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It is once again November. The month, at the end of which, we will celebrate the national 

holiday known as Thanksgiving Day. The first Thanksgiving Day celebrated on this continent was 

December 4, 1619. This totally religious observance, which involved no feasting, was carried out by 39 

English settlers who had written in their charter that their day of arrival be celebrated yearly as a day of 

thanksgiving to God. 

On July 30, 1623, by decree of Gov. Bradford of the Plymouth colonists, a three-day 

Thanksgiving Day began for the purpose of prayer as well as celebration. For the next 150 years, a 

Thanksgiving Day of some sort was observed by the different colonies until in 1789, President 

Washington proclaimed that November 26 would be a national day of thanksgiving. From that time 

until the present, Thanksgiving Day, for the most part, has been regularly celebrated during the month 

of November. Since 1941, it has been celebrated on the fourth Thursday of November (World Book 

Encyclopedia). The Lord willing, we will celebrate Thanksgiving Day on November 27 of this year, 

1997. 

During this month of thanksgiving we do well to refresh ourselves on the subject of 

thanksgiving. What is thanksgiving? Who is capable of being thankful? How is thankfulness to be 

performed? Is there a thankfulness which is nothing more than a yearly external show, and nothing 

more? 

All of these questions we will examine as we take a closer look at the theme of thanksgiving. In 

order to understand what thanksgiving is, we must first discern between the true and the false 

thanksgiving. Yes, there are two thanksgivings. The one is the genuine article. The other, a fraud. The 

one acceptable in the eyes of God. The other detestable. The one properly motivated and a result of 

God’s particular grace. The other with selfish motivations and apart from God’s grace. 

Just what is this genuine article of thanksgiving? And what distinguishes it from all other 

fraudulent thanksgiving? No clearer answer to these questions can be found than in the Bible and as 

summarized in the Heidelberg Catechism. Here, the how and why of thankfulness is fully explained. 

 The three parts of the Catechism, clearly put before us our misery, our deliverance, and the 

resulting thankfulness. And that is where true thankfulness begins, with the realization of how 

miserable a condition we are in, apart from God. We are totally depraved. Because of the fall of our 

first parents, we are willful slaves to sin. Because of our sinful natures, we hate God (Rom. 3:11). We 

are incapable of keeping even the smallest part of His law. We are sinners who are found guilty on 

every count in God’s courtroom. God’s justice demands that we be sentenced to eternal death. This is 

our miserable condition. There is no hope that we have in ourselves. But it is from this miserable 

condition that we are delivered, and that is where the Catechism leads us to next. 

Yes, we are delivered. But the deliverance is not found in ourselves. In fact, we are so woeful, 

we are not aware that we need deliverance. We are perfectly content in our miserable state. In fact, we 

continually plunge ourselves deeper into misery and greater enmity with God. Rather, the deliverance 

is all of God. It can only be of God. And that deliverance is the death of His Son on the cross. By this 

accursed death, the justice of God is satisfied. No longer are we guilty in God’s courtroom. No longer 

is our sentence eternal death. No longer are we willing slaves to sin. No longer do we hate God. We are 

freed from our miserable condition. In fact, not only are we delivered from eternal death, but are 

rewarded with eternal life. We are snatched from the most horrible of all punishments and rewarded 

with the greatest of all goods. And all of this done to undeserving sinners. We have done absolutely 

nothing to aid in this salvation. Nowhere have our works entered into the picture. It is all of God’s 

particular grace, for not all are delivered. 



It is with this deliverance from our misery in mind, that we can begin to have a small 

understanding of what thankfulness is. Through this deliverance, we are renewed by the Holy Spirit 

(Lord’s Day 32) and are capable of “gratitude to God for his blessing.” By the work of the Holy Spirit, 

we are transformed from unthankfulness to thankfulness. Again, through nothing that we do of 

ourselves. I Chron. 29:13, 14 speak clearly that our ability of thankfulness is a gift of God alone: “Now 

therefore, our God, we thank thee, and praise thy glorious name. But who am I, and what is my people, 

that we should be able to offer so willingly after this sort? For all things come of thee, and of thine own 

have we given thee.” Thankfulness is only possible through the work of the Holy Spirit in our hearts. 

If thankfulness is a work of God’s grace, then the true thankfulness of which we are speaking is 

only shown through those whom God bestows His grace upon. This is the only way it can be. There is 

no thankfulness apart from God’s grace. Therefore, those who live apart from God’s grace are 

incapable of thankfulness. All that they do is done selfishly. Their goal is not the glory of God, but their 

own glory. The thankfulness that they may seem to exhibit is a false thankfulness that is offensive in 

God’s eyes. The external thankfulness they display on Thanksgiving Day is wickedly motivated. Their 

“prayers” will rise no higher than the ceiling. 

But this false thankfulness we will not dwell on, for it is the true thankfulness that we are 

interested in; the true thankfulness which is testified by “the whole of our conduct” (Lord’s Day 32). 

Lord’s Day 32 is the first in the last section of the Catechism which is headed by the title “Of 

Thankfulness.” In LD 32, an explanation of why we must still do good works is given. This is logical, 

seeing that the Catechism has just explained how we are saved by grace alone, without any merit of our 

own. The Catechism answers that we must do good works out of “gratitude to God for his blessings.” 

This gratitude is to be expressed “by the whole of our conduct.” Our gratitude is expressed by the 

performing of good works; works “which proceed from a true faith, are performed according to the law 

of God, and to His glory” (Q&A 91). 

This is true thanksgiving. It is not a once a year activity. It is not an activity only expressible in 

prayer. Neither is it an activity limited just to our faculty of talking. Rather, thanksgiving is a lifelong 

activity. It is an activity which is expressed by the whole of our conduct. Thanksgiving is expressed not 

only by what we say and pray, but also by where we go, whom we associate with, what we allow 

ourselves to see, what we listen to, and the thoughts we think. Thanksgiving is a distinctive way of life. 

Thanksgiving is presenting our “bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God” (Romans 12:1). 

The command to present our “bodies a living sacrifice” has some very practical implications as 

to the way we ought to conduct ourselves. Are we presenting our bodies a living sacrifice when we 

listen to ungodly music? When we take God’s name in vain? When we disobey our parents, teachers, 

and others in authority? When we lead a life of rebellion and disregard for God’s law? 

This is a very humbling calling, for how easily we are unthankful. It does not take us long to 

recall how unthankful we have been through the past year, day and even hour. By nature, we are 

unthankful creatures. But, we have been delivered and we are called to thankfulness. We must 

constantly struggle with our unthankful natures. By God’s grace, we have the power to fight against our 

sinful natures. 

“Neither yield ye your members as instruments of unrighteousness unto sin: but yield 

yourselves unto God, as those that are alive from the dead, and your members as instruments of 

righteousness unto God. For sin shall not have dominion over you; for ye are not under the law, but 

under grace.” (Romans 6:13, 14) ❖ 
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