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One of my favorite family memories is from the times when my three kids were in kindergarten.  The first public performance of each of their lives came at Thanksgiving, when all the parents would gather at school on the day before Thanksgiving to watch our kids sing songs and recite poems and dress up like pilgrims.  And then when the program was over we would sit down with our kids in those tiny kindergarten chairs and eat crackers and drink juice as our way of celebrating Thanksgiving together.

History tells us that the earliest “thanksgiving” meals actually weren’t much different from the crackers and juice we ate with our kids.  If you remember your history, you will recall that during the pilgrims’ first long winter at Plymouth Colony, seven times as many graves were made to house the dead as homes were made to house the living.  The times were exceedingly tough.  The pilgrims would have welcomed our recession.  After a few years passed and the pilgrims were more confident of their survival, our forefathers developed a Thanksgiving custom of putting five kernels of corn on each empty plate before they would later enjoy a larger meal.  Each member of the family would then pick up a kernel of corn and talk about something for which they were thankful.  And, of course, there was a purpose to this odd custom.  The purpose was to remind them that only a few years before they were so destitute that their daily allowance of food was five kernels of corn per day per person – not five kernels per meal, but five kernels per day.  Our forefathers gave thanks on purpose.

In the 103rd Psalm, King David invites us to give thanks on purpose, and we find in this Psalm at least five kernels of truth deserving of our thanks.  Normally I just read the verses for all of us, but tonight I would like to invite you to read the verses out loud with me:

Praise the Lord, O my soul;

all my inmost being, praise his holy name.

Praise the Lord, O my soul,

and forget not all his benefits –

Who forgives all your sins

and heals all your diseases,

who redeems your life from the pit

and crowns you with love and compassion,

who satisfies your desires with good things

so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s.  (Psalm 103:1-5)
David invites his soul to give praise to God and to remember five benefits God has given him.  The first benefit is that we who follow Jesus are forgiven.  We are forgiven of all of our sins, David says.  A few verses later in this same Psalm David writes, “As far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us.” (Psalm 113:12)  Did you ever wonder why David said it like that?  Why, for example, didn’t he say, “As far as the north is from the south, so far has he removed our transgressions from us”?  Think about it.  If you go to the North Pole and then keep going, in what direction will you be going?  If you go far enough north, eventually you will start going south.  But if you go east, you will always be going east.  You can never go so far east that you start going west.  East and west never meet.  And that’s the picture David paints for us of God’s forgiveness of our sin – as far as the east is from the west, so far has God removed our transgressions from us. And that’s something we need to remember and to give thanks for, the fact that because of Jesus’ death on the cross, God has forgiven all our sins. 

Here’s a second benefit God has given us, according to David – he has healed all our diseases.  Now at this point every one of us wants to lodge a protest.  Sure, we are grateful that God has forgiven our sin.  We realize that’s a big deal, and it came at a high cost.  We get that.  But healed all our diseases?  Are you kidding?  Half of us here tonight probably have an illness of some kind, some ailment we’ve been dealing with for far too long.  And the other half of us are praying for someone who is sick and up until now those prayers haven’t been answered.  So what gives?

Well here’s something we need to remember about David – he understood when he wrote this that God doesn’t heal every disease.  His wife Bathsheba gave birth to a child who was sick at birth. David fasted and prayed for God to heal that child, but after just a short time David’s sick child died.  God didn’t heal his disease.  So when David tells his soul to give praise to the God who heals all our diseases, David was very aware that God doesn’t heal every person from every sickness.

So what does this mean?  When I was in India this year I asked Pastor Phillip and some of the other believers there this very question.  I asked it because I heard them pray for healing so often, and while there were times God did heal their sick there were other times God didn’t.  So here’s the best I can do.  God doesn’t heal every disease every time.  If he did no believer would ever die, and both history and the Bible tell us that all of us, believers and unbelievers alike, will die.  But God does heal every disease.  I have known people with brain tumors who were healed by God, and the only explanation the doctors had was that it was a miracle.  I have known all sorts of people with all sorts of diseases who have been healed by God.  I cannot prove this to you empirically, but I think it’s reasonable for us to say that our God has healed every disease mankind has ever suffered at one time or another.  Our God is the healer of all our diseases.  

And when he does hear our prayers and heal our diseases, we need to stop and give thanks.  And when he chooses in his wisdom and love not to heal our diseases, we need to trust that he will do what he promised in Romans 8:28, that in all things God will work for the good of those who love him.  

Here’s the third benefit God has given us, according to David – a third kernel of truth, if you will, for which we give thanks – God redeems us from the pit.  In the book “Ghost Soldiers” author Hampton Sides recounts the story of the 70,000 American and Filipino soldiers who were taken prisoner by the Japanese and taken on the infamous Bataan death march, a 60 mile march in tropical heat to a prisoner of war camp back in 1942.  While the exact numbers are unclear, most historians place the death toll for the week-long march at around 29,000.  But in some ways the fate of those who survived the march was worse than those who didn’t, because the prisoner of war camp was by all accounts a literal pit, a pit of starvation and disease and torment.  And then one day, after three years of suffering, U.S. Rangers finally rescued the mere 513 American soldiers who had managed to survive.  Those Rangers redeemed those prisoners from the pit.

We who follow Jesus have been redeemed from the pit.  Our lives here on this earth may not always be easy or pleasant, but here’s what we do have – hope.  We have the hope that we will live forever in a place where there is no hunger or suffering or pain or heartache.  And for that very sure hope, our hope of being redeemed from an eternal and awful pit, we give thanks.  

Here’s the fourth benefit God has given us, according to David – God crowns us with love and compassion.  This is the Bible’s way of assuring us of this critical truth – God thinks we are worthy of his love.  

For some reason even in our Western culture where no one wears crowns, it’s fun to get a crown.  Usually we only wear a crown when we’re being silly.  We go to Burger King and notice a two-year old wearing a Burger King crown and we think, “I’d like to wear a crown.”  So we send one of our kids up to the counter to ask for a crown, and when he brings it back we say thanks and promptly place it on our heads.  Or am I the only parent who has ever done that?  What does a crown say?  It says, “I am important.  I am valued.  I am worthy.”  The Bible tells us that God has crowned us with something far better than a cut-up paper crown from a fast-food restaurant – he’s crowned us with love and compassion.  He has anointed us with favor and honor and said to us, “You are worth loving.  You are important.  You are valued.”

It’s the cheesiest moment in the movie, that scene in “Titanic” when Leonardo Dicaprio stands on the bow of the luxury liner as it slices through the Atlantic and proclaims to no one in particular, “I am the king of the world!”  But we who follow Jesus can go one better.  We can say, “I have been crowned by the King of the world!  I am loved and cherished by the King of the world!”  And for that kernel of truth, we stop tonight and give thanks.

And here’s the fifth benefit God has given us, the fifth kernel of truth for which we give thanks – God satisfies our desires with good things, so that our youth is renewed like the eagle’s.  Most of us assume that if we just had more money we would be satisfied.  But listen to what the author of the Book of Ecclesiastes discovered: “Whoever loves money never has money enough; whoever loves wealth is never satisfied with his income.  This too is meaningless.” (Ecclesiastes 5:10)  The things we assume will satisfy us never do.  But our God, the one who created us and who knows just what we really need, satisfies our desires with good things.

When my wife goes to the grocery store she will often text me and ask me if there’s anything I want.  She does that out of courtesy, because after 30 years together she knows exactly what I like to eat.  She knows what I want is Diet Cherry Coke and Wonder Bread and slices of Swiss cheese and and chocolate chip cookies.  And Brenda will get me those things.  But she also knows what is good for me; she knows my desires, but she also knows how to satisfy those desires with food that is actually healthy.  And that’s how God cares for us.  Just as no one knows me like my wife, no one knows you or me like God does.  God designed you.  He has watched your every move and heard your every word and knows your every thought, and he knows what is good for you.  He alone knows what good things will satisfy the deepest longings of your soul.  And as God, he alone is able to give us those things.  Jesus said it like this to his followers: “I am the bread of life.  He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty.” (John 6:35)  Jesus satisfies the desires of our heart with good things, things which renew our youth like the eagle’s, and for that we stop tonight to give thanks.

The night Brenda and I got engaged we went to a very silly Steve Martin called “The Jerk.”  I know what you’re thinking – our pastor is a true romantic.  At one point in that movie Steve Martin goes from being rich to being very poor, but he tries to keep things in perspective.  He tries to tell himself that even though he’s poor he still has everything he needs.  So he picks up a lamp and says, “This is all I need.”  Then as he leaves the room he picks up some note paper and says, “This is all I need.”  And as he leaves the house he no longer owns he continues to pick up one thing after another and says, “This is all I need, is this and this and this and this and this.”

 The Psalmist reminds us in Psalm 103 that our God is everything we need.  He is the one who forgives our sins. He is the one who heals our diseases.  He is the one who redeems us from the pit.  He is the one who crowns us with love and compassion. He is the one who satisfies our desires with good things so that our youth is renewed like the eagle’s.  So as we celebrate communion, let’s give thanks to the God who is everything we need by giving him everything we are.
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