


© 2020 LifeWay Christian Resources
One LifeWay Plaza 

Nashville, TN 37234

Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture quotations are taken from  
the Christian Standard Bible®, Copyright 2019 by Holman Bible  

Publishers. Used by permission. Christian Standard Bible and CSB® 
are federally registered trademarks of Holman Bible Publishers.

All rights are reserved. No part of this publication may be  
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form 

or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or 
otherwise, without prior permission of Bible Studies for Life®.



HOW TO CULTIVATE GRATITUDE
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What comes to your mind when you consider gratitude? I envision that 
November Thursday filled with an herb-roasted turkey, relatives around 
a table, and casseroles atop the fine china. I envision going around the 
dining table and listing a few things I’m thankful for while my loved ones 
listen and chime in. But shouldn’t there be more to gratitude than one 
autumn meal?

Gratitude is more than sharing dressing and cranberry sauce. Gratitude is 
a posture of the heart that is worshipful to God and beneficial to our own 
mental health, physical health, emotional health, and our relationships. 

And this may be especially important as we approach an unusual 
Thanksgiving. You may not be able to travel to have that cherished meal 
with your loved ones due to COVID-19. You may not be allowed to be in 
any proximity of people special to you because of underlying conditions. 
You may even have lost people to coronavirus who would usually sit 
around the table with you on Thanksgiving. This approaching holiday may 
leave you feeling full of grief rather than full of thanks. 

Because of this, it may seem insensitive to write about gratitude during a 
year that has been difficult for so many. We have experienced the fear and 
confusion caused by our divided political climate, heartache and a call for 
justice, wildfires, hurricanes, and of course all of the disruption and fear 
of the pandemic. It hasn’t felt like a year in which it’s been easy to pause 
and say, “Thank you, Lord.” However, learning how to have gratitude 
when it isn’t easy is actually the whole point. When we can find reasons 
to praise God even when it’s hard, we show that we believe our King is on 
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the throne—that our faith is in Him alone. We also bring ourselves into a 
rhythm of naturally expressing gratitude. 

This isn’t to say that difficult experiences and emotions should just be 
suppressed beneath a superficial gratitude bandage. Pain should be 
acknowledged. There is no doubt that this year, and maybe many of your 
years before, have been difficult. Certain life experiences or even just the 
state of your mental health may lead you to seek professional help, and 
there is nothing wrong with that. 

This eBook is here simply to help you cultivate practices in your life that 
remind you our God remains good even when our world appears to be 
anything but good. In Romans 1:21, Paul wrote, “For though they knew 
God, they did not glorify him as God or show gratitude. Instead, their 
thinking became worthless, and their senseless hearts were darkened.” 
This sin described speaks to a lack of valuing God above all else. Gratitude 
reminds us that our God is faithful, that He is in control, and that He is the 
true giver of all things. Gratitude changes us from the inside out.

Merriam-Webster defines “cultivate” as “to foster the growth of” and 
“gratitude” as “the state of being thankful”. Thus, our goal in cultivating 
gratitude is to foster the growth of the state of being thankful. We want to 
plant seeds of gratitude in various aspects of our lives and reap the harvest 
of this way of life. Together, we can cultivate gratitude, and with our hearts 
full of praise, our minds set on praiseworthy things, and our hearts filled 
with light, we will see all the benefits God brings from this way of life. 
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THE BENEFITS OF CULTIVATING GRATITUDE

Cultivating gratitude benefits our relationships. 

We cannot change things outside of our control. We cannot change others. 
We cannot change things done in the past that have hurt us or things we 
have done in the past to hurt others. However, we can shift our thoughts 
from dwelling in bitterness, judgment, and shame to being grateful for all 
the good. I can either stay parked on the fact that someone said something 
that hurt me in 2013, or I can reflect on all the good that relationship has 
brought into my life. I can host a trial in the courtroom that is my sinful 
mind to see how I exit with an innocent verdict while someone else is 
guilty, or I can offer grace because I too have been offered grace by the 
ultimate Judge.

This is not to say that all broken, harmful relationships can receive a 
bandage of gratitude and simply become healthy again. There are toxic 
relationships that need to be handled differently. But there are also 
wonderful, God-given relationships that we don’t praise Him for in the 
first place just because we lack grace.

Gratitude has a ripple effect in our relationships. When we are so aware of 
the richness of God’s gifts and how He is the true giver of good things, we 
can extend that to others, hopefully giving them a taste of all the good God 
has brought our way. The more we infuse our relationships with gratitude, 
the more love and grace flow from them. 

When we show others how thankful we are for them, we show them how 
much we value them. Gratitude makes others feel seen and appreciated. 
It gives notice to the way others serve and bless us. My husband, Grant, 
exemplifies this in daily living. Every single time Grant sees me doing a 
chore around the house, he says, “Thank you so much for all that you do 
for us.” Those few words don’t require lots of action on his part, but they 
speak to his grateful spirit that empowers those around him. On each 
occasion in which Grant expresses his gratitude, I feel valued, respected, 
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and motivated to dust and vacuum with more fervor than ever before! 
Cultivating gratitude fosters health in our relationships as we learn to 
value others more and express that value.

Cultivating gratitude benefits our emotional health. 

When I was a teenager, I overheard a conversation my mom was having 
with a friend. This person had been going through a really dark time in her 
life, and my mom had been listening to her friend’s worries. I expected my 
mom to say something along the lines of, “Your situation is truly terrible, 
and I’m sorry you are having to go through this.” While she did do this, she 
also told her distraught friend, “Write down a list of everything you are 
thankful for, and see how you feel after.”

I asked Mom about this later. I couldn’t understand why she lacked 
empathy for her friend and her tough situation. Mom scolded me/laughed 
at me for eavesdropping but then said, “Of course situations are tough, 
and there is always time to weep. But when we are going through tough 
times, the enemy can try to completely overshadow any good in our lives. 
Gratitude reminds us of all God has done, even when we struggle to see it 
in the present.” Should my mom have written this eBook instead? Perhaps!

A lack of thankfulness darkens our worldview from the good that is 
actually right in front of us. Practicing gratitude allows us to put on the 
defrost of our windshield to the world and actually see the good that God 
has placed directly in our sight. This practice doesn’t stop us from hitting 
bumps in the road or really even alter our routes, but it does give us 
motivation to keep the car that is our lives in drive and onto the course in 
which God directs us.

Robert Emmons, an expert on the science behind gratitude, can even back 
this up with his studies. Emmons says, “Gratitude blocks toxic emotions, 
such as envy, resentment, regret, and depression, which can destroy our 
happiness. It’s impossible to feel envious and grateful at the same time.”

https://health.ucdavis.edu/medicalcenter/features/2015-2016/11/20151125_gratitude.html
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It’s impossible to feel envious and grateful at the same time. That’s 
noteworthy. In our social media-heavy world, we are pulled into constant 
comparison. But gratitude is the opposite of envy, want, and comparison.
Famous Bible commentator Matthew Henry once had his wallet stolen. 
His response is such a picture of gratitude: “Let me be thankful, first, 
because I was never robbed before; second, because although they took my 
purse, they did not take my life; third, because although they took my all, 
it was not much; and fourth, because it was I who was robbed, not I who 
robbed.”

Now I’m going to be honest here: My wallet was once stolen, and I didn’t 
exactly share Matthew Henry’s attitude. I’m actually still repenting about 
the way I acted. My response might come up when I arrive at the gates! 
Anyway, Henry’s mindset leads to an important value: perspective.

When our perspectives shift from pity to gratitude, we allow grace for 
situations outside of our control. In a podcast episode on her approach to 
gratitude, Ann Voskamp said, “Joy is a function of gratitude, and gratitude 
is a function of perspective, so I don’t need to change my life as much as 
I need to change my perspective to see all of the good.” Gratitude is our 
ladder when we are in the pit of self-pity and sadness. Gratitude gives 
us a lift back to level ground to see all the good right where God has us. 
Gratitude reminds us God is good, even when our fallen world is not. 

Along with emotional health benefits and a better shift in our perspective, 
gratitude helps us to be content. A study on gratitude and keeping a 
gratitude journal showed that practicing gratitude makes us significantly 
less materialistic. When we thank God for what we have, we lessen the 
desire for more and more. Just like my mom’s friend during her dark time, 
just like Matthew Henry when he got his wallet stolen, gratitude reminds 
us of what we have, not what we lack.

https://www.familylife.com/articles/topics/faith/essentials-faith/growing-in-your-faith/gratitude-is-a-choice/
https://www.jennieallen.com/blog/radical-gratitude-with-ann-voskamp
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/17439760.2018.1497688?journalCode=rpos20&
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Cultivating gratitude even benefits us physically.

Yes, this practice can even benefit your physical health! When you 
cultivate gratitude in your life, you end up sleeping better, experiencing 
less physical pain and inflammation, having lower blood pressure, and 
improved overall well-being, according to research on gratitude from the 
University of Southern California. Your body responds positively to the 
positivity that goes hand in hand with cultivating gratitude.

Cultivating gratitude is obedient to God’s call.

Gratitude is expressing joy for what we already have. It’s an act that  
moves our hearts from envy, or even contentment, to true praise. It 
reminds us that God is faithful even when our situations are so unstable. 
It humbles us as we thank God for the good, and puts us in a position of 
praise. As followers of Christ, it is what we are called to.

Brennan Manning said, “When somebody is aware of [God’s] love, the 
same love that the Father has for Jesus, that person is just spontaneously 
grateful. Cries of thankfulness become the dominant characteristic of the 
interior life, and the by-product of gratitude is joy. We’re not joyful and 
then become grateful; we’re grateful and that makes us joyful.”

True joy stems from a heart that trusts God and praises Him for what He 
has done, is doing, and will one day do as we enter His gates. No wonder 
God calls us to gratitude!

In Colossians 2:6–7, Paul writes, “So then, just as you have received Christ 
Jesus as Lord, continue to walk in him, being rooted and built up in him 
and established in the faith, just as you were taught, and overflowing 
with gratitude.” Overflowing with gratitude. This is our call as followers of 
Christ. Just as we grow in our faith, so we shall be filled with thanks. And 
this wasn’t Paul on vacation writing these words, this was Paul in prison 
writing these words. Even from his cell, Paul found reasons to praise. 

https://news.usc.edu/163123/gratitude-health-research-thanksgiving-usc-experts/
https://news.usc.edu/163123/gratitude-health-research-thanksgiving-usc-experts/
https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2002/decemberweb-only/12-9-21.0.html
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The enemy will try and try and try to make you feel more and more and 
more discontent, because a lack of gratitude drifts us from God. If we lack 
praise for what God has done in our lives, we miss seeing His goodness. 
But if we are filled with praise for what God has done in our lives, we 
cannot miss His goodness.

1 Thessalonians 5:16–18 says, "Rejoice always, pray constantly, give thanks 
in everything; for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus." This is the 
will of God for you: rejoicing, praying, and giving thanks continuously. 
Cultivating gratitude is your calling as a follower of Christ.

Cultivating gratitude benefits God’s kingdom.

When our minds are filled with the gifts God has given and when our 
hearts are full of praise, joy can overflow to those around us. We are 
more likely to spread the love of Christ to others and bear witness to His 
goodness when our hearts are full of gratitude to Him.

It’s like if you went to a restaurant and received excellent service. The 
waiter was timely, the food was perfect, and the atmosphere was relaxing. 
Wouldn’t you want to tell others how great of an experience you had?  

Cultivating gratitude fills us with the truth that God is faithful. And when 
we are so full and so filled by the Holy Spirit, it is hard not to spread 
that good news to those around us. Gratitude has a ripple effect that 
reaches beyond our own hearts and minds. When you obey God’s call to 
thankfulness, you never know how much He can do through your choice 
to cultivate gratitude.
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PUTTING GRATITUDE INTO PRACTICE

Similar to faith without works, gratitude must be put into practice to truly 
make a difference in your life. Tim Keller said, “It’s one thing to be grateful. 
It’s another to give thanks. Gratitude is what you feel. Thanksgiving is 
what you do.” Let’s infuse our hearts with gratitude and extend that to our 
hands, as we act with thanksgiving. 

Cultivate gratitude in a journal.

Gratitude journaling is a simple but effective way to cultivate gratitude 
in your life. Each day, take a minute or two to write down what you're 
thankful for. You don't have to write much, just a few sentences or even a 
simple list. The kicker? You can’t put the exact same thing you’re thankful 
for each day. Instead, you have to come up with something new. This act of 
searching for reasons to be grateful allows us to pause and thank God for 
the good things He is doing that we may be completely overlooking. 

Studies have shown that gratitude journaling is very impactful, resulting 
in decreased materialism, increased generosity, and even healthier eating 
habits. But one of the best parts of a gratitude journal is the visible record 
of how much God has done in your life. Anytime you are feeling low, you 
can flip through those pages and be reminded of the countless blessings 
God has brought your way. This journal can evolve into an account of all 
that God has done and provided in your life.

Cultivate gratitude in an app.

If you’re less likely to pick up a paper and pen, utilize the digital rectangle 
that is always in your pocket. Look on your smartphone’s app store to find 
an app (such as this one) for logging something you are grateful for each 
day. You can even set daily calendar reminders on your phone so that you 
are notified and challenged to log a nugget of gratitude on a daily basis. 
Instead of scrolling through Instagram, log something you’re grateful for on 
your gratitude app. Only good things can come from this choice.

https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2018/12/24/678232331/if-you-feel-thankful-write-it-down-its-good-for-your-health
https://apps.apple.com/us/app/grateful-a-gratitude-journal/id1197512462


The more we pause and find reasons to be grateful, the more we challenge 
our minds to ponder and consider praise-worthy things. The consistent 
cultivation of gratitude adds a rhythm of praise to our lives. 

Cultivate gratitude by simply thanking people more.

While this may seem obvious, is it something we are actually already 
doing? Our culture is in such a hurry. We’ll easily drop more money for 
fast delivery, we get frustrated when the drive-thru line is long, and our 
patience for mistakes runs thin. Because of this, we can often forget  
those two words that can bless an overworked person in so many ways:  
“Thank you!” 

Next time you go through a drive-thru line, say thank you. When you 
finish paying at the grocery store, show your appreciation to your cashier. 
The next time you have to call customer service over a frustrating shipping 
issue, thank the kind representative on the phone that isn’t responsible for 
the problem and is only trying to help you. 

It’s easy to forget to be thankful when you’re paying for a service or just 
expect these things to happen, but there’s no way that thanking someone 
can ever hurt. It will bless you as you identify someone to be thankful for 
directly in front of you, and definitely the recipient of your gratitude. You 
have no clue about the kind of day your cashier has had. You don’t know of 
the difficult diagnosis your waiter may have just received. And you never 
know how being grateful in small ways can make others feel seen and 
appreciated. 

Cultivate gratitude through worship music.

In a season where some congregations are not meeting or are not having 
worship services, life can feel anything but worshipful. But there is 
something about hearing the melodies of praise, even if just from our 
headphones and not from the pews, that reaches us deep within. These 
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words that flow into our eardrums tend to move in our minds and hearts, 
as well. 

Begin your days with worship music, or turn on your praise playlist when 
you can feel your burdens increasing, and see how gratitude can begin 
to increase in your heart again. When we hear hymns of old and songs of 
new declaring God’s faithfulness, we too are drawn to declare praise to our 
great God. Psalm 107:1 says, “Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; his 
faithful love endures forever.” Gratitude and worship truly go hand in hand 
as both exemplify praise of God. 

C.S. Lewis wrote, “Gratitude exclaims, very properly, 'How good of God to 
give me this.'” When we worship and praise in gratitude, our sinful hearts 
are pointed to our Healer. Even for a minute, we stop looking to the right 
and to the left and to the future and to the past and simply praise in the 
present. 

We were meant to worship. We were meant to cultivate gratitude. And 
doing both, in praise of God, fills our spirits. 

Cultivate gratitude in your prayers—large and small.

Do your prayers ever look more like a letter to Santa than a praiseworthy, 
honest conversation with your Savior? “Dear God, I need more money and 
less problems in my life. Amen.”

Similar to how it benefits our earthly relationships, gratitude benefits our 
relationship with God. Gratitude in our prayers reminds us of all that God 
has already done, even as we ask for provision in various ways. Gratitude 
in our prayers also helps us remember that even if prayers are not 
answered, God remains faithful and good. 

And you don’t have to be on your knees or have an hour on your hands in 
order to thank God in prayer. When good things happen throughout your 
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day, lift up your praise with small prayers. Find a good parking spot so that 
you aren’t late for a meeting? Pray, “Thank you, God, for this parking spot.” 
Stressed about your day, only to have a deadline extended? Pray, “Thank 
you, Lord, for this lifted burden.” Worried about the potential cavities in 
your mouth as your dentist is scraping away, only to have him or her say, 
“You’re all good; see you in six months”? Pray, “Lord, thank you for these 
healthy teeth and no hefty dental bill headed my way.” We don’t have to 
wait for the perfect moment to offer our praise. 

The more we add praise to God to our moments, the more we build 
our testimony of His faithfulness in our lives. Isaiah 25:1 says, “Lord, 
you are my God; I will exalt you. I will praise your name, for you have 
accomplished wonders, plans formed long ago, with perfect faithfulness.” 
In this verse, “will” is in the future tense. Exalting God is part of the 
author’s future plans. This verse also acknowledges God’s past faithfulness, 
“plans formed long ago”. Gratitude allows us to praise God for what He 
did in the past, what God is doing in our lives now, and what God will 
one day do when we are fully complete in His presence. What a testament 
to His goodness.

Cultivate retroactive gratitude.

Gratitude has no expiration date. Did you never say thank you to the 
friend who grabbed you coffee last month before your busy workday? 
Thank her. Dr. Martin E. P. Seligman, a University of Pennsylvania 
psychologist, conducted a study around this topic. He had participants 
write and deliver letters of thanks to people they had not intentionally 
thanked for something in the past. As a result, the participants experienced 
elevated happiness—and the positive impact in their lives went on for an 
entire month.

While this study isn’t saying that writing a gratitude letter solves any and 
every issue in your life and turns every dark occurrence into a bright one, 
more and more research shows an association between gratitude and our 
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health and overall happiness.

Can you think of someone who went out of their way to do something for 
you but you forgot to thank? It’s never too late to express your gratitude. 
Write a letter to thank this person. You never know how much this will 
mean to the one opening your note.

Cultivate gratitude in your conversations.

When you spend time with those close to you, it may be natural to open up 
about the troubles in your lives. This isn’t a bad thing, as close relationships 
invite us to share and then receive support, wisdom, and counsel. But how 
often do you stop and tell those around you about something positive? 
This isn’t to say that you should stop being honest and ignore the worries 
in your life. However, sharing positive things going on in your life invites 
a spirit of praise into conversations. 

Growing up, my parents always had us share our “high” and “low” of each 
day around the dinner table. My low may have been something like, “I 
have a lot of homework,” while my high may have been, “It’s almost Friday 
which means I can watch Disney Channel with my friends.” An important 
part of this activity was to always end on your high note so that you 
wrapped up your sharing time positively. And even if there were multiple 
lows, expressing a high was always required. The point of this family 
exercise was to open up and share not only the lows of our lives, but also 
to search for a point of gratitude and contribute that to our conversation. 

This idea can be expressed in our relationships. While our lows can 
surpass our highs on days, we can still find reasons to be grateful amidst 
the lows of life. The next time you are chatting with a friend about the 
woes in your days, consider the root of the highs and lows exercise: there 
are always reasons to give thanks, and we should share this truth with 
others. Ann Voskamp said, “[Gratitude] moves you from contemplating 
the goodness of God to now being an activist, passing the grace and 
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My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices 
in God my Savior, because he has looked with 
favor on the humble condition of his servant. 
Surely, from now on all generations will call me 
blessed, because the Mighty One has done great 
things for me, and his name is holy. His mercy is 
from generation to generation on those who fear 
him. He has done a mighty deed with his arm; he 
has scattered the proud because of the thoughts 
of their hearts; he has toppled the mighty from 
their thrones and exalted the lowly. He has 
satisfied the hungry with good things and sent 
the rich away empty. He has helped his servant 
Israel, remembering his mercy to Abraham and 
his descendants forever, just as he spoke to our 
ancestors.

goodness of God out into a broken world.” 

Mary, the mother of Jesus, is a great example of this. When Mary, 
expectant with our Savior, goes to visit Elizabeth in Luke 1:46–55,  
we see the embodiment of gratitude infused in conversation:

 

This passage is called Mary’s Magnificat. Mary isn’t lifting up herself 
here—though could you blame her, as the mother of Jesus? No, Mary is 
sharing with Elizabeth how good God is. Mary acknowledges her “humble 
condition” but in gratitude says, “from now on all generations will call  
me blessed, because the Mighty One has done great things for me.”  
Mary is just so grateful for what God has done and that He is using her  
to accomplish His purposes. 

Mary’s Magnificat captures a spirit of gratitude and thanksgiving in 
conversation. Even today—especially today—our very broken world  
needs to hear about the goodness of God in everyday life. Cultivate 
gratitude in your conversations, and see how sharing good things  
benefits your relationships.
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Cultivate gratitude in the different areas of your life. 

There are not only ways to cultivate gratitude, but also areas in which you 
can cultivate gratitude. You may have more to add to the different areas 
of life described in the following paragraphs: perhaps your neighborhood, 
your gym, or other places you frequent. Gratitude should be present in 
every part and place in the life of a believer of Jesus.

Cultivate gratitude into your work—or amidst unemployment.

There is so much to be thankful for when it comes to our jobs, as in this 
season where many remain unemployed, work is a gift! Let your manager 
know that you are thankful for the flexibility he or she has allowed while 
you are also trying to homeschool your children. Did your coworker go 
the extra mile to cover your work for you during your vacation? Draft an 
email of your thankfulness. This season can be hard on everyone, and 
expressing your gratitude to those you work with will likely result in their 
days being brightened and their burdens feeling lighter, too. And if you’re 
one of those unemployed in this season, thank God for a time in your 
life when you have more time to focus on what matters most. As difficult 
as unemployment can be, God can (and will) use any situation for His 
ultimate glory, and that’s something to be grateful for.

Cultivate gratitude within your family. 

With as much time as you spend with these people, and as much as you 
may get on each other’s nerves, acts of gratitude may be infrequent. Switch 
this trajectory and regularly offer your thanks to your family members: 
for your parents and their consistent interest and support in your life, for 
your children and the ways in which they honor you, for your spouse that 
makes your joys feel doubled and your sorrows feel halved. Continuous 
gratitude in the home can only better your family.

Cultivate gratitude among your friendships. 

In a season that has felt robbed of normal, necessary connection, there’s 
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no better time to reflect on the past and present blessings of friendship. 
Though you may not be seeing your companions as often as you did in 
what felt like a prior lifetime that lacked COVID-19, give a friend a call to 
let them know you are thankful for their friendship.

Cultivate gratitude in your church. 

Has your house of worship done an excellent job maintaining COVID-19 
precautions? Send a message of thanks to the facilities director or  
someone on staff. Has the congregation done an excellent job with 
outreach recently? Let one of the pastors know. A lot of ministry work  
can be thankless work. Let those who work day in and day out to provide 
you with worshipful experiences know that you are grateful for the ways 
they serve.
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CLOSING

Gratitude does not have to be reserved for the Thanksgiving table or 
Christmas morning. Gratitude is not just a posture you proclaim when 
good things come your way. Gratitude is part of everyday life for the 
Christian whose faith is in Christ alone. 

There are many ways to cultivate gratitude: writing gratitude letters, 
applying gratitude to different areas of your life, simply saying thank 
you more, adding gratitude to your prayers and conversations, recording 
gratitude in a journal or app, and worshiping in gratitude. I challenge you 
to adopt one of these practices this November and this holiday season. 
The more you sow seeds of gratitude in your daily life, the more that 
harvest within will abound. Gratitude can only benefit our attitudes, our 
health (mentally, physically, and emotionally), our perspectives, and our 
relationships with Christ and others. 

As you celebrate Thanksgiving with your loved ones, and even as that 
November day comes to a close, consider why we are called to gratitude: 
to glorify God.
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