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As I began to prepare and think about the word for this Sunday before our Thanksgiving holiday, I 
couldn’t get away from the words to this familiar chorus:

Give Thanks
Give thanks with a grateful heart,

Give thanks to the Holy One;
Give thanks because He’s given Jesus Christ, His Son. 

And now let the weak say, “I am strong,”
Let the poor say, “I am rich

Because of what the Lord has done for us.” 
Give thanks. Give thanks. Give thanks.

Henry Smith © 1978 Integrity’s Hosanna! Music

The first Thanksgiving holiday happened during the first term of our first president, George 
Washington. It was only a few years earlier we had won our independence. In 1789 he called for 
an official day of “thanksgiving and prayer” which he intended to be an annual holiday, but it did 
not become an official, national holiday until October 3rd, 1863, when President Lincoln declared a 
national day of thanksgiving to our “beneficent Father who dwells in the heavens” to be celebrated on 
November 23rd, 1863 and on every 4th Thursday of November thereafter.

In Lincoln’s proclamation, he didn’t just enjoin the country to give thanks for the many blessings they 
enjoyed in spite of the raging Civil War, and it was not just to the Northern states, but he made this 
proclamation to “the whole American people.” You see, Lincoln never acknowledged the divisions of 
the war but always thought of us as one people, one nation and one country. Within this declaration 
for a day of thanksgiving, President Lincoln also stated that this should be a time of “humble 
penitence for our national perverseness and disobedience.” Even though he was the commander in 
chief of an army that was at war with its Southern half, he never lost sight of the notion that this was 
an abomination before God – citizen rising against citizen; brother against brother, and so on. It was 
out of this that he proclaimed a national day of thanksgiving and prayer but also saw the need for 
national repentance, trusting that God would work justly and accordingly among all of the people.

It may seem strange to put those two ideas together but as I see it, you can’t do the one without first doing 
the other. As we read the Bible - from the Torah, to the prophets, the writings, and all the way through 
to the gospels and epistles, and on into John’s Apocalypse, we are called to repent. As we read in Isaiah 
30:15 it is written, “This is what the Sovereign LORD, the Holy One of Israel, says: ‘In repentance and 
rest is your salvation, in quietness and trust is your strength, but you would have none of it.’ ”

I would first like to say that I hope that those last words do not speak of us. The people of Israel 
repeatedly rejected the calls of the prophets to their own destruction. I would hope that as the people 



of God in Jesus that we would always be open to the conviction of the Spirit, and be quick to repent 
as He brings it to light.

This verse in Isaiah has within it what is called a doublet, that is, it says the same thing twice but 
using different words. We find this throughout the Old Testiment, and also in many of the sayings of 
Jesus, as well as in the writings of Paul. This is a common Hebrew literary technique. In this passage 
what happens is “repentance” and “quietness” are equated just as are “rest” and “trust;” and then 
so are “salvation” and “strength.” What does this mean for us? The first thing it shows us is that 
repentance is the path to quietness, not just physically, but in our soul. When we are filled with all 
kinds of animosity and self-loathing; when we are angry with God, or our neighbors, or our brothers 
and sisters both in the community of faith as well as our families; when greed, lust, and other things 
fill our hearts and minds, then we are not quiet. We are not quiet because our spirit knows that things 
aren’t right; we are out of touch with God; we have broken lines of fellowship with family, friends, 
and others with who we should be at peace. These things constantly stir up within us an ongoing song 
of discord from which we cannot escape. But when we come to God in an attitude of repentance, 
placing the blame where it belongs, on us, and confess all of that to Him, then He can work. The 
Spirit can bring to us real and true forgiveness found only in Jesus, and very quickly, and gently, our 
spirit becomes quiet. The song in our heart forms sweet chords of praise to God; His Spirit can then 
work its healing and the work of repentance has brings quietness to our soul.

Once this work is accomplished we find that we are at rest. Our soul is quiet. The voices that would 
accuse us are silenced; and even though all around us seems to be something that could cause us 
to fear or not be at peace, we are at rest. We can only be at rest because we trust the One who is 
both beside us and within us. David often speaks of his soul being at rest but when you read other 
scriptures to find the context of the situation out of which he proclaims this, you wonder how he can 
be so at peace. It is because he has found that as he has turned to the Lord, God has proven faithful 
over and over and so David knows that he can fully trust His heavenly Father. He is at rest because his 
trust is in God.

Finally, because we are at rest, we find our salvation and we find that this salvation, which can only 
come from God, is also the source of strength that keeps us going. It may not be physical strength, but 
it is strength of spirit, that causes us to stand firm in the face of adversity. It is the strength of salvation 
that allowed Jesus to be able to face the cross; it is the strength of salvation that allowed Paul to 
face countless perils in his travels, to face strong opposition to the gospel he preached and even to 
be ready for his own death; and it is the strength of salvation that allowed Stephen and many others 
such as Joan of Arc and Dietrich Bonheoffer, to face death for the sake of the Gospel. Each of these 
knew what Paul knew when he wrote to Timothy these words: “I know whom I have believed, and am 
persuaded that He is able to keep that which I’ve committed unto Him against that day.”  

To know this kind of repentance and quietness, rest and trust, and this strength in salvation all comes 
out of having a relationship with God - to know our Father, to love our Lord and Savior, to let the 
Spirit have reign within us. In conversation with a friend about this kind of relationship with God he 
said that he struggled with that. So I asked him, “What did you say to your wife when you first met 
her?” He answered, “I said hello.” I asked, “Do you say any more to her now?” Again he answered, 
“Yeah, because I know her. I love her. I tell her everything; we have long talks together.” This is what 
God wants from us too. To know Him and the power of His resurrection; to not be afraid to tell Him 
our greatest sins, our deepest fears, our strongest desires and longings; to reach out and to find Him 
faithful; to know that He is always willing to embrace us as His children with comfort, love, and full 
acceptance.  



Having repented, we can then have fuller and richer hearts from which to really give thanks to God. 
Once we have repented we can truly see the beauty in creation and also within each other; and I would 
submit to you that giving thanks is much more than sitting around a table over loaded with food, 
and thanking God for all the ways that He has blessed us throughout the year. I think that there are a 
couple of things a little more important for which we should offer thanks.

The first thing that Paul mentions in Colossians, for which we should be thankful, is that God “has 
qualified us to share in the inheritance of the saints in the Kingdom of Light.” In Peter’s first epistle, 
he says “You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, who 
should show forth the praises of Him who has called you out of darkness, into His wonderful light.” 
Light has always been associated with God. As the prophets recorded their visions of God and as John 
did in the Apocalypse, they all describe God in terms of unimaginable light. Even we sing a hymn 
which declares, “Immortal, invisible, God only wise, … Most gracious, most glorious, oh help us to 
see, ‘tis only the splendor of light hideth thee.” Isaiah declares, the people who walked in darkness 
have seen a great light, and that light is the light of men, and it is the Messiah, Jesus. Because of Him 
and the work that He has done, we are now qualified as the writer of Hebrews says to boldly approach 
the throne of grace to find help in time of need; and again he says, that we may boldly say, “The Lord 
is my helper…what can man do to me.” We are now qualified to enjoy this inheritance of the saints.  
For this we should be overflowing with thanksgiving.

Secondly, Paul says that God “has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the 
kingdom of the Son whom He loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.” This 
Jesus, who was crucified, is the peace offering between us and God. God’s law demands that for sin 
there must be a blood sacrifice. This was the basis upon which God established the first covenant with 
Abraham. In the Law, given to Moses, it was outlined how one should come to the Temple and to give 
an offering to the priest for sin. This was done one time each year on the Day of Atonement. After 
the sacrifices had been offered the High Priest would go into the Holy Place, and perform prayers and 
rituals, and then finally he would go into the Holy of Holies, and bowing before God, in front of the 
Ark of the Covenant, he would offer prayers of repentance and ask for mercy both for himself and 
for the people. Again, as we read in Hebrews, Jesus is not only the sacrifice that cleanses us from sin 
but He is also our High Priest who enters the true Holy of Holies and offers prayers of mercy for us. 
Once, for all, Jesus offered Himself, and as He stated in that time of His last meal with His disciples, 
“This cup is the new covenant in My blood, shed for you and for all people…” Our debt is paid. The 
old man has passed away and all things have become new. Put on the garments of salvation and walk 
as children of the light.

As we come to Thursday, and as we join together to celebrate this day of Thanksgiving, let us first 
remember the injunction that President Lincoln gave to the nation in his proclamation. Let it be a 
time of thanksgiving and also a time of repentance for our perverseness and disobedience. Like that 
time, these past two years have seen our nation wrenched apart like no other that I can remember. 
Like that time, no one side is right, and the other wrong. Both sides have shown “our perverseness 
and disobedience.” Like that time we see states, communities, and families experiencing divisions 
that should not be. Like that time, let us see, as Lincoln did, that these things are an abomination 
before God. Let each of us keep in mind our own failings and weaknesses, our own sins, and allow 
repentance to have its perfect work that it may quiet our soul; that we may rest in the fact that God 
can be trusted to walk beside us and set His Spirit within us. We should remember too that this 
salvation is also for those who are on the opposite side of the issues from us and we should allow the 
Spirit to heal the divisions among us. In the words of President Lincoln, “With malice towards none, 
with charity towards all, let us work to bind up the wounds…”; and as Saint Francis of Assisi said, 



“Lord, make me, [make us] instruments of your peace. Where there is hatred, let me sow love, where 
there is injury, pardon…”  

From this place of forgiveness, we can then move on to rejoice in the words of Paul and let our hearts 
be filled with thanksgiving for that which is truly something for which to be thankful – that we are 
qualified to share in the inheritance of the saints, and know that we were brought into the Kingdom 
of the Son, through whom we have forgiveness. With the psalmist we can truly see the real beauty in 
the creation that is all around us; we can look into the eyes of our families, and be thankful for each of 
them as a gift of God to us. We can then see those with whom we have stood in opposition, as people 
like us, sinners in need of grace and we can be the instruments of grace, and once again enjoy the 
fellowship that only comes from being one in Christ. Lastly, we can look at the many blessings God 
has given us over the past year and be truly grateful and enjoy them as gifts of God’s grace to us. We 
can then hear the beauty of that chorus as it echoes within us, “Give thanks with a grateful heart.”

Amen.


