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Some years ago a couple talked to me about an ongoing problem. For some reason, every morning when the husband got 

up, the very first words out of his mouth were a profanity about another day. Though he was a professing Christian, for 

some reason he thought it was funny. But it really bothered his wife. Do you know the reason that he started his day like 

that? It was a habit.  

  40% of all we do is habit. A large percentage of you are here today because Sunday worship is your habit. You went 

through a process of unconscious habits already this morning. We all have habits, good and bad. This intersects with our 

series, ThankFULL because we either gripe or express gratitude simply because we’re in the habit of one or the other.  

  Do you know why Alabama’s Crimson Tide are the National Champs again (picture)? They’ve developed 

championship habits. Coach Nick Saban (picture) has a system called “the process.” He doesn’t focus on winning 

games. Instead he focuses on the very basics of the game: conditioning, tackling, blocking, teamwork, and mental 

toughness. He knows if his players excel at these habits, they usually win. They’ve mastered the right habits. It’s why 

they beat Ohio State 52 to 24 for another National Championship.  

  Gratitude must become a habit but it doesn’t come naturally. Remember last week we told you that grumbling is 

natural, gratitude is supernatural. You are either a person who complains or thanks because you’ve developed the habit 

of one or other. Praise God, we are not stuck. We’re not victims.  

  It doesn’t cut it to say, “Well, I’m a griper because my Dad was a griper.” If you’re a Christian, you have a new Father. 

Those who don’t even know Jesus break and change habits all of the time. They change by sheer willpower. As 

believers, we have more going for us than they do. We’re indwelt and empowered by the Spirit of God. Gratitude is 

God’s will. It’s a command. If God commands something, He empowers us to obey.  

  If you’re a Christian, you must be a person of habitual gratitude. Today we want to work through, Cultivating the 

Habit of Thankfulness.  

  1 Thessalonians 5:18, “Give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.” 

  This habit of gratitude is superior to nearly any other habit that you want to change. It’s life altering. Most importantly 

it pleases God. This morning we want to work through some basic steps to develop the habit of gratitude.  

 

Step 1: You must understand the principle of replacement. I remember visiting a man in the hospital. Dane was 

probably in his thirties and had been diagnosed with leukemia. His only hope of survival was to receive a bone marrow 

transplant because his own bone marrow was the source of the cancer and was killing him. Bone marrow transplants 

have an uncertain degree of success because they involve what’s essentially a replacement of the patient’s immune 

system. What this man was about to go through was to have his immune system replaced with someone else’s, a healthy 

one. If it was successful, it’d be as if someone else was living inside him. He was going to be given a new life. His old 

immune system was going to be discarded to make room for someone else’s. It was only through this painful 

replacement that he could be saved from death. 

  The principle of replacement is the biblical pattern. You’ll find it all over the Word of God. Be warned. You’ll fail if 

you only try to stop doing something. We set ourselves up for failure because we focus on the behavior we want to 

discard when we must focus on its replacement.  

  Let me illustrate this. Since this is Packerland. Don’t think of the Chicago Bears (picture)! Don’t picture the Chicago 

Bears! Get the Bears out of your mind! Okay, think of baseball (picture). That’s what the Lord requires of us—a 

replacement of ingratitude and grumbling, right down to our very spiritual bone marrow. As the great theologian, 

Erasmus (picture) said, “A nail is driven out by another nail; habit is overcome by habit.”  

  If you have your Bible, please turn to Ephesians 4:20-32. This passage repeatedly shows this vital pattern of 

replacement. Let me highlight them. 

  “But that is not the way you learned Christ!—assuming that you have heard about Him and were taught in Him, as the 

truth is in Jesus, to put off your old self, which belongs to your former manner of life and is corrupt through deceitful 

desires, and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, and to put on the new self, created after the likeness of God in 

true righteousness and holiness. 

  Therefore, having put away falsehood, let each one of you speak the truth with his neighbor, for we are members one 

of another… Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let him labor, doing honest work with his own hands, so that he 

may have something to share with anyone in need.  

  Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is good for building up, as fits the occasion, that it 

may give grace to those who hear. Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from 



you, along with all malice. Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave 

you.” 

  A habit is a grooved pattern of behavior. One reason professional golfers practice so much is because they’re trying to 

groove their swing. There’s such a thing as muscle memory. If you repeat an action often enough, your muscles can do it 

almost automatically. That’s true with our hearts too, and it’s even more important to groove godly character. We can 

harness the power of habit in our spiritual development. Paul wrote, “Train yourself to be godly” (1 Timothy 4:7). He 

was urging us to develop holy habits and reinforce them by repetition. So, let me share some Insights about growing in 

the habit of godly gratitude.  

  Godly gratitude is primarily inward and only secondarily outward. Jesus said “For from within, out of the heart of 

men, proceed the evil thoughts, fornications, thefts, murders, adulteries, deeds of coveting and wickedness, as well as 

deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride and foolishness. All these evil things proceed from within and defile the man” 

(Mark 7:21-23). If we only control grumbling so we look good in front of others, we’re just putting a Band-Aid on the 

cancer of the heart. The Spirit’s control starts at the heart level, allowing us to deal with the sin of grumbling at its 

conception.  

  Godly gratitude operates under Spirit-control. If we’re Spirit-controlled, it results in being self-controlled. As we walk 

in the Spirit (Gal. 5:16), He produces in us the ability to control ingratitude in line with His holy purposes. That implies 

active responsibility on our part. Sometimes, speakers on the spiritual life state that we’re to be completely passive: “Just 

let go and let God.” That’s not biblical. Paul wrote (Col. 1:29), “For this purpose also I labor, striving according to His 

power, which mightily works within me.”  

  Godly gratitude is connected with your will. In August 1994, a Korean Air jet (picture) skidded across a rain soaked 

runway and rammed a safety barricade while landing. All 160 passengers escaped safely just moments before the plane 

exploded into flames. According to news reports, the pilot and the co-pilot had gotten into a fist fight...over who was in 

charge of the landing controls. Emotions caused the crash. A major problem with our culture is that emotionalism is in 

the driver’s seat. We make choices based on “I feel,” not “I will” or even “I think.”  

  If you’re only grateful when you feel grateful, you’ll rarely be grateful.   God designed us so that our will must be in the 

driver’s seat. Doing what is right must come before our feelings. You must volitionally choose to be grateful if you want 

to defeat ingratitude. Our will must yield to God’s will. 

  Godly gratitude is flexible, not rigid. Some of us would make great Marines. When we make a change, we become so 

rigid and inflexible that if we blow it, we become angry and even quit. If you’ve been a habitual griper,  it’s not going to 

change in one day or even one week. Wonderfully, gratitude is accompanied by the fruits of love, patience, kindness, and 

gentleness. Gratitude enables us to better love God and others.  

  Godly gratitude is not Legalism. We love rules. Rules make us feel like we’re accomplishing something to measure our 

success by. Legalism is an attempt to earn standing with God by performing certain duties. Legalists attempt to look 

spiritual by keeping their man-made rules and judge others who don’t keep their rules. A legalist jumps all over someone 

who meet their standard of being grateful. The habit of godly gratitude will result in us growing in graciousness. FYI: 

Criticism is not a spiritual gift! 

  Godly gratitude is a decision. A boy told his father, “Dad, if three frogs were sitting on a limb that hung over a pool, 

and one frog decided to jump off into the pool, how many frogs would be left on the limb?" The dad replied, "Two." 

"No," the son replied. "There are three frogs and one decides to jump, how many are left?" The dad said, "Oh, I get it, if 

one decides to jump, the others would too. So there are none left." The boy said, "No dad, the answer is three. The frog 

only decided to jump." That’s often us. We decide to do things. We decide to be more grateful. Too often we only 

decide, and months later we are still on the same limb of do-nothing. 

  If gratitude is to become a way of life for us, we can’t treat it as optional. If it never moves beyond our “wish list,” if it 

nestles down with all of the other nice things we hope to get around to…someday, the “someday” of gratitude will never 

roll around on our calendars. It will remain a nice intention, not a consistent habit.  

  Oswald Chambers (picture) wisely observed, “It does require the supernatural grace of God to live twenty-four hours 

of every day as a saint, going through drudgery, and living an ordinary, unnoticed, and ignored existence as a disciple 

of Jesus. It is ingrained in us that we have to do exceptional things for God— but we do not. We have to be exceptional 

in the ordinary things of life, and holy on the ordinary streets, among ordinary people— and this is not learned in five 

minutes.”  

 

Step 2: You must be motivated to cultivate the habit of thankfulness. Our dog, Ernie (picture) is 12-years-old and 

doesn’t have the biological control that he used to have. He’s had a few accidents. The other night Jane said, “I smell 

something” and looked askance at Ernie. At this point Jane was highly motivated, looking to see if unbeknownst to us, 



Ernie had left us a present. She gets me motivated and I’m on a “search and rescue.” She finally found what’s known as 

a “dingleberry.” The smell of dog poop motivated us.  

  It’s amazing how smells motivate us. Though the culture has changed, book people used to also be “crazy cat” people. 

Check out a used bookstore and you’ll often find a cat (picture). Years ago I was at a book sale in Oshkosh. The book 

sale was in the basement and you had to take the elevator. Someone on the elevator was a “cat person.” Cat urine odor 

filled the elevator. I was thankful it was only one floor. I was very motivated to exit.   

  You can carry odors on you that are repulsive to others, like the smell of cat urine and never know it. Some of us are so 

in the habit of griping, the noxious odor flows from us, and while others smell the stink, we don’t. Too often it takes a 

crisis to motivate us to change. It’s so much better to see the need and make the change before the crises comes.  

  Let me give you some motivations. I’ve been in the ministry four decades. I’ve noticed a high cost for critical, 

complaining parents. It turns their kids off to the gospel. It’s not the only factor and adult children are responsible for 

their own choices. A chronically, complaining parent sends a loud message to a young heart. It’s rare to find an adult 

who grew up in a home where parents were chronic complainers who chooses to follow Jesus in adulthood. If you made 

that sinful error during your child’s formative years, it’s not too late. Confess it to God and to your now adult children.  

  Another one is that if you are a grumbler, then you’re personally miserable. Jesus died for us so that we could have joy 

and peace. If your heart is filled with the cholesterol of negativity, it’s no wonder that your joy and peace is on life 

support. Learning the habit of gratitude is life changing. As someone insightfully said, “If tomorrow’s supply depended 

on today’s thanksgiving, how much would you have tomorrow?” Most of us would be in real trouble. 

  Recently, I finished a very moving book by Ann Voskamp, One Thousand Gifts (picture). Ann is the mother of six 

children that she homeschools. She and her husband live in Canada where he’s a pig farmer. I’d owned the book for 

several years but hadn’t read it. It looked kind of syrupy to me. Was I in for a shock. We’re going to end with more about 

it today but with a challenge for you to help you make godly gratitude a habit.  

  The book begins with Ann as a child, maybe five years old. She grew up on  a farm. Her baby sister, Aimee, chases a 

cat into the path of a delivery truck and is killed. Ann talks about watching her parents rocking that little blood soaked 

body. Her parents never recovered. Ann struggled with depression and even ended up hospitalized. Though they were 

Christians, though her husband adored her, though they have six wonderful children, she’s miserable. She loves the Lord 

but struggles with a dark cloud over her life.  

  But then she was challenged to write down her blessings, 1,000 of them…and so she begins. It revolutionized her life. 

Soon others close to her begin to notice the change. She’d jot down simple things like enjoying a moon-filled sky or 

watching her children play. Misery motivated her.  

  Some of you are miserable and miserable to be around. What will it take to motivate you? Today is the day to begin 

replacing grumbling with gratitude.  

 

Step 3: You must believe that God deserves your praise. I’m blessed to be the chairman of a scholarship committee to 

help graduating seniors with college costs. We’ve given thousands of dollars away. Rarely, though do we ever hear from 

a recipient. But in the midst of the pandemic when everyone was just trying to survive, one young lady sent a thank you 

note. It touched my heart. Isn’t it amazing how much gratitude touches our hearts?   

  A constant theme of Scripture is how much God loves our praise. King David was loved by God and David was a man 

who loved to praise the Lord.   

  A.W. Tozer (picture), “The sovereign God wants to be loved for Himself and honoured for Himself, but that is only 

part of what He wants. The other part is that He wants us to know that when we have Him we have everything - we have 

all the rest.”  

  But what does God owe us? Our Heavenly Father doesn’t owe us anything. He deserves our praise for who He is and 

what He’s done. We need to give thanks for all of His actions on our behalf. We need to praise Him for revealing 

Himself to us. His glory invites us to lean in with wonder and exclaim the beauty of it back to Him. Telling God why 

we’re wowed by Him is the worshipful response of thanksgiving. It’s how we rejoice in God being God and relish the 

blessing of knowing Him and glimpsing His glory.  

  It’s like how the grandeur of nature causes us to take pictures and share them on social media. Think of what you feel in 

the moment you’re caught up in the awe before His creation and how you respond. Think of the wonder of a sunset 

bursting on the horizon or a rainbow after a storm. I remember standing on the edge of the Grand Canyon and feeling 

breathless at how beautiful it was. I can never get enough of the ocean, especially at sunset. 

  But we can see so much beauty that we take it for granted. Can you imagine if the stars only came out once every five 

years? People would rush out to see them and would stare for hours. God wants us to praise Him and be astounded at His 

creation. God wants our praise and that’s amazing. He doesn’t need it or need us. But He loves to hear the praise of His 

children.  



  Do you know what makes all the difference? Our attitude. Think about how you typically give thanks to God. Is it more 

like a gift or a tax? A gift is something that you want to give to God. Gifts can’t comprehend everything that you want to 

say to someone. They’re just a small representation of your appreciation. A tax is different. It’s something that you pay 

out of obligation. You might like its benefits, but you pay a tax to stay in good favor or to avoid trouble. Do you give 

thanks to God like a tax or a gift?  

  How can we not be grateful when we have been given so much? I know what a huge mess I am yet God gave Jesus for 

me. I’m forgiven. I’m part of His family. The biggest struggle for a grateful Christian is how to give more…and that 

heart pleases God. God has blessed us with so much! All this and heaven too! As Sam Lefkowitz said, “When asked if 

my cup is half-full or half-empty my only response is that I am thankful I have a cup.”  

  Thanksgiving isn’t a polite, courteous act we quickly say or write down, only to move on once we’ve done our duty. 

Gratitude is the heartbeat of our worship! Our God is awesome! Knowing God, walking with Him, leads to thanking 

God, and thanking God helps us walk even more closely to Him.   

  I love bacon (picture)! I’m so glad that God made pigs out of bacon. Have you ever noticed that when someone has 

been cooking bacon the aroma hangs on their clothes. When you’re around them, you smell the aroma. What aroma are 

you giving off? As we praise God, the aroma of that refreshing fragrance permeates our life. It’s marked by joy and 

gratitude. Others around us can smell that wonderful fragrance of praise!  

 

Step 4: You must be aware of gratitude habit busters. If you regularly commute to an urban area, you learn detours in 

case there’s a traffic jam. If you regularly commute into Milwaukee, you better know some options on how to skirt 

traffic jams. When you begin working on making gratitude a habit, you’ll quickly run into some roadblocks that you 

need to be prepared for. Here are two common roadblocks to thanksgiving. 

  Busyness. Our schedules are packed. Most of us run at an unsustainable and unhealthy pace. We hurry from one thing 

to the next. We don’t just run errands, we’re run by them. Busyness pushes us. And living this way forms tunnel vision. 

We only see what needs to be done or what’s next on our agenda. This kind of myopia narrows our sight and we miss 

opportunities for gratitude. When we’re so focused on all that we have to do, when we’re so busy living, we miss out on 

life. We lie to ourselves that it’s just a phase. And when we’re so busy, we don’t see the gifts, abundance and provision 

all around us. We can’t perceive God’s hand in our hard circumstances. Our attention gravitates to the time on our 

phone, to calendars and lists rather than what God said in His Word, His presence in our lives, or shows us in our world. 

We become so busy doing the urgent that we miss out on the now.  

  Distraction. We’re a distracted culture. It diminishes our ability to think deeply, to cultivate concentration, to 

emphasize deliberate, thoughtful meditation and with it gratitude. With the ever-present distractions in our lives, we 

become a people of shallow thoughts, and shallow thoughts lead to shallow living, and shallow living is not thankful.  

  More than 4 in 10 Americans say that they can’t live without their phone. Tim Challies (picture) shares that during a 

time of singing at a conference, he spotted a woman raising one hand in worship while sending a text message with the 

other one.  

  We mix worship with our work and pleasure. Why are we surprised when we can only give partial attention to any one 

of them? Even when we’re not staring at screens, we passively fill our minds with noise: music, podcasts, audiobooks, 

the radio. We rarely think proactively or deeply about spiritual truths, wisdom learned or God’s many blessings.  

  Most lack joy, wonder and awe. We’re too distracted to notice. Everything seems urgent, nothing seems significant. We 

look to our Savior and see a life that’s contemplative, a life that takes time to ponder the deep things.  

  Gratitude and praise require time and contemplation. If busyness squeezes out gratitude, distraction stiff-arms it. Our 

hearts don’t process our surroundings or reflect on God’s blessings because we’re too preoccupied.  

 

Conclusion: One true story and a life altering challenge, and we’re done.  

  His name was Father Maxmillian Kolbe (picture). He was a Polish monk. On September 1, 1939, the Nazis invaded 

Poland. When he could have fled, he stayed. His friary became a hospital. Eventually, he was arrested and sent to the 

death camp at Auschwitz. The 47-year-old monk nearly died from the back-breaking work. Despite the brutal conditions, 

Maxmillian Kolbe ministered to his fellow prisoners. He prayed with them and comforted their souls. But all of that 

ended one hot July morning.  

  An inmate had escaped, and the angry soldiers lined the prisoners up. “The fugitive has not been found!” the 

commandant screamed. “Ten of you will die for him in the starvation bunker.” The prisoners trembled in terror. A few 

days in this bunker without food and water, and a man’s intestines dried up and his brain turned to fire. 

  Camp Commandant Fritsch walked among the rows of prisoners, stopping before certain men, making them open their 

mouths and stick out their tongues. He was choosing them like one would choose a horse. His assistant, Palitsch, 

followed behind. As Fritsch chose a man, Palitsch noted the number and stamped a mark on the prisoner’s filthy shirt.  



  Soon there were ten men — ten numbers listed neatly on the death roll. The chosen groaned, sweating with fear. One of 

them, a Polish farmer named Franciszek Gajowniczek, couldn’t hold back a cry of anguish. “My poor wife!” he sobbed. 

“My poor children! What will they do?”  

  The ten were forced to remove their wooden shoes, a Nazi tradition for those who about to be executed. But suddenly 

there was a commotion in the ranks. A prisoner had broken out of line and was calling for the Commandant. This was 

suicidal! A prisoner was never permitted to leave the ranks, let alone address a Nazi officer. It was cause for execution. 

Fritsch had his hand on his revolver, as did the officers behind him. But he broke precedent. Instead of shooting the 

prisoner, he shouted at him. “Halt! What does this Polish pig want of me?” 

  The prisoners gasped. It was their beloved Maximilian Kolbe, the one who shared his last crust of bread, who 

comforted the dying, who gave up his own blanket and encouraged them with prayer. Not Maximilian! The frail man 

spoke softly, even calmly, to the Nazi butcher, “I would like to die in place of one of the men you condemned.” Fritsch 

stared at the prisoner. #16670. 

  “Why?” snapped the Commandant. Kolbe sensed the need for flawless diplomacy. The Nazi never reversed an order, so 

he must not appear to be asking him to do so. He knew the Nazi dictum of destruction: the weak and the elderly first. 

He’d play on this well-ingrained principle. “I am an old man, sir, and good for nothing. My life will serve no purpose.” 

His ploy triggered the response Kolbe wanted. “In whose place do you want to die?” asked Fritsch. “For that one,” Kolbe 

responded, pointing to the weeping prisoner who had bemoaned his wife and children. 

  Fritsch glanced at the weeping prisoner. He did look stronger than this used up #16670 before him. The Commandant 

nodded to his assistant and the change was noted. Kolbe bent down and removed his wooden clogs, then joined the 

group of condemned prisoners. As he did, #5659 passed by him at a distance, led by the soldiers. On the man’s face was 

an expression of astonishment, an expression that did not yet reveal gratitude. But Maxmillian Kolbe wasn’t looking for 

gratitude. If he was to lay down his life for another, the fulfillment had to be in the act of obedience itself. The joy must 

be found in submitting his small will to the will of One more grand. 

  The ten condemned men were stripped naked and left in a dark cell with no windows, food, or water. As the hours and 

days passed, the camp became aware of something extraordinary happening in the death chamber. Past condemned 

prisoners had spent their dying days attacking one another, crying out in pain and exasperation, clawing the walls in a 

frenzy of despair. But now, coming from the death cell, those outside heard the faint sounds of singing. Things were 

different this time. The condemned prisoners had a shepherd to gently lead them through the shadow of the valley of 

death. Perhaps it was for this reason that Maxmillian Kolbe was the last to die. 

  On August 14, 1941, four prisoners were still alive in the bunker, and it was needed for new occupants. A German 

doctor named Boch walked down the stairs of the death cell with four syringes in his hand. When he swung open the 

bunker door, there, in the light of his flashlight, he saw Maximilian Kolbe, a living skeleton propped against one wall. 

His head was inclined a bit to the left. He had the remnants of a smile on his lips. The doctor quickly snuffed out the 

lives of the other three unconscious prisoners, then turned to insert the syringe into the arm of the last one. In one 

moment, Maximilian Kolbe was dead.  

  And so it was as a Catholic priest that Maximilian Kolbe accompanied his wretched flock of nine men condemned to 

death. It was not a question of saving the life of the tenth man – that was part of the story, but there was much more. He 

also wanted to help those nine men die with dignity.  

  From the moment the dreadful door clanged shut on the condemned men, he took charge of them, and not just them but 

others who were dying of hunger in cells nearby, and whose demented cries caused anyone who approached to shudder. 

It’s a fact that from the moment he came into their midst, those wretched people felt a protective presence, and suddenly 

their cells, in which they awaited their final end, resounded with hymns and prayers. The SS themselves were astounded, 

“We never saw anything like it before,” they said. 

  But what of Franciszek Gajowniczek (picture)? He died in Poland in 1995 – 53 years after Maxmillian Kolbe had 

saved him. But he never forgot the ragged monk. After his release from Auschwitz, Gajowniczek spent the next five 

decades paying homage to Father Kolbe. He told everyone that he could about the man who had saved him. His children, 

grandchildren and their children grew up honoring Kolbe’s sacrifice. During a trip to America in 1994, Gajowniczek said 

that as long as he had breath in his lungs, he would serve as a witness of Kolbe’s act of sacrifice and love. Every ordinary 

day for the rest of his life overflowed with joy and gratitude.  

  Can I take you for a moment to a much greater sacrifice, to Golgotha? How can we who have been forgiven for all of 

our sins not be the most grateful people? How dare we grumble or complain? Shouldn’t every day for the rest of our 

lives be overflowing with joy and gratitude? 

  Martin Luther said (picture), “If you want to change the world, pick up your pen.” Do you want your life to be 

changed? Do you want to Cultivate the habit of thankfulness? For over 50 years Franciszek Gajowniczek thanked 



Maximillian Kolbe for his sacrifice. It changed his life and the life of his family. You and I have been given a greater 

gift. Let me end with a challenge to you.  

  Remember I shared about the radical change 1,000 praises made in Ann Voskamp’s life. It can do the same in ours. We 

need this. Let me challenge you to write down 1,000 praises during this next year. It’s only three a day. All of us have 

much more than three blessings a day! 

  We have notebooks with our theme of gratitude for this year on the front. I’m asking you to take one, start a journal. I 

believe that you’ll find it will be lifechanging. You will find that the more you practice gratitude, the more gratitude 

you’ll have. As you begin to see things to praise God for, the more things you’ll see to praise God for.  

  Will you do it? They don’t have to be spiritual or long. It could be as simple as “Thanks for a hot shower” or “Thanks 

for a fresh cup of coffee.” 

  Will you take the challenge? I hope that you do. I believe that it will change your life. If you’re watching online, 

message us if you want to be part of this, want a notebook and we’ll get one to you.  

 


