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Studies in becoming like Christ and ushering in His kingdom in your daily life
September 28, 2008



Gratefulness
“The Fundamental Religious Emotion”

This Week’s Essential

Gratefulness: I live my life with an awareness of my indebtedness to Christ.
Hebrews 12:28-29 Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us be thankful, and so worship God acceptably with reverence and awe, for God is a consuming fire.
D

o you see your cup as half empty or half full? In other words, are you a pessimist or an optimist? In Psalm 23:5b, David does not speak of half cups, but he does see his cup as overflowing. 
     “You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.”

Rabbi Harold Kushner interprets this expression as an image of gratitude.

“Gratitude, I would suggest, is the fundamental religious emotion. It is where religion begins in the human heart. Gratitude, the awareness that life has given you a wonderful bounty, is an emotion of which all people should be capable, and the image of ones cup being full to overflowing is an image of gratitude.”

Kushner, The Lord Is My Shepherd, p 145

There are a number of places in Scripture where we are told to be thankful. Paul tells us to be thankful when we pray. (Phil. 4:6-7) On the other hand, dreadful things happened to Israel when they complained. (Num. 14:1-4, 26-35)

Why is an attitude of thanksgiving so important? Consider for a moment how the gratitude of others affects us.

It’s Christmas day. The gift wrap is torn and strewn around the living room. Do your children thank you for their gifts? Or do you hear them say, “I didn’t get…?”

It’s the Sunday after Christmas. You call the family to dinner. Do they say, “Turkey again?” Or when they bow their heads and thank God for the meal, do they really mean it?

How are you affected when someone thanks you? Do you mind when someone complains about something you have done? How do you think others are affected by your expression of gratitude, or lack of it?
Now consider an even more important question: How does gratitude affect our relationship with God? Rabbi Kushner goes on to say,
“Gratitude is a way of looking at the world that does not change the facts of your life but has the power to make your life more enjoyable.” 

While I agree with Rabbi Kushner, I would go further. Gratitude has the power not just to make my life more enjoyable, but to transform the way I think about God. Furthermore, we need a heart filled with gratitude in order to speak the truth about God. 
When I grumble, I am saying to others that God is irrelevant, that he doesn’t care, that my present circumstances are beyond his ability to deal with. When I complain, I am telling others that I am rebelling against God’s rule over my life.
When I thank God, I am saying that his presence in my life is more important than any of my circumstances, and that I am confident that however God chooses to deal with the problems in my life, it will be good.
In this week’s study, we will see that gratitude not only affects how we represent God to others, but it is also a central part of worship, and is essential for maintaining our faith for the long haul.
Consider what the following passages say about the Essential Virtue of “Gratefulness”
         Read the following biblical references on gratefulness from your own Bible.
I Thess 5:18
Col 1:10-14
Ps 100:1-5
Ps 107:21-22
Deut 8:1-20
Numbers 13-14
Digging deeper into the meaning 
“all circumstances” (I Thess 5:18) means good times and bad times

“And we pray…” (Col 1:10) Paul put his money where his mouth was. He so much desired to see the believers develop these qualities in their lives that he took the time to pray specifically for them. 
“the good land he has given you” (Deut 8:10); “the land of Canaan, which I am giving to the Israelites” (Numbers 13:2) God had first promised Abraham that he would give this land to his descendants. (Gen 12:1-7)
Answering Interpretive Questions

1. Comment on Rabbi Kushner’s observation, “Gratitude, I would suggest, is the fundamental religious emotion.” Do you agree with him?

2. What did Paul say was God's will in I Thess 5:18?
3. What did Paul pray that believers would give thanks for in Col 1:10-14?

4. How does the Psalmist relate thankfulness to worship in Ps 100:1-5 and 107:21-22?

5. What did God, through Moses, tell Israel to do in Deut 8:10?

6. Why is this important (vs. 11-17)?

7. What will happen if they fail to follow these instructions (vs 18-20)?

8. Contrast God's command in Deut 8 with the people Paul describes in Rom 1:18.
9. Are difficult circumstances a valid reason not to be thankful (I Thess. 5:18, Prov 24:10)?
10. What happened to Israel when they grumbled in the face of adversity (Num 14, note vs 1-3)? Were they telling the truth about God, or suppressing the truth? What truth might have been helpful to them at that time (Ex 15:1-21)?
11. Review your answer to question 1. How has this study affected the value you place on the virtue of Gratefulness?
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