
Provocative Gratitude 
Sermon, November 22, 2015 

Texts:  Hebrews 10:11-25; I Thessalonians 5:16-8 
 

I would like to read one more Scripture passage, often read this time of the year, from I Thessalonians 5:16-18 ... 
"Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus."  I’d also like to remind you 
what our Sunday School sang earlier, “Count your blessings, name them one by one, Count your blessings, see what God has done!”   

I've told this story before, but it's a wonderful Thanksgiving story that bears repeating; I'll give a shortened version.  
Pastor Martin Rinkart faithfully served the entire three decades of the Thirty Years War in the walled city of Eilenburg, 
Germany, a city that became the refuge of thousands.  Over the course of the Thirty Years War, the population of the 
country would dwindle from sixteen million to six million.  Overcrowded and undersupplied with food, sanitary facilities, 
and medical care, the walled city of Eilenburg eventually became a city of death, instead of a city of refuge.  Pestilence 
raged throughout the crowded streets and homes, eventually claiming thousands of victims.  These people knew every 
day pain and suffering in ways most of us can only begin to imagine.  In the year 1636 (nineteen years into the Thirty Years 
War), a terrible plague hit Eilenburg; during this year all other ministers in that walled town either died or fled.  However, 
like the heroes of the Holocaust mentioned last week, Martin Rinkart stayed put ...  this was his community, this was 
his parish, this is where he believed God had called him to be.  He conducted up to forty-five funerals a day, burying 
nearly four thousand five hundred men, women and children, during this plague in 1636.  He even buried his beloved 
and devoted wife.  Well, look at the lower left hand corner on page 98, our opening hymn, where the author and date 
of this composition are listed.  As you can see, it was in the midst of this terrible plague, in the year 1636, that Martin 
Rinkart penned these words:  "Now thank we all our God with heart and hand and voices, Who wondrous things have done, in Whom His 
world rejoices; Who, from our mother's arms, hath blest us on our way with countless gifts of love, and still is ours today.  O, may this bounteous 
God through all our life be near us, with ever joyful hearts and blessed peace to cheer us; and keep us in His grace and guide us when 
perplexed, and free us from all ills in this world and the next.”  Something lost in the translation is that the original German is a 
command: “NUN DANKET ALLE GOTT!”  Pastor Rinkart is being provocative, but in a good way!  He's no Pollyanna, he 
knows things are hard, things were hard for him as well!  This might be better paraphrased, “Now ... in the midst of the 
tragedy and suffering and pain all of us are experiencing to some degree or another ... nun danket alle Gott!  We will thank our God.”   

"Give thanks in all circumstances!"  Paul writes.  By the way, in the original Greek that’s a command, too.  And 
Provocative Paul is no Pollyanna, either.  This command is from a man who was, by his own account, frequently 
imprisoned, severely flogged, exposed to death again and again, five times receiving the “forty lashes minus one;” 
three times beaten with rods, once he was stoned, three times shipwrecked, and on and on!  Now, note Paul did not 
write, “Give thanks FOR all circumstances.”  He did not write “give thanks for all circumstances; he writes “give thanks IN all 
circumstances.”  There's a difference.  A huge difference.  I don’t think for a minute Paul would have exclaimed, “Oh, thank 
you for that flogging!  That hurt so good!” Or, “Thank you for that wonderful shipwreck!  We didn’t need that boat anyway, praise God!”  I don’t 
believe for a minute that God requires us to give thanks for our sufferings.  However, I do believe God does ask us to 
find reasons we can be grateful in the midst of our sufferings.   

God’s will for us to give thanks in all things is predicated on this undeniable fact of human psychology:  Bitterness 
and anger ... the all-too-common responses to suffering, loss and trouble ... are destructive to the human soul.  My 
favorite quote from that great theologian … Ann Landers:  “Bitterness and anger are acids which destroy their containers from 
within.”  Bitterness and anger will corrode us, consume us and eventually destroy us.  Bitterness and anger also have a 
tendency to make us un-attractive, even somewhat repulsive and unpleasant to be around.  Humble acceptance and 
gratitude have a way of making us attractive, pleasant, refreshing to ourselves and refreshing to others.   

I heard lots of sermons and seminars and have seen lots of books over the course of my six decades all centered 
around this question: “What is God's will for your life?”  Well, I just answered that question at the outset of the 
sermon in one sentence: "Be joyful always, pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ 
Jesus.”  This is not rocket science.  The will of God for your life and my life is for us to be joyful, prayerful and most of all 
thankful, to nurture an attitude of gratitude and acceptance in all things.  This doesn't require long hours of Bible study 
or theological degrees to figure out and put into practice.  It just requires quiet, disciplined, consistent obedience to this 
gentle, beneficial, divine imperative.  Developing the discipline of constantly “counting our blessings one by one” and 
thanking God for them, no matter the situation, can have a life transforming effect on us … and it can also make us a 
lot more pleasant to be around.  Grateful people are just refreshing and pleasing company … perpetually dissatisfied 
people can (and usually do) find themselves very lonely.  To be sure, there are those who really do have more than their 
fair share of difficulties; and it is more than OK to share burdens discreetly with others and seek prayerful support and 
practical help.  However, we all know those who  just tend to focus on what life has not given them, rather than 
counting their very real blessings ... there can be all kinds of things going their way, yet they tend to constantly magnify 
and harp and focus on what’s wrong, rather than on what’s right and good.  This Thanksgiving let Pastor Rinkart 
provoke all of us to gratitude, to choosing to do the work of looking for the blessings and gifts of God, determining to 



count our blessings and give thanks for them … in all circumstances.  Not only is this an act of obedience, it also feels 
a lot better than whining … and it certainly feels better to those around us, especially those who have to live with us!   

Think of it as a command performance.  This term "command performance" originated in the 1800s; it was a 
theatrical or musical performance presented at the behest of a sovereign or head of state.  Say, the king wanted to see 
the Royal Ballet tomorrow night … well, then, the king would see the Royal Ballet tomorrow night, and the dancers 
best be at their top performance!  By the 1930s the term “command performance” began to be used more colloquially; 
a command performance is a performance of duty carried out because of an “offer that can’t be refused” from an 
authority figure; it is something one had better carry out no matter what or how one may be “feeling.”  Well, Gratitude is 
a command performance.  This is the command; this is God's will for us in Christ Jesus: "GIVE THANKS IN ALL 
CIRCUMSTANCES!”  Gratitude is a delightful duty we carry out in response to this loving command from our Sovereign.  
Giving thanks is probably the most effective, yet underrated, spiritual discipline there is.  Too many people, even too 
many Christians, follow the usual lazy downward spiral of negativity, which is a sucking and destructive vortex.  It's 
easy to complain, it’s easy to harp on what's wrong, but it's so, well, un-attractive, repulsive, even ugly and tends to 
brokenness … broken relationships, broken spirits, broken hopes. Truly grateful people are a delight to God, a delight 
to others (and, again, especially to those who have to live with them) and when you get right down to it, grateful people are a 
delight to themselves … we tend to like ourselves better when we are appreciative.    

Our Scripture reading from Hebrews tells us: “Let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, let us hold 
unswervingly to the hope we profess, for He who promised is faithful. And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and 
good deeds.  Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another.”  That phrase “spur 
one another on” can be translated as “let us provoke each other.”  We are actually encouraged to provoke each other when we 
come together!  Some of us may be thinking, “That’s easy, I know how to do that.”  But wait, this passage is telling us to 
provoke each other in a good way, a constructive way.  Let’s provoke each other in the sense of prodding, pushing, 
and even inciting each other to gratitude!  Let us do good things that provoke and/or evoke gratitude in others; let us 
push each other to be grateful.  Let us push each other to nurture an attitude of gratitude in all things and thus magnify 
the good all around us, instead of putting the magnifying glass on the lesser things that aren’t quite right.  And equally 
as important, “Let us not give up meeting together as some are in the habit of doing.”  What happens in this sanctuary is not just 
coming together to greet friends, to listen to a sermon or inspiring music or setting aside time to be religious.  There is 
something more we miss by not being here on the Lord's Day!  We miss the power of the living Spirit touching us.  We 
miss the presence of Jesus Christ Who is always present when His body is gathered in a way He is not present when 
we are alone or sitting in front of a TV church or listening to some online ministry ... those just leave us cold and 
untouched by others.  Jesus Christ dwells bodily in His gathered church.  His living presence is among His gathered-
together living people provoking and encouraging each and every one of us to faithfulness, holiness … and gratitude. 

Let us now stand and join together in a Litany of Thanksgiving found in your bulletins.
 

A THANKSGIVING LITANY 
Our help is in the name of the Lord, who made heaven and earth. 

FROM THE RISING OF THE SUN TO ITS SETTING, MY NAME IS GREAT AMONG THE NATIONS, SAYS THE LORD OF HOSTS. 

Let us pray:  With hearts full of appreciation because of Your goodness, O God, and with thanksgiving in our souls for 
Your boundless grace and mercies,  

WE PREPARE TO CELEBRATE THIS SEASON OF THANKSGIVING, JOINING ALL THE FAITHFUL OF OUR NATION IN GRATITUDE AND 
PRAISE.   

Throughout the year You have opened Your hands and poured out upon us blessing after blessing.   

YOU HAVE PROVIDED US WITH ALL WE NEED TO SUSTAIN BODY AND SOUL.  YOU HAVE BLOTTED OUT ALL OUR SIN, CLEANSED 
OUR CONSCIENCES FROM GUILT, AND SPOKEN PEACE TO OUR HEARTS.   

Richly and abundantly You have offered to us Word and Sacrament, that our souls may be healed, our faith 
strengthened, our lives directed.   

ACCEPT THE THANKS AND PRAISE OF OUR GRATEFUL HEARTS.  WE SING OF YOUR GOODNESS, WE PROCLAIM YOUR GLORY, 
AND WE CRY OUT WITH JOY BECAUSE OF YOUR MERCIES.   

Let our thanksgiving, O Lord, move us beyond words into action.  May we be instruments of Your grace and vehicles 
of Your blessing to the needy, the lost, the lonely, and the oppressed.   

GIVE US THE GRACE AND STRENGTH TO LIVE FRUITFUL LIVES OF FAITHFUL DEVOTION IN GRATEFUL RESPONSE TO YOUR 
BOUNTY TO US THROUGH JESUS CHRIST OUR LORD, WHO TAUGHT US TO PRAY … 

The Lord’s Prayer 


