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 I am doing something this morning that I just don’t ever do. But, here we go. I’m going 

to do it anyway. On the way home from Camp IAWAH last night, I just started thinking about 

thankfulness and gratitude and I thought, you know what – I’m going to take the sermon I had 

all ready for today, postpone it til next week, and just spend some time on this unique activity – 

the activity of thanksgiving… the activity of being grateful. 

 And I say it’s unique because, for all our talk about being thankful, ‘thankfulness’ is not 

in the places you might expect it to be. It’s not one of the fruit of the spirit… The fruit of the 

spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-

control… (Galatians 5:22-23). It’s not one of the candles that we light during advent. Those are 

hope, peace, joy, and love. It’s not one of our core values as a congregation: Courage, Love, 

Authenticity, Integrity, and Curiosity. It’s not one of the seven virtues: humility, generosity, 

kindness, patience, chastity, temperance, and diligence. Or the three virtues: faith, hope, and 

love.  

 In our Reformed expression of the faith, one of our guiding confessions/documents is 

the Heidelberg Catechism. It is divided into three sections – sometimes called ‘Guilt, Grace, and 

Gratitude.’ But I find it fascinating that the section on gratitude is mainly made up of the ten 

commandments and the Lord’s prayer. Now, there are excellent reasons why these two things 

are in the gratitude section. Question and Answer 86 says that we do good things – follow the 

ten commandments) “so that in all our living we may show that we are thankful to God for all 

he has done for us.” Don’t get me wrong – I love that the ten commandments are in the 

gratitude section… but how often don’t we reduce thanksgiving into obedience. I am going to 

show that I’m grateful by doing good. And the Lord’s prayer is there in this section because, as 

Question and Answer 116 says, “prayer is the most important part of the thankfulness God 

requires of us.” Yes, yes, yes. But then when you look at the Lord’s prayer, no part of it is 

gratitude or thankfulness, explicitly. Our Reformed expression of the faith can be more about 

DOING gratitude and less about simply BEING thankful and saying so. 
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 It’s easy for us to skip over simply being grateful. Simply being thankful. It’s not in our 

usual lists… It’s easily translated into doing good things to show that we are grateful. It’s easily 

sidelined when I’m in the middle of a sermon series on Nehemiah that I’m really enjoying… But 

last night, as I drove home, I felt convicted to stop and be grateful… 

Of course, the call to gratitude is in Scripture. Sometimes we find it in surprising places. 

One startling little place is in Ephesians 5 – in this list of things NOT to do or be: “But among you 

there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of impurity, or of 

greed, because these are improper for God’s holy people. 4 Nor should there be obscenity, 

foolish talk or coarse joking, which are out of place, but rather thanksgiving. 5 For of this you 

can be sure: No immoral, impure or greedy person—such a person is an idolater—has any 

inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God.[a] 6 Let no one deceive you with empty words, 

for because of such things God’s wrath comes on those who are disobedient. 7 Therefore do not 

be partners with them.” 

 We find it right at the end of Paul’s letter to the Thessalonians – a quick exhortation in 1 

Thessalonians 5:16-18… 16 Rejoice always, 17 pray continually, 18 give thanks in all 

circumstances; for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. 

 We find it all over the place in the psalms… and we find thanksgiving on Jesus’ lips when 

he distributes the loaves and the fishes to the people in the multiplication miracles and when 

he gives his disciples the bread and the cup in the last supper. He gives thanks… breaks the 

bread and gives it to them. 

 So, it’s there. It’s there in Scripture. And yet it’s so easy to skip over… And you know why 

I think we skip over it? I think we skip over it because it’s a reactive virtue. It’s a receptive 

virtue. To be thankful is to react to something that we have been given. To be thankful is to 

acknowledge that we have been given a gift – we have received a gift—from someone else. We 

have had it so ingrained in us from such a young age that it is better to give than it is to 

receive… we have had it so hammered into us that we show we are thankful for the gift that we 

have been given by DOING MORE THINGS… that I think we don’t know how to receive. We have 

a hard time receiving and then acknowledging, with thanks, that we have been given a gift.  
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 We would rather love, be joyful and peaceful, be kind and good and faithful, be gentle 

and self-controlled – because all those things are US DOING THINGS. If I’m courageous and 

loving and authentic… if I have integrity and curiosity… those are active things that I CAN DO. 

But gratitude is acknowledging that someone else has been loving toward me – kind and good 

toward me – faithful and gentle with me. True gratitude is acknowledging that you gave 

something good to me that I needed or didn’t already have… True gratitude is acknowledging 

that you gave me something of yourself. 

 At our worsts – we are ungrateful and entitled – thinking the world, and God, owe us all 

the good things in our lives. And most days, even when we’re not at our worst, we just keep on 

working-working-working, so that we don’t feel indebted to anyone else… so that we don’t 

have to lean on anyone. But today – and this weekend – is a time that we put aside to be 

grateful… to say thank you to each other… and to God… for giving us things that we could not 

achieve or accomplish ourselves.  

 Take a moment in silence to think of someone to whom you are thankful… 

 


