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We all know the story of the first Thanksgiving feast.  The Pilgrims, who were 
English Puritans seeking religious freedom, landed near Plymouth Rock in 
Massachusetts on December 11, 1620. They arrived after a sea voyage of 66 
days, in the teeth of winter.  Their first winter was devastating. By the beginning of 
the following fall, they had lost 46 of the original 102 who sailed on the Mayflower. 
But the harvest of 1621 was a bountiful one. And the remaining colonists decided 
to celebrate with a feast.  The feast included 91 of the indigenous natives without 
whom none of the Pilgrims would have survived their first year. 

I wonder if today’s Americans would have a similar reaction in those 
circumstances.  I’m not so sure.  It often seems to me that our culture of instant 
results and immediate gratification of needs has made us a sort of “glass half full” 
nation, less inclined to focus on what we have than what we lack.  I know it sounds 
kind of hackneyed, but I believe very strongly in the advice that Bing Crosby sang 
to Rosemary Clooney in the movie White Christmas: count your blessings.  I don’t 
think we do that enough. 

The Old Testament reading today is part of the story of a different group of 
pilgrims, but with the same message.  Moses is talking to the Israelites, who are at 
this point still wandering in the wilderness.  He is telling them already what they 
should do to demonstrate their thankfulness to the Lord for the land that God is 
leading them to.  It sounds remarkably similar to what the Plymouth Rock Pilgrims 
did. Moses tells them to think back to where they came from, remember what God 
has done for them, and give God thanks.   

Thanksgiving invites us to look deeply into our own history; to give thanks for all 
the ways that God has brought us through even the most difficult times in our lives.  
But being grateful is more than saying “thank you.”  Thanking someone is an 
action.  Gratitude is a state of being.  Thanksgiving invites us not merely to give 
thanks, but to live gratefully. 

Today’s epistle reading from Paul’s letter to the Philippians is one of my favorites, 
and to my mind one of the most beautiful passages in the Bible.  One of the 
reasons it has always appealed to me is that it gives some of the best advice for 
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living that can be found in Scripture.  A portion of it that is particularly relevant 
bears repeating.  “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!  Let your 
gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near.  Do not be anxious about anything, 
but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests 
to God.  And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard 
your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 4:4-7)   

Now, I have never in my ministry presumed to edit Paul.  But what Paul has written 
is a little hard to remember and carry home with us.  And we do live in a time when 
we prefer our communication to be in sound-bites and bumper-stickers.  So, with 
apologies to Paul, here, for our consideration, is Paul’s advice in the text-message 
version: 

Anxious in nothing.  Prayerful in everything.  Thankful in anything.  Then, peace.i 

First, anxious in nothing.  Anxiety and stress are serious problems in our society.  
Much of our anxiety is worry over things that we can’t control.  But we can be less 
anxious if we have reason to believe that life is not a series of random events – 
that it is ordered by One who seeks our well-being. 

In fact, there is some interesting research that seems to indicate a connection 
between faith and lower levels of anxiety.  Some of you may be familiar with an 
organization called the Barna Group.  This is how they describe themselves on 
their website: “Barna Group is a visionary research and resource company located 
in Ventura, California. Started in 1984, the firm is widely considered to be a 
leading research organization focused on the intersection of faith and culture.”   

One Barna survey that caught my eye was study that showed that self-described 
people of faith generally were happier about their lives, and felt less “stressed out” 
than self-described agnostics and atheists.  The leader of the Barna Research 
Group described the results this way: “The more deeply committed a person is to 
evangelical Christianity, the more at ease they report being with their life 
circumstances.  On the other hand, individuals who are indifferent or hostile to all 
faith systems are notably less relaxed and fulfilled with life.”ii 

It’s not that Christians are never anxious.  We wouldn’t be human if had no 
anxiety.  But as Christians we need not let our anxiety about things we can’t 
control rule us, because we know and trust the One who is in control.  We know 
that God is God. 

Second, prayerful in everything.  When our souls seek God in prayer, we remain 
strong and spiritually centered.  One of the reasons that we can be anxious in 
nothing is that God is vitally present to us in prayer.  Paul starts right off by saying 
that: “The Lord is near.” 
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Third, thankful in anything.  Being thankful in anything doesn’t mean looking at the 
world through “rose-colored glasses” and remaining resolutely cheerful no matter 
what happens.  I sincerely doubt that as Daniel was being thrown into the lions’ 
den, he was thanking God for creating lions.  But we can see our tests and 
tribulations in context.  As the Pilgrims and the Israelites did, we can look back at 
where we have been and see where we are with a spirit of appreciation.  Being 
thankful in anything means having an abiding sense of gratitude to the God who 
throughout history has saved and sustained those who love Him.  It means having 
the trust that comes from knowing that no matter what you encounter, your life is 
built on the foundation of the resurrected Christ. 

I hope most of you are aware that I try, as most worship leaders do, to pick hymns 
for our worship that amplify or elucidate the theme of the service.  You may not be 
aware that many, many of our best-know hymns have stories behind them.  
Obviously, today’s hymns are all consistent with a Thanksgiving theme, in their 
way.  But I picked these hymns from all the possibilities because each one has a 
remarkable “backstory,” and I’d like to share them with you. 

The hymn we just sang as our children left for Sunday school was written by 
Robert Robinson.  In 1755 England, Robertson went to a revival meeting where 
the great George Whitfield was preaching.  He went there to heckle Whitfield, and 
make fun of his followers. Based on the experience of other preachers of the time, 
including John Wesley, it’s possible that Robertson planned something more 
violent. But that night, he encountered something he hadn’t expected – his faith.  
Later, Robinson entered the ministry, and would eventually write “Come, Thou 
Fount of Every Blessing” to give voice to his personal epiphany: that God wants 
nothing more than to bless us, even when don’t care about Him.  Even when we 
pursue personal agendas that are hostile to Him. 

The author of our first hymn, “Now Thank We All Our God” was a Lutheran 
clergyman named Martin Rinkart. He lived in Germany in the 1600’s during the 
horrendous Thirty Years’ War, during which it is estimated that between 4 and 12 
million died from the war, the accompanying famine, and an outbreak of the Black 
Plague.  Rinkart was the only clergy left alive in his city of Ellenburg, where he was 
performing 40-50 burials per day. In this midst of all that, he wrote an amazing 
song of thanksgiving. 

Thankful in anything.  And then comes the peace – the peace that is beyond 
understanding.   

There may be no better story to exemplify peace that defies our understanding 
than that of a devout Christian named Horatio Spafford.  He was a prominent 
Chicago lawyer, whose business was thriving. He owned several properties 
throughout the city. He and his beloved wife had four beautiful daughters and one 
son. Life was more than good — it was blessed. 
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But just as Horatio Spafford hit the pinnacle of his profession and financial 
success, things began to change. It began with the tragic loss of their son. Not 
long thereafter, the Great Chicago Fire destroyed nearly every real estate 
investment he owned. 

Just a few years later in 1873, he decided to treat his wife and daughters to a 
much-needed escape from the turmoil. He sent them on a boat trip to Europe, with 
plans to join them shortly after wrapping up some business in Chicago. Just a few 
days later, he received a dreadful telegram from his wife, “Saved alone…” It bore 
the excruciating news that family’s ship had been sunk and all four of his 
daughters had perished. 

On his way to meet his heartbroken wife, Spafford’s ship passed near the spot 
where his daughters had been lost.  Another daughter that he and his wife 
subsequently had would later report that it was then that he put pen to paper and 
wrote the beloved words that we will sing together at the end of our wordship: 

When peace like a river, attendeth my way, 
When sorrows like sea billows roll; 
Whatever my lot, Thou hast taught me to say, 
It is well, it is well, with my soul.iii 

Most of us will find Spafford’s reaction difficult to comprehend, perhaps, in part, 
because we usually think of “peace” in terms of feelings of serenity. But I’m certain 
that’s not what Spafford was feeling, and it’s not what Paul is talking about today.  
Remember how the Risen Christ stood in the upper room and gave his disciples 
his peace, saying, “I do not give to you as the world gives.”  The peace that Jesus 
bestowed was profoundly more than a simple feeling of well-being. 

The peace that passes understanding is a strong, resolute faith and confidence, 
that no matter what you encounter, God is faithful, God is good, God will keep you, 
God will provide for you, and God will bless you. It’s a faith that looks past the 
present difficulty to the God who works all things for your good and his glory.  This 
is a faith that doesn’t rely on feelings or circumstances, but on God’s unbreakable 
promises. 

And just as our faith can make it possible for us to find hope in the very midst of 
unimaginable grief, the peace that passes understanding can enable us to say, in 
the most trying and least serene times in our lives, “Even so, it is well with my 
soul.” 

Anxious in nothing.  Prayerful in everything.  Thankful in anything.  Peace. 

In this time of Thanksgiving, our challenge is to focus on our blessings — to count 
them; large and small, significant and trivial — and to be grateful to the One who is 
the source of every good and gracious gift. We don’t deserve a thing, whether it’s 
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sun on our faces, or loving families, or healthy bodies.  This coming week is a 
good time to reflect on that.  Of course, you don’t need to wait for a big reason to 
give thanks to God.  The breath you are taking in this second is reason enough.  
Why not use it, to express your gratitude? 

 

 

i This “breath-prayer” treatment of the Philippians passage came from a 2004 sermon in the Drew chapel by 

one of my seminary professors, evangelist and author Dr. Leonard Sweet.  I’m not sure if he’s ever published 

it.  
ii www.barna.com 
iii Adapted from story at https://www.godupdates.com/story-behind-it-is-well-with-my-soul/ 

                                                 


