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Now Thank We All Our God: True Gratitude and Its Counterfeits 
 

The LORD is gracious and merciful—Psalm 111:4 
 

We should therefore learn that the only good we have is what the Lord has given us by grace; that the only good we 
do is what He does in us by grace; that it is not that we do nothing ourselves, but that we act only when we have 

been acted upon, in other words under the direction and influence of the Holy Spirit.—John Calvin 
 

Now thank we all our God who has blessed us on our way with countless gifts of love, 
and still is ours today.—from Hymn 555, Now Thank We All Our God 

 
 
First Scripture Lesson: Psalm 111 
 
It was one of those moments when a classic question—a question that’s been raised innumerable times 
over hundreds of years—gets asked again, but it’s as if you’re hearing it for the first time.   
 
That’s what happened in Anna Owens ’class, Presbyterianism 101 for Lifelong Presbyterians (still 
meeting downstairs after worship, by the way).  Last week, we were discussing our Reformed-
Presbyterian theological heritage, specifically, the doctrine of “sola gratia”—“By grace alone.” 
 
Anna was explaining that, according to the doctrine of grace alone, our salvation depends entirely on 
God’s grace: there’s nothing we can do to earn it, or merit it.  And as she was explaining this, one class 
member raised a hand, and asked: “Then, why bother?”  In other words, if it all depends on God’s grace, 
why should we even try to be good?  Why try at all?  Why not simply give up, go passive, or at least kick 
back and relax—since it’s all up to God anyway? 
 
A good question, one we really heard in that class in that moment, but one that was also raised from the 
beginning of the Protestant Reformation, some 500 years ago—in fact, it was often hurled at the early 
Reformers as a kind of challenge. 
 
Now the intervening 500 years of history provide one answer to that challenge.  You can accuse 
Protestantism and Protestants of many things over the centuries. . . But kicking back and relaxing?  Being 
passive?  Not among them.  That phrase “Protestant Work Ethic” was coined for a reason. 
 
But the early Protestant Reformers didn’t have the advantage of that historical perspective.  Their classic 
answer to that classic question can be expressed in one word: gratitude.  We don’t do good—we don’t try 
to be good—in order to earn God’s favor; we do so in response to God’s favor, out of gratitude.  And 
when we do that—when we reciprocate, when we respond, when we pay God’s grace forward if you 
will—God gives us a deep and abiding sense of satisfaction and well-being.  
 
Once again, the social scientists quantify, and thereby clarify, something that we all already intuitively 
know: they call it “the paradox of generosity.”  That is, that people who are generous, who live and act out 
of a deep and defining sense of gratitude, are by almost every conceivable measure, happier and healthier.  



 

 

Even though they give a significant portion of their money, their time, their best efforts—and 
themselves—away, they are nonetheless happier—and know themselves to be better off—because of it.  
As I say, we know this intuitively: If you’ve ever felt joy in giving a gift to someone, you know what I’m 
talking about 
 
And for the Reformers, all of this was God’s grace.  All the goodness we are given, the gratitude we feel 
for it, the paying forward of it, the sharing of it with others, the deep and abiding happiness in doing so, 
the joy and delight we feel in the presence of God when we do so—all of it is God’s grace.  Sola gratia.  
Grace alone.   
 
Our first Scripture Lesson, Psalm 111 is a wonderful expression of gratitude for that grace.  Listen now to 
God’s Word for us:  
 
Praise the LORD! 
 I will give thanks to the LORD with my whole heart, 
 in the company of the upright, in the congregation. 
 
Great are the works of the LORD, 
 studied by all who delight in them. 
 
Full of honor and majesty is his work, 
 and his righteousness endures forever. 
 
He has gained renown by his wonderful deeds; 
 the LORD is gracious and merciful. 
 
He provides food for those who fear him; 
 he is ever mindful of his covenant. 
 
He has shown his people the power of his works, 
 in giving them the heritage of the nations. 
 
The works of his hands are faithful and just; 
 all his precepts are trustworthy. 
 
They are established forever and ever, 
 to be performed with faithfulness and uprightness. 
 
He sent redemption to his people; 
 he has commanded his covenant forever. 
 Holy and awesome is his name. 
 
The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom; 
 all those who practice it have a good understanding. 
 His praise endures forever. 
 
 
 
Second Scripture Lesson: Philippians 2:5-11 
 



 

 

Gratitude, like all good things, has its counterfeits.  In fact, the better and more important something is, 
the more numerous and hard to distinguish will be its counterfeits. 
 
“Patriotism,” it has been said, is “the last refuge of scoundrels.”  That may be true, but if it is, piety is a 
close second.  Which is not to say that patriotism—or piety for the matter—is a bad thing.  In fact, they 
are both very good things, among the best and the highest, which is precisely why they are so frequently 
counterfeited.  We want to hide our shame and our shameful deeds, deeds that are often the opposite of 
true patriotism or true piety, under the camouflage of the real thing, hide them from others, and even, at 
times, from ourselves.  And so it can be difficulty at times to tell the false from the true, the counterfeit 
from the genuine. 
 
And the same is true of gratitude.  Sometimes pride, complacency and showy self-congratulation can 
travel under the cover of gratitude: Instead of it being (as it is in Psalm 111), “Praise the Lord, Great are 
the works of he Lord, he has gained renown by his wonderful deeds” subtly, perhaps even imperceptibly 
it becomes, “Praise the Lord Great are my works (done in the name fo Lord of course) may I gain renown 
by my wonderful deeds, as I now rattle them off for you (while still praising God of course).“ 
 
But true gratitude always focuses on God: it celebrates God: who God is, what God has done and what 
Good is doing still for us.   
 
Our Second Scripture Lesson, the so-called “Christ-hymn” from Paul’s letter to the Philippians does just 
that.  And the final verses, verse our choir will also sing in their second anthem,  are then a wonderful 
expression of true gratitude.  Listen now for God’s Word, Philippians 2:5-11:  
 
Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, 
who, though he was in the form of God, 
did not regard equality with God 
as something to be exploited, 
but emptied himself, 
taking the form of a slave, 
being born in human likeness. 
 
And being found in human form, 
he humbled himself 
and became obedient to the point of death— 
even death on a cross. 
 
Therefore God also highly exalted him 
and gave him the name 
that is above every name, 
so that at the name of Jesus 
every knee should bend, 
in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 
and every tongue should confess 
that Jesus Christ is Lord, 
to the glory of God the Father.   
 
 
 
 



 

 

Sermon 
 
Today is Stewardship Sunday, when we bring forward our pledges to support the church in the coming 
year.  The theme of our Stewardship Campaign this year has been, as you might have guessed, gratitude.  
And so we’ve been focusing on the hymn, “Now Thank We All Our God.” 
 
Do you know the old joke?  It goes like this: If you took all the people who ever had to sit through a 
Stewardship sermon and laid them end to end . . .  they would be a lot more comfortable.  My kids use the 
word, “guilt,” as a verb—as in “Stop guilting me!” 
 
But really, and here I speak for the whole Stewardship Committee, it hasn’t been our intent to make you 
uncomfortable, to guilt you.  Not at all.  What we’ve wanted to do, and have been asking you to do, is to 
join us, join us in responding faithfully to God’s grace, by paying it forward in support of the church.  The 
hymn says it better: 
 
Now thank we all our God 
with heart and hands and voices, 
who wondrous things has done, 
in whom his world rejoices; 
who from our mothers' arms 
has blessed us on our way 
with countless gifts of love, 
and still is ours today. 
 
And so through the past few weeks, we’ve talked—both in our Minutes for Stewardship and in my 
sermons—about why this church needs to be here.   
 
This church needs to be here, so it can continue to be what it always has been, that is, a thin place.  A thin 
place being a place where heaven and earth come close, where people feel—even when they can’t put it 
into words, or maybe especially when they can’t put it into words, that God is somehow present, close at 
hand,.  And in a thin place, that mystery and wonder—the mystery and wonder of our existence and all 
existence—speaks to them, beckons them.  The church needs to continue to be here as a place where that 
can happen. 
 
And this church needs to be here because we have been blessed our whole lives—from our mother’s arms 
with countless gifts of love—and we need to share those gifts with others.  Through our ID ministry, our 
school programs, the mission and care work of our deacons and our small groups, through the mission 
and work of Presbyterian Women, through our choirs, our music, our educational events—we need to 
share those blessings with others, to pay them forward. 
 
And the church needs to honor our intimations of immortality—those moments and those days when we 
know—or at least sense—that death is not the last word.  When we sense that the beauty and the goodness 
and the love that we experience in this world are not merely accidental, passing ephemera, but somehow 
at the very heart of things, at the very heart universe—always have been and always will be—forever.   
 
Those moments and those days when we feel the presence of those who have gone before us, who have 
loved us—who have shown us and shared with us the beauty and goodness, and we know that they are 
not gone forever, but still somehow, somewhere shine bright, brighter than ever before.  And in those 



 

 

moments and on those days, we know that somehow and in someway (we have our intimations of 
immortality) they are still very much with  with us today. 
 
Listen, I will tell you a mystery! We will not all die, but we will all be changed, in a moment, in the 
twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. 
“Where, O death, is your victory? 
Where, O death, is your sting?” 
Death has been swallowed up in victory.” 
 
All praise and thanks to God 
 
But the temptation—the temptation, I think, for any Stewardship campaign—it’s certainly a temptation 
for me—is to subtly, even imperceptibly, lapse into counterfeit gratitude. 
 
Praise the Lord!  Look at us and our beautiful building, the glory of our Te Deum window, the soaring 
majesty of our organ, and let me take you down to the basement (watch your step):, look at this expensive 
new HVAC system we just had to put in. 
 
Praise the Lord!  Look at all we’re doing: our ID ministry, our school programs, the mission work of our 
deacons, and our youth group and small groups, our children’s ministries, our intergenerational mission 
trips, the ministries and missions of our Presbyterian Women!  Our choirs!  Our music!  Our educational 
and community events!  Look at at all we’re doing!  Praise the Lord! 
 
Praise the Lord!  And look at all our wonderful predecessors, those who have gone before us in the faith 
here at this church (We were the first church in Dayton, you know.)  Those men and women—how they 
loved this church! how they gave their time, their best efforts, their best selves, and yes, a significant 
portion of their treasure, to this, our church!  They’re still here with us today, you can feel it.  Praise the 
Lord! 
 
You can see it, can’t you?  subtly, perhaps even imperceptibly, I’ve shifted the focus from from God (who 
God is, what God has done and what Good is doing still for us) to us (may I gain renown (and your 
pledges) by impressing you (and maybe making you feel a little guilty) with our wonderful deeds, as I 
now rattle them off for you (while still praising God of course)“. 
 
I don’t want to be like that.  First because I’d be doin what the Reformers called works-righteousness,—a 
vain and futile attempt at self-justification and self-validation.  But more that because it’s just no fun.  
What happened to the paradox of generosity?  The idea that God blesses us with a sense of happiness and 
well-being, when we are generous?  That God blesses us with himself, when we pay his grace forward.  I 
mean that kind of vain self-justification—not to mention the guilt—just sucks all the joy right out of 
following Jesus, and it’s supposed to be a joyous thing, a joyous life. 
 
So to guard against false gratitude, let me put it simply.  Why does this church need to be here, and why 
should we support it with our pledges?   
 
Because God is here—with us. 
 
Because Christ Jesus, 
who, though he was in the form of God, 
did not regard equality with God 



 

 

as something to be exploited, 
but emptied himself, 
taking the form of a slave, 
being born in human likeness. 
And being found in human form, 
he humbled himself 
and became obedient to the point of death— 
even death on a cross. 
 
Therefore God also highly exalted him 
and gave him the name 
that is above every name, 
so that at the name of Jesus 
every knee should bend, 
in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 
and every tongue should confess 
that Jesus Christ is Lord, 
to the glory of God the Father. 
 
That’s why this church needs to be here and we need to support it. 
 
All praise and thanks to God 
who reigns in highest heaven 
To Father and to Son And Spirit now be given. 
the one eternal God, 
whom heaven and earth adore; 
The God who was, and is, 
And shall be evermore.  
 
Now thank we all our God through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


