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INTRODUCTION 

Tonight, we want to prepare our hearts and lips for Thanksgiving by considering a passage 
modeling thanksgiving.  Turn with me to 2 Thess. 1:3-4: 

We ought always to give thanks to God for you, brothers, as is right, because your faith is 
growing abundantly, and the love of every one of you for one another is increasing. Therefore we 
ourselves boast about you in the churches of God for your steadfastness and faith in all your 
persecutions and in the afflictions that you are enduring. 

Paul wrote 2 Thessalonians as well as 12 other letters. In almost all his letters, he speaks of 
giving thanks.  But perhaps the most startling fact about Paul’s gratitude is how rare he thanks 
other people.  If you count in the ESV the number of times Paul mentions giving thanks in his 
letters, you’ll find about 49 references.  But only once does he thank a person.  All the other 
times, it’s clear that his gratitude is towards God.  In other words, except for one time, Paul’s 
thanksgiving is vertical. 

For example, 

• Romans 1:8: “I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you” 
• 1 Corinthians 1:4: “I give thanks to my God always for you” 
• Philippians 1:3: “I thank my God in all my remembrance of you” 
• 1 Thessalonians 1:2: “We give thanks to God always for all of you” 
• And here in verse 3. 

So Paul’s pattern was mainly to thank God.  He did thank people in Romans 16:4, the one 
exception, but the overwhelming pattern was vertical gratitude not horizontal gratitude. Paul’s 
bent is to give thanks at the root—the source of blessing. 

For instance, on his way to Rome under guard and traveling with Luke, Luke writes Acts 28:14c-
15: 

“We came to Rome. And the brothers there, when they heard about us, came as far as the Forum 
of Appius and Three Taverns to meet us. On seeing them, Paul thanked God and took courage.” 

You would think Luke would write, “On seeing them, Paul thanked them for coming…”  Now 
Paul never explains why his thanksgiving is mainly vertical rather than horizontal. So we should 
be careful that we don’t draw false conclusions from his pattern. 

• There’s nothing wrong with thanking someone. 
• We should give thanks to others, as Paul did. 
• We aren’t laying down a rule here. 
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But, nevertheless, there seems to be a priority in thanksgiving that should be seen in a Christian, 
as modeled by Paul. 

Here’s a test: which is more impactful to you: “Thank you” or “I thank God for you”? 

• I think a humble, Spirit-filled person would rather hear the latter. 
• They want all the praise to go to God. 
• When God gets thanked, they get thanked, but in proper order. 

So I want to focus our attention on the gratitude that we give to God.  In this short passage, we 
see four motivations to give thanks to God. 

The first motivation we see is that it’s… 

I. COMMANDED BY GOD 

v. 3: “We ought always to give thanks to God for you…” 

The word “ought” means that there’s a duty.  Used to describe being indebted to someone 
financially.  Also, to describe someone under a social or moral obligation.  Thanksgiving is a 
Christian duty. The duty arises because it’s commanded by God. 

1 Thess. 5:16-18: Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this 
is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.” 

Eph. 5:18-20: “And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the 
Spirit, addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making 
melody to the Lord with your heart, giving thanks always and for everything to God the Father in 
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ {what he means by being filled with the Spirit}. 

Psalm 50:14: “Offer to God a sacrifice of thanksgiving, and perform your vows to the Most 
High” 

And this duty is a continual duty.  Paul feels compelled to “always” offer this thanksgiving. 
When he thought of the church at Thessalonica, he gave thanks.  So clearly, thanksgiving is 
commanded and therefore we should be motivated to express gratitude because we want to be 
obedient to our Lord. 

A second motivation given in verse 3 is that gratitude is… 

II. FITTING FOR CHRISTIANS 

v. 3: “We ought always to give thanks to God for you, brothers, as is right,” 

NASB: “as is only fitting” 

NIV: “and rightly so” 
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“Ought” means an obligation is required.  “As is right” conveys properness, fitness, rightness—
regardless of duty.  Even if thanksgiving to God wasn’t commanded, it would still be fitting for a 
Christian.  Why? Why is thanksgiving fitting for a Christian? 

Think about the nature of giving thanks.  When we give thanks to God, we are expressing two 
truths: 

1. We are dependent on God for doing what he did.  “I needed your help. I couldn’t have done it 
without you.” 

2. God is sufficient in himself to be able to do what he did.  “You met my needs. You did what I 
couldn’t do.” 

• We need him and he is able, so we give thanks. 
• We don’t have the resources; he has the resources, so we’re grateful. 
• Thanksgiving says, I owe it all to God. 
• Thanksgiving expresses our dependency and his sufficiency. 

This is at the core of what it means to be a Christian.  We are dependent upon God for salvation. 
He alone is sufficient to provide the way of salvation through his Son on the cross.  Again, our 
dependency and his sufficiency. 

So thanksgiving is right at the heart of what it means to be a Christian and therefore it is fitting.  
God deserves to be honored like this and it’s proper for a Christian to give him this honor.  Said 
even stronger: if you’re life isn’t marked by giving thanks to God, you should fear that you aren’t 
a Christian.  There will be no thankless people in heaven.  There will be no one in heaven whose 
life is not marked by admission of their deficiency and joy in God’s sufficiency. 

The reason I say that is that, according to Scripture, ingratitude is a mark of those who will be 
eternally punished.   

Romans 1. In this section, Paul describes unbelievers who rightly receive the wrath of God for 
their willing unbelief: 

Romans 1:18-22 18 For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 
unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. 19 For what can 
be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. 20 For his invisible 
attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since 
the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse. 21 For 
although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became 
futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22 Claiming to be wise, they 
became fools, 

 
 

Their lack of gratitude to God is wrath-worthy. “They didn’t honor God or give thanks to him.” 
Therefore, he turns them over to their unbelief.  Lack of thanksgiving is the clothing of those 
who will be judged for their unbelief.  They will be judged for dishonoring God like this.  Judged 
for not acting as though they weren’t dependent upon God and God isn’t sufficient to meet their 
needs.  Thanksgiving, on the other hand, is a mark of a believer and therefore, it’s fitting. 
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So we are to give thanks to God because it is commanded and it’s fitting. Third, we should be 
motivated to thanksgiving to God because it… 

III. ILLUMINATES GOD’S GRACE 

v. 3: “We ought always to give thanks to God for you, brothers, as is right, because your faith is 
growing abundantly, and the love of every one of you for one another is increasing.” 

Paul planted this church on a trip through Macedonia (Greece). He taught in the Jewish 
synagogue over three weeks. Many Jews and Greeks got saved. Local Jewish authorities stirred 
up the town and formed a mob. Paul fled the city at night. 

Persecution continued to afflict this young church.  Verse 4 says they suffered persecutions and 
afflictions.  The Christians in Thessalonica were strange people.  They suffered persecution and 
affliction, yet their faith in God grew abundantly and their love for each other increased.  That’s 
strange. That doesn’t happen naturally.  When things get rough, man’s natural tendency is to 
fend for themselves and to distrust God.  Here, their trust in God rose and their selfless love 
increased—even in the difficult trials.  Increased faith and love don’t happen naturally.  An 
apparent paradox occurred.  So how did their faith and love grow? 

Look down to v.11-12: 

“To this end we always pray for you, that our God may make you worthy of his calling and may 
fulfill every resolve for good and every work of faith by his power, so that the name of our Lord 
Jesus may be glorified in you, and you in him, according to the grace of our God and the Lord 
Jesus Christ.” 

Their positive response to affliction came about because of God’s power at work in their lives 
through grace.  God’s grace is convicting, transforming, supernaturally-empowering grace. 
When grace hits regenerated hearts, paradoxes of faith and love spill out into a grace-blind 
world. 

Illustration: it’s like God’s grace is a giant projection in a dark movie theater. As you look 
overhead, the projection is big, bright, and full of colors. But until that projection hits a screen, 
the image cast is not clearly seen.  

Thanksgiving is one of God’s appointed screens. It reveals the grace and power of God through 
your mouth.  Paul’s thanksgiving to God illuminates the grace of God powerfully working in the 
lives of the Thessalonian believers. 

And related to that point, we should be motivated to give thanks to God because, fourthly, it 
spreads God’s fame. 

IV. SPREADS GOD’S FAME 

v.4: “Therefore we ourselves boast about you in the churches of God for your steadfastness and 
faith in all your persecutions and in the afflictions that you are enduring.” 

When Paul heard about their faith and love, he couldn’t help telling other people about it. 
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When he says “we…boast about you” you shouldn’t get the idea that suddenly he gives the 
Thessalonians all the credit for their growing faith and love.  The God who did verse 3 was still 
the one who gets credit in verse 4.  God is the one who caused the growth. 

When Paul boasted about them to others he means that he boasted about them in the Lord.   

As Paul said in 1 Cor 1:31: “Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.”   

And in 2 Cor. 10:17, “Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.” 

Or Gal. 6:14: “Far be it from me to boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

So what he means is that the evidence of God’s grace in their lives caused Paul to tell others: 
“Look at what God has done! God graced them with faith and love despite affliction!”  So it was 
a kind of thanksgiving. It was giving God praise and thanksgiving for what he did.  And the 
result was not only did others hear about the church in Thessalonica, but others heard about the 
God of the church in Thessalonica.  God’s fame was spread through Paul’s thanksgiving.  And 
2,000 years later we’re still talking about them and their God.  A mouth that does not give thanks 
to God is one that robs God of his glory.  A mouth empty of gratitude will never spread the fame 
of God.  Could it be that one of the forgotten means of witnessing to our friends and family is by 
being thankful to God in their presence? Could it be that easy? 

CONCLUSION 

So four motivations or reasons to give thanks to God: 

1. Commanded by God 
2. Fitting for Christians 
3. Illuminates God’s grace 
4. Spreads God’s fame 

What things do you give thanks to God for most often? 

Your gratitude reveals what your heart cherishes most. 
How high and how wide and how deep is your thanksgiving? 

In all honesty, 

• Is your thanksgiving rather superficial and surfacey? 
• Is it rather worldly? 
• Is it rather trite and routine? 
• Is there any heart in it? 
• Does thanking God warm your heart to God? 
• Is there really any thankfulness in the words of thanksgiving? 

Again, your gratitude reveals what your heart cherishes most.  One reason why you might not be 
grateful is because you’d rather keep the praise. Your heart cherishes receiving praise most. 
Another reason is that your heart cherishes comfort most. 
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So, particularly during this time of year, our gratitude to God often amounts to nothing more than 
thanksgiving for close parking spaces and sales in stores.  Even an unbeliever is thankful for a 
close parking space or a sale at the store. 

Shouldn’t our thanksgiving also include—feature?—things that only Christians could be thankful 
for?  Does our thanksgiving reveal anything distinctly Christian?  Of course, we should be 
thankful for all things.  Paul said it himself, “give thanks in all circumstances.”  Yet when you 
survey his prayers, they are dripping with God. 

So I want to challenge you, while thanksgiving is the theme of this coming week, to examine 
your prayers of gratitude.  What do they say about you?  And ask God to help you not only be 
grateful but to enlarge your heart with a greater capacity to be grateful so that it becomes a 
distinctive mark of your life. 

It is, as Paul says, “this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.” 
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