The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for the Twentieth Sunday after Pentecost, (Proper 25) Year C

Joel 2:21-27

Growing In Grace, Overflowing With Gratitude

A pastor was well known for his ability to always find reason to thank God. One Sunday morning, it was the coldest winter day ever. His congregation wondered what He might find to thank God for amid the bitter cold. He prayed: “Thank God the weather’s not always like this!” 
We too thank God for the change of seasons – winter gives way to summer and summer gives way to winter. 
Amid the Great Depression, a group of pastors met to discuss how they would celebrate Thanksgiving. They decided that especially in these tough circumstances, it was more important than ever to make Thanksgiving a jubilant celebration with the most joyful music, singing and bright and beautiful church decorations.

Throughout our Church’s history, the hard times seem always to have produced the most bounteous Harvest Thanksgiving services. The worst of times can be the best of times for the faith of Christians. 
God has let tough times come to us, to turn us into singers of praise and thanksgiving. Oddly enough, we learn how to better praise God when we have troubles than when things go well for us. Troubles teach us to pray to God with renewed eagerness, and to thank the Lord with fresh enthusiasm for His undeserved grace and mercy. In times of trouble, we discover that prosperity is God’s gracious gift to us, rather than our own achievement.

The people of the prophet Joel’s time rediscovered this. Their land had been hit by lack of rain and a locust plague. Joel believed that this was a result of his nation’s shallow spiritual commitment. Their religious practice had become slack and careless. Joel called for a national act of repentance and contrition. Joel pleaded with his nation to listen to God’s Word with new zeal and passion, to hear God’s message to them as a matter of life and death importance. 

When times are good, we tend to neglect God’s Word and no longer give it first place in our daily lives. The Bible says, “The Lord chastens those whom He loves (Hebrews 12:6).” God does this to teach us that “One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God (Matthew 4:4).” God may be using these tough times to make us one more a grateful nation. In Joel’s time, a physical drought led to a spiritual harvest of faith, loyalty and love for the Lord.

Joel reassured his people that God had heard their lament and was responding to their cry for help. But he urged the people to rejoice in God the Giver of gifts like rain, rather than just rejoicing in a good harvest again. God’s new blessings would far exceed the people’s losses. Wonderful things happen when people repent and return to God. They praise and thank Him with new enthusiasm. God has thrilled with His people’s sorrow over their spiritual slackness. Through their suffering and sorrow, they would come to know God in a new way, as Immanuel – God with us, God in our midst, as one of us. This messianic prophecy filled the people with new hope. 

Christ’s coming led to a profound new kind of thankfulness like had never been seen before. In Jesus, the blessings of God’s overwhelmingly abundant grace became concrete and tangible. Jesus Himself is God’s gift of grace. St. Paul breaks into jubilant thanksgiving when he says: “Thanks be to God for His Son – His gift too wonderful for words! (2 Corinthians 9:15)” God’s grace is too wonderful to take lightly. Martin Luther, writing from experience, says, “Once you have experienced the grace of God, the rest of life is thanksgiving.”

When we fully grasp how totally and completely undeserved God’s grace is, we can never stop thanking God for His goodness to us. His grace, embraced and treasured, leads to amazing growth in gratitude. The Bible encourages us all, “Just as you accepted Christ Jesus as your Lord, so live in Him. In Him be rooted, built up, and strengthened in your faith, as you were taught, and overflow with thanksgiving (Colossians 2:6-7).”

We overflow with gratitude to God when we realise and acknowledge that everything we have is a gift from a gracious and generous God. Once we understand grace and how much it cost our Saviour’s suffering and death for each one of us, we will wholeheartedly bubble over with gratitude for the rest of our lives. God’s Word reminds us, “What do you have that you did not receive? And if you received it, why do you boast as if it were not a gift (1 Corinthians 4:7)?”

The New Testament sees ingratitude as the chief characteristic of pagans. Ingratitude is biting the hand that feeds us. Gratitude vanishes where a person thinks of how hard they worked to get all they have. God gives people the skills and good health to be able to work hard. What they then produce and accumulate is a result of His blessing. Gratitude will be in short supply when we are more grateful for the gift than we are for God the Giver of all good gifts. No one can understand life without being grateful for it. If you get out of bed in the morning and see no reason to give thanks, there’s something woefully amiss inside.

Remember that if you are criticizing someone else, you’re not giving thanks. 

If you’re blaming another, you’re not expressing gratitude. 

If you’re complaining, you aren’t being grateful. 

Gratitude is an education in freedom from self-centred thinking. The more grateful you are, the less selfish you are. 
Gratitude is the truest expression of joy there is. To discover gratitude is to discover joy.

The happiest people in our community are those who are the most grateful, regardless of their circumstances. Modern psychologists tell us that lack of gratitude is a sign of narcissism, which is excessive self-love. 

Biologist Hans Selye (sell-ya)has found that among all the emotions, there is one which, more than any other, accounts for the absence or presence of stress in human relations; that is the feeling of gratitude. 
No wonder Psalm 92 tells us, “it is good to give thanks to the Lord.” 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote from his prison cell: “We are conscious that, in normal life, so much more has been received than we have given, and that it is gratitude that first makes life rich.” 

A 48 year old mother, dying of cancer, lived her faith and was loyal to the end. Tears of gratitude filled the eyes of her family as they prepared for her death. After she died, at her funeral her young daughter gave their pastor a letter to read that she and her brothers had written. It said:

“When we think of Mum we have nice thoughts, happy thoughts. We will miss her and will feel her loss greatly. We admire her strong faith. We know that she is in heaven where she hoped she would be some day. We will miss her strength, optimism and sense of humour.

We are sorry that we won’t be able to say “thanks” to Mum anymore. 

Thanks for raising us in a Christian home. 

Thanks for having high expectations and a loving understanding of our shortcomings. 

Thanks for being there to listen, to give advice and be a friend.

We will never be able to repay the love that Mum gave us.

That kind of love isn’t repaid. We could only hope to pass it on.”

These words also taught all those present at the funeral how to give thanks in spite of life’s circumstances.

Today we’re grateful for all that we can give to God. God promises us that we will be blessed out of all proportion to what we ourselves give. This morning we discover again that “more blessings come from giving than from receiving (Acts 20:35).” Jesus Himself says to us, “God is kind to the ungrateful and the selfish (Luke 6:35).” What good news that is for everyone, good news enough to make us all grateful people. “God loves people who love to give (2 Corinthians 9:7).”  God is deeply and lovingly moved by your sacrificial gifts of thanksgiving today.

We thank God that our prospects for the future are as good as His promises to us. We thank God that the best is still to come for us – the resurrection of our bodies and life with our Lord forever. Gratitude for all the blessings we’ve already received from God opens us up for further blessings, blessings we never could have dreamed of. 

Gratitude conserves our energy, our zest for life, like no other attitude can. When we thank God, we give credit where credit is due. Gratitude is as much an acknowledgement of the Giver as it is of the gift. We grow in love for God as our gratitude towards Him grows. 

All eternity will be too short to thank God for all the blessings of this life. Amen.
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