I split the wood and 

arrange it carefully. I use paper and lighter fluid, and I 

gradually add larger pieces of wood as the fire grows. Once 

it’s going strong and the coals are hot, any old log will start 

burning. But if you pull one of those coals away, it quickly 

grows cold. 

Believers are like that. For our faith to stay hot, we need to 

be together. So, the Psalms speak of congregational 
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participation as another exercise that helps us be thankful. 

Psalm 111:1 says, “Praise the LORD! I will give thanks to 

the LORD with my whole heart, in the company of the 

upright, in the congregation.” 

Was the psalmist thinking of something like a local church 

gathering? Probably not. The Jewish practice of meeting in 

synagogues did not begin until the Babylonian captivity or 

sometime after. The assembly here is probably one of the 

three feasts in Jerusalem. So, with these verses the 

psalmist was stirring up gratitude in his heart on the journey 

to make the most of the event. 

Faithful people from all over the country would travel to the 

temple to celebrate the Passover, the Feast of Weeks, and 

the Feast of Booths together. Passover looked back on how 

God saved Israel from bondage in Egypt. As his angel 

brought a plague of death on firstborn sons throughout the 

country, the Israelite homes were passed over because they 

were marked by the blood of the Passover lamb. At the 

Feast of Weeks, also called Pentecost, the people offered 

up the first fruits of their crops as an expression of 

thanksgiving and faith that God would continue to provide. 

People camped out in temporary shelters for the Feast of 

Booths to remember Israel’s wandering in the wilderness 
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and to remind themselves that they were still waiting for the 

ultimate fulfillment of God’s covenant promises. 

A person could also use those times of celebration to find 

strength in hard times. Psalm 42 demonstrates this strategy. 

Verses 4 and 5 say, 

These things I remember, as I pour out my 

soul: how I would go with the throng and lead 

them in procession to the house of God with 

glad shouts and songs of praise, a multitude 

keeping festival. Why are you cast down, O 

my soul, and why are you in turmoil within 

me? Hope in God; for I shall again praise 

him, my salvation 

Here again, the Hebrew word for “praise” could refer to 

giving thanks. The person’s heart is in turmoil and filled with 

grief. But he remembers how much he enjoyed being with 

everyone at the festivals. So, he argues with his soul. He 

tells himself to be hopeful. His suffering will not last forever. 

In a statement of faith, aspiration, and commitment, he 

proclaims that he will one day give thanks to God again. We 

all need to challenge ourselves that way. 

As Jewish people began to meet in local synagogues, 

congregational participation became more frequent, and 

this carries over into the early church. Acts 2 tells us that 
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Christians in Jerusalem were devoted to fellowship, 

gathering day by day and breaking bread in their homes. We 

don’t know how long they continued that practice, but by the 

time Paul wrote First Corinthians, it seems that the church 

there was gathering on the first day of the week. His letter 

to the Ephesians gives us some sense of how people were 

to participate. In verses 19 and 20 of chapter 5, he spoke of, 

… addressing one another in psalms and 

hymns and spiritual songs, singing and 

making melody to the Lord with your heart, 

giving thanks always and for everything to 

God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, 

When we combine these verses with the parallel passage in 

Colossians 3 that we read a moment ago, we see biblical 

meditation, musical expression, and congregational 

participation all contributing to an overall spirit of 

thanksgiving. Every church gathering should be like that. 

But it will never happen if it is just one person sharing the 

Word, and a few people performing some songs. Whether 

you are watching online or even in person, congregational 

observation is not the same as participation. Hebrews 

10:24-25 defines participation by saying, 
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And let us consider how to stir up one 

another to love and good works, not 

neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of 

some, but encouraging one another, and all 

the more as you see the Day drawing near. 

The church is not a school, a business, or a show; it is a 

body. For it to be spiritually healthy, we need you to be here, 

if possible, when we gather and to come ready to encourage 

others. Congregational participation builds gratitude. 
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Missional Devotion 
I have pictured gratitude as a fire. We seek the right fuel 

through biblical meditation. We fan the flames through 

musical expression and keep the coals burning hot through 

congregational participation. But a blazing fire also puts out 

a lot of light. On a hilltop in the dark of night, it can be seen 

for miles. 

Our gratitude should shine like that. Rather than keeping it 

hidden, we should be open about it. If you recognize the 

goodness and steadfast love of God, then it seems only 

natural that you would want others to see it too. So, the final 

exercise to build our gratitude is what I am calling missional 
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devotion. David modeled this focus in Psalm 57:9-10. He 

said, 

I will give thanks to you, O Lord, among the 

peoples; I will sing praises to you among the 

nations. For your steadfast love is great to 

the heavens, your faithfulness to the clouds. 

The superscript for the psalm links it to the time when David 

fled from Saul in the cave. First Samuel 24 tells us that Saul 

had 3,000 men. But the Lord protected David and his much 

smaller group of men. Saul, unaware of their location, 

wandered into the cave in which they were hiding to relieve 

himself. David could have slain Saul, but he resisted 

because he felt that he should not do that to the man the 

Lord had anointed as king. So, after that experience David 

wanted to spread the news of God’s steadfast love among 

all the nations and peoples of the world.  

Later when David became king, he exhorted all the people 

of Israel to join him in telling the world about God. First 

Chronicles 16 tells us that he brought the ark of God into 

Jerusalem and appointed Asaph and others as song 

leaders. Then the chapter records passages from various 

psalms that they must have sung on that occasion. Verse 8 

is also recorded in Psalm 105:1. It says, “Oh give thanks to 
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the LORD; call upon his name; make known his deeds 

among the peoples!” 

Who was responsible for making God’s deeds known? Not 

just prophets, priests, and kings. Exodus 19 tells us that 

after God rescued the people of Israel from Egypt, he 

revealed that he wanted them all to represent him before the 

world as a kingdom of priests. As we saw previously, Psalm 

138:4 shows us that David was confident that one day all 

the kings of the earth would give thanks to the Lord. 

Jesus made it clear that the church is to carry on that same 

mission. He told his followers to make disciples of all nations 

and to proclaim to them repentance for the forgiveness of 

sins (Mt 28:19; Lu 24:47). Peter used Old Testament terms 

to describe the church’s mission. In 1 Peter 2:9, he wrote, 

But you are a chosen race, a royal 

priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his 

own possession, that you may proclaim the 

excellencies of him who called you out of 

darkness into his marvelous light. 

It seems obvious to say that God’s excellencies should be 

proclaimed in a spirit of thankfulness. But it is possible for 

us to lose sight of that. When we see the sinfulness of the 

unbelieving world, we are tempted to take pride in our 
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personal spiritual efforts. Jesus described this attitude in his 

story about the Pharisee and the tax collector going to pray. 

Luke 18:11 tells us that he said, “The Pharisee, standing by 

himself, prayed thus: 'God, I thank you that I am not like 

other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this 

tax collector.” 

What a warped expression of gratitude! He was not really 

thanking God at all. Rather than shining the light on God’s 

goodness and steadfast love, he was turning the spotlight 

on himself. He was boasting about his own self-

righteousness and looking down on the people around him. 

If we succumb to that Pharisaical outlook, how do you think 

we will relate to the sinful people around us? I suspect that 

we will treat them with disgust and irritation rather than 

Christlike compassion and grace. 

I think Paul was addressing this problem as he wrote to the 

Philippians. In chapter 3, he warned them about self-

righteousness. In chapter 1, he spoke of striving together for 

the faith of the gospel, and in the first part of chapter 2, he 

called them to follow Christ’s example of humility. So, in 

verse 14-15 of chapter 2, he said, 

Do all things without grumbling or disputing, 

that you may be blameless and innocent, 
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children of God without blemish in the midst 

of a crooked and twisted generation, among 

whom you shine as lights in the world. 

A lot of their grumbling and disputing was probably about 

their crooked and twisted generation. They were facing 

opposition and persecution. But self-righteous grumbling 

does not bring any light into the darkness. They needed to 

live a holy life with a spirit of humility. How do we strike that 

balance? Gratitude. The gospel shines as we radiate true 

thankfulness. So, the exercise of missional devotion keeps 

our thanksgiving on track with God’s purpose. 
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CLOSING THOUGHTS 
So, in this study of gratitude I have attempted to persuade 

you that we need a new understanding. Biblical gratitude is 

a discipline of the mind, the will, and the emotions centered 

upon God and his saving work. Rather than look to our 

national history or our personal journey to fuel our gratitude, 

we should draw inspiration from the biblical storyline. To 

cultivate this passionate habit, we must use these four 

exercises: biblical meditation, musical celebration, 

congregational participation, and missional devotion. 

Is this kind of gratitude present in your life? It is impossible 

to have it apart from salvation in Christ. We are all sinners. 

Our righteousness does not measure up. But in his grace 

and love God sent his Son to provide forgiveness from sins 

through his death on the cross. So, if you have never done 

so, I invite you to receive his grace and to begin trusting in 

Christ as your Savior. If you want to learn more about this 

life of worship and thanksgiving, Colossians 3 would be a 

good chapter to read. 

If you have already received Christ, are you filled with 

gratitude? We can always grow. Perhaps focusing on one 
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of these exercises would help. Is one of them lacking from 

your life? I encourage you to make a special effort to change 

that. God is worthy!  

May our hearts overflow with the thanksgiving that he 

deserves! 

Reflect 
Which of these exercises do you practice most? What draws 

you to that one? 

Which of these exercises do you practice least? What keeps 

you from doing that one? How could you improve? 

What changes would help you continue a stronger focus on 

gratitude year-round? 
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