    11/22/07  Thanksgiving DAY  Sermon:   “Give Thanks in ALL Circumstances!”
            (Texts:  Psalm 30:1-12;  1st Thessalonians 5:16-24;  Matthew 5:3 & 10-12)

************************************************************************
     “Give thanks in ALL circumstances!”  That’s the title for today’s sermon.  Now, an honest reaction to that sermon title could be:  “Are you kidding, pastor?  Do you live in the real world?  It’s awfully hard to give thanks in some circumstances.”  I agree.  It IS hard for us to give thanks in some circumstances.

For example,…

     **Today some spouses will spend Thanksgiving without a husband or wife and some children will spend Thanksgiving without a father or mother.  Why?  The reason is that their loved one was killed fighting terrorists in Iraq.

     **Some families will have to celebrate Thanksgiving in on the street or in a homeless shelter.  They have no home.  No place to sleep or cook.

     **Some people will spend Thanksgiving in the hospital because they have a terminal illness and are too weak to be at home with their families.

     **Some elderly person will spend Thanksgiving alone because she has no family nearby and no one else seems to care about her.

     I could go on all day with examples of such horrible and tragic circumstances.  Some of you may be experiencing your own unique trials and difficulties in life.  Let’s face it.  During times of hardship, sickness, fear, pain and death we find that it is difficult to give thanks to God.  In fact, let’s be honest, sometimes we even become angry with God.

     Therefore, how can I dare preach a sermon entitled:  “Give Thanks in ALL Circumstances.”?  Simply put, it’s not my opinion that we should give thanks in ALL circumstances.  I based my sermon title on the Word of God.  Recall the first few words of our reading from 1st Thessalonians.  The Apostle Paul writes:  “Be joyful always; pray continually, give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.”

     Did you hear that?  Not only does Paul say that we should give thanks in ALL circumstances.  Paul also makes it clear that his is not his personal opinion, either.  Paul says that this is GOD’S will for you!

     But how can we possible accomplish this will of God in our lives?  How is it possible to give thanks in ALL circumstances?  Pay attention, and God’s Word will renew your mind so that you can understand how it is possible to give thanks when you’d rather curse God to His face.

     First of all, we need to understand what Scripture teaches about our lot in life.  You see, we are often guilty of thinking that God owes us a life filled with peace and prosperity; a life without poverty or pain.  As a result, we sometimes take all of our health, wealth and prosperity for granted.  Then when we DO experience trial or tragedy we cry out to God and say:  “Why me, Lord? This isn’t fair!  How could you let this happen to me?”

     This fact is, we need to repent.  You see, Scripture teaches that we are God’s enemies by nature.  We were all conceived with a sinful nature that we inherited from Adam and Eve who rejected God in the beginning.  This world has been cursed by our sin, and so we should experience NOTHING but pain in this life and punishment for all eternity in hell.  But is that our experience?  Hardly!

     First of all, God graciously provides for all our bodily needs.  He gives us air to breathe, water to drink, food to eat, clothes to wear and shelter from the environment.  And in addition to these basic human needs, we Americans have all experienced multiple luxuries that other people in this world will never have.   

     But all these undeserved physical blessings are nothing compared to the ULTIMATE undeserved blessing God has given us!  God has provided for our greatest need.  Think about it.  Our many sins against God deserve His eternal wrath.  But God sent His only Son into human flesh to live a perfect life in our place and then suffer the damnation we deserve so that we might receive forgiveness and the hope of eternal life in God’s love.

     With that understood, we can now understand why the following question is so evil:  “Why do bad things happen to good people?”  Maybe you’ve heard that question before.  Maybe you’ve asked it yourself.  This question assumes that some of us are good people and that nothing bad should ever happen to us.  We think God has to explain Himself somehow.
     But we’re asking the WRONG question.  Instead, Holy Scripture teaches us to ask the following question:  “Why do GOOD things happen to BAD people?”  My friends, we are all equally sinful before God and the “chief of sinners” is preaching to you right now.  No one of us deserves any blessing from God.  So, I need to ask myself:  “Why do so many good things happen to a bad person like me?”  The answer is:  God chooses to be merciful to sinners who don’t deserve anything good!
     Think about it!  Not only does God give us many physical blessings.  Most of all, God has given us His one and only Son.  Jesus was born, lived, died on the cross, conquered death and ascended on high to reign – and He did this all for us sinners so that we might be forgiven and live NOW and FOREVER in God’s love.

God gives us all these things even though we deserve nothing but His wrath.  That’s why we give thanks in ALL circumstances!

     But what about all those times of pain, suffering and death?  If God does love us; if God does want to be merciful to us, then why does He allow these things to happen?  Well, here is where God’s mysterious love and mercy surprises us once again.  In our Gospel reading Jesus says that we believers are “blessed” even in the midst of suffering and persecution.  Why does Jesus say this?  

     First, no matter what our circumstances in life may be we believers know that God has given us His Kingdom.  In other words, through Jesus we have the forgiveness of all our sin, the certainty of God’s love and the promise of the resurrection and eternal life in a New Creation.

     Second, God promises to give us blessings through our trials and tragedies.  For example, God uses suffering to strengthen our faith in Christ.  Let’s face it.  When things are going good we are sometimes tempted to forget about God and our need for His mercy and love.  Therefore, God will sometimes allow us to suffer pain and loss so that we will cling to Christ all the more firmly.  When God uses suffering and death to strengthen our faith in Christ, then we are blessed.
     In addition, Scripture also teaches that God allows us believers to suffer in order to give us opportunities to witness to others about the hope we have in Jesus.  When unbelievers see that a “peace that passes all human understanding” they may ask us how that is possible, and then we can point then to Jesus, our Lord and Savior.

     Now we can begin to understand why the Apostle Paul wrote these words:  “Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in ALL circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.”

     However, please understanding something.  When Paul speaks of “joy” he does NOT mean some “bubbly emotion” that comes and goes based on your circumstances.  No!  By “joy” Paul means the God-given peace an assurance that is based on the fact that you have received forgiveness of sin and the certain hope of eternal life in Jesus, and that nothing can separate you from His love.

     In the same way, when Paul says that we should give thanks in ALL circumstances He does not mean that we somehow enjoy our pain or that we put on a fake smile when we’d rather cry.

     Instead, what Paul means is that in the midst of our pain, in spite of our fears and tears, we still give thanks to God because we know that He has given us so many good things and that He will even use our trials and tragedies to give us spiritual blessings.

     We need to remember these words from Psalm 30:  “…weeping may remain for a night, but rejoicing comes in the morning.”  So, when we do experience pain, suffering and death, we know these experiences are temporary.  We who have faith in Jesus not only live in the knowledge that God loves and forgives us.  We also live with the certain hope of the “resurrection of the body and the life everlasting” – as we say at the end of the Apostles’ Creed.  

     My fellow believers, our momentary sorrows are nothing compared to the eternal life we have in God’s love because of Jesus, our Lord and Savior.  Therefore, in the midst of the worst of life circumstances we can still give thanks to God for we know He has given us the victory in Jesus.
     I close with these words from Holy Scripture:  “May God Himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through.  May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.  The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it.”  Amen!

