Thanksgiving 2020

“A Sacrifice of Thanksgiving”

selected Scriptures

Thanksgiving is my favorite holiday, as I have mentioned on previous occasions, and the traditional Thanksgiving meal is one of the reasons why. I could eat that meal at least once a month—maybe once a week!—although that might slightly diminish the joy of the Thanksgiving holiday for me…though I doubt it!

This meal features some combinations that just seem to go together: turkey and stuffing, mashed potatoes and gravy, the ingredients that comprise green bean casserole and cranberry salad, pumpkin pie and whipped cream. Just mentioning these makes my mouth water!

There are other items that seem to go well with Thanksgiving as well—family gatherings, football games, and fall weather. Maybe your family has other traditions that make the fourth Thursday in November special. For me, there are certain hymns and songs that I associate with Thanksgiving—in fact, in recent years I have put together a playlist of about twenty songs that are related to giving thanks that I listen to throughout the month leading up to the holiday.

There is a combination we find in Scripture, however, that might not seem to go together as well as these other pairings. It first jumped out at me as I was reading Jonah chapter two. This entire chapter, except for the final verse, is a prayer the prophet prayed while in the belly of the fish. Verse nine concludes: “But I, with a song of thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you. What I have vowed I will make good. Salvation comes from the Lord.” Thanksgiving…and sacrifice? Do those really go together? I suppose if you look at it from the perspective of the turkey it makes sense, but really? 

Then I came across some other passages, notably in the King James Version:

· Psalms 107:22 – “And let them sacrifice the sacrifices of thanksgiving, and declare his works with rejoicing.”
· Psalms 116:17 – “I will offer to thee the sacrifice of thanksgiving, and will call upon the name of the Lord.”
· Jeremiah 33:11 – “…and of them that shall bring the sacrifice of praise into the house of the Lord.”
· Hebrews 13:15 – “By him therefore let us offer the sacrifice of praise to God continually, that is, the fruit of our lips giving thanks to his name.”
“Sacrifice of thanksgiving”…“sacrifice of praise”…why do these sound so odd? Perhaps because we think of the word “sacrifice” with a negative connotation, while we think of “thanksgiving” with a positive one. Yet this idea was commonly held in both the Old and New Testaments.

In fact, one of the prescribed sacrifices found in the opening chapters of Leviticus is sometimes called the “thank offering” or “thanksgiving sacrifice,” among other names. In some ways this sacrifice functioned much as our traditional Thanksgiving holiday does today.

We read about this in Leviticus 7:11-15, from the New King James Version,

This is the law of the sacrifice of peace offerings which he shall offer to the Lord: If he offers it for a thanksgiving, then he shall offer, with the sacrifice of thanksgiving, unleavened cakes mixed with oil, unleavened wafers anointed with oil, or cakes of blended flour mixed with oil. Besides the cakes, as his offering he shall offer leavened bread with the sacrifice of thanksgiving of his peace offering. And from it he shall offer one cake from each offering as a heave offering to the Lord. It shall belong to the priest who sprinkles the blood of the peace offering.  The flesh of the sacrifice of his peace offering for thanksgiving shall be eaten the same day it is offered. He shall not leave any of it until morning. 

A distinctive of this offering took place after the animal was slain and the portions were given to the Lord by means of burning it on the altar. The worshiper was then permitted to bring his family members and friends to join in a feast with the part of the sacrificed animal that was left over.
 During this time the blessings of God were remembered, the songs of Zion were sung, and everyone praised God for His goodness.
 These became social occasions “before the Lord” in which the people joyfully shared because of God’s presence.
 (There was one major difference, though, between this sacrifice and our present Thanksgiving meals: according to verse 15, there were to be no leftovers from the sacrificial meal—it all had to be eaten on the same day!)
But how does this relate to us today? How can thanksgiving be considered a sacrifice? In the words of David in 2 Samuel 24:24, “I will not sacrifice to the Lord my God…offerings that cost me nothing.” A sacrifice implies a cost, and there are times when thanksgiving can be costly. (And I am not referring to the cost of a turkey dinner, either.) Let’s take a look at three Scriptural examples of a sacrifice of thanksgiving.
When Our Proceedings Are Unfair 

The first example is found in Acts 16:19-25, when our proceedings are unfair:

When the owners of the slave girl realized that their hope of making money was gone, they seized Paul and Silas and dragged them into the marketplace to face the authorities. They brought them before the magistrates and said, “These men are Jews, and are throwing our city into an uproar by advocating customs unlawful for us Romans to accept or practice.” 

The crowd joined in the attack against Paul and Silas, and the magistrates ordered them to be stripped and beaten. After they had been severely flogged, they were thrown into prison, and the jailer was commanded to guard them carefully. Upon receiving such orders, he put them in the inner cell and fastened their feet in the stocks. About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the other prisoners were listening to them.
For those unfamiliar with this story, Paul and Silas are ministering in Philippi when they are approached by a demon-possessed girl being exploited by her owners. Paul cast out the demon which was good for the girl, but not for her owners’ profits. So they dragged Paul and Silas before the authorities, falsely accused them, and had them beaten severely and thrown in jail.

For those familiar with this story, don’t jump too soon to the conclusion. Yes, in the upcoming verses there is an earthquake that breaks the chains and frees the inmates. But Paul and Silas did not know that was going to happen. In fact, they had no assurances that anything good was about to occur. And yet here they were, backs bleeding and sitting in a very uncomfortable position, singing hymns to God! Luke notes that the other prisoners were listening to them. I’m sure they were amazed! Prisons are not usually known for such behavior. Swearing, complaining, threatening—sure, but singing?
How could they do this? They could do this because they were willing to give up their expectation to always being treated fairly. They had to sacrifice some pride and dignity. Had they been all about protecting and promoting their rights, they would not have been singing and praising God. And they would not have been such a testimony to the other prisoners and the jailer.

Does this mean that we should just let the government or anybody else walk all over us? Are we not to stand up for ourselves and our rights? If we keep reading in Acts 16, we see that the next day, Paul and Silas invoked their Roman citizenship and made the officials escort them out of the city. There is a time, a place, and a way that we can stand up for ourselves that still honors Christ. 

Can we offer a sacrifice of thanksgiving when our proceedings are unfair?

When Our Prayers Are Unanswered

Another challenging situation is when our prayers are unanswered, as we see in 2 Corinthians 12:7-10,

To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me. Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong. 
Once again we see the apostle Paul in a situation where thanksgiving and praise would be difficult. Scholars have speculated much about what the “thorn in my flesh” was, which Paul also identifies as “a messenger of Satan.” It could have been spiritual oppression of some kind, a human being used by Satan to make his life miserable, or some physical ailment that afflicted him relentlessly. Whatever it was, Paul prayed—he pleaded—with the Lord on three separate occasions to remove it. But the Lord said, “No.”

Let this passage be a lesson for all those who claim, “If you have enough faith, God has to answer your prayer the way you want!” Are you going to claim that Paul did not have enough faith? Me neither. Prayer doesn’t work that way. God is not a genie in a bottle that grants us our every wish if we say the magic words.

Nor should we automatically conclude that Paul was being punished by this affliction. Often times we assume that if something negative happens to us, God must be punishing us for something we did wrong. That is one possibility, but not the only possibility. Sometimes adversity is sent our way to make us stronger, sometimes it comes because of someone else’s choices, and sometimes it happens because we live in a sin-cursed world. Don't always assume that God is punishing you when adversity strikes.

So how did Paul respond to this unanswered prayer? (Actually, the prayer was answered, just not in the way Paul requested. But we tend to call those “unanswered prayers.”) Paul responded by “boasting all the more gladly about my weaknesses” and “delighting in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, and in difficulties.” Sounds like a sacrifice of thanksgiving to me!

What did this sacrifice cost Paul? It cost him some pleasure and comfort. God did not grant Paul the easy way, by removing the thorn. He knew that Paul would learn and grow more from enduring the pain rather than escaping it. So Paul accepted his difficult circumstances and decided to rejoice and give thanks.

He was putting into practice his own teaching. We read in 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18, “Rejoice always. Pray continually. In everything give thanks, for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus concerning you.” Paul prayed, he rejoiced, he gave thanks. Notice that he did not say, “For everything give thanks,” but rather, “In everything give thanks.” Everything is not good, but as we know from Romans 8:28, “In all things God works for the good of those who love him and are called according to his purpose.”
Can we offer a sacrifice of thanksgiving when our prayers are unanswered?
When Our Prospects Are Uncertain

Finally, we see a sacrifice of thanksgiving when our prospects are uncertain in Habakkuk 3:17-19,

Though the fig tree does not bud and there are no grapes on the vines, though the olive crop fails and the fields produce no food, though there are no sheep in the pen and no cattle in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will be joyful in God my Savior. The Sovereign Lord is my strength; he makes my feet like the feet of a deer, he enables me to go on the heights.
Habakkuk is one of my favorite biblical characters. He was a prophet, yet in his book he never addresses anyone except God. The first two chapters of Habakkuk detail a discussion between the prophet and God about what is going on in the world. To summarize, Habakkuk says, “God, look at this mess! Your people are acting terribly, the law is never enforced, and justice never prevails. Why don’t you do something about this?” God answers, “I am, but if I told you, you wouldn’t believe it.” Habakkuk replied, “Try me!” So God told him…and Habakkuk couldn’t believe it! And God finally told the prophet, “Look, just trust Me. You can’t see it all, but I can. I’ve got it under control.” (Of course, we know that line as, “The just shall live by faith.”)

Bottom line for Habakkuk was, as bad as things are now, they’re about to get worse. (Just what we need to hear at the end of 2020, right?) The Babylonians were coming and Judah and Jerusalem would be devastated. Their prospects were very uncertain. 

Habakkuk chapter three is written as a psalm, and throughout the prophet highlights the fearful power of the Lord. Just before the verses I read earlier, we read in verse 16, “I heard and my heart pounded, my lips quivered at the sound; decay crept into my bones, and my legs trembled. Yet I will wait patiently for the day of calamity to come on the nation invading us.” Habakkuk was shaking in his boots, but he was still trusting in God.

Then we read the concluding verses of the psalm (and the book), which I believe is one of the strongest statements of faith found anywhere in the Bible. It is one thing to praise God and give thanks when things are going well, but when things aren’t going well and are about to get worse, how many of us could offer a sacrifice of thanksgiving then?

What does such a sacrifice cost us? It may cost us some confidence and certainty, at least, self-confidence and self-assurance. We need not lose any confidence in God, but we may not be so sure of ourselves. And, in the end, that’s not a bad thing. Maybe God will lead us into uncertain times so that we will trust Him more.

So, yes, I believe we can see how thanksgiving can be a sacrifice at times. When our proceedings are unfair, when our prayers are unanswered, when our prospects are uncertain, what will we do? Will we whine and complain, moan and groan, cower and fear? We can…but none of those things will do any good.

Or we can choose to give thanks and praise to the Lord. Even if it costs us some pride and dignity, some pleasure and comfort, some self-confidence and self-assurance. In the end our faith will be strengthened and our testimony will shine in the darkness. 

Let’s not allow the turkey to give the only sacrifice this Thanksgiving!

Praise the Lord

When you're up against a struggle that shatters all your dreams
And your hopes have been cruelly crushed by Satan's manifested schemes
And you feel the urge within you to submit to earthly fears
Don't let the faith you're standing in seem to disappear

Praise the Lord—He can work through those who praise Him
Praise the Lord—For our God inhabits praise
Praise the Lord—For the chains that seems to bind you serve only to remind you
That they drop powerless behind you when you praise Him

Now Satan is a liar and he wants to make us think
That we are paupers when he knows himself we're children of the King
So lift up the mighty shield of faith for the battle must be won
We know that Jesus Christ has risen so the work's already done

Praise the Lord—He can work through those who praise Him
Praise the Lord—For our God inhabits praise
Praise the Lord—For the chains that seems to bind you serve only to remind you
That they drop powerless behind you when you praise Him
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