
Our Response
Thanksgiving is the proper response to God’s answer  
to our prayers.

SESSION 4
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WHAT CATEGORIES 

FOR REACTIONS 

WOULD YOU 

SUGGEST OTHER 

THAN INSTINCTIVE, 

DEVELOPED, AND 

ALLEGIANT? WHAT 

EXAMPLE WOULD 

YOU GIVE TO JUSTIFY 

THAT CATEGORY?

SOME REACTIONS ARE INSTINCTIVE. 

For example, whenever people see an object flying toward 
their head, they duck. Other reactions are developed through 
experience. When a batter hits a ball, the outfielder begins 
moving to the spot where he can catch it. Other responses 
are shaped by personal allegiance. If the outfielder catches 
the ball, fans of his team cheer. If they are fans of the batter’s 
team, they groan. 

Psalm 138 encourages believers to develop a thankful heart. 
This mindset begins with thanking God for everything He 
does. But a thankful heart entails more than saying “thank 
You.” It also acknowledges that eventually everyone will 
recognize that God is sovereign. Some will joyfully embrace 
His sovereignty. Others He will subjugate. Thus believers can 
trust God’s promise to complete His purpose in their lives 
and can find a reason to be thankful even in the tough times.
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PSALM 138:1-8

1 I will give you thanks with all my heart; I will sing 
your praise before the heavenly beings. 2 I will bow 
down toward your holy temple and give thanks to 
your name for your constant love and truth. You 
have exalted your name and your promise above 
everything else. 3 On the day I called, you answered 
me; you increased strength within me. 4 All the 
kings on earth will give you thanks, Lord, when 
they hear what you have promised. 5 They will sing 
of the Lord’s ways, for the Lord’s glory is great. 
6 Though the Lord is exalted, he takes note of the 
humble; but he knows the haughty from a distance. 
7 If I walk into the thick of danger, you will preserve 
my life from the anger of my enemies. You will 
extend your hand; your right hand will save me.  
8 The Lord will fulfill his purpose for me. Lord, 
your faithful love endures forever; do not abandon 
the work of your hands. 

Think About It

Underline the verbs 

used in Psalm 138 to 

define God’s actions. 

What connections do 

you see between the 

verbs used?

 

 

Identify words or 

phrases in this psalm 

that point to God’s 

being intimately 

acquainted with people 

individually. How 

do these words and 

phrases impact your 

view of God? 
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
Psalm 138

Psalms, unlike most other biblical books, does not have a single cohesive theme. It finds 
its unity in the one true God, not in human experience. Various psalms reflect vastly 
different emotions, from irresistible awe (Ps. 8) to extreme bitterness (Ps. 137). But the 
Lord is constant. He does not change. His nature and activity permeate every word in 
Psalm 138.

In this psalm David speaks directly to God. His enthusiasm in thanking God for an 
unspecified deliverance cannot be muted. David’s praise is accentuated by the continued 
existence of his enemies. Although God has saved him, God has not yet eradicated all of 
the psalmist’s enemies. Their suppression must await a future date. David’s faith allows 
him to grasp that ultimately the Lord will achieve all of His divine purposes. The authority 
of all monarchs, including David, would yield to the sovereignty of the Lord God.

The psalm sets forth the meaning and means for thanksgiving by the individual and by 
the community of faith. Believers rightfully should praise God for their salvation. Our 
redemption not only delivers us from our sins, it also assures our participation in the 
coming kingdom of God (see Rev. 11:15).
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
I WILL THANK (Ps. 138:1-3) 
1 I will give you thanks with all my heart; I will sing your praise before the heavenly 
beings.   

The Hebrew text of this verse is more comprehensive than the English version. In English, we 
distinguish between praise that focuses on the character or being of God (who God is) and 
thanksgiving that concentrates on the acts of God (what God does or has done). However, 
believers must always praise God for who He is even when they do not perceive benefit in His 
activity. Too often believers neglect praising God even though they thank Him repetitively. 
Giving thanks to God should always incorporate praising Him for who He is.

Once more we are reminded that the biblical concept of the heart is much more than poetic 
imagery. Whenever people make consequential choices, their heart rate increases, their 
blood pressure rises, and they feel a sensation in their chest. Hence, in Israelite thought, the 
heart symbolized human volition. Therefore, giving thanks with all my heart indicated that 
gratitude and praise so saturated the writer that it determined every choice he made.

Adoration and gratitude express themselves through vocal communication. Wholehearted 
praise involves the whole self (cognitive, intuitive, affective, and emotive). This forthright 
worship is uttered before an audience of the heavenly beings. Genuine thankfulness permeates 
one’s entire being and so overwhelms an individual that it banishes all timidity in declaring it 
publicly, even though the audience includes the heavenly host!

Believers are urged to thank God not for everything but in everything (1 Thess. 5:18). Such 
praise is generated through the enabling power of the Holy Spirit. Believers know how God’s 
answer will shape and work in all situations for their good, even those that initially may seem 
disastrous (Rom. 8:28). God works in all things to accomplish His purpose. Consequently, 
whenever God denies our petition or seems to be silent, we can be confident He has a reason 
that is ultimately in our best interests.

What may cause a person to hesitate in giving thanks to God? What roadblocks get in 
the way of a person developing an attitude of thankfulness?

2 I will bow down toward your holy temple and give thanks to your name for your 
constant love and truth. You have exalted your name and your promise above 
everything else.   

The temple had not yet been constructed in Jerusalem during David’s lifetime. The primary 
meaning of the Hebrew term temple is “the dwelling place of God.” In David’s reign, the designation 
was applied to the temporary edifice he erected to contain the ark of the covenant (Ps. 27:4). 
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Bowing down before one’s sovereign ruler conformed to royal 
protocol. It denoted submission and devotion. The psalmist 
declared his intent to obey and honor God.

The Hebrew word for constant love is one of the most difficult 
to translate. No single English word even begins to approximate 
its depth of meaning. In one sense the term is close to the New 
Testament concept of God’s grace—divine favor without regard 
to merit. At the same time it also approximates agape love. The 
term always appears in the context of a covenant relationship, 
usually that of Yahweh and Israel. Hence the word designates 
Yahweh’s love for His covenant people. 

The Hebrew term for truth contains the underlying sense of 
certainty and dependability. The word describes a characteristic of 
God’s nature. God never changes. Therefore this attribute enables 
people to place complete confidence in God’s word and work.

3 On the day I called, you answered me; you increased 
strength within me.   

In this verse the psalmist recalled a previous prayer request. 
David was obviously in desperate circumstances, and so he called 
on God to help him. While the situation remains unknown, 
David was clear about God’s answer to his prayer. Whether God 
changed David’s circumstances is not stated. Instead, David 
unmistakably testified that God changed David. God provided 
him with the inner strength necessary for the situation. 

What motivates a person to express thankfulness? Are some 
motives better than others? Explain. 

THEY WILL BOW (Ps. 138:4-6) 
4 All the kings on earth will give you thanks, Lord, when 
they hear what you have promised.   

Philippians 2:10 reveals that the day is coming when every knee 
will bow at the name of Jesus. Whenever God speaks, His words 
are potent and effective (Isa. 55:11). His promises are certain 
realities, not hopeful possibilities. He is sovereignty over all 
creation. Ultimately, all human authorities must submit to the 
establishment of His coming kingdom (Rev. 11:15). 

GOD’S PROMISES 

ARE CERTAIN 

REALITIES, 

NOT HOPEFUL 

POSSIBILITIES.

KEY DOCTRINE:
Jesus

He will return in 
power and glory to 
judge the world and 
to consummate His 
redemptive mission.
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5 They will sing of the Lord’s ways, for the Lord’s glory 
is great.   

The Hebrew word ways is derived from a verb meaning “to tread 
or walk repeatedly.” This recurring walking tramples the dirt and 
vegetation into an obvious path. The term is used figuratively 
here to denote the conduct that the sovereign Lord God Almighty 
demands of His subjects. It is virtually a synonym for God’s law. 
In the unrepentant human mind, God’s laws are oppressive and 
taxing. However, in reality they are reason for rejoicing. 

The Lord’s glory is not some ambiguous emotional concept. 
While its form can vary greatly, it is a tangible manifestation 
of God’s presence and power. In the Old Testament, God’s glory 
commonly came in the form of smoke and fire. However, the 
external appearance of God’s glory is secondary to the reality 
that it is compelling and consuming.

6 Though the Lord is exalted, he takes note of the humble; 
but he knows the haughty from a distance.   

God is vastly different from humanity. He is infinite; we are finite. 
He is holy; we are sinful. He is omnipresent; we are locked in one 
location in time and space. Nevertheless, God sees the humble. 
These are those individuals whose self-reliance has been crushed. 
They recognize their inability to deal with their own weakness, 
particularly their sin. Therefore God will provide what they 
require. In contrast, the haughty do not perceive their need for 
God. Hence, God does not draw near to aid them. However, they 
will ultimately acknowledge His sovereignty over their lives.

In what ways could this verse be seen as a promise and a 
threat? How would you describe the difference? 

GOD WILL FULFILL (Ps. 138:7-8) 
7 If I walk into the thick of danger, you will preserve my life 
from the anger of my enemies. You will extend your hand; 
your right hand will save me.   

David affirmed his confidence in God’s love, omnipresence, 
and power to fulfill His purposes for David. Whatever the 
exact circumstance, David realized it could easily grow worse. 
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The derivative word used here denotes intense inner turmoil, 
such as the anxiety people experience when an overwhelming 
enemy force approaches, or the anguish they feel when besieged. 
While there is no record of David’s facing a siege, he repeatedly 
encountered enemies. Over and over these enemies sought to kill 
him. By every human measure they should have succeeded.

David’s enemies failed because he trusted God, not his own skill. 
On this occasion he sought divine intervention. The hand is what 
people use to implement their thoughts and ideas. A vast majority 
of the world’s population is and was right-handed. Consequently, 
their right hand is stronger than the left and represents strength. 
David knew that God was stronger than his enemies and so 
possessed the power to impose His will over David’s enemies. 
David’s life was secure in God’s hands. 

8 The Lord will fulfill his purpose for me. Lord, your 
faithful love endures forever; do not abandon the work of 
your hands.   

David clinched this psalm with three related conclusions. First, 
his life had meaning. However, that meaning was determined 
solely by God. David was merely an instrument God employed to 
achieve His purpose. 

Second, David’s security rested in God’s nature, not David’s 
virtue. David addressed God by His covenant name. Hence, 
David recalled his covenant relationship to God. 

Third, God was intimately engaged in David’s life. While the form 
here is a plea for help, that petition reflects an important reality. 
God had created David as certainly as He had formed Adam (Gen. 
2:7). Moreover, God had continued to shape David’s life. As David 
penned these words, he realized he was the man he was because 
of God’s involvement in his life.

How does enduring a danger or a trial make a person more 
aware of God’s will and working in his or her life? How 
does enduring it foster a thankful attitude? 

BIBLE SKILL:
Use other Scripture 
to help understand a 
Bible passage.

Review the Old 
Testament Book of 
Ruth, paying particular 
attention to Ruth 2:20. 
In chapters 1 and 2, 
Naomi was portrayed 
as bitter because of 
the great hardships 
the Lord had allowed 
to enter into her life. 
In Ruth 2:20, however, 
Naomi recognized 
God’s kindness. 
Compare Ruth 2:20 to 
Psalm 138:6, looking 
for common words 
and ideas. What do 
the similarities teach 
us about God’s love 
and the fulfillment of 
His purpose? How are 
His love and purpose 
connected?
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I will give you thanks with all my heart; I will sing 
your praise before the heavenly beings.   

—Psalm 138:1

MEMORIZE

OBEY THE TEXT
•  Believers should joyfully give thanks to God for what He does, including answering prayer. 

•  Everyone will ultimately recognize God’s sovereignty, some out of thankfulness and others 
out of fear. 

•  Believers can rely on God’s power to fulfill His purposes in their lives.

Review your prayer journal, looking for expressions of thanksgiving. What actions do 
you need to take in your prayer life to reflect in a greater way the attitudes found in 
Psalm 138? 
 

 
With your Bible study group, share reasons for being thankful. Discuss how the group 
can work at incorporating more thanksgiving into the prayer life of the group. Record 
steps that you can take. 
 

 
Look for ways God is working His purposes in your life. What has God taught you 
over the past three months, and how did He teach you that truth? Take time to thank 
Him for working in your life, and commit to trust Him to bring about His purposes 
through you.
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Use the space provided to make observations and record prayer requests 
during the group experience for this session.

MY THOUGHTS
Record insights gained and questions to discuss during the group experience.

MY PRAYERS
List specific prayer needs and answers to remember this week.

MY MISSION
Acknowledge ways you will obey God’s Word this week.
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