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Rejoicing in God’s Goodness 

Deuteronomy 26:1-11 

 

This Thursday will be Thanksgiving Day.  

Though historians tell us that other groups likely held days of thanksgiving on the North 

American continent before them, we usually trace the origin of this holiday back to the Pilgrims 

who came to America in 1620. Beginning with George Washington, many American presidents 

issued proclamations calling for days of thanksgiving, but it only became an annual holiday in 

1863 when President Lincoln called for a national day of thanksgiving on the last Thursday of 

November.1 

 Through the years families and friends have gathered at Thanksgiving to catch up on things, 

to eat too much turkey and dressing and ham and potato salad and beans and chocolate cake and 

pumpkin pie, and hopefully to give thanks to God for all His bountiful blessings. 

But this year, things will be different.  

It’s been quite a year, hasn’t it? A global pandemic, a devastating economic shutdown, 

protests over racial injustice, riots and looting, record wildfires, a record hurricane season, 

extensive flooding, earthquakes in unusual places, and a bitter election on top of it all . . . 

Somebody said that in the future when times are hard, we’ll say, “It’s a 2020 kind of year.” And 

now on top of all that, government and health officials are urging us to limit or not even have 

family gatherings. Just like every year, some people will find it hard to give thanks. 

 I’ve often thought about that through my 40 years of pastoral ministry. It really hit home in 

2001 after the 9/11 terrorist attacks. And it hits home again this year with the pandemic’s 

devastating impact on so many families. 

 Think about it. In the United States as of yesterday, we’ve had nearly 12.5 million confirmed 

cases of COVID-19, with over 332,000 of those here in our state! Nearly 262,000 people, more 

than 5000 of them in North Carolina, have died either with or from COVID-19.2 If families are 

able to gather at all for Thanksgiving, there’ll be a lot of empty chairs at their tables. 

And that doesn’t include the chairs that will be empty because of deaths from other diseases, 

natural causes, accidents, murders, suicides, and overdoses. 

 That’s how life really is, isn’t it? Some days, all is well and our hearts overflow with joy and 

thanksgiving. But other days, circumstances make being thankful seem difficult at best, 
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impossible at worst. Illness is prolonged, pain is relentless, suffering is unrelieved. Death comes 

to family or friends, often in tragic ways. Financial burdens weigh us down. Economic crises 

result in the loss of jobs, stressing those seeking to provide for their families. In some families, 

relationships are strained, sometimes to the breaking point, and heartache abounds. 

 Yet on Thanksgiving, we’ll gather to give thanks. For many, thanks will come easily. But for 

some—how? How do we give thanks when the circumstances around us scream that there’s little 

or nothing to be thankful for? 

 

A helpful text 

 Our text for this morning offers us some help here. 

 The book of Deuteronomy portrays a series of farewell sermons Moses preached to the 

Israelites shortly before his death, as they were about to enter the Promised Land. The text tells 

us about the instructions Moses gave the Israelites about offering the first fruits of their harvest 

to God once they had entered the land of Canaan.   

 Picture in your mind for a moment an ancient Hebrew farmer, especially after his very first 

crop in the Promised Land. Can you imagine what it must have been like to have gathered that 

first harvest? There had been dark days—of bondage in Egypt as a child, of wandering in the 

wilderness, of difficulty and struggle—when he, along with the people of whom he was a part, 

had wondered if they were going to make it, if God was really with them, if He was really going 

to honor His promises. And now He had! There had to be some way to express thanks, to give 

gratitude to God. Before they even entered the land, Moses had laid out how they were to do it. 

 The farmer was to come before God with some of the first fruits of his harvest in a basket, 

and present it to the priest, saying, “I declare this day to the LORD your God that I have come 

into the land that the LORD swore to our fathers to give us” (26:3). The priest would take the 

basket and set it down before the altar. 

 Then the farmer would make a response to the LORD. He would recite the story of how God 

had taken the nation from its humble beginnings, delivered the people from slavery in Egypt, and 

brought them into the Promised Land, “a land flowing with milk and honey,” and would 

declare that he was bringing the first of the fruit of the ground the LORD had given him— 

 

 “A wandering Aramean was my father. And he went down 

into Egypt and sojourned there, few in number, and there he 

became a nation, great, mighty, and populous. And the 

Egyptians treated us harshly and afflicted us and laid upon us 

hard bondage. Then we cried to the LORD the God of our 

fathers, and the LORD heard our voice and saw our affliction, 

our toil, and our oppression. And the LORD brought us out of 

Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, with great 

terror, with signs and wonders; and he brought us into this place 

and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey. And 
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behold, now I bring the first of the fruit of the ground, which 

thou, O LORD, hast given me” (26:5-10).3 

 

Then the farmer would worship the LORD God and rejoice in all the goodness that God had given 

to him and his family and those in the community for whom he shared an obligation. This was 

truly a thanksgiving offering! Moses put it this way in v. 11: “and you shall rejoice in all the 

good which the LORD your God has given to you and to your house . . . .” 

 This was a little more than what we offer in the way of thanksgiving, wasn’t it? It wasn’t just 

a matter of being courteous to God. You see, there was a real theological basis for this act: God 

owns everything! So when the farmer harvested his crop, the first share of it was offered to God 

in recognition that God was the source of their harvest, and the one who provided all that was 

needed to produce it. This would be associated with the Feast of Weeks (Pentecost), which 

celebrated God’s blessing in the harvest of grain. Seven weeks earlier, during the Feast of 

Unleavened Bread, the first sheaf of grain that was harvested would be waved before the LORD at 

the place of worship. Then the farmers could harvest their grain. This offering of the first fruits 

was a thanksgiving to God for all His goodness, not just the harvest. 

 The significance of the harvest was not only the blessing of prosperity, but even more, the 

sign that God had fulfilled His promise to bring them into the land. This was a part of His larger 

purpose of salvation for His people Israel! This act of thanksgiving recognized that it was all 

God’s doing—the call of the patriarchs, the Exodus from Egypt, the guidance through the 

wilderness, the gift of the Promised Land, and now, the harvest in this land of promise. Nine 

times in these eleven verses, there is reference to the LORD your God. Four times the passage 

refers to the LORD, and once to the LORD God of our fathers—fourteen references to God in 

eleven verses! It’s all about God and what He has done for His people! 

 

How we give thanks 

 When I look at this, I have to ask myself about how I give thanks. After all, isn’t real 

thankfulness more than simply tipping our hat to God once a year on the last Thursday of 

November, to acknowledge that we’ve received some good things from Him? That’s only simple 

courtesy, and really falls short of even that! 

 Real thankfulness remembers and recites what God has done, how He has fulfilled His 

promises in His Son Jesus Christ, how He has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in Christ 

(Ephesians 1:3). Real thanksgiving rejoices in God’s goodness to us, in His mercy and grace. It’s 

being grateful for the forgiveness of sins and for salvation. It’s about remembering that God 

didn’t owe us anything, yet He has made us heirs of all things with Christ, having redeemed us, 

continually working in us to make us like Christ, and even raising us at the last day as He was 

raised! These are the real blessings! The temporal blessings He lavishes on us are just icing on 

the cake! 

 This isn’t a matter of finding a silver lining in every cloud. I heard about an old preacher who 

always began every service by thanking God for something. One cold, wet, dreary Sunday, his 
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congregation wondered what in the world he’d thank God for that day. When he stood to pray, 

he began, “O Lord, we thank Thee that not every Lord’s Day is like this day . . .” I guess this 

year we could thank God that not every year is like this year! 

 While the Apostle Paul saw much success, he also saw much failure by human standards. 

Time and again he was rejected, imprisoned, beaten, harassed, shipwrecked, hungry, thirsty, and 

cold. Yet he wrote to the church he had recently established in Thessalonica that was facing 

persecution, Rejoice always, pray constantly, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the 

will of God in Christ Jesus for you (1 Thessalonians 5:16-18). Likewise he wrote to the church 

in Philippi that was suffering and poor, Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice . . . 

. Have no anxiety about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with 

thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God (Philippians 4:4, 6). 

 How could he call on them to rejoice? How could he urge them to be thankful? After all, he 

was writing from prison! His situation was even worse than theirs! 

 What was the difference for Paul? It was because he focused on God’s goodness, displayed 

in His grace in Jesus Christ! Paul knew that whatever circumstances he was facing, God had 

already been far better to him than he deserved, for the Lord had saved him and was present with 

him through the Holy Spirit, working out His plan. 

 

 You see, when you boil it all down, isn’t it really very simple? Real thankfulness, genuine 

thankfulness, doesn’t focus on the circumstances of our lives. Real thankfulness rejoices in 

God’s goodness! 

 It’s a story I read somewhere many years ago.  

Once upon a time, an eloquent preacher mounted his pulpit to preach at the Thanksgiving 

worship service. He looked into the faces of his congregation of one hundred and said, “We 

come today to give thanks to our great God who so generously provides for us.” 

 The people mumbled, “Amen.” 

 Then he proceeded to try to show them why they should be thankful. 

 He said, “Let us be thankful for the beauty of all that surrounds us.” And ten blind people 

left. 

 “Let us be thankful for our good health.” Ten sick people left. 

 “Let us be thankful for the wealth we enjoy.” Ten poor people left. 

 “Let us be thankful for the food that sustains us.” Ten hungry people left. 

 “Let us be thankful for justice.” And ten oppressed people left. 

 This went on until finally, all one hundred people had left. The preacher cried out, “O Lord, 

why has my congregation left?” 

 And a still small voice answered, “Because you have deceived them! When did I ever 

promise all the things you told them about—health or wealth or all these other things?” 

 “But Lord,” he said, “what have You promised?” 

 And the answer came, “Myself!” 

 The preacher ran out and found his people and said, “I have deceived you! I called on you to 
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give thanks for things, many of which you do not possess! Come, let us give thanks as we 

should!” 

 So they gladly returned, and the preacher began again: “Let us give thanks to our glorious 

God who has done great things for us. For He has said, ‘Behold, I am with you; I will never 

leave you nor forsake you!’” And with full hearts and full voices, all the people said, “Amen!” 

MEG 
 

 
1 https://www.history.com/topics/thanksgiving/history-of-thanksgiving (last accessed 11-16-2020). 
2 https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/country/us/ (last accessed 11-22-2020). 
3 Scripture quotations are from the Revised Standard Version. 
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