Thankfulness: The Ultimate Weapon

I. We talked a lot about Spiritual Warfare the past several weeks. There is much more that can be said, but I want to wrap up by talking about the nuclear bomb in the Spirit: thankfulness. 

II. We saw that Romans 1:21 describes a downward spiral into demonization. 

A. It starts with not allowing our belief in God to affect our everyday life. Not “glorifying” him as God means that we don’t weigh his opinion of ourselves and our circumstances as heavily as our own. We become our own gods. 

B. When that happens, we become unthankful, because we are looking at our lives through our own eyes rather than his. The reverse is also true. If we aren’t thankful, that’s a form of not glorying God (i.e. God says the world is good, when we aren’t thankful for life, we are disagreeing with his opinion.)

C. Then our imaginations start conjuring all sorts of dark images of the future.

D. Then our hearts become darkened, and we are unable to hear God clearly.

III. The good news is that the reverse also works. What I want to suggest is that the biggest key in the verse is thankfulness. If we will intentionally practice gratitude, it helps us control our imagination and keep our focus on God and what He’s doing.

IV. The challenge is that we’re never in a situation where things are going 100% well. Often, we can find ourselves in situations where we can see good things happening around us (especially to others), and yet we are still dealing with some kind of personal struggle. If we’re not careful, this struggle will consume all of our attention and cause us to lose our thankfulness.

A. John the Baptist had this problem. Mt 11:1-6. John risked losing sight of who Jesus was because of his personal suffering being trapped in prison. 
	
V. The way Jesus handles John’s question is remarkable. I can explain theologically why John was stuck in prison. It has to do with human freedom and the fact that God does not unilaterally override it. Jesus could have given that explanation as well, but He doesn’t.

A. Jesus instead offers John a chance to do something remarkable—be like God Himself. Jesus tells him about all the things he’s doing for other people, and then warns him not to be offended. 

1. He gives John the opportunity to rejoice for others while he Himself is suffering. Heb 12:2. This is not toxic positivity, it’s the opportunity to be great by not allowing negative circumstances dictate how one views the world.

2. Rejoicing in others breakthrough positions us to receive our own, but in a very real sense, the rejoicing itself is the breakthrough, because it means we’re moving out of a small, self-centered world and refusing to become our own god. 1 John 5:4

3. God is not the author of suffering; He is the deliverer from it. Nevertheless, learning to rejoice during suffering gives us insight into who He is that we cannot otherwise possess. Phil 3:10. 

4. When we rejoice and maintain thankfulness during difficult times, it builds character, and that character produces a mature hope that is rooted in our history with God. It also gives us access to experiences in the love of God at a deeper level.  Rom 5:3-5

VI. Beyond all this, however, Jesus is giving John personal hope. Notice the specific things he tells John, particularly, “the blind see.” There are no blind eyes that are healed in the OT. 
	
A. Blindness was seen as a judgement from God on Israel Is. 29:9-10. It’s healing meant the end of exile. It meant Messiah had come. Is 29:18; Psalm 146:8.

B. John was asking, probably not so much, “Will you rescue me?” Instead, he was asking the more painful question, “Has my life had meaning?” Jesus was saying, “You ushered in the return of Yahweh to his people.”

VI. How do we do stay thankful? Psalm 103 is a great place to go to practice rejoicing.

A. We must command ourselves to rejoice with our whole being. You have to get your body involved. 

B. We remind ourselves of all that He has done, both for us and for others. He fills us with good things so that our youth is restored like the eagles. 

1. There is a meme about how eagles late in life go through a dangerous molting process that possibly greatly extends their life span. This is not an accurate description of what eagles do. They apparently molt about once a year. The picture is not of a one-time crisis experience, it’s of a yearly renewal of the capacity to fly.  

2. The point is that we’re constantly in need of renewal, and that the good things in our lives are what provide us with that, but in order to access it, we have to recognize them and be thankful for them. We don’t lack good things. Our problem is our lack of recognition of and focus on the good things that we have.

VII. There are really only two ways of thinking about life. We are either victims trapped in a prison (Gnosticism), or we are victors living in a beautiful world full of challenges to overcome. We often vacillate between these two ways of thinking, but only one is from heaven. 
