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It’s a Wonderful Life – Week 1  
 
It’s Advent, which means  
Christmas is around the corner. 
There are so many events and opportunities,  
So many good and great things to do 
they can start to feel like a burden  
instead of a blessing. 
 
To help us stay focused on the blessing  
and grow in appreciation  
we’re kicking off a brand new message series,  
that will take us through the season of Advent. 
 
The series will be all about cultivating  
a spirit of thanksgiving: an attitude of gratitude.  
 
Ingratitude is a trap we can get stuck in, 
and it is incompatible with happiness. 
Where does it come from? 

• Unfair or simply high expectations of the people around us. 
• A sense of entitlement, an attitude that you owe me something 
• Pride, I’m all alone and on my own, I don’t need anybody. 
• Wounds: I’ve been hurt by life and that’s what I stay focused on 
• Sloth: sometimes ingratitude is just lazy thinking 
• Selfishness: I never really look much beyond myself. 

 
On the other hand, study after study shows  
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there’s no practice more effective  
at increasing your happiness and well being  
than practicing gratitude.  
 
You probably don’t need science and research  
to tell you that gratitude and happiness  
go hand in hand. Your own life experience validates it. 
When you are focused on the good things in life  
and are thankful for them, you feel better.  
You are healthier and more productive,  
and relationships with family and friends  
are stronger and more successful. 
 
It’s not about ignoring problems. 
It’s not false optimism. 
 
The science of psychology, our own experience,  
and even Scripture tells us the benefits of gratitude.  
It is in our own best interest to grow in gratitude.  
The question becomes how.  
 
Here are three simple steps that I think are  
Necessary for cultivating an attitude of gratitude  
These steps are simple but not easy.  
They take discipline and dedication. 
They take focus and commitment. 
The first step is that we actually learn to  
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recognize the gifts and blessings that we are given 

 
Gratitude is a thankful appreciation  
for something we have been given.  
If we don’t see it, we can’t be grateful. 
Admittedly it can be difficult, especially when the 
going gets rough, that’s why we have to practice. 
 
The second step is to 

 
turn our attention from the gift  

towards the giver of the gift 
 
When day after day we consciously chose to recognize 
God as the giver of our gifts and blessings,  
we come to know more deeply His love for us.  
We begin to see that God does not love humanity as a 
whole but He loves each one of us specifically and 
individually. 
 
His gifts are personal.  
God gives us gifts that are unique to us  
so that we will be drawn into a relationship with Him.  
 
The more we turn to God  
when we recognize blessings,  
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the more clearly, we know His personal love for us.  
 
The third step to growing in gratitude is simply to  
 

practice gratitude 
 
---------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Today we want to look at what can get in the way  
of us seeing our blessings and gifts from God –  
what can steal our gratitude.  
We are going to look at a passage  
from the Gospel of Luke.  
 
There are four Gospels: Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. 
Each Gospel tells us the same story about Jesus  
but from four different perspectives.  
The Gospel means good news.  
Everything about the life of Jesus and His teachings is 
good news for us. However, there are moments in 
scripture when the message doesn’t sound like good 
news.   
 
That’s important to note  
as we look at today’s scripture. 
Like a prophesy we heard a few weeks ago, Jesus 
describes a time of great trial and tribulation.  
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He is warning the apostles about the future 
destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem.  
For the Jewish people, the Temple was the place  
where heaven and earth met.  
Pious Jews of that day viewed the Temple 
as God’s dwelling on earth,  
the only place to worship or even encounter God.  
Today, Jesus is speaking about the destruction of the 
Temple and the end of Temple worship. 
 
Jesus is warning the disciples to not confuse  
their faith in God with the church building… 
just as these days, we might do well to remember 
not to confuse our faith in God with church leaders. 

 
He is launching a new era in which  
the meeting place between God and humanity  
will be in the Church, the Body of Christ –  
the gathering of believers.  
 
However, in order to fully usher in the new era,  
the symbol of the old era had to be destroyed.  
In that destruction, Jesus warns 
 
 

People will die of fright  
in anticipation of what is coming upon the world,  
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for the powers of the heavens will be shaken. 
Luke 21:26 

 
People will die of fright. This is an exaggeration.  
Essentially, Jesus warns that people will be scared to 
death when the Temple is destroyed.  
The foundations of their faith would be shaken. 
The political crisis would become a crisis of faith. 
 
We can lose sight of God’s blessings  
when we are facing big problems  
or experiencing great challenges or big changes. 
It can be difficult to be grateful for our lives.  
 
If you are facing some major problems,  
right now, it might be difficult  
for you to see the blessings and  
gifts God has given you.  
 
• Maybe you are out of work and looking for a job.  

 You’re scared to death you aren’t going to find       
 work  
• Maybe a loved one is facing major health issues 

right now it might be very difficult for you to live 
with gratitude when you’re scared to death about 
that.  

• Maybe you are facing major financial problems or 
issues in your business. This is what happens in 
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the holiday classic It’s A Wonderful Life. 
Everything is going well in George Bailey’s life 
until he suddenly owes $8,000. The stress of that 
insurmountable debt erases any sense of gratitude 
or value for all the blessings of his life. It in fact 
leads him to desperation. 
 

• Maybe you have difficulty being grateful           
because you were rejected from early acceptance 
at the college you wanted to attend                              
or you’re just not performing in your classes                  
or on the team as you would like to.  

• Maybe you have experienced some major set back 
when it comes to pursuing your dream                        
for your business or career and you are annoyed 
and far from grateful. 

• Your marriage may be struggling.                                
You may be struggling to find a spouse.                   
You’re not grateful, you’re disappointed. 

 
 
The pain and problems of life  
can be all we see sometimes. 
 
Christ teaches that does not have to be the case.  The 
Gospel reading continues: 
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And they will see the Son of Man  
coming in a cloud with power and great glory.  

But when these signs begin to happen stand firm and raise your heads 
because your redemption is at hand. 

Luke 21:27-28 

 
The Son of Man was a title that Jesus used about 
Himself because it described both His humanity               
and His divinity. Jesus is a hundred percent human. 
• He understands what it means to be abandoned by 

friends, betrayed by close associates. 
• He understands what it is like to be unpopular,        

to be criticized, to be in stressful situations.  
• He understands how it feels to be disappointed, to 

be alone, and to be judged unfairly 
 
As the Son of Man, Jesus  
not only understands our problems,  
but he also has the power to do something about 
them…To change them, or give you the strength  
to deal with them. 
 
 

stand firm and raise your heads 
because your redemption is at hand. 

Luke 21.29 

 
Stand firm because the Lord is redeeming the situation 
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or using it to change and transform your character.  
The Lord can use your life’s problems and tribulations 
to: 
• to mend you or mold you, 
• to prepare you for what’s next in your life, 
• to prepare an outcome unknown to you, 
• or to work through you to do the same for 

someone else. 
 
Because our faith tells us that  
good can come from evil;  
Because God really does use all things  
to work together for our good; 
Because His will is that all people are saved                                                         
and come to knowledge of the truth. Faith means 
Requires trusting that there will be blessings behind 
the burdens. 
 
Big problems and pains  
can rob us of gratitude for sure, but so can little ones 
 

Be aware that your hearts do not become drowsy  
from carousing and drunkenness and the anxieties of daily life,  

and that day catch you by surprise like a trap. 
Luke 21:34 

Everyday little fears and worries,  
about time, money, family, friends,  
co-workers, classmates, work-stuff, school stuff… 
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the daily anxieties of life can trap us  
so that we lose sight of our reasons to be grateful.  
 
And, the busier we are, the more we are doing,  
the better chance things are going to go wrong.  
And obviously it becomes accelerated this time of year. 
 
We can’t slow down the world.  
We can’t slow down the speed of the season,  
but we can slow down ourselves.  
 
Firefighters are taught to rush to a fire,  
but to slow down once they get there. 
They slow down to assess the situation  
and figure out what is going on. 
 
When we find ourselves getting anxious or upset,  
our tendency is to speed ourselves up.  
But we actually should do the opposite.  
 
When the daily anxieties are bothering us, slow down. 
Slow down. Faith means   
 

Being grateful for the blessings behind the burdens. 
 
Your school might be challenging,  
but thank God you have this opportunity.  
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Your commute might be a headache,  
but you’ve got work to do and a place to go. 
Your siblings might be a hassle,  
but you really do love them. 
 
Thank God  
• for the job, even though it is just now a headache 
• for the house, even though it’s a mess 
• the kids, even though they’re driving you crazy  

 
We can be grateful in our problems.  
 
We can be grateful for the big ones  
because they are opportunities for God  
to show His faithfulness and come through for us.  
We can be grateful during our big problems because 
we know that God will use them in a big way  
to change and transform us.  
 
We can be grateful for the small ones 
because they often spring from blessings –  
blessings that we often take for granted. 
 
We can also miss out on gratitude because we think 
we are entitled to a trouble-free life.  
But we’re not. 
The greater our sense of entitlement,  
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The more difficult it is going to be to grow in gratitude.  
God never promised a trouble-free life.  
Scripture nowhere suggests that we will be  
insulated from adversity or misfortune.  
 
The promise is that adversity and misfortune,  
pain and problems, worries and anxieties,  
can help grow gratitude in our hearts. 
 
So, this week here is your homework 
 
Spend 5 minutes each day of Advent in reflection 
as a preparation for Christmas. And in that time  
name and count your blessings  
from the previous 24 hours.  
I guarantee that you will see your list of blessings 
grow.   
 
If we can learn to see our blessings  
no matter the circumstances,  
we’re going to recognize more and more blessings 
because…we tend to see what we’re looking for. 


