11/27/08  Thanksgiving Day Sermon:  “Repentant Thanksgiving!”

( Texts:  Philippians  4:10-20;  1st  John  3:16-18 & 4:7-11;  Luke  17:11-19  )
Sermon based on hymn #788 in “Lutheran Service Book”

************************************************************************

     Today I’m going to do something a bit different.  I’m going to base this sermon on the words of the sermon hymn we just sang.  Of course, any sermon worth hearing should be based on Scripture alone.  After all, you didn’t attend this service to hear my opinions.  Instead, you are attending this Service to hear God’s Word proclaimed.
     Having said that, I’m still comfortable basing my sermon on the words of this hymn because the words of this hymn correctly reflect the teaching of Holy Scripture.  Simply put, the words of this hymn flow from Scripture which teaches us that God would have us Christians live lives of repentant thanksgiving.  This reminds of me of title of our sermon hymn:  “Forgive Us, Lord, for Shallow Thankfulness.”

     Today is Thanksgiving Day.  Today we give thinks for all the many blessings God has given us.  But this should also be a day of repentance.  Let me read for you the words of the 1st , 3rd and 5th stanzas of our sermon hymn:  
     “Forgive us, Lord, for shallow thankfulness, for dull content with warmth and sheltered care, for songs of praise for food and harvest press, while of Your richer gifts we’re unaware.” 

     “Forgive us, Lord, for selfish thanks and praise, for words that speak at variance with deeds; forgive our thanks for walking pleasant ways unmindful of a broken brother’s needs.”

     “Forgive us, Lord, for feast that knows not fast, for joy in things that meanwhile starve the soul, for walls and wars that hide Your mercies vast and blur our vision of the Kingdom goal.”
     What are these words teaching us?  These words remind us of what Jesus Himself said when He quoted an Old Testament Scripture to the devil:  “Man does not live on bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.”  

     Now don’t misunderstand me!  I’m not saying we can’t be thankful for all the many physical blessings God gives us.  In fact, Jesus Himself taught us to pray:  “Give us this day our daily bread.”  But the same Jesus also taught us to pray:  “Forgive us our sins…”
     We Americans have been blessed with so much prosperity.  Even the poor among us are rich compared with many people in this world.  Even though we can be thankful for the abundant prosperity God has given us, we show that we are sinners by our shallow thankfulness.
     As the first stanza of the hymn said:   “Forgive us, Lord, for … dull content with warmth and sheltered care … while of Your richer gifts we’re unaware.”  You see, more than any physical luxuries or even physical necessities, we need the forgiveness and love of God.  We should hunger and thirst for God more than anything in life.

     I think of the following words from Psalm 73:  “Whom have I in heaven but you?  And earth has nothing I desire besides you.  My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.”

     These words remind us that God and His love for us should be the focus of our entire life.  But we sinners are often guilty of worshipping the gifts and rejecting the Giver.  It all started with Adam and Eve.  They rejected God and worshipped their own selfish desires and trusted their own foolish wisdom.  

     We were conceived with the same evil nature, and so we are guilty of shallow thankfulness.  Or, as the words of our hymn said:  “…for joy in things that meanwhile starve the soul,…”       
     So often we are deluded with the dull content that the riches of this world offer.  We spend our time, energy and money focusing on trivial, worldly things while ignoring the Lord and the spiritual nurture He longs to give us.  Sometimes we become so deluded that we even thank God for things that are sinful and offensive to Him.
     We may be tempted to thank God for our nice house, new car, HD TV, expensive hobbies, fancy clothes and so on while ignoring the fact that God wants us to repent of our sins and give thanks for the undeserved mercy and new life we have in Jesus.  
     My friends, God wants us to repent of focusing on ourselves and while ignoring the needs of others around us.  God wants us to repent of failing to take time for Worship, Bible Study and Prayer while we use the time He’s given us for countless other trivial pursuits.  
     God wants us to repent of using our talents to serve ourselves instead asking God how we can serve others.  God wants us to repent of how we selfishly use His money for ourselves while failing to adequately support the mission of His Church.
     The Good News I have for you today is that God does indeed forgive us.  However, He doesn’t forgive us because we deserve it.  He doesn’t forgive us because we’re supposedly better than other people who are not as thankful as we are.  He doesn’t forgive us because we donate food to Community Action.

     My friends, God forgives us because Jesus has saved us from our shallow thankfulness by His suffering, death and resurrection for us.  You see, our shallow thankfulness deserves God’s wrath and there is nothing we can say or do to save ourselves from the punishment we deserve.  

     But thanks be to God, He loves us so much that He sent His only Son to suffer and die in our place of punishment so that we might receive forgiveness and have the joy of living as God’s children – now and for all eternity.

     This reminds me of what we can learn from our Gospel reading.  Even though Jesus healed 10 people, only one returned and thanked Jesus.  Why?  Because only one realized that Jesus was more than just a prophet or a miracle worker.  Jesus was God Himself in human flesh!  That’s why Jesus said:  “Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?”  Simply put, God gave this Samaritan the faith to see what 9 other people missed.

     After that, Jesus said:  “Rise and go; your faith has made you well.”  Now, please understand.  Jesus does NOT mean that if your faith is strong enough you can receive any physical healing you desire.  Faith is not some kind of will power that forces God to give us what we want.  Instead, the gift of faith means that we trust God to give us what we really need.

     That’s why I don’t like the English translation:  “…your faith had made you well.”  It sounds like Jesus is merely speaking about this man being healed of His leprosy.  But the other 9 were healed, too, and Jesus doesn’t say this to them!  

     You see, the original Greek word that is translated “made well” should actually be translated “saved.”  Jesus is saying that this man’s faith in Jesus as Lord and Savior will result in a healing that is far greater than being cured of leprosy.  Simply put, through faith in Jesus this man will receive the forgiveness of sins and eternal life in God’s love.

     So, what do we learn from this?  Even though Jesus can and does give us many physical blessings, He wants us to repent of the times that we have dull content with warmth and sheltered care while of His richer gifts we’re unaware.  
     You see, we need to thank God for the greatest healing He gives us – His healing gifts of forgiveness, love and eternal life in Jesus.  These gifts reconcile us to God and result in us living a new life that flows from the mercy and love of Jesus.

     When God convicts us of our shallow thankfulness and then gives us faith in Jesus who saved us by His death and resurrection, the result is that are truly thankful to God and we long to live new lives as His dearly loved children.

     With that said, I would now like to read stanzas 2, 4 and 6 of our sermon hymn.  These words are an example of a prayer that flows from a heart of one whose sins are forgiven and who desires to live a new life according to God’s will in thanks for all His undeserved mercy and love.  Please listen and pray in your heart with me as I read these words from our hymn:

     “Teach us to thank You, Lord, for love and grace, for life and vision, for a purpose clear, for Christ Your Son, and for each human face that shows Your message ever new and near.”
     “Teach us, O Lord, true thankfulness divine, that gives as Christ gave, never counting cost, that knows no barrier of ‘yours’ and ‘mine,’ assured that only what’s withheld is lost.”

     “Open our eyes to see Your love’s intent, to know with minds and hearts its depth and height; may thankfulness be days in service spent, reflection of Christ’s life and love and light.”
     Today you can thank God for all the many physical blessings He showers upon you, even though you deserve none of them.  But even more, you can thank God for His gifts of repentance and faith in Jesus as your Lord and Savior that makes it possible for you to receive what you truly need – forgiveness of sin and eternal life in God’s love.  Jesus has given these gifts to YOU.
     Yes, Jesus has given us the healing that really matters, and so like that Samaritan in our Gospel reading we are giving thanks to Jesus for all He has done for us.  As Christ’s love and mercy fills our hearts and as His Word fills our minds, we will be moved to pray that God will lead us into lives of repentant thanksgiving and loving service.  Amen!
