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I love Thanksgiving. I love the smell of the food and sharing a meal 
with family and friends. I love not having an agenda except to watch 
a football game or two on television and just being together. 
Growing up my mother had two magic words that we needed to 
remember when we sat down to Thanksgiving dinner. They were 
“please” and “thank you.” If we needed something we were to ask 
politely, “Please pass the potatoes or please pass the stuffing.” And 
when we received what we asked for we were to say “thank you.” 
But what if your sister did not pass the potatoes? Or your brother 
didn’t pass the stuffing? What did you do then? Did you still give 
thanks? This is the challenge that we all face during difficult times. 
When life throws us a curve and gives us something we did not ask 
for…do we still give thanks?  

In the Old Testament book of Habakkuk, there is a powerful 
affirmation of faith in God’s grace Habakkuk wrote, “Though the fig 
tree does not bud and there is no grapes on the vine; though the 
olive crop fails and the fields produce no food; though there are no 
sheep in the pen and no cattle in the stalls; yet I will rejoice in the 
Lord, I will be joyful in God my Savior. The Sovereign Lord is my 
strength; he makes my feet like the feet of a deer; he enables me to 
go to the heights.” (3:17-19) These words really spoke to me 
because as I thought about how different this Thanksgiving will be...I 
wondered what is there to celebrate? And then it struck me that 
Habakkuk was in the midst of a very difficult time and he still found a 
reason to celebrate in the grace of God. He found joy in God’s love 
and presence in his life and the life of his country.  
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What was true for Habakkuk was also true for the forefathers of our 
country. Their thanksgiving to God was not compelled by their 
abundance or their possessions or their good fortune. Their 
thanksgiving was compelled by the abundance of God’s grace toward 
them. The roots of Thanksgiving Day go back to the Pilgrims, who left 
Deft Haven Holland on July 22, 1620, on a two-month voyage to seek 
religious and civil liberty. Their goal was to settle on the island of 
Manhattan, but storms pushed them off course and they landed in 
Plymouth, Massachusetts. Before coming ashore, they made a 
compact called the “Mayflower Compact” which was America’s first 
document of civil government and the first to introduce self-
government. There were 102 Pilgrims who arrived safely that first 
winter. But as the cold of winter, the lack of food, and illness took its 
toll, half the members of the colony died. Yet with the help of God 
and the help of local Indians, the Pilgrims who remained alive, were 
able to plant crops and reaped a bountiful harvest that summer. In 
gratitude, the Pilgrims, in 1621 declared a three-day feast to give 
thanks to God and to thank their Indian friends. 92 Indians from the 
Wampanoag Tribe attended, and 52 Pilgrims attended that first 
Thanksgiving feast.  

In 1789, following the signing of the Declaration of Independence, 
President George Washington issued a proclamation encouraging all 
Americans to celebrate a day of Thanksgiving. A woman named 
Sarah Joseph Hale deserves much of the credit for Thanksgiving Day 
becoming a national holiday. Sara promoted the idea of a national 
day of Thanksgiving for 30 years. At first, the idea was not received 
very well, but in 1863 President Abraham Lincoln agreed to set aside 
the last Thursday in November as a National Day of Thanksgiving. 
This proclamation was made right after the Battle of Gettysburg, 
where sixty-thousand American lives were lost. When the country’s 
unity was greatly divided, lives were lost, and the future of the 



country was uncertain, Lincoln called on the nation to give thanks to 
God.  

In Proverbs, it says, “Be careful what you think because your 
thoughts shape your life.” (4:23) These are anxious times. The world 
is filled with uncertainty. We have just gone through eight months of 
isolation caused by a pandemic; lives have been lost through illness; 
businesses closed; families have been stressed and we have just 
suffered an election cycle that was filled with anger and division. But 
we dare not focus on what is negative or focus on what divides us. 
We dare not look at the opportunities that were lost, or what we do 
not have. The heart of Thanksgiving is to fix our eyes on the grace of 
our Creator who has given us this wonderful land. The heart of 
Thanksgiving is to look to Jesus and remember He died on a cross to 
make us heirs of God’s kingdom, children of God with an eternal 
future. The heart of Thanksgiving is to look to the Word of God for 
guidance and to renew our commitment to work for the unity and 
good of our neighbor. God desires to bless our nation if we yield our 
lives to do His will. God desires to bless our families, our church, and 
our country if we would only commit ourselves to obey His Word. 
The Pilgrims did not focus on how many people died; they gave 
thanks to God for those who survived. Washington encouraged us to 
look beyond our own efforts to achieve a great nation and to 
remember that all we have and all we are is by the grace of God. In 
the Civil War and after the Battle of Gettysburg in which so many 
soldiers died fighting for freedom, Lincoln remembered their courage 
by determining to continue to do all that was necessary to secure the 
unity of this country and to grasp hold of the future God had 
prepared for our nation.  

Giving thanks changes our spiritual focus from ourselves to putting 
our focus on God. It changes what we see. Our vision is blinded by 
our sin. Our eyes are automatically drawn to what we do not have. 
But faith focuses on what is not seen. It focuses on God’s promise to 



be with us and to provide for our needs. The more we focus on our 
blessings the more we see them. And the more we see our blessings 
the healthier and happier we become. Gratitude puts anxiety away 
and it increases our joy. It is no wonder that the Apostle Paul 
encouraged Timothy to give thanks for everyone and in every 
situation and to keep his focus on God and not on himself. 
Thanksgiving in the Bible means more than celebrating one holiday a 
year. Thanksgiving is a way of life and a daily expression of our 
worship of God. This Thanksgiving let us focus on God’s grace and 
count the blessings God has given to us and commit ourselves to 
work for the unity of our country and the future God has prepared 
for us.  

“Shout for joy to the Lord, all the earth, Worship the Lord with 
gladness; Come before him with joyful songs. Know that the Lord is 
God. It is he Who made us, and we are his; we are his people, the 
sheep of his pasture. Enter his gates with thanksgiving and his 
courts with praise; give thanks to Him and praise his name. For the 
Lord is good and his love endures forever; His faithfulness continues 
through all generations.” (Psalm 110) 


