What Do You Say? – Learning To Give God Thanks 

Ps 116:1-19 I love the LORD, because he has heard my voice and my pleas for mercy. 2 Because he inclined his ear to me, therefore I will call on him as long as I live. 3 The snares of death encompassed me; the pangs of Sheol laid hold on me; I suffered distress and anguish. 4 Then I called on the name of the LORD: "O LORD, I pray, deliver my soul!" 5 Gracious is the LORD, and righteous; our God is merciful. 6 The LORD preserves the simple; when I was brought low, he saved me. 7 Return, O my soul, to your rest; for the LORD has dealt bountifully with you. 8 For you have delivered my soul from death, my eyes from tears, my feet from stumbling; 9 I will walk before the LORD in the land of the living. 10 I believed, even when I spoke, "I am greatly afflicted"; 11 I said in my alarm, "All mankind are liars." 12 What shall I render to the LORD for all his benefits to me? 13 I will lift up the cup of salvation and call on the name of the LORD, 14 I will pay my vows to the LORD in the presence of all his people. 15 Precious in the sight of the LORD is the death of his saints. 16 O LORD, I am your servant; I am your servant, the son of your maidservant. You have loosed my bonds. 17 I will offer to you the sacrifice of thanksgiving and call on the name of the LORD. 18 I will pay my vows to the LORD in the presence of all his people, 19 in the courts of the house of the LORD, in your midst, O Jerusalem. Praise the LORD! ESV

2 Cor 9:15 Thanks be to God for his inexpressible gift! ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

It is good for us to set aside a time of year to give thanks and let gratitude to be expressed.  Though in modern times the harvest season doesn’t have quite the same significance as it used to, I appreciate the concept of this holiday.  In earlier times, this was the time that the hard work of harvesting the crops had been completed and when families had more produce, food, and blessings than at any other time of the year.  With the cooler weather, butchering would take place and whereas they may have eaten simply all year, at this time they had fresh meat, fresh vegetables, and a great variety.  It is natural that this would become a time of celebration and in particular a time of thanksgiving.  When the pilgrims finally survived their hard first year and finally had a crop in this new land, they gathered for a time of feasting and thanksgiving to the God to whom their desire to worship freely had brought them to this land in the first place.  This is a good and noble holiday.

The danger, I think, is that the holiday would become so commercialized to be about football and eating and for it to pass without people really taking time to be thankful.  The even greater danger is that it would cause people to think of thanksgiving and gratitude towards God as something that you only do once a year.  We focus on such things today, but God forbid that this would be the only time that you would truly express your gratitude towards God!  And let your thanksgiving be towards God:  this is a time to thank the Almighty for His great blessings and not to thank the boss, the friends, or the guy on the street.  Without God at the center of it, the holiday loses his focus.  I heard someone say this past week, “the toughest part of being an atheist is when he or she feels grateful and yet has no one to thank!”  I’m glad that we know whom to thank.  James tells us that all good things come from above; if you’ve got anything good in your life, then you owe God thanks.

But it is good that we have such a holiday because truly giving thanks is not something that comes naturally to human beings.  Human nature is not thankful.  When a parent first hands their child something or does something for the child, none of us have ever had the child on his own involuntarily say, “Oh, thank you so much!”  Usually the scene is that someone does something for our child and we as parents have to prod them and remind them with, “what do you say?”  And we cross our fingers hoping that this once our child will smile and say genuinely, “thank you” and not seem like the ungracious louts that they are by default.  Oh, I know that your kids are perfect, but mine are ungracious louts.  I am doing my best to change that but I know that I was an ungrateful lout when I was their age also.  We have to train them to appreciate what is done for them; we have to train them to express gratitude for the many good things that they have; we have to train them to count their blessings and not focus on minor negatives all of the time.  It’s hard work and requires perseverance because in the human nature is selfishness and it takes much to overcome such a self-centered mindset to produce truly an attitude of thanksgiving.  

Some adults never learned this.  Even those of us who had tenacious parents who tried to teach us this, sometimes need to be reminded.  It is a byproduct of our sinful nature to naturally be ungrateful.  And unfortunately this oftentimes transfers to our response to the blessings of God.  We are His children and He does much for us.  We have breath in our bodies because of Him.  We have life because of His creative work and without the sun coming up each morning, you’d have neither hope nor happiness.  Beyond that we have a multitude of great goodness and blessings and yet the natural tendency is that we need someone to remind us every once in a while with a, “what do you say?”  “What do you say to God for His great gifts?”  “What should you do in light of His great blessings?”  Hint.  Hint.  

It may be tough to learn and it may be something that we ever have to work on in our lives for it to remain as it should be, but let the mind of the early church be our attitude also.  Six times Paul wrote the church with the phrase of our smaller text:

2 Cor 9:15 Thanks be to God for his inexpressible gift! ESV

Thanks be to God!  In context, he is talking about God’s grace that he just mentioned in the verse before, but does not this describe every blessing that we have?  Every blessing that we have enjoyed and everything that God has given us is undeserved and unmerited.  I think that this must be firmly established in our hearts for a true attitude of thanksgiving to spring forth.  As long as you feel as if the blessings in your life are because of your great goodness and worthiness, you’ll never truly be thankful and grateful to God.  Ungrateful people have the attitude of “I deserve everything that I’ve got.”  Such an attitude is incompatible with true thanksgiving and is incompatible with the truth.  Our goodness is shaky at best and pathetic at worst.  When God blesses us, He has not done so because of our inherent goodness, but rather because of His inherent goodness!  He blesses because He cannot help Himself.  As the Psalmist wrote in our other text:

Ps 116:5 Gracious is the LORD, and righteous; our God is merciful. ESV  

How rare it is that anyone would have these three qualities together in full measure!  Sometimes when we are gracious, we are not always righteous and some people define graciousness with licentiousness which means that they think grace means that you condone everything.  But our Lord is gracious and righteous.  And sometimes when people are trying to be righteous, they lose any mercifulness in the equation, but our God is righteous but also merciful!  We serve a gracious, righteous, and merciful God and thanks be to God for His inexpressible and undeserved gift!  Has God been gracious and merciful to you?  Has God done any good thing in your life?  Then, what do you say?  Somebody get a revelation of what it takes to be truly thankful!

______________________________________________________________________

We don’t know who wrote the 116th Psalm but it is one of the many psalms of thanksgiving in the book.  This is a psalm of personal thanks where an individual tells us what God had done for them and gives God thanks for it.  Of all the psalms of personal thanksgiving, this 116th Psalm is particularly enlightening and instructive in the matter of giving thanksgiving to God.  

The first part of this Psalm tells us why the individual is thankful to God and what God has done for him.  We don’t know the precise details of what this person had been through, but it is obvious from the clues and references throughout the first verses that it had been a very tough situation.  Some scholars think that the terminology shows that the person had been through a very tough illness and sickness that had brought him to the door of death.  If so, his poetic description of his predicament speaks to all of us today about things that we have to be thankful for.  In verse 1, the writer tells us:

Ps 116:1 I love the LORD, because he has heard my voice and my pleas for mercy. ESV

He goes on to say that he is thankful “because he inclined his ear to me.”  This tell us:

We should be thankful for answered prayers!

Who are we that the God of glory would listen to us and care for us yet He does!  He hears every prayer!  He answers every prayer, though the answers might not always be in our will and timing.  But as I look across this congregation, I see many faces who represent many answered prayers that have been granted this year.  I see babies that are answers to prayers.  I see people sitting here that by your presence in the house of God on a Sunday morning, you are an answered prayer.  I see people praising God today and with smiles on your face that by the virtue of the fact is an answered prayer!  I think most of us if we would think about it for a few moments have answered prayers that we have seen come to fruition this year and that we now are enjoying the benefits of – you ought to give God thanks for every prayer that was heard and heeded!  The Psalmist goes on to say:

Ps 116:3-4 The snares of death encompassed me; the pangs of Sheol laid hold on me; I suffered distress and anguish. 4 Then I called on the name of the LORD: "O LORD, I pray, deliver my soul!" ESV

This is to say to us today:

We should be thankful for life and health.

I’m looking at some people today that faced serious illnesses and health issues this year.  There are some here who have been through some tough trials that could rightfully be labeled as “distress and anguish.”  There are some who in dark moments, you cried out to God and He heard you.  You’re still here.  You’re alive today.  Many of you are no longer sick or the tough situation is gone.  It has not bested you nor has it destroyed you and that is the gift of God – what do you say?  

The Psalmist says in verse 6 “when I was brought low, he saved me.”  Anybody here got that testimony?  “I had some low times this year, but God has worked it out and He saved me from that low spot!”  “I was near the bottom financially a few times, but God has turned my job situation around!”  “Well, preacher I had a rough year, why should I praise and give thanks to God?”  It hasn’t destroyed you.  You’re still here.  As long as you’re living, you can reap the benefits and future blessings of the Lord!  You’re no longer at the lowest point and are moving forward!  And this is the blessing of God:  what do you say?  Let me go forward and say:

We should be thankful for our peacefulness of mind.

In verse 7, the Psalmist says, “Return, O my soul, to your rest.”  He had been through a time of great worry and mental fatigue.  There were some things that caused him to fret and have some sleepless nights. But now that the Lord had come through for him, the was able to tell himself, “soul, go back to resting.”  In other words, “mind you don’t have to worry any more for everything that you were so worked up over came to nothing and this was the Lord’s work.”  Anybody here got this testimony today?  There were some things that you spent worried hours, worried days, and even worried weeks this year fretting over that turned out to be nothing to be feared?  “I was all stressed out and it turned out over nothing.”  “My mind was going crazy with all of these horrible, could-be scenarios and yet it all worked for the good.”  It didn’t just happen to work out; your mind is not at ease today just because time healed it; it didn’t just happen to work in your favor, but that was the God Almighty in your life.  He is the source of the freedom of stress over those things – Hey! – What do you say?

There are some here who have had a very good year.  There are some here who have not had severe medical issues and who have not had financial stress.  There are some here who have many answered prayers and who have seen God do much for you.  It is so, because as the Psalmist wrote in verse 7:

Ps 116:7b for the LORD has dealt bountifully with you. ESV

Your job situation has been blessed, your home and cars and family have been blessed and your financial situation is the best it has ever been.  There are some who enjoy a greater fullness of God’s blessings in your life right now than ever before and for that you should be grateful!  The Lord has dealt bountifully with you – don’t start thinking that you deserved it or that it was your great talent, magnetic personality, or your good looks that merited it!  The Lord has dealt bountifully with you – what do you say?  We read on in the Psalm:

Ps 116:8-11 For you have delivered my soul from death, my eyes from tears, my feet from stumbling; 9 I will walk before the LORD in the land of the living. 10 I believed, even when I spoke, "I am greatly afflicted"; 11 I said in my alarm, "All mankind are liars." ESV

This is to remind us that:

We should thank the Lord for tremendous spiritual blessings.

There are some here that perhaps in life you have not experienced bountiful physical and material blessings and yet what great blessings you have received in the spirit to offset and balance your life!  You may have lost your job, but you’re walking with the Lord in a closer walk than ever before!  You may have faced physical sickness but your soul is healthy and your spirit alive!  The Lord had to dry tears from your eyes, but He kept your spiritual feet from stumbling and you have not only survived, but you have come to know Him better!  

As the Psalmist expressed in verse 10, there are some here who had become disillusioned because of what people have done to you and you may have even said, “all mankind are liars” and nobody can be trusted and nobody is a true friend, yet through the persecution and the affliction in your relationships, you came to realize that though all mankind may be liars, God never lies and though all humans may at times be undependable, yet God never fails and is faithful to us!  In your relationship cynicism, yet you discovered the Friend that sticks closer than a brother and who is much better than a room full of ordinary human friends.  And the result is that you are walking with the Lord and full of His Spirit and have a renewed positive outlook and you are in the land of the living both physically and spiritually.  He has touched you!  He has dried your tears!  He has gifted you!  He has placed you!  He has established you!  He has helped you! He has remained with you!  He has revealed Himself to you!  You have found a church where you belong in the kingdom of God!  What great spiritual blessings that He has given you – what do you say?

Thanks be to God for His indescribable and inexpressible gift of graciousness to us!  My words have barely scratched the surface at the entire blessings and good things that He has given us!  Thanks be to God for everything that we can remember and the myriad of good things that we have forgotten!  Thanks be to God for the many things that He answered that we so quickly forgot about!  Thanks be to God for the good times and even the low times because of what He has brought from it!  Thanks be to God for the gift of life and His awesomeness.  Truly He is gracious, righteous, and merciful to us; He has done great things:  Hey, what do you say!!!?

______________________________________________________________________

Our Psalmist felt that way too.  After listing many things that God had done for him, he turns in verse 12 and asks:

Ps 116:12 What shall I render to the LORD for all his benefits to me? ESV

Other translations put it like this:

Ps 116:12 How can I repay the Lord for all his goodness to me? NIV

Ps 116:12 What can I give back to God for the blessings he's poured out on me? THE MESSAGE

Basically what he is asking is, “how can I give a great God true thanksgiving?”  “How can I tell God thanks?  How do you repay the Lord for His great goodness?  This is the question that springs out of every heart that truly comes face to face with the gracious gifts that God has given us.  When we acknowledge what He has done, the question is “what shall I render to the Lord for all his benefits to me?”  God has poured out these wonderful blessings, what can I give back?  Fortunately, we don’t have to guess because under the unction of the Spirit of God the Psalmist answered his own question and in the latter half of this psalm tells us what true thanksgiving looks like in practical terms.  The question then changes from “what do you say?” to “What do you do?”  And God’s word tells us what is the least that we can do as expression of thanksgiving to God for His graciousness.  And after you discover what that is, the question again becomes, “what do you say?” in that, “what will you do with these things?”  

Look at verse 13, the Psalmist answers his own question of “what shall I render to the Lord for all his benefits to me?” by stating:

Ps 116:13 I will lift up the cup of salvation and call on the name of the LORD, ESV

Hear this preacher and hear the Psalmist of olden times:

We show our thankfulness by drinking from the cup of His salvation!

What do you give as a gift to the One who has everything?  You give the greatest gift to Him by taking salvation from Him.  What a paradox the ways of God are!  The greatest gift given to God is to receive what He has already given!  “The cup” in scripture represents the fullness of something.  To lift it up is to publically and officially proclaim and drink from something.  He paid an awful price for you to be able to be forgiven of your sins and for you to have your sins washed away in the waters of baptism in His name.  The best gift that you can give Him is to receive this great gift and lift up the cup of salvation in your life and call on the name of the Lord!  He paid an awful price for you to be able to receive the Holy Spirit because we are told that the Spirit of God was not poured out until Jesus Christ was glorified.  He could not be glorified until He had first suffered and died and been buried and rose again.  We should remember the cross and be thankful and we should remember that He did all of this so that we could experience His grace and the precious infilling of His Spirit.  How do you show your thankfulness?  First, by receiving the gift of salvation that He has given to you and provided to you.  What an insult it would be to reject what cost Him so much!  What a blessing to God for someone to make sure that His sacrifice for them was not in vain!  

Look at verse 14, where you find:

Ps 116:14 I will pay my vows to the LORD in the presence of all his people. ESV

This is to say:

We show our thankfulness by doing what we promised the Lord that we would do.

How do you bless a holy and faithful God who is ever faithful to His Word?  By becoming like Him and keeping your words!  He heard your prayer and answered them faithfully, now why don’t you keep the promises that you made to Him in those prayers.  He kept His end of the bargain, what about your end?  He holds you to your words.  He holds you to that prayer where you prayed, “I’ll serve you faithfully.”  He remembers the promises of “if you help me in this then I’ll…”  True thankfulness will cause us to move to fulfill our promises to the Almighty!  Pay your vows to the Lord!  

This all leads us to the greatest thing that you can do to show God thankfulness for the times that He has blessed you and helped you.  We read next:

Ps 116:15 Precious in the sight of the LORD is the death of his saints. ESV

I know that this scripture is the one read at funerals and such when somebody dies, but in context, this is written about someone who didn’t die.  The Psalmist was at the point of death but was delivered – remember?  When he was brought low, the Lord saved him!  When he was about to be encompassed by death, he cried to the Lord and was spared.  

In context, what this means is that “precious” or “costly” or “of great sacrifice” is the death of the Lord’s saints.  That means that when a true saint of the Lord dies, the Lord loses a beacon of truth in the world and loses two hands in His earthly kingdom and a mouth speaking forth His praises.  When a righteous person dies, it is precious or costly to the Lord in that someone whom He could use greatly is no longer at work in this world.  A valuable service to the Lord in the world is removed from God’s kingdom.  What this means to you and I is:

We show our greatest thankfulness by choosing to live for God!

The Psalmist recognized that God spared Him from death and kept Him and gave Him life so therefore, “I will call on Him as long as I live.”  God saved me and kept me and blessed me therefore, “I will walk before the Lord in the land of the living.”  Immediately after noting how costly it is for a true believer to die, the Psalmist writes:

Ps 116:16 O LORD, I am your servant; I am your servant, the son of your maidservant. You have loosed my bonds. ESV

Do you see the irony and the paradox being given here?  Because You saved me from death, I will live for You!  And because You have loosed my bonds and freed me, I will willfully choose to be Your servant and to serve You, Lord, for that is the only right response!  True thankfulness of God’s granting you life leads to your living for Him with all of your heart!  True thankfulness of His deliverance is to willingly serve Him with a servant’s heart!  The greatest show of thankfulness is not in just what you say, but what you do and the greatest gift and really the only appropriate response to God’s greatness in our life is to live for Him and walk with Him!  To lift up the cup of salvation but also continue in drinking from that cup all of the days of your life!  Because then I can give back to Him!  In living for Him and being His servant, I can repay Him for His greatness and that is the spirit of true thanksgiving to want to reciprocate the blessings!  

Has God done something great for you?  Has He blessed you mightily?  What do you say?  More importantly, what do you do?  And now that you know what you should do, what do you say about it?  I say, choose to live for Him!  He gave His life for you, now the only proper response is to give your life for Him – anything less than your whole heart would be a tragedy.  Anything less than your whole life would be lacking.  Drink from the cup of salvation; do unto the Lord as you promised Him you would do, and live for Him with all of your heart, your soul, and your mind!  What do you say?  Somebody show God that you truly are thankful!

_______________________________________________________________________

We have now come to the close of our great psalm of thanksgiving.  The psalmist closes things out by writing:

Ps 116:17-19 I will offer to you the sacrifice of thanksgiving and call on the name of the LORD. 18 I will pay my vows to the LORD in the presence of all his people, 19 in the courts of the house of the LORD, in your midst, O Jerusalem. Praise the LORD! ESV

The “sacrifice of thanksgiving” that he refers to is mentioned in the first 7 chapters of Leviticus.  It was not one of the feasts or sacrifices that was required by God.  Did you catch that?  The thanksgiving feast was not mandatory with a set date that all had to stop what they were doing and come to the temple and participate or else they would have been kicked out of the nation.  There was no particular holiday where the people came to offer this sacrifice of thanksgiving in Israel, but rather it was a freewill offering that could be given at any time whenever the person wanted to do so.  

Thanksgiving that is coerced is not true thanksgiving.  Thanksgiving that is only given on one appointed day a year is not true thanksgiving.  A life that is devoted to God because of guilt or that is given in reluctance is not a life that is truly devoted to God.  God takes no delight in unwilling sacrifices.  He takes no pleasure in reluctant devotions.  But when the psalmist says, “I will offer to you the sacrifice of thanksgiving” he is saying that he will do this willfully of his own volition.  He will do this because he wants to please God and serve Him.  Look at verse 18, He will do unto the Lord what He has promised because He wants to bless the Lord.  Look at verse 19:  He will be faithful at the house of the Lord and will praise the Lord outwardly not grudgingly but with willingness on his own initiative.  It is an offering of thanksgiving and it is given from a thankful heart that wants to do these things to express true gratitude!  Faithfulness is the natural by product of true thanksgiving!  Living for God and praising God outwardly is the natural by produce of true gratitude towards God!  

The Psalmist had an awesome and advanced revelation of living for God.  He began the chapter with “I love the Lord.”  That is a common phrase nowadays but was very rare in the Psalms and Old Testament.  We are commanded to love the Lord, but rarely was it stated by someone, “I love the Lord!”  Yet his testimony is true:  those who love the Lord drink from His cup of salvation.  Those who love the Lord gleefully do unto God what they have promised to do.  Those who love the Lord live for Him willfully and whole-heartedly and do this as a “sacrifice of thanksgiving” because of their great love and thankfulness to Him for all He has done.  Such is the proper response to all that God has done for us, but what do you say?

The old song goes:

How can I say thanks for the things You have done for me?

Things so undeserved yet you gave to prove your love for me

The voices of a million angels could not express my gratitude.

All that I am, and ever hope to be

Lord, I owe it all to Thee.

To God be the glory!  To God be the glory!

To God be the glory!  For the things He has done!

With His blood, He has saved me! 

With His power, He has raised me!

To God be the glory!  For the things He has done!

Just let me live my life and let it be pleasing Lord to Thee

And if I gain any praise, let it go to Calvary!

With His blood, He has saved me!

With His power, He has raised me!

To God be the glory!  For the things He has done!

-- My Tribute, Andrae Crouch

