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GRATITUDE AND GODLINESS
(Colossians 3:12-17)
SUBJECT: Gratitude
F.C.F: Why should I seek to be grateful?
PROPOSITION:  Since God has been good, we must be grateful and good.
INTRODUCTION:


A. So here we are on the eve of Thanksgiving 2018, our traditional Thanksgiving Eve Service. Many of you may not know how we started celebrating with a Thanksgiving Eve service instead of a Thanksgiving Day service, so I will tell you.

When we first moved here in 1986 with no children, we contemplated what to do about Thanksgiving. We obviously wanted to celebrate the holiday with our family. But if we had a Thanksgiving Day service in the morning and got on the road at noon, we wouldn’t get to be with our family eight hours away in Illinois until Thanksgiving night. So I proposed a Thanksgiving Eve Service, and we would then drive through the night arriving rather weary but in time to catch a few hours and enjoy Thanksgiving dinner. 


There was some questioning and concern: was it proper to have a Thanksgiving service the night before and not on the day? But most realized that the Bible never speaks of a thanksgiving holiday or service, so we went ahead. And what we found at that time was that the cooks loved it! They didn’t have to interrupt their preparations on Thanksgiving morning or they didn’t have to miss the service. So that’s how we started this tradition of a Thanksgiving Eve service some 32 years ago. 


B. After 32 years of sermons on Thanksgiving Eve, what’s left to be said? Well, before we join together in publically giving thanks in prayer, I want to think with you about the vital connection between gratitude and godliness. There is a vital link between these. Now I think we’ve all heard that the best attitude is gratitude, that grateful people tend to be happier and tend to do much less complaining, enjoying contentment, enjoying the small blessings as we receive them. I think we all know that it is for this reason that we like to be around grateful people, because they seem to be so appreciative, they tend to complain little, and they tend to carry with them an infectious joy that seems to rub off on us. 


C. But I want to explore that added benefit, that grateful people tend to be godly people. Grateful people tend to be growing and gaining in Christlike character, and that even more may help to explain why we like to be with them. 

I. GUILT, GRACE, AND GRATITUDE.


A. If you have had any exposure to Dutch Reformed Christianity (or German Reformed), you know something about the Heidelberg Catechism. Now I don’t really know how this became associated with the Dutch, because the “Heidelberg” Catechism was written in…Heidelberg, and Heidelberg is a city in…Germany! I’m not exactly sure how the Dutch became so widely associated with Calvinism either, because John Calvin was actually a…Frenchman who spent most of his later years serving the church in…Geneva, which is in…Switzerland.



But the Heidelberg Catechism is really a teaching device for new Christians, a commentary on the Apostles Creed, the Ten Commandments, and the Lord’s Prayer, in a question and answer format. And what I most appreciate about this GERMAN Catechism, since I’m GERMAN not Dutch, is the genius of its form or structure. It begins with a well known question about comfort: 

Q. 1.  What is your only comfort, in life and in death?  


A. That I belong‑‑body and soul, in life and in death‑‑not to myself but to my faithful Savior, Jesus Christ, who at the cost of his own blood has fully paid for all my sins and has completely freed me from the dominion of the devil; that he protects me so well  that without the will of my Father in heaven not a hair can fall from my head; indeed, that everything must fit his purpose for my salvation.  Therefore, by his Holy Spirit, he also assures me of eternal life, and makes me wholeheartedly willing and ready from now on to live for him.  


This statement is so well-known and so beloved that in many Dutch Reformed funerals, the obituary card that usually has some passage of Scripture like Psalm 23 or Psalm 121 actually has this question and answer from the Heidelberg Catechism, the GERMAN Heidelberg Catechism.


B. But it is the second question and answer that sets the pattern for the rest: 

Q. 2.  How many things must you know that you may live and die in the blessedness of this comfort?  


A. Three. First, the greatness of my sin and wretchedness.  Second, how I am freed from all my sins and their wretched consequences.  Third, what gratitude I owe to God for such redemption.  


So these three things we must know, and learn, and keep expanding our understanding of: sin, salvation, and service, or guilt, grace, and gratitude. And this really becomes the pattern for the Christian life. We come to understand more and more the depths and horror of our sin, rejecting and rebelling against our good and holy Maker. And then, to our wonder and relief, we learn the great good news of the gospel, that Jesus, the Son of God, came to earth to pay for our sins and rescue us, and that if we trust him we are fully pardoned and counted as righteous for Christ’s sake. 

The result of this amazing GRACE of God is gratitude, the great power impelling us forward in love and service to God. Guilt, grace, and gratitude. 

II. GRATITUDE, GLADNESS, AND GODLINESS. 


A. Some theologians have pointed to our need to keep the indicative before the imperative. What they mean by that is that the Bible contains simple statements of fact and statements that are commands. Our obedience to God, obeying his commands, must always be in view of the statements of God’s helping us in Christ. Because God has loved us and helped us (statements of fact, what God has done) therefore we respond by obeying his commands (imperatives). Now I also like to point out that between the indicative and the imperative, we really need a little ignition. So that God’s truth, what he has already done for us in Christ so sets our affections on fire that we are greatly motivated and empowered to obey and serve him. God’s truth engages the mind, which enflames the affections, which empowers the will for love and service. 

B. And this is what we find in our Scriptures text from Colossians 3. In the first two chapters Paul has described the glory of Jesus Christ as the Son of God and how he accomplished our salvation. Chapter 3 begins with a transition: “1 If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God.” The word “then” could be translated “therefore.” So Paul is saying “God did this for you” (indicative) “therefore respond in this way” (imperative).


And after saying that we are to put off all sinfulness, he then says to put on the character of Christ. 

“12 Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience, 13  bearing with one another and, if one has a complaint against another, forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. 14  And above all these put on love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony. 15  And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in one body. (now here comes the vital connection) And be thankful. 16  Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to God. 17  And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.”

So gratitude not only leads to gladness, but to godliness as well. The powerful motivating force behind our earnest quest for godly behavior is that we are so eternally grateful for God’s rescuing us from the power and penalty of sin: Guilt, Grace, and Gratitude.”   


C. We see this truth in the life of one of the early church fathers, a man named Polycarp. His name sounds like he was a cross between a parrot and a fish “Polycarp,” but it actually means many fruit or much fruit. According to tradition Peter and Paul were martyred in Rome in A.D. 65. Polycarp was born in A.D. 69, probably to Christian parents. He was personally instructed by the Apostle John, and later became the bishop of Smyrna, a city in Asia Minor, present day Izmir in Turkey by some of the original apostles. He worked to defeat false teachers, and many came to Christ through his ministry. But he also lived in an age of widespread persecution.

When he was 86 year old, he was sought by the authorities. At first he decided to simply wait at home till they arrived and arrested him. His friends convinced him to leave the city and hide in a rural villa. But after torturing two servant boys who gave him up, the authorities arrived to capture him. He himself opened the door, greeted them warmly, invited them in and served refreshments. He agreed to go quietly if they would allow him to pray for one hour. After two hours of praying aloud, his captors wondered why they were arresting him. But they carried out their duties. 


When the authorities took him into the arena to put him to death, they realized that it would be a terrible display to kill such a godly old man. So the proconsul Stadius Quadratus interrogated him and urged him to deny his faith. He said, “Just say, ‘Away with the atheists!’” Christians were called atheists because they only believed in one God and not the host of Greek and Roman gods. Polycarp waved his hand indicating the crowd of pagans in the arena and said, “Away with the atheists.” 


Then the proconsul threatened him with wild beasts or to be burned in the fire. Polycarp responded: "You threaten fire that burns for an hour and is over. But the judgment on the ungodly is forever." Finally his interrogator urged him to deny Christ. And here’s how the old man replied: "Eighty-six years I have served Him. He had never done me wrong. How then can I blaspheme my King who has saved me?"

Do you see what’s happened here? He has served Christ and Christ has blessed him. And now when the temptation came, it was gratitude that shielded him as it had all those years. He was grateful, truly grateful, and it enabled him to advance and to persevere in godliness, all the way to the end. So gratitude is not simply useful for gladness, but for godliness as well. 
III. “YOU CAN’T GET THERE FROM HERE.” 


A. So how do we grow in this gratitude that bears the twin fruit of both gladness and godliness? They have a strange saying that is common in New England, and especially in the state of Maine: “You can’t get there from here.” Now at face value that statement is absurd. If you can’t get there from here, you can’t get there from anywhere! But what they mean is because of the intervening obstacles of lakes and rivers and hills, there is no direct route to your destination. You must first go to some other place, and from that other place you can find a direct route. 


B. And when it comes to gratitude, the mother of gladness and godliness, there is a certain place from which “You can’t get there from here.” The necessary progression is first GUILT, then GRACE, then and only then GRATITUDE. And notice where it all begins, the required starting point: guilt. Unless and until we know the shocking guilt of our sin, God’s grace will seem like a small thing, and that means our gratitude will be small as well. If the mother of all gladness and godliness is weak and small and has little impact on our lives, our gladness will likewise be weak and lukewarm and godliness will remain elusive and even unimportant. If we are unwilling to acknowledge and admit our terrible sin, there will be no gratitude: “You can’t get there from here.” But if we know in increasing measure the depths of our sin and shame, we will truly be amazed at God’s amazing grace, and our gratitude will be strong and lively, and gladness and godliness will flow like a river. 
CONCLUSION


One day our Lord Jesus was invited to eat at the house of a Pharisee named Simon. This is from Luke 7: “37  And behold, a woman of the city, who was a sinner, when she learned that he was reclining at table in the Pharisee’s house, brought an alabaster flask of ointment, 38  and standing behind him at his feet, weeping, she began to wet his feet with her tears and wiped them with the hair of her head and kissed his feet and anointed them with the ointment. 

39  Now when the Pharisee who had invited him saw this, he said to himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would have known who and what sort of woman this is who is touching him, for she is a sinner.” 

40  And Jesus answering said to him, “Simon, I have something to say to you.” And he answered, “Say it, Teacher.” 41  “A certain moneylender had two debtors. One owed five hundred denarii, and the other fifty. 42  When they could not pay, he cancelled the debt of both. Now which of them will love him more?” 

43  Simon answered, “The one, I suppose, for whom he cancelled the larger debt.” And he said to him, “You have judged rightly.” 

44  Then turning toward the woman he said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I entered your house; you gave me no water for my feet, but she has wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair. 45  You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not ceased to kiss my feet. 46  You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment. 47  Therefore I tell you, her sins, which are many, are forgiven—for she loved much. But he who is forgiven little, loves little.” 

Guilt, Grace, and Gratitude. The one who is forgiven little loves little. The one who is forgiven much loves much. God’s truth engages the mind, which enflames the affections, which empowers the will for love and service.” (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


