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Foreword


Jonathan Edwards taught us that the task of every generation is to discover in which direction the Sovereign Redeemer is moving and to move in that direction. As with his previous books R. T. has done it again with Thanking God. He has an amazing ability to address vitally important subjects at just the right time. His desire, not only to hear from God but to understand the relationship between the word and the Spirit and then pass these truths on, is a very precious gift to us all. His words are eagerly awaited and are life-changing when taken on board.


In Thanking God R. T. tackles a long-neglected subject but one that is central to our Christian faith – thankfulness towards God and one another. In today’s sophisticated and selfish society we are much more likely to criticise than praise, quicker to complain than to thank, and to give vent to disappointment before expressing gratitude.


R. T. writes with disarming honesty, starting from his own sense of failure in this whole area. He confesses he has had to be taught by God to be grateful and follow a daily discipline of thanksgiving because this does not come easily. He teaches us why and how to thank God, and from his pastor’s heart urges us to be obedient and to receive the blessing that comes from the right attitude.


Would you know him who is the greatest saint in the world? It is not he who prays most or fasts most; it is not he who gives most alms, but it is he who is always thankful to God, who receives everything as an instance of God’s goodness and has a heart always ready to praise God for it.


These words from William Law’s Serious Call to a Devout and Holy Life, written way back in 1729, beautifully summarise the spirit and rationale of R. T.’s brilliant book.


Celia Bowring




Preface


This book was written in Britain but finished in America. It is hard to grasp that only a few months ago I sat in the Westminster Chapel vestry writing this book. I recall one day looking around and saying to myself, ‘Am I really here? Have I actually been here for twenty-five years?’ Dr Martyn Lloyd-Jones used to say to me of his thirty years at the Chapel, ‘I can hardly remember being there.’ I now know exactly what he meant.


You will be reading a book by one very grateful man. Nobody is more undeserving than I, but when I contemplate that God brought me from the hills of Kentucky to Westminster I find it incredible.


This book has been inside me waiting to come out for fifteen years. This is explained in Chapter 1. I only hope I can pass on a greater desire than you have ever had to be thankful. As Paul put it, ‘Giving thanks to God’ is ‘not only the right thing to do, but it is our duty to God’ (2 Thessalonians 1:3, The Living Bible). I have been both sobered and thrilled to learn how much it means to God for us simply to take the time to say – not just feel it – ‘Thank you’ to him. He notices it when we do it. This thrills me. He notices it when we don’t. This sobers me.


Rob Parsons, who reckoned that Total Forgiveness was the one book of all I have written he would choose, read the manuscript of this one and actually suggested that this book has the potential to be my most important. He did make several helpful comments, as always, as did my friends Lyndon and Celia Bowring. I thank Celia for her gracious Foreword. What would I do without friends like this! I miss these people more than you can fathom.


Working with David Moloney and the staff at Hodder is always a delight. I am thankful for their continued trust. My thanks also to Beryl Grogan, my former secretary, who has seen this effort through to the press. She has lovingly typed every word. And do I ever miss having a secretary! Her new boss, my worthy successor Greg Haslam, has graciously allowed her to assist me from time to time since we have moved to Florida. I am exceedingly grateful to both of them for this kindness.


People ask me, what is it like living in retirement? Strangely enough, it hasn’t been easy for Louise or me. I could almost write a book on this. You will read how much our daughter Melissa loves London. Nobody loves London more than Louise and I. I sometimes wonder if we will ever settle in over here, but I can certainly affirm how thankful to God we are that we ever lived in England and that I had the distinct honour to be the minister of Westminster Chapel for exactly twenty-five years.


This book is warmly and affectionately dedicated to Alan and Julia Bell. You can read about them in my book In Pursuit of His Glory, which tells a bit of our twenty-five years at Westminster Chapel. They were sent from the Lord to Louise and me in a time of need and we only want them to know how much they are loved. Thank you, Alan and Julia.


R.T. Kendall
Key Largo, Florida
June 2002




Introduction


I have ten thousand stories that could show how thankful I have had occasion to be, so forgive me for choosing something that happened just recently. On the first day we moved into our new home in Key Largo, Florida, our neighbours ‘Skip’ and Diane kindly introduced themselves to Louise and me. ‘Let us know if there is anything we can do for you,’ they graciously offered. I did appreciate their friendliness but never dreamed of accepting their offer. The best neighbours are those who are cordial but never a nuisance! As poet Robert Frost said, ‘Good fences make good neighbours.’


One hour later the Bimini top (that protects from the sun) on my little boat became undone and the repairers said I’d have to bring it into their shop. This would mean several days of waiting without a boat, not to mention the expense. I had noticed that Skip had a tool shed in his garage and so I approached him. ‘Let me have a look at it,’ he said. He fixed it in five minutes. I thanked him profusely.


I then stepped into the boat to start the motor. It wouldn’t start. The exact same trouble I had been having every year on our summer holidays had now recurred. The boat mechanic never really got it right. Embarrassed though I was to do so, I walked across the street and told Skip my problem. ‘Let me have a look at it,’ he said again. He studied the situation in silence for several minutes, then tried one thing. With an inexpensive part he repaired the motor in thirty seconds. I was now feeling a very deep debt of gratitude indeed to my new friend and neighbour, and told him so.


But there was more. An hour later, as I was tying the boat to my dock my glasses somehow slipped off and fell into eight feet of water. They were my only pair. Oh no, I thought, Skip surely can’t help me here. I dare not bother him again. But retrieving my glasses was more crucial than the use of the boat. And I was not accustomed to diving.


I knocked on Skip’s door. ‘What is it this time?’ he said jokingly. I had to explain what had just happened and why I was turning to him a third time in just over an hour! He got on his swimming shorts, dived into the water and brought up my glasses on the first dive. I couldn’t believe it. And I was so relieved.


And so thankful. The funny thing is, Skip seemed very pleased to be of help. He knew also that I was extremely grateful. But I never, never, never wanted to be so indebted to anyone – and especially to a neighbour I had only just met!


The truth is, I felt so fortunate that God had provided us with a neighbour like that. It was almost too good to be true.


But that is but a drop in the ocean compared to the debt we owe to God. There is no way we can calculate or fathom the depths of our debt to God.


How precious to me are your thoughts, O God!


How vast is the sum of them!


Were I to count them,


they would outnumber the grains of sand.


When I awake,


I am still with you.


(Psalm 139:17–18)


What God does for us every day – ‘daily bears our burdens’ (Psalm 68:19) – is a thousand times more than what the best of friends and neighbours do for us.


The question is: are we thankful? That is what this book is about: learning gratitude and remembering to thank God for everything – the big things, and the little things. God wants to be appreciated. I want this book to help us all to be more and more thankful.




1


Making Up for Lost Time


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


(Philippians 4:6)


My Grandma McCurley was a school teacher in Springfield, Illinois – Miss Maddox before she married. There was one ten-year-old black boy in her class who was always getting into fights with white boys. One day when he was serving detention after school she began asking him questions as to why he was always getting into trouble.


‘Miss Maddox, those boys pick on me and gang up on me out on the playground,’ he replied, ‘so when I am back in the classroom I try to get even with them because they can’t gang up on me in the class.’


‘So you’re trying to get even with them, are you?’ she asked.


‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘that is what I want more than anything.’


‘How would you like to really get even with them?’ she then asked. ‘I believe you are a very intelligent boy. You could get top grades if you tried. If you really want to get even, get the best education you can possibly get and you could become somebody important one day. Then you’ll really get even.’


Nearly fifty years went by. My grandpa was in business for himself but owing to an accident was unable to work, and they fell on hard times. They were in danger of losing their home. My grandma got a phone call from the State House one afternoon. The secretary of a state senator asked, ‘Are you the former Lottie Maddox? The senator wants you to attend a special banquet in his honour.’


‘But why?’ my grandma asked. The secretary replied that the senator had been asked to invite the person who had been most influential in his life to be present at this banquet. That ten-year-old black student had become a lawyer and was now a senator.


Grandma and Grandpa McCurley attended the banquet and sat in a place of honour. After the senator received his award for high achievement in his state, he asked the lady he knew as Miss Maddox to stand. The black senator retold the above story to the people present. He said it was that event which changed his life and made him want to do something with his life. He was so pleased that he could at last show gratitude to Miss Maddox.


After the banquet he went to my grandma and said, ‘Let me know if there is anything I can do for you.’ She asked if he could help her find a job, as they were in danger of losing their home. She went to work the next day in an office in the State House and did so until her retirement.


My grandma was almost overwhelmed at the thought of being used in the life of that young black student and also at God’s surprising way of providing for their needs nearly fifty years later. ‘Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out!’ (Romans 11:33).


The senator may have taken a while to express his debt of gratitude to his old teacher. But he was determined to make up for lost time. He never forgot Miss Maddox. I too know the feeling of wanting to express long overdue thanks when I feel so totally unworthy. But better late than never! God has a way of letting us save face and show gratitude to him.


God alone knows how grateful I am to him, and only he really knows why I should be so thankful. I completed twenty-five years of ministry in what we in America call the Mother Country, where I have been loved and appreciated. Many an American would love the privilege I’ve had. Many a preacher would love to be the minister of Westminster Chapel. Not all I’d wanted happened, but when I consider that a man from the hills of Kentucky and a former door-to-door vacuum cleaner salesman has been so blessed, I can say, with David, ‘Who am I, O LORD God, and what is my family, that you have brought me this far?’ (1 Chronicles 17:16).


Saul of Tarsus never really got over God saving him. He loved to relate the account of his conversion again and again. He was so thankful (1 Timothy 1:12–17). Likewise I will never get over the fact that God has saved me, forgiven me of so much and kept me from falling a thousand times. Moreover, he has been pleased to use me, for which I am eternally grateful.


He has given me a wonderful wife and beautiful family, he has given me the best friends anyone ever had, not to mention health and other blessings upon blessings. The list is endless. In the words of Graham Kendrick’s recent song, ‘Lord, You’ve Been Good to Me’.


Lord you’ve been good to me
All my life, all my life
Your loving kindness never fails
I will remember
All you have done
Bring from my heart
Thanksgiving songs


New every morning is your love
Filled with compassion from above
Grace and forgiveness full and free
Lord you’ve been good to me


So may each breath I take
Be for you Lord, only you
Giving you back the life I owe
Love so amazing
Mercy so free
Lord you’ve been good
So good to me


(Graham Kendrick1)


While writing the book In Pursuit of His Glory (Hodder and Stoughton, 2002), an account of my twenty-five years in Westminster Chapel, I became conscious that I must write another book that was not more of my life story but an attempt to show how thankful I am.


But at this stage I have to say more because, sadly, if not incredibly, I have not always felt like this. Despite all the good things God has given us, I have also been a moaner, complainer and grumbler. I wish this were not true. But it is, so I have wanted to make up, if possible, for the years when I was so ungrateful and unappreciative, although I was utterly without excuse.


I am conscious that you may say, ‘I haven’t been blessed like you, R. T. It is easy for you to be thankful. You have no idea what I’ve been through and am still going through.’ But strange as it may seem, if you do feel like this, this book is still for you.


I assure you that I too could tell a long (very long) tale of woes. But the truth is, I am literally thankful for the worst things that have happened as well. Here is why: my trials have ‘made’ me. A trial, or any measure of suffering, can ‘make or break’ a person. How do we respond? Our difficulties might have led us to bitterness or despair; they could have broken us, but in a good sense. ‘The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise’ (Psalm 51:17).


Many readers will have heard of Joni Eareckson Tada. Her diving accident as a teenager that left her paralysed for life from the neck down could have driven her to bitterness and despair. But by the grace of God she chose to dignify her extreme suffering and God has made her a legend in her own time and an incalculable blessing to thousands of hurting people. I haven’t suffered anything like Joni. But I can say nonetheless that the adversities I have encountered have been worth more than gold. I have no complaints whatever. I pray that you will join me in doing what was put many years ago like this:


Count your blessings, name them one by one,
Count your blessings, see what God has done;
Count your blessings, name them one by one,
And it will surprise you what the Lord has done.


(Anon)


But now to a confession. It was a long, long time before I was awakened to be a thankful person. It was not until about fourteen years ago that I was mercifully brought to my senses. And funnily enough, it was one of my own sermons! I found myself preaching to myself. I was shaken.


It is not every day that one of my own sermons convicts me to the point of changing my life. I wish it happened more often. I would be a much better man if every sermon gripped me to the point that my own life was touched, never to be the same again.


But it has happened a few times during my twenty-five years at Westminster Chapel, and one occasion was on 6 November 1988. I was preaching on Philippians 4:6: ‘Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.’


The two words ‘with thanksgiving’ got to me. I was hit between the eyes. I was convicted over my lack of thankfulness to God. I owed so much but had paid so little attention to remembering to show gratitude by my words and deeds.


However, that day was not really the first time I noticed the phrase ‘with thanksgiving’. I well remember where I consciously heard it first: at the Coral Ridge Presbyterian Church in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, back in 1965. Their minister, Dr D. James Kennedy, had encouraged Scripture memorisation and many of the congregation had attempted to memorise the entire book of Philippians. I was present one evening when the people stood and, led by Dr Kennedy, recited the fourth chapter of Philippians. For some reason, the way they said ‘with thanksgiving’ when they came to verse 6 gave me pause for thought. It seemed that some had forgotten that phrase when they first tried to memorise it but made sure they never left it out again. The result was that the words ‘with thanksgiving’ seemed to come with an increased volume!


I can’t say I thought a lot about it again until I myself preached from the same text over twenty-three years later. But when I came to this phrase ‘with thanksgiving’ I felt horrible inside. I knew I had not been a very thankful person, and yet I had so much to be thankful for. For one thing, ‘the boundary lines have fallen for me in pleasant places; surely I have a delightful inheritance’, as David put it in Psalm 16:6. I was utterly without excuse.


Now I wanted to make up for the years of not showing my gratitude to God. But how?


It made me think of Bob George, a member of Westminster Chapel for many years. Shortly after I became the minister I raised the question, ‘How many of you have never led a soul to Christ?’ I don’t know how the people felt when I asked that question but Bob George later told me how it made him feel. Awful. He vowed then and there to start trying to lead someone to Christ, so when in June 1982 we started our Pilot Light ministry at the Chapel – witnessing to passers-by in the streets of Victoria – Bob George was the first to volunteer. He has since led hundreds and hundreds of people to pray a prayer of decision to be saved. In other words, he made up for lost time. And it thrilled him, too.


This is exactly what I myself wanted to do when it came to showing gratitude. I wanted to make up for lost time. I sought to do this in two ways: by showing gratitude in my own life as I never had done before, and also by consciously teaching gratitude to the people of Westminster Chapel and to anyone else who would listen to me. And that is why I have written this book.


The first step I took to indicate a change in my life was to begin every day by thanking the Lord for all I could recall over the previous twenty-four hours. For many years I have kept a journal, which goes into considerable detail. For example, I could tell you where I was at three in the afternoon on 3 April 1983 – and what was on my heart as I awakened that morning.


But beginning on 7 November, the day after I preached for the first time on Philippians 4:6, as well as writing in my journal I began thanking the Lord for every single item I could think of over the previous twenty-four hours. Ever since that day, every morning as soon as I have commenced by praying for the renewal of the sprinkling of Christ’s blood on me, I get out my journal and begin reading it. I thank the Lord for every single thing I can think of over the previous twenty-four hours. I wanted to make up for lost time. I have never been sorry for this decision, and I have not been the same since.


Writing a daily journal may not be what you can do – although many have found this to be a great blessing. What I am saying is that the habit of thankfulness needs to be part of our daily life, something from our hearts but a discipline we try to keep to.


I have much for which to be thankful. Do you? Do you show how thankful you are? How could you best build in a daily opportunity to thank the Lord?


‘He knows I’m thankful,’ you may say. Please tell him. Tell him. Do you not appreciate it yourself when people thank you for something? Even though God can see my heart while people can’t, we need to tell him. God also knows what things you need before you ask him, says Matthew 6:8, but he still wants you to tell him, and when we pray that’s what we should do.


We have a curious way of asking the Lord for what we need (even though he knows the need). We should also remember to thank him (even though he may well know we are thankful).


How can we be so sure we are thankful if we do not go to the trouble to remember to say ‘thank you’ to the one ‘who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ’ (Ephesians 1:3)?


We all know people who annoy us by their lack of gratitude and appreciation. It is surely true that those who remember to say ‘Thank you’ are more thankful than the ones who forget to say ‘Thank you’. God loves to hear us say ‘Thank you’ to him and to each other.


Among other things I will want to say in this book, three principles lie behind all that follows:


1    God loves gratitude.


2    God hates ingratitude.


3    Gratitude must be taught.


A good parent will teach their child to be thankful, to show thankfulness and to express it.


God the perfect parent has taught this in his word. With great care and patience he taught the children of Israel to be thankful. He was grieved when they were unthankful. Jesus taught the same thing, as did the Apostle Paul.


That is why I wanted to write this book – perhaps long overdue – that teaches people to be thankful and explains how to show it.


I will also show that the biblical doctrine of sanctification is to be seen as the doctrine of gratitude. Sanctification is the process by which we are made holy. It is becoming more and more like Jesus. But why be sanctified? Answer: to show we are thankful. This is why the reformed doctrine of sanctification has been called, literally, the doctrine of gratitude. We are not saved by our sanctification; we are not going to heaven because we are becoming more and more like the Lord Jesus Christ. We are saved by sheer grace. ‘For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith – and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works, so that no one can boast’ (Ephesians 2:8–9).


Sanctification, then, is like the PS at the end of a letter. We say:


Thank you Lord for saving my soul;
Thank you Lord for making me whole;
Thank you Lord for giving to me
Thy great salvation so rich and free.


(Anon)


But sanctification had to be taught in the early Church, which is why we have the epistles in the New Testament. If conversion automatically made every Christian holy and obedient there would be little need for the New Testament epistles. They are there to instruct converts how to live. Sanctification, therefore, must be taught.


Gratitude must be taught. Sanctification shows gratitude by holy conversation and godly living. Living a holy life – when you know you are saved wholly by faith in Jesus’ blood – shows that you are grateful. Is that not enough? Just living a godly life?


No. God wants more. Not only for us to show gratitude by obedience; he wants us to learn to tell him, to hear us say ‘thank you’. He wants to hear it all the time.


We are made in the image of God (Genesis 1:26–7). This is a profound teaching that means many things. For example, it shows us that we, as God’s created people, like to be thanked and praised because that is how we are made. God made us like himself. He wants to be thanked and praised, and made us to want this if only to send a hint to us that he wants it just the same as we do. I might want you to thank me for something nice I did for you, and in the same way God wants me to thank him for the things he has done for me.


We don’t always realise at the time how God is looking after us but only see it later. That is when we must take the time to say ‘thank you’. God understands that we are not always conscious of his graciousness. But later – sometimes after a few moments, sometimes after years – we realise how he intervened to help us, and that is the time to thank him.


I often think of how I came across a ‘revelation’ concerning Hebrews 6:4–6, arguably one of the most difficult passages in the New Testament. It talks about falling away and not being able to be renewed to repentance – a pretty awful state. I am not wanting to get into a controversial theological debate here but just want to say that when I saw clearly what it meant I was stunned and thrilled. But my point for mentioning it is this: I am so deeply thankful that I myself have not sinned so as to be in a Hebrews 6:6 situation. It is the sheer grace of God that has kept me from becoming stone deaf to the Holy Spirit – which is what Hebrews 6:6 means. (If you would like to go into this, please see my book Are You Stone Deaf to the Spirit or Rediscovering God?)


Therefore we must thank him if we ‘hear his voice’ (Hebrews 3:7). As long as we have maintained a sensitivity to the Holy Spirit we are not in danger of falling so as to be unteachable or unreachable. It is something to be very, very thankful for. When I contemplate this for very long I am all the more moved. I have given God cause to put me to one side many times – by my pride, stubbornness, greed and impatience. But he has stayed with me. Has this been the case with you? Have you thanked him?


So often we are in danger and are not the slightest bit conscious of it. Later we say to ourselves, ‘I can’t believe how close I was to disaster that could have ruined my life. Thank you, Lord, for preserving me when I was so foolish.’


In November 2001 I was joined by Alan Bell and Lyndon Bowring on a week’s trip to Israel. When we picked up our hired car in Tel Aviv I asked, ‘Are there places we must not drive?’ The lady at the desk simply said, ‘If there are no police barriers, don’t worry.’ This meant we could not go to Bethlehem, Gaza or Nablis (the place where Jacob’s Well is). But when we headed towards Galilee via the area of Jericho, Alan said to me, ‘Do you think we should go this way?’ I reminded him of what the lady said at the car rental place. He shrugged his shoulders and said – rather quietly – ‘Okay then.’ I pointed out also that to go back to Jerusalem and head to Galilee via Tel Aviv would take three times as long – at least five hours.
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