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The Transformative Power of Thanksgiving
1 Thessalonians 5:16-18
Introduction
1. God commands that we give thanks in all things – 1 Thessalonians 5:18 – “in all circumstances” (ESV).
2. Thanksgiving is a fundamental part of the Christian’s life. However, it is not a mere byproduct of life in Christ, but is a transformative tool used by God for the sake of His people.
3. Thanksgiving is transformative.
I. God and Gratitude
A. Psalm 50 breaks the mold of prayers or songs offered toward God and contains a message spoken by God to mankind, focus given specifically to Israel.
a. A call to judgment – (vv. 4-6) – judging His people.
i. (v. 5) – those who made a covenant with Him.
ii. Covenant – Exodus 19:3-6 – demonstrating their dependence on God, and His blessings toward them, albeit conditional.
iii. By sacrifice – Exodus 24:5-8 – inauguration, purification, remission involved in the covenant. (Ongoing sacrifices within covenant.)
b. A correct understanding of the sacrifices – (vv. 8-15)
i. (vv. 8-13) – God does not need these sacrifices – they do nothing for Him, and if He had need He would provide it for Himself from His own resources.
ii. (vv. 14-15) – the sacrifices are about the people’s dependence on God.
1. Offer – zâḇaḥ; to slaughter an animal (usually in sacrifice) (STRONG)
a. “Offer to God a sacrifice of thanksgiving” (NASB)
b. Such is a reciprocation, but not in reflection of mutual need, but gratitude for what God alone can provide.
c. The sacrifices devoid of this sacrifice are meaningless and show a perverse spirit.
2. Pay vows – “All that the LORD has spoken we will do!” (Exodus 19:8)
a. Also, a reciprocation, not serving God’s needs, but responding with faithfulness to the One who provides.
b. Requirements – “for our good always, that He might preserve us alive, as it is this day.” (Deuteronomy 6:24)
3. Call upon Him (v. 15) – in the acknowledgement and expression of dependence on God there is the exaltation of Him.
B. Giving thanks to God does not reflect any need on God’s part but shows man’s dependence on God. It speaks to the fellowship we were created for – our greatest need is God Himself, and thanksgiving to Him demonstrates such.
II. Man and Ingratitude
A. Ingratitude is characteristic of the unfaithful and rebellious.
a. Romans 1:18, 21-23 – not thankful, profess wisdom, claim independence. (So God gave them over to themselves – should show how much they need Him and His ways.)
b. Ephesians 5:3-4 – “giving of thanks” is set as the opposite of all the vices listed – they manifest a self-centered, discontented spirit.
c. Psalm 50:16-22 – unfaithfulness to God in keeping the covenant (v. 5) is a demonstration of forgetting God – the opposite of thanksgiving (v. 14) – remembering what God has done for you, which is the whole basis of the covenant.
B. Negligence in thanksgiving to God is a major break in the foundation of that relationship which will result in the destruction of it.
C. Faithfulness in giving thanks to God dramatically transforms the one in fellowship with God as he draws ever nearer to Him.
III. The Transformative Power of Thanksgiving
A. It Centers Our Lives on God
a. Everything good comes from Him – James 1:18
i. The good things are a witness to Him – Acts 14:17
ii. His goodness leads to repentance – Romans 2:4 – turning away from sin and back to Him.
b. Thanksgiving is the proper result of remembrance – Psalm 136:1-3 – Psalm of thanksgiving in reflection of past exhibitions of God’s mercy.
i. (vv. 4-9) – creation.
ii. (vv. 10-15) – exodus.
iii. (v. 16) – provision in wilderness.
iv. (vv. 17-22) – conquest of Canaan land.
v. (vv. 23-25) – general help for the lowly, weak, and needy.
c. Even the godless are thankful for things – Matthew 5:45 – makes sun rise on evil, sends rain on unjust.
i. They stop short.
ii. Thanksgiving logically traces back to a source – the ultimate source for all that is good is God.
d. The generic command for thanksgiving is indicative of its fundamental relation to a life lived before, and for God – Colossians 3:15; 4:2; 1 Thessalonians 5:18
i. Be thankful – for what? With thanksgiving – for what? In every (circumstance) give thanks – for what?
ii. Ephesians 5:20 – for all things – to who? God the Father – thanksgiving is to be constant, for all things are from another, and that One is God.
B. It Promotes Reflection on God-Given Purpose
a. Thanksgiving is most fundamentally related to the things that we need – Matthew 6:25, 32 – He knows you need these things.
i. (v. 33) – they will be added to you.
ii. The result should be thanksgiving – 1 Timothy 4:3-5 – part of its sanctification is God’s provision of it in His will, and the other is our appropriate partaking of it through the proper spirit, of thanksgiving in recognition of God.
b. The necessities of life are not life itself – Matthew 6:25, 33 – life is about God’s kingdom and righteousness. (cf. Colossians 3:4 – Christ is our life)
c. Thanksgiving helps us reflect on this:
i. Thankful for food – 1 Timothy 4:3; Matthew 15:36 (Jesus, feeding 4k); Acts 27:34-35 (Paul in the Tempest); Romans 14:6 (eating to the Lord)
ii. Why thankful? Food is necessary for the body – 1 Corinthians 6:12-13 – food for stomach, stomach for food – BODY FOR THE LORD. (cf. Romans 6:13)
d. What we receive with thanksgiving is filled with divine purpose – 2 Corinthians 9:6-15 – concerning the collection of the needy saints in Jerusalem.
i. (vv. 6-7) – giving in the proper spirit.
ii. (vv. 8-11a) – God supplying as you give in order for you to give more, increasing fruits of righteousness (labor in His will).
iii. (vv. 11b-14) – the supplying of the needs of others causes their thanksgiving to God for what He has done in the givers through the gospel, which resulted in them using the needs they were thankful for to supply the same for those who lacked.
iv. (v. 15) – Thanksgiving for the whole – ultimately, that redemption in Christ through the gospel gives purpose in serving His will, including understanding of ultimate purpose of blessings received by Him in thanksgiving – supplying the lack of others in the service of God.
v. Representative of the cycle of receiving from God, acknowledging God in thanksgiving, reciprocating in gratitude through service according to God’s will, resulting in others receiving from God through others, perpetuating the cycle of glory given to God.
e. Thanksgiving reflects on God who gave but further requires one to meditate on why He gave leading to the contemplation of purpose. This transforms the way we live and use what we have.
C. It Promotes Consideration of Others
a. Thanksgiving reflects on the fact that God is the One who blesses, who gives. However, this is not done in a vacuum – i.e. there are mechanisms through which God blesses.
b. Prayer or verbal blessings are not sufficient alone, but should be followed with action – James 2:15-16 (cf. 1 John 3:18)
i. This does not take away from God’s involvement – He is still the source. (cf. James 1:18)
ii. However, the fact that another is involved leads to a recognition of them as well.
c. God could bless us with all things independent of any other person or thing, but He uses others for a reason – 2 Corinthians 9:13-14
i. He could have provided for the needy saints in Jerusalem in a way that excluded the Gentile saints.
ii. He used the Gentile saints to bring the blessings of unity and fellowship between Jew and Gentile in Christ.
iii. He did the same thing with the spiritual blessings of the gospel to the Jews first – Romans 15:27 (we’re blessed with the gospel to bless others with it, but we were blessed by God with it through others in the first place)
d. Paul spoke of comfort provided by God in tribulation, and blessed/thanked Him for it – 2 Corinthians 1:3-4
i. Part of this came through others, to whom Paul gave thanks as well – Romans 16:3-4
ii. “but also all the churches of the Gentiles” – i.e. they give thanks to Priscilla and Aquila too, as their aid of Paul resulted in Paul’s aid for them in the labor of the gospel.
e. God blesses, and is worthy of all thanksgiving, but He wants us to acknowledge those He uses to bring us blessings as well. We must always, in any circumstance, thank God, and be thankful of the labors of others we enter into as well – cf. John 4:38 – this includes spiritual and physical.
D. It Promotes Hope
a. Manna provided in the wilderness taught Israel that it is God who sustains them – Deuteronomy 8:3
i. Every morning, they gathered it as they needed – Exodus 16:21
ii. What made them think it would be there the next morning? The blessing from the previous day.
iii. Manna – mân – “means 'What is it?'” (BDB) – Exodus 16:15 – what it is is a provision of God!
iv. God gives our daily bread (cf. Matthew 6:11) – giving us hope for the next day as we ask of Him, and follow Him (cf. Matthew 6:33).
b. Despite provision from God, Israel was not thankful – they complained and murmured. 
c. Their lack of thankfulness destroyed their hope – Numbers 14:1-2, 11 – they forgot and were not thankful for past deliverances – signs for future deliverances.
i. Joshua and Caleb, remembering God’s works, and being thankful, had hope – Numbers 14:6-9
ii. Thanksgiving promotes hope.
d. He gave us His Son, what else will He not do? – Romans 8:31-32
e. He gives us patience and comfort through provided records of faithfulness to His promises, for which we are thankful, and through which gives us hope – Romans 15:4; Hebrews 6:13-18
Conclusion
1. Thanksgiving is not about God’s needs, or His ego. It is a fundamental part of created life, which by its very nature is a dependent life.
2. We thank God because we depend fully upon Him, and we exist for Him.
3. As we give attention to remembering and acknowledging what God has blessed us with, and we put forth the effort to thank Him for it, such transforms us inwardly.
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