           11/23/06  Thanksgiving Day Sermon:   “Remember the Lord your God!”
 (Texts:  Deuteronomy 8:6-18;  1st Thessalonians 5:16-18, 23-24;  Luke 17:11-19)
*****************************************************************

     Well, today is Thanksgiving!  Many people have been looking forward to this holiday as a time to get together with family and friends; a time to sit down to a delicious meal that includes turkey with all the fixings and desserts full of calories; a time to reflect upon all the earthly blessings God has showered upon this nation.
     In fact, it was president Abraham Lincoln who made Thanksgiving a national holiday.  He was inspired to do this when he read about the pilgrims who left their home and came to a new land so they could have the freedom to worship God faithfully.  
     God’s Old Testament people, Israel, had a similar experience.  They had been slaves in Egypt where they were surrounded by unbelievers who worshipped false gods.  But God rescued them and promised to give them a new home in an abundant land where they could worship God faithfully.  However, it took over 40 years for God to get them there.  God made them wander in the wilderness for 40 years in order to teach them to rely on Him for all they needed.  

     Listen to this Word of God from the Book of Deuteronomy:  “Remember how the Lord your God led you all the way in the desert these forty years, to humble you and to test you in order to know what was in your heart, whether or not you would keep His commands.  He humbled you, causing you to hunger and then feeding you with manna … to teach you that man does not live on bread alone but on every world that comes from the mouth of the Lord.”
     God is teaching us 2 things in this text.  First, God wants us to remember Him.  You need to remember the Lord your God.  God wants you to understand that all our we need for our physical lives comes from God’s merciful hand.  Second, God also wants us to understand that He longs to give us much more than physical blessings.  Remember, we don’t live by bread alone but by every word that comes from God’s mouth.

     Simply put, the Word of God teaches us that our greatest need is the forgiveness of our sin and eternal life with the God who loves us.  Think about it!  A full stomach, a clean bill of health and a million dollars in the bank won’t do you any good if you cling to your sin and reject the Word of God that points us to Jesus.  We desperately need God’s gifts of repentance and faith; we need Jesus if we are going to conquer sin and death.
     With that said, let’s get back to our Old Testament reading from Deuteronomy chapter 8.  God tells Israel that they are going to enter a land that is so abundant that they will never lack any physical necessities.  God gave these gifts to them because He loved them.

     In the same way, God has given us a land filled with abundance.  We have many physical blessings that God has given us because He is merciful and He loves us.  God wants us to enjoy these gifts.  Listen to what Paul writes in 1st Timothy ch. 4:  “…everything God created is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving, because it is consecrated by the word of God and prayer.”

     However, God also knows that there is a spiritual danger that exists whenever we have physical blessings in abundance.  This spiritual danger exists not because physical prosperity is bad.  Instead, the spiritual danger exists because our sinful nature so easily ends up worshipping the gifts and rejecting the One who gave them to us.

     Therefore, God lovingly warned His Old Testament people, and this warning also applies to us who live in American today.  Listen to this word of God from Deuteronomy chapter 8:  “When you have eaten and are satisfied, praise the Lord your God for the good land he has given you.  Be careful that you do not forget the Lord your God, failing to observe His commands, His laws and His decrees … Otherwise, when you eat and are satisfied, when you build fine houses and settle down, and when your herds and flocks grow large and your silver and gold increase and all you have is multiplied, then your heart will become proud and you will forget the Lord your God … You may say to yourself, ‘My power and the strength of my hands have produced this wealth for me.’”
     Isn’t it obvious how this applies to us in America today?  God has given us many physical blessings.  We look at our homes, cars, clothes, T.V. sets, DVD players, closets fill of clothing, refrigerators fill of food, storage rooms full of items we never use, and we are tempted to say to ourselves:  “My power and the strength of my hands have produced this wealth for me!”  God gives us physical blessings because He loves us.  But God also knows that physical blessings may lead us to forget the Lord our God.  We forget that we can’t live on bread alone!

     Therefore, God exposes our sin and reminds us that we deserve nothing but His present and eternal wrath.  Then God points us to Jesus and reminds us that our greatest need is the forgiveness of sin and eternal life in God’s love.  
     Listen to what Jesus says in Matthew chapter 6:  “…do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’  For the unbelievers run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them.  But seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.”
     You see, the Kingdom of God does not consist in earthly wealth, health and prosperity.  God knows what we need for this earthly life, and He meets our physical needs as He sees best.  But more than anything, God knows that we need His Kingdom.  God’s Kingdom is the forgiveness of sin and the hope of eternal life in His love that we receive only through Jesus.  But why do we need Jesus?  We need a little history to answer that question.  

     Several thousand years ago God created the universe and all life.  The crown of His creation was the first humans – Adam and Eve.  God’s plan was that Adam and Eve, and ALL humans descended from them, would live in God’s love forever.  But things didn’t turn out that way.  

     The devil tempted Adam and Eve to worship themselves and reject their Creator.  The result was disaster for all creation!  Adam and Eve became God’s enemies in their hearts, and they passed on this sinful nature to US.  We, too, are sinners who worship ourselves and forget the Lord our God.
     This world is cursed by our sin against God and therefore we should experience nothing but poverty, pain and death.  But God in His mercy gives us many good things.  But most of all, God in His mercy has given us His Son.  God sent Jesus, His Son, to be our Savior – the Savior of sinners.

     When Jesus was on this earth in visible form, He performed many miracles.  In our Gospel reading we heard how Jesus healed 10 men of a skin disease called leprosy.  Jesus did these miracles so people would realize who He was – that He was the Savior of sinners God has promised to send into the world.  

     On another occasion Jesus performed a miracle called The Feeding of the 5000.  Jesus miraculously provided bread and fish for 1000’s of people.  He did this not only to meet their physical need for food.  Even more, Jesus was hoping they would realize who He was and then trust in Him for their greatest need – their need for forgiveness of sin and eternal life with God.
     But most of the people then just didn’t get it.  All they wanted was more food for their stomachs.  So Jesus said to them:  “I tell you the truth, you are looking for me, not because you saw miraculous signs but because you ate the loaves and had your fill.  Do not work for food that spoils, but for food that endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you.  On him God the Father has placed His seal of approval.”
     Jesus speaks these words to us, also!  Sometimes we, too, are guilty of chasing after all the wrong things.  We use God as though He were a Divine Santa Claus, and once we open His gifts we go on with our lives and forget about Him.  But when we forget the Lord our God we are doing without the greatest need that we have – the need for the forgiveness of sin and eternal life in God’s love.

     My friends, our problem is not that we want too much.  Our problem is that we want too little.  We’re too easily satisfied with the physical things of this world that can’t give us what we truly need.  We need MORE than the physical blessings God provides.  We need JESUS!

     The Good News is that God gives us JESUS!  Even though we are guilty of forgetting God more times than we know, the Good News is that God never forgets about us.  God remembers YOU, and that’s why He gives you JESUS!

     You can come to God, sinner though you are, and know that you will receive mercy, love and eternal life because of Jesus.  The Father who loves you enough to give you food, clothing, shelter, and many other physical blessings, this same Father will also give you what you truly need – forgiveness of sin and eternal life in His love.

     Listen to what Jesus says to you about Himself:  “I am the bread of life.  He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty … All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will never drive away.  For I have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me.  And this is the will of him who sent me, that I shall lose none of all that he has given me, but raise them up at the last day.  For my Father’s will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.”

     Isn’t that wonderful!  The God who loves you enough to give you food for your body today and tomorrow, this same God also gives you the True Bread from heaven – Jesus, His own dear Son.  Jesus came into this world to save us sinners.  

     Jesus lived a perfect life in our place that we might be clothed with His holiness.  Jesus died in the cross in our place of damnation that our sins might be forgiven.  Jesus conquered death for us that we might live now and forever with the God who loves us.

     Today is Thanksgiving!  God will once again provide for our physical needs by giving us food, clothing, shelter and much more.  But remember our Lord’s Words:  “Man does not live by bread alone, but by every Word that comes from the mouth of the Lord.”  God wants to give you so much more than bread.  God wants to give you Jesus – now and for all eternity.

     Because God has given you Jesus, you always have a reason to be truly thankful.  That’s why that one man returned to Jesus after He had been healed of his leprosy.  That one man understood that Jesus could give Him more than mere physical healing.  Jesus gives us the ultimate healing which is forgiveness of sin and eternal life with God.

     Therefore, even if you go hungry in this world; even if God allows you to face poverty, sickness and death itself – if you have Jesus, you still have reason to give thanks.  If you have Jesus, then you have what you truly need – the forgiveness of all your sin, the assurance of God’s love and the certain hope of eternal life with the Lord.

     So, as you enjoy God’s physical blessings today, tomorrow and the next day, remember the Lord your God and the spiritual blessings He wants you to receive through faith in Jesus.  Amen!
