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Introduction


I am excited about writing on the subject of thankfulness because I think having a grateful heart has more power than we can imagine. Being thankful is obviously important because God’s Word is filled with instructions and reminders to give thanks and be thankful. The words thanks and thanksgiving appear in approximately one hundred verses in the Bible, and we are told to give thanks seventy-three times. I believe that anything the Holy Spirit repeats that often must be important to my life and yours.


We are to have thankful hearts and express our thankfulness to God and to the people in our lives who help us, encourage us, and do things for us. Psalm 100:4 states that we should “be thankful and say so” (ampc). I like this scripture because it reminds me that people can’t read my mind. They need me to communicate my gratitude in order to know that I appreciate them and am thankful for them.


As we read the Old Testament, we find that possibly the Israelites’ biggest problem may have been that they initially gave thanks for God’s goodness to them but quickly forgot Him and went back to complaining and disobedience. Over and over God forgave them when they repented, and then they repeated the same process of being thankful, forgetting God, and going back into bondage. When God did mighty works for the Israelites, Psalm 106:12–13 says, “They believed his promises and sang his praise. But they soon forgot what he had done and did not wait for his plan to unfold.”


God brought thousands of people out of bondage in Egypt, and they headed toward the Promised Land. One reason only two men out of that large group—Joshua and Caleb—actually entered the Promised Land was that so many of the others complained instead of being thankful. Some of those born in the wilderness did enter into the Promised Land with Joshua and Caleb, but the rest were destroyed, partially due to a lack of gratitude, which led to disobedience to God. This shows the power of thank you.


The apostle Paul teaches us that God’s will for us is to be thankful at all times in everything (1 Thessalonians 5:18). I admit that this is a tall order, but God never asks us to do anything we cannot do with His help.


My goal in this book is to birth in you a fresh revelation of the power of being thankful and urge you to make a new and firm commitment to being more thankful than you have ever been. I truly believe that the words thank you contain power that will change your life. I have concentrated on being thankful for a long time, and I can testify that thankfulness releases joy in our lives, has a powerful effect on our prayers, and keeps us focused on the positive aspects of our lives.


Our gratitude belongs first to God, because without Him we would have nothing. God is good. Goodness is part of His character and essence, and He is good all the time. He desires our good and wants us to be good to others. Where goodness flows forth, thankfulness should also flow forth. When we stop seeing the good in our lives and start complaining, we cause many problems for ourselves. I like to say, “Why be grumpy when we can be grateful?”


I look forward to hearing about how this book helps you become a more thankful person. I am thankful that you are reading it and thankful that God has allowed me to write it. I begin it leaning entirely on Him for the words He wants to speak to you through it.










Chapter 1


Thankfulness Is God’s Will


Thank [God] in everything [no matter what the circumstances may be, be thankful and give thanks], for this is the will of God for you [who are] in Christ Jesus [the Revealer and Mediator of that will].


1 Thessalonians 5:18 ampc


Because God does so much for us, we should be thankful in every circumstance, even if everything is not pleasant for us at the moment. No matter what kind of difficulty we may face, our blessings always outweigh our troubles. We create problems for ourselves when we forget our blessings or begin to take them for granted because we have had them for so long. When this happens, we begin to focus only on life’s difficulties.


 


***


No matter what kind of difficulty we may face, our blessings always outweigh our troubles.


***


 


God doesn’t need us to thank Him, so I imagine His instructions to do so are repeated frequently because expressing our gratitude is good for us. It keeps us focused on our blessings instead of our problems, which adds joy and contentment to our lives. Studies have shown that thankful people tend to be healthier than those who complain frequently.


The story in Luke 17:11–19 (esv) gives us an idea of how few people take time to give thanks:


On the way to Jerusalem he was passing along between Samaria and Galilee. And as he entered a village, he was met by ten lepers, who stood at a distance and lifted up their voices, saying, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us.” When he saw them he said to them, “Go and show yourselves to the priests.” And as they went they were cleansed. Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed, turned back, praising God with a loud voice; and he fell on his face at Jesus’ feet, giving him thanks. Now he was a Samaritan. Then Jesus answered, “Were not ten cleansed? Where are the nine? Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?” And he said to him, “Rise and go your way; your faith has made you well.”


As you can see, Jesus cleanses ten lepers of the horrible disease of leprosy, but only one returns to say thank you. I can’t help but wonder what happened to the other nine lepers Jesus healed. The Bible doesn’t tell us, but it is definitely food for thought.


Thankfulness Is a Sign of Spiritual Maturity


Giving thanks in all things at all times shows spiritual maturity, and it is something we grow into little by little. We are not born as thankful people, but we can cultivate a culture of gratitude in our lives. In the early stages of our relationship with God through Christ, we may not be aware of all the amazing ways He helps and blesses us on a regular basis; we may be more inclined to notice what we don’t like about our lives and want God to fix. But as we grow in our knowledge of God and in His blessings, we realize that the list of things we have to be thankful for is endless, even in the midst of our problems. As I often say, our worst day with Jesus is better than our best day ever was without Him. Take a few moments right now and think of all the things God provides, such as:


 


***


Giving thanks in all things at all times shows spiritual maturity.


***


•peace

•answered prayer

•grace

•forgiveness of sin

•hope

•right relationship with Him through Christ

•provision

•mercy

•help

•wisdom

•strength

•and many other blessings

Even if all your problems vanished right now, if you had none of these blessings I have listed as gifts from God, I am sure you would rather keep your problem with the blessings of God than get rid of the problem and lose the blessings too.


As I have studied the apostle Paul’s writings, I have learned that he never prayed for people’s problems to go away. This is also a sign of spiritual maturity. He prayed they would bear whatever they had to endure with good attitudes. In his epistles to the churches, he frequently reminded people to be thankful. In his letter to the Colossians alone, instructions to be thankful are plentiful:


We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, because we have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love you have for all God’s people.


Colossians 1:3–4


Giving joyful thanks to the Father, who has qualified you to share in the inheritance of his holy people in the kingdom of light. For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.


Colossians 1:12–14


So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live your lives in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness.


Colossians 2:6–7


Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace. And be thankful. Let the message of Christ dwell among you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom through psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit, singing to God with gratitude in your hearts. And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.


Colossians 3:15–17


Devote yourselves to prayer, being watchful and thankful.


Colossians 4:2


As you can see, in this one epistle, which consists of only four chapters, Paul encourages the giving of thanks several times. This tells me that we need frequent reminders to be thankful.


In Ephesians 5:20 Paul pens these simple yet powerful words: “Always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” He urges his readers to be thankful in most of his epistles, and I think reading his letters looking for instructions to be thankful would be enlightening and encouraging for you.


Some scholars and Bible teachers refer to Paul as “the apostle of thanksgiving.” No wonder he was trusted to write two-thirds of the New Testament. Paul had experienced God’s great grace and mercy at his conversion on the Damascus road, and we can tell from his writings that he never stopped being thankful for it (Acts 9:3–5). We should follow his example and never stop being thankful for all that God does in our lives and the blessings He gives to us.


A Story of Heartfelt Thanks


I recently read an article about a homeless man who was often hungry, cold, tired, and in poor health. He had no family and, apparently, no one to love him. The author of the article had previously read about this homeless person and wrote:


It broke my heart that anyone who is homeless has to go through such circumstances. However, one might think the man would give up hope, become bitter, angry, depressed and lonely because life appears to have dealt him a bad hand, right? Instead, the article went on to say how the man makes a point every day to go feed the birds with crumbs or food that he can find in the trash or if a Good-Samaritan offers him some food, he shares it. He was asked how he felt about being homeless and he replied, “I have the air in my lungs and I’m grateful for everything I have been blessed with but most important I am grateful for three things: that I’m alive, that I have the ability to love,” (and with tears starting to fill his eyes) his third gratitude . . . “that I have my beloved birds.”1


This story is very touching, and it makes me want to go help someone. Anyone who has such a good attitude while living under such circumstances should inspire each of us. Just think of the small issues we complain about in relation to the blessings for which this homeless man was thankful. His gratitude gave him the power to be happy in the midst of very difficult situations.


The Power of Thank You


Many people are taught as children to give thanks at mealtime. Although this is good, we should also be taught from an early age to give thanks in all things. The giving of thanks is powerful beyond what we may realize. It brings many benefits to our lives and to the lives of other people. Gratitude to God makes our relationship with Him better, and expressing appreciation and thanks to others certainly improves our relationships with them.


When we do something for someone and they don’t even bother to acknowledge it with a thank you, we can feel that the gesture has fallen flat. I don’t do things for people in order to get thanks from them, yet it still feels as though something is missing when they do not express appreciation for what I have done. I feel they are missing a blessing by “taking” or receiving something without acknowledging their gratitude. Perhaps they have never been taught regarding the importance of expressing gratitude. If not, it is never too late to learn.


I never want to fail to say thank you, but I am sure that I sometimes neglect to do so; therefore, I am writing this book for myself as well as for you. As I mentioned earlier, Psalm 100:4 says that we are to “be thankful and say so” (ampc). This is a simple, yet powerful instruction. It means to have a heart that appreciates everything it is given and a mouth that expresses thanksgiving to God and to people through words.


Nehemiah 8:10 says that the joy of the Lord is our strength. Expressing gratitude through phrases such as thank you or I appreciate you not only blesses those to whom we speak, but it also releases something powerful in us. It helps us realize how blessed we are, and keeping that in mind gives us joy. I think speaking words of gratitude in person is the best option when possible, but we may also choose to text, email, call, or write a note to people we want to thank. Doing so takes very little time and does us a great deal of good. It is not happy people who are thankful; it is thankful people who are happy.


 


***


It is not happy people who are thankful; it is thankful people who are happy.


***


 


I have heard that one of the deepest needs in human beings is to be appreciated. Charles Schwab said, “The way to develop the best that is in a person is by appreciation and encouragement.” No one wants to feel taken advantage of or to sense that what they do for others is meaningless. But when people do not express gratitude, it is easy for our enemy, Satan, to whisper in our ears, “You don’t really matter. What you did for them didn’t make any difference.” We have the power to help others avoid such negative feelings by simply saying thank you when it should be said. I suspect we could spare people many of the enemy’s lies by simply being more encouraging and appreciative.


We have the ability to give people value with our words. Isn’t that amazing? Words are containers for power, and we can choose the type of power we will put into them. This power can be positive in its ability to build up and encourage people or negative in its capacity to tear down and discourage them.


Although we should listen more than we talk (James 1:19), there are times we should speak, and one of those times is to say thank you. Silent gratitude doesn’t do much for anyone. When was the last time you said you were thankful for something or someone? If it has been a while, maybe now would be a good time.


 


***


Silent gratitude doesn’t do much for anyone.


***


 


Expressing thankfulness can greatly improve your marriage. Just imagine how your life with your spouse might change if you began to appreciate them more than you find fault with them. Great things could happen. Gratitude can melt a hard heart and heal emotional wounds. I recall a time when I was unhappy with Dave and thinking about everything that I thought was wrong with him. I felt the Lord challenge me to write a list of everything I didn’t like about him, along with everything I did like. When I had finished, I realized I liked much more about him than I didn’t like, and it turned my whole attitude around.


Nobody is perfect—not even you and me.


Get Your Mind off of Yourself


Being thankful keeps our focus off ourselves and on what God and other people do for us. As I write this book, my daughter and son‑in‑law are with me. They are here for one purpose—to help me. They do everything so that I am free to write, and I am thankful. They just told me that they will pay for dinner tonight, so there is another blessing for which I can thank God and them. No wonder the Bible encourages us to count our blessings and to “praise the Lord . . . and forget not all his benefits” (Psalm 103:2).


 


***


Being thankful keeps our focus off ourselves and on what God and other people do for us.


***


 


If we actually pay attention to all that God does for us and count our blessings, it will definitely help us keep our mind off ourselves. Being self-centered and happy at the same time is impossible. I know, because I tried it for years. Thank God, He showed me that the less I think about myself, the happier I am and the more He will do for me. I don’t ignore my legitimate needs, but I do make an effort not to think I am the only person in the universe who matters.


Paul writes in Philippians 2:3: “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value others above yourselves.” And in 1 Corinthians 10:24, he says: “No one should seek their own good, but the good of others.” These verses don’t mean that we should never do anything good for ourselves, but they do mean that our personal benefit should not be our only goal. The more we bless others, the more blessed we will be.


If we think often of what we have, we won’t end up wanting more and more all the time, which leads to unhappiness. Greed steals our life, according to Proverbs 1:10–19. It prevents us from seeing our current blessings and keeps us focused only on what we want but do not have.


Let me encourage you to begin to cultivate a culture of thanksgiving in your life by going through your day being thankful for every blessing you have, especially the tiny ones that many people tend to take for granted. This will add power to your life and bring you closer to God. Thanksgiving is a type of praise, and the Bible says that we enter God’s gates with thanksgiving and come into His courts with praise (Psalm 100:4).










Chapter 2


Gratitude and Contentment


He who is not contented with what he has, would not be contented with what he would like to have.


Socrates


Paul was an extremely thankful man. He was also satisfied with his life and said that he had learned to be content whether he was abased or abounding, meaning whether he had little or much (Philippians 4:11). Just imagine being content regardless of your circumstances! I think gratitude and contentment go hand in hand; therefore, grumbling and discontentment must also go hand in hand.


I sometimes find myself discontented for no reason at all. God has blessed me immeasurably. I have a wonderful family and the best job in the world, so why would I be dissatisfied? Simply because I sometimes fail to be thankful for things I should be thankful for but take for granted instead.


For example, I received two gifts this morning as soon as I woke up: my eyes. This morning I thanked God that I could see, hear, think, talk, and walk. Just imagine how we would complain and how challenging our lives would be if we couldn’t do any of these, and yet we rarely thank God for the ability to do them.


Gratitude Is Part of Our New Nature


An attitude of discontentment is part of our old nature rather than part of the new nature God gives us when we are born again (2 Corinthians 5:17). Even though we consider that old nature to have been crucified with Christ (Galatians 2:20), it often comes back for a visit, and we must remind it that it is not welcome. When we receive Jesus as our Lord and Savior, we are said to be dead to sin, but I have realized that sin is not necessarily dead to us.


The death he died, he died to sin once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God. In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus. Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires.


Romans 6:10–12


To count ourselves dead to sin does not mean we won’t be tempted. It means that when sin does tempt us, we should not let it reign and obey its evil desires. The devil delights in trying to make us discontent. He knows that if he succeeds, he will keep us from being thankful. Being thankful gives us power, and the devil wants to keep us weak. He attempts to blind us to what we have to be thankful for, and he tempts us to always want something else that we think will make us happy.


 


***


Can you be satisfied with what God has given you at this time in your life?


***


 


To be content means to be satisfied to the point where you are not upset or disturbed. Let me ask you: Can you be satisfied with what God has given you at this time in your life? If you can, then eventually you will be blessed with more.


I believe that being discontent is disrespectful to the Lord, because He is so good to us. Jesus died for us and took all the punishment we deserved as sinners, and He rose from the dead so we might live a resurrection life and spend eternity with Him. This truth alone should be enough to keep us thankful all of our lives, even if we never have anything else.


In fact, God’s Word tells us to be content if we simply have food and clothing:


But godliness with contentment is great gain, for we brought nothing into the world, and we cannot take anything out of the world. But if we have food and clothing, with these we will be content.


1 Timothy 6:6–8 esv


Because of the abundance to which we have become accustomed, I seriously doubt that anyone in our culture could be content if food and clothing were all they had. Food and clothes are not all that God wants for us, but He does want us to trust Him and believe that He will always give us what we need at the right time. He gives us more as we are able to handle it and still keep Him first in our lives. We are often guilty of asking God to give us things that we are not spiritually mature enough to handle properly. Ask God for what you want and need, and then trust His timing to be perfect in your life.
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