The Renewing of our Minds, Part I: Thankfulness
“Be transformed by the renewing of your mind,” Paul tells us in Romans 12:2. Another translation puts it well: “let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think.” (NLT). That is what Paul is asking us to do in Philippians 4; to change our habits of thought. Our character is the sum of our thoughts, and our actions flow from our character. Once we have come to faith in Christ, we want develop Christ-like character. That begins with the inner transformation of the way we think. 
Today is Thanksgiving Sunday; next week we come to the first Sunday of Advent. Each Sunday of Advent has a theme: hope, love, joy, and peace. These are all aspects of Christian character, and they have very much to do with our thought processes. Like every aspect of our character, they come from habits of thought. I am preparing to preach each Sunday of Advent on how we can develop these particular characteristics by allowing God to change the way we think.
On Thanksgiving Sunday it is fitting that we should consider how we can be transformed more fully into the likeness of the Lord Jesus by developing thankfulness. The Roman Philosopher and Orator Marcus Tullius Cicero said “Indeed, I judge that of all the virtues that are to be desired, nothing is to be preferred as much as giving thanks. This is in fact not only the single greatest virtue, but the mother of all the other virtues.” (-translation of Marcus Tullius Cicero in his Pro Plancio (Defense of Plancius, XXXIII). 

Cicero also said “Virtue is a habit of the mind.” Something you do once a year is a custom. Things you do frequently are habits. As God transforms and renews our minds, thanksgiving becomes a habit of the mind, a habitual way of thinking. That is why Paul can tell us to give thanks “in all circumstances.” 
Habit #1 Thankfulness

I. In all circumstances (I Thess. 5:18). The Apostle Paul went through great trials, persecutions, dangers and hardships for the sake of Christ. Yet he can tell us to give thanks “in all circumstances” because he himself had learned to be content and grateful to God in every circumstance. He chose to focus not on his dire circumstances but on the grace of God. Thankfulness focuses on what we have, rather than what we don’t have. 
Let’s look at the power of focusing on God’s goodness as seen in the lives of three Old Testament characters:
a. When Job lost his children and all his possessions in a series of devastating disasters, he said, “The LORD gave and the LORD has taken away; may the name of the LORD be praised.” (Job 1:20) Rather than accusing God of wrongdoing, he held to the ultimate goodness of God’s purposes, and praised God. 

b. Jonah 2:9 – When the prophet Jonah lay in the belly of a great fish, he turned his thoughts to the salvation he believed God was about to provide. While God’s salvation was still unseen, he promised a sacrifice of thanksgiving. Rather than focusing on his dire predicament, he chose to believe that God would deliver him, and to be thankful for the promise of God’s salvation. A.W. Tozer called these “unrealized blessings,” that is, things we hope for but have not yet received. He said that “Perhaps it takes a purer faith to praise God for unrealized blessings than for those we once enjoyed or those we enjoy now.”  
c. Ruth the Moabitess and her mother-in-law Naomi were both widows. They were so poor Ruth had to go out and glean in the barley fields behind the harvesters, picking up the leftover sheaves. Yet Ruth chose to frame this situation with faith and gratitude. Ruth asked Boaz: “Why have I found such favor in your eyes that you notice me—a foreigner? …You have given me comfort and have spoken kindly to your servant—though I do not have the standing of one of your servant girls.” Real gratitude is always mixed with humility; that is, you are truly grateful when you understand that you haven’t earned or don’t deserve the gift you are receiving. The essence of gratitude is recognizing that we are receiving a gift we have not earned. 
Job, Jonah, and Ruth inspire us through their choice to acknowledge God’s goodness even in the midst of tragedy, danger, or hardship. 

In the various circumstances of life, here are some opportunities we have to give thanks as a way of life: 
II. In our requests.  In I Tim. 2:1 Paul writes: “I urge, then, first of all, that petitions, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for all people…” Giving thanks in prayer is an expression of faith that God hears us and will answer with what is ultimately best. We don’t presume God will do as we say; we rest in the knowledge that he will do as he knows best. Paul says in Phil. 4 “Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.” (Phil. 4:6) When we do this, “The peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard [our] hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.”  

III. In our worship and praise. Why has worship become, for so many, a passive, spectator event? Why are we too often more connected to the pew than to God? Worship is an act (even a series of acts), not a production to be watched. Too often we give the impression that the congregation’s part is to show up, sit down, and listen passively. We can turn that around! Worship can again become an act, an offering, if we rediscover what we are meant to offer. Hebrews 13:15 says, “Through Him then, let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that give thanks to His name.” Giving thanks to God for specific things he has done is an essential feature of Christian worship. When we come to worship already filled with praise and thanksgiving, we can pour it all out together. Our worship has energy and vitality, because our spirits are alive with gratefulness and awe at what God is doing! We may all be singing the same words, but our hearts are bursting with a hundred different testimonies of God’s grace. Psalm 95:2 is one of many verses that tell us to 
 “… come before him with thanksgiving 
   and extol him with music and song.”
In the early church, worshippers, moved by the Spirit, would speak their individual praises aloud. Paul refers to this in Corinthians as their “thanksgiving.” Others, hearing their testimony, would respond “amen!” Worship was alive with spontaneous participation in giving thanks. 

IV. In all our words and deeds (Col. 3:17) Paul said in Col. 3:17, “And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.” (NIV) We give thanks through our service as well as our words. Once we have received God’s grace through faith in Christ, we live our lives as an offering of thanks for his salvation. We help others because we are thankful for the help God has provided for us. We teach others because we are thankful for what God has taught us. We share with others because we appreciate that God has given us abundance. We forgive others because we are grateful to have been forgiven.
I’d like to leave you with five specific application ideas about how you can, this week, cultivate the habit of thankfulness. Consider these steps:
· Each morning: Begin each day – the moment you awaken – with a prayer of thankfulness for something specific. Challenge yourself to think of something different from day to day.
· At mealtime: If you are not in the habit of praying before meals, now is a great time to start. If you are already in the habit of giving thanks before meals, consider adding to your prayer specific things that you are thankful for each day. Challenge yourself to vary your “table grace” so it is more than a comforting ritual, but a living, fresh giving of sincere thanks.
· In your prayers: Each time you pray for something (make a request) develop the habit of coupling it with a prayer of thankfulness. Thank God for something in the situation, thank Him that he hears your prayer, and thank him for the answers that are surely on the way.
· During the day: When someone asks you “how are you?” be prepared to respond “I’m very grateful for…” or “I thank God that…” Don’t confuse being “authentic” with always being negative. Be you, at your best, focused on the good things in your life. Then authentically share what you are grateful for! 

· Before Sunday: When you prepare your monetary offering for Sunday, use that moment as a reminder to come to church prepared with something specific in your mind to thank God for. Then, as we sing and pray, offer up your own thanks to the Lord for what he has done for you.

How many times did you give thanks to God last week? If you follow these steps, by next week you will have given thanks between 40-50 or more times! Keep that up and you’ll build a habit – the habit of thankfulness, an essential step in building Christ-like character.
Scriptures quoted from the NIV unless otherwise noted.
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