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    Getting the Most Out of Gratitude


    

      I’m alive.”


      “People don’t snitch on me.”


      “The staff here treat us well.”


      “I’ve learned to stand up for myself.”


      Inmates at our county jail made those responses when they were asked during a Bible study, “What do you have to be grateful for?” They put us to shame by their willingness to “give thanks in all circumstances; for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus” (1 Thessalonians 5:18).


      On the other hand, we’d had a difficult year.


      The Polar Vortex of 2019 clobbered us with nonstop snow, brutal winds, and -30 degree temperature. That’s -30 real degrees, never mind the wind chill. Our refrigerator quit, and for a week the Polar Vortex was our refrigerator—or rather freezer—as we set food outdoors in critter-proof containers. Both of us battled expensive health issues. To help with finances, Sandy became a substitute paraprofessional in the school system. She got knocked down on a playground by a herd of stampeding first graders and was laid up for several weeks. Dale needed cataract surgery. Our car had persistent problems.


      As freelance writers we wanted and needed to generate more writing projects. Sandy—feeling self-conscious about using a cane during her recovery—had coffee with a friend and wondered out loud about possible topics for a new IVP LifeGuide Bible study.


      Her friend suggested, “How about gratitude?”


      Well now. Gratitude was not a topic that jumped to the foreground. Griping had become too much of a habit. With effort we put griping aside (most of the time) and began to explore gratitude to God.


      This Bible study had barely gotten underway when the Covid-19 pandemic shut down much of the nation. As we write, churches, schools, and most businesses remain closed. No group gatherings. The “elbow bump” greeting has morphed into “stay at least six feet apart and wave.” A surreal atmosphere has descended on our community.


      Fortunately we work at home, so that didn’t change. What has changed is that the unforeseen has happened. Our gratitude to God has started climbing again.


      The window over our desk looks out on our quiet neighborhood street. We see more people than usual. People are out on the sidewalks and in their front yards much more than before. When strangers wave and ask each other, “How are you doing?” it means more than the typical trite “How are you?” We now know the names and some life stories of neighbors we’d barely spoken to before. We call and email people more than usual.


      We have become more intensely aware, not only of the Lord and his care for us, but of people around us, their physical and spiritual needs, what they have to offer our community. We thank God for technology that enables our church family to continue to have “virtual corporate” worship and to meet in small groups. With a third of our city employed in health care, we are deeply grateful for those on the risky front lines of the virus.


      Nobody likes a crisis, and nobody in the world likes the health crisis the world has gone through with Covid-19. Yet this study guide on gratitude has come out of that crisis. Whatever the global situation or your own personal situation as you pick up this book, we pray that your gratitude to God in Christ will grow because of it.


      

        SUGGESTIONS FOR INDIVIDUAL STUDY


        1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


        2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


        3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


        4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where, and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


        Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


        5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names, or places.


        6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


        7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.


      


      

      

        SUGGESTIONS FOR MEMBERS OF A GROUP STUDY


        1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


        2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


        3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in in-depth study on equal ground.


        4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


        When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


        5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


        6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


        7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


        8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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