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What’s the most memorable meal you’ve ever had? It was about this time of year on a Sunday afternoon. The weather 

was brutal, even worse than today. I was a senior in high school living in a dorm with five college roommates. It’s the 

end of the semester and we’re studying for finals. A man came in the dorm asking if he could get some guys to help him 

move into his house.  

  Ray Jackson, his wife, Doris, and daughter, Peggy, had just moved up from South Bend. Ray oversaw the TV and radio 

station for Notre Dame but God had called him into the ministry. He was probably 50 and in obedience to the Lord, he 

packed up everything and moved to Watertown, Wisconsin. But the weather was brutal and they needed help moving in.  

  Five of us jumped up to help them unload for the next few hours. Not only did they pay us, they also invited us all over 

for dinner once they were settled in. Remember we were living in the dorm, eating cafeteria food and this was 70’s 

cafeteria food. Doris Jackson could cook. Fried chicken, biscuits, gravy – it was a meal fit for kings, not the typical fare 

of college boys training for the ministry. I’ll never forget it and Ray and I became lifelong friends.  

  You’ve probably had a meal like that. One that was just unbelievable. So memorable, it was unforgettable. Can you 

imagine for a moment coming to a meal like that with the table overflowing with delicious food and asking, “Where did 

all of this come from? It must be a magic table.” Kind of like that Lucky Charms slogan, “magically delicious” (picture) 

but this time “magically appearing.” Are you like this guy? (video). To believe things just magically appear like a great 

meal or clean clothes, you’d have to be insane.  

  Yet, during a November 2009 debate in England sponsored by a rationalist group, famed atheist Richard Dawkins 

(picture) admitted that when he looks at the Milky Way or the Grand Canyon, he is overcome by a profound feeling of 

thankfulness. “It’s a feeling of sort of an abstract gratitude that I am alive to appreciate these wonders. When I look 

down a microscope it’s the same feeling. I am grateful to be alive to appreciate these wonders.” 

  But to whom does an atheist like Mr. Dawkins express such gratitude? If all that you have is some sort of abstract 

gratitude, your worldview is spiritually bankrupt. Gratitude is The Atheist’s Dilemma.  

  The atheist claims that it’s not “rational” to believe in God. The starting point for atheism is the equation of nobody 

times nothing equals everything. There’s no one to thank because everything just appears. Is that rational?  It’s obvious 

that if there is something to be thankful for, there must be Someone to thank. It’s thankfulness to the God who is behind 

everything. French mathematician, Blaise Pascal (picture) astutely observed, “There is a God-shaped vacuum in the 

heart of each man which cannot be satisfied by any created thing but only by God the Creator, made known through 

Jesus Christ.” It’s not enough to know what you’re thankful for. You’ve missed out if you don’t also know the WHO. 

Today we want to unpack why it’s vital to know WHO you are thankful to and that you thank Him.  

 

1. Ingratitude is the doorway for every other sin. G.K. Chesterton (picture) said, “The worst moment for an atheist is 

when he is really thankful and has no one to thank.”  

  Who do atheists have to thank? Why do we feel a need to thank at all? Though we may deny it, we’re grateful to know 

there’s something beyond what we can logically understand. The ultimate root for gratitude cannot root apart from a 

belief in a greater, higher power, in God. Philosophy calls this the “Argument from Desire.” Simply put if I desire 

something then it must exist. On the flipside, we can’t desire anything that does not, or cannot exist. Therefore, if I feel a 

deeply seated sense of gratitude then there must be an object that I am feeling gratitude towards. The Christian would 

answer that this is, of course, the Creator God. 

  Think of anything that you’re thankful for. It always goes back to God. Are you thankful for your home? Who provided 

the materials? The wood, stone and brick? Are you thankful for electricity or gas? Where did they come from? What 

about your spouse or children? Where did life come from? It’s always goes back to God.  

  It’s not enough to live in but “it’s the thought that counts.” During a recent snowstorm, we had a Staples delivery. The 

delivery guy was driving a big red van and for some reason backed into the drive of the apartments across the street 

which slopes downward. He was really stuck. He noticed that my neighbor had a truck and went over to ask for help. 

Mark is a mechanic and has every tool that there is. He hooked a big chain up and pulled the guy out. Yet, what if after 

all that time and effort, the guy never thanked Mark and rationalized, “it’s the thought that counts.” Gratitude must be 

expressed.  

  Yet, ours is a day of great ingratitude. As we see evil grow, the root of evil is ungratefulness. Romans 1 is about 

growing debauchery. We miss the connection to increasing evil found in verse 21: “For although they knew God, they 

did not honor Him as God or give thanks to Him…”  

  Most though listening to the sound of my voice aren’t atheists. But what’s the difference with us? Too often, when it 

comes to gratitude, we act like it. Our habitual ingratitude exposes us for “Christian Atheists.”  



  Currently, in our Thursday after school program, AMPED (picture) we’ve been working through the 10 

Commandments. Think about this – ungratefulness opens the door to violate every one of the Big 10.  

  Do not worship any other gods besides Me. When I’m ungrateful, God is not enough. The temptation is to deify myself. 

We’ve all met that “self-made” man or woman.  

  Do not makes any idols of any kind. When I’m ungrateful, I can make an idol out of my car or house, or even my job. 

Some make an idol out of their children or their grandchildren. Idols have priority over God in my heart.  

  Do not misuse the Name of the Lord your God. If you point out that someone is using profanity, you’ll be treated as a 

prude. Yet, when things don’t go our way and we’re angry, we can easily let profanity slip out. Anger and its dark 

cousin, bitterness, are the fruit of ungratefulness.  

  Remember to observe the Sabbath. Though we now worship on the Sunday, the Lord’s Day, we easily jettison the need 

to worship and for community with the people of God. We work, work, work or play, play, play because we aren’t 

satisfied or grateful for what God has provided. 

  Honor your father and mother. There are no accidents with God. Yet, it’s acceptable to complain about your parents. 

They did ____. They didn’t do ____. We fail to see that God gave us our parents, for better or worse. 

  Do not murder. Hopefully, no one here will physically murder someone. Yet, 1 John 3:15 says “hate” is murder in 

God’s sight. Do you believe God gives us the elected officials He wants us to have? If you hate them, isn’t that 

ungratefulness for His plan? I’m not suggesting you agree with them. But to hate them is sin and a lack of trust in God’s 

sovereignty, which is ungratefulness.  

  Do not commit adultery. The Bible equates lust with adultery. If I’m discontent with my spouse, or if I’m single and 

lust, isn’t that ungratefulness for my marriage or my single situation?  

  Do not steal. Most of us aren’t going to shoplift or pull an armed robbery, but not giving a day’s work for a day’s pay is 

socially acceptable in America. How many times do we justify goofing off by rationalizing that we’re not appreciated or 

are underpaid? It’s ingratitude for what God has provided.  

  Do not lie. How often do we exaggerate a story to make ourselves look better or to be accepted? We’re not content at 

our lot in life or the position in the pecking order where God has placed us so we deceive to better ourselves.   

  Do not covet. Why are we jealous? Why do we covet someone else’s position at work or their possessions? Or even 

their spouse or children? Coveting is conceived in ingratitude for what God has given us.  

  James 2:11-12 says,  “For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become guilty of all of it. For He who 

said, ‘Do not commit adultery,’ also said, ‘Do not murder.’ If you do not commit adultery but do murder, you have 

become a transgressor of the law.” It’s not atheists who are filled with ingratitude, it’s us. It’s me and you.  

  I love Ray Comfort (picture). I wish I had his ability to share the gospel. He shares this account: “I was speaking with 

a very well-known atheist recently—one who is a household-name in most of America. As we stood on a sidewalk in 

Washington, DC and chatted, he politely said that he felt sorry for me because of my narrow worldview. To him my life 

was wasted. He believed, as many atheists do, that his appreciation of science was much greater than those who believed 

that God created all things. Our conversation was very congenial, and I was able to explain to him without his being 

offended, that he was lavishing praise on the painting, while we lavished our praise on the Painter.” Often we focus on 

the painting and fail to acknowledge the Painter. Let’s remember to thank the Giver of life for our innumerable blessings. 

Let me suggest four simple ways to do that:  

  Acknowledge WHAT you have. Count your many blessings. Name them one by one.  

  Acknowledge WHY you have what you have. It’s not by your own doing. 

  Acknowledge HOW you have what you have. You’ve been blessed. All of life is a gift, thus, implying a Giver. Thank 

Him for how He has blessed you.  

  Acknowledge WHO you have. He has given us each other. Thank Him for your family and friends. Thank Him for 

using imperfect people (like you and me) to bless your life – that’s all He has to work with. Extend some grace to family 

and friends, even today or this week. Life is too short to not forgive. 

  God has given us the greatest Gift of all. Do you continually thank Him for your salvation that has come to you in Jesus 

Christ? “He who did not spare His own Son, but gave Him up for us all – how will He not also, along with Him, 

graciously give us all things?” (Romans 8:32). All of God’s blessings start with Jesus.  

  Unlike the atheist who suddenly feels profoundly grateful and wonders who to thank, we know Who to thank. His name 

is Jesus. As Brennan Manning (picture) said, “I believe that the real difference in the American church is not between 

conservatives and liberals, fundamentalists and charismatics, nor between Republicans and Democrats. The real 

difference is between the aware and the unaware.” Are you aware of how blessed you are? 

 

2. Even an atheist is blessed by God. In 1937 Walt Disney released the first full-length animated movie: Snow White 

and the Seven Dwarfs (picture). Producing an animated movie was a gargantuan task. Disney artists drew over one 



million pictures. Each picture flashed onto the screen for a mere one-twenty-fourth of a second. As we watch the movie 

run at regular speed, it seems so simple. We have no idea of all that goes into it.  

  Our lives are like that movie. God puts infinite thought, skill, and careful attention into every detail. Yet as our lives run 

at “regular speed,” we have no idea how much God’s providence fills every single second. It’s what’s known as 

“common grace.”  

  God has given all of us common grace. What is common grace? God’s common grace is an expression of His constant 

care for all His creation—His temporal blessings given to all humanity, saved and unsaved alike.  

  God blesses every person, atheist and non-atheist, even if they don’t believe in Him. He blesses the death row inmate 

and Girl Scout. Every human being is graced by God with a sense of sight, sound, touch, smell, and taste. Even though 

the world is under the curse of sin, it’s overflowing with opportunities to enjoy viewing the power of a Niagara Falls or 

the quiet beauty of the Rocky Mountains. How pleasant to enjoy the soft touch of a baby's hand. Who doesn’t enjoy the 

aroma and taste of culinary delights? 

  God demonstrates common grace by providing life and air, sunlight and rain, wealth and opportunity, love and joy, 

technology, medicine, and countless other blessings on all categories of people—not just on those who choose to follow 

His Son. Matthew 5:45, “For [God] makes His sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on 

the unjust.”  

  Yet, what do any of us deserve from God? What does God owe us? Especially those who shake their fist at Him and 

despise Him? Common Grace reveals the depth of our ungratefulness.   

  We receive from God’s hand daily blessings without ever giving thought as to where they come from. God’s mercies 

are new every morning—life and breath and health and friends and food and clothing and the kindness of others and a 

job to go to and money enough to meet our needs—all of it comes every day. It’s as if we run to the back door and let in 

those blessings because we’re afraid to let them in through the front door. We receive all that God has given, but often 

fail to acknowledge the Giver. 

  We grumble about what we don’t have. If it’s manna, we wish we had quail. If it’s cereal, we complain because we 

want eggs. If our black suit is not ready, we complain because we have to wear brown. If we have $500, we complain 

because we don’t have $1000. If we have $1000, we grumble that it is not $5000. If we don’t have cancer, we complain 

about our arthritis. If we have a car, we wish we had another one. We dream of a better job because we could be doing so 

much better than we are now. Complaining, one supposes, goes back to Adam who told Eve fig leaves made him itch. 

  God has given those who trust Him Special Grace. If you were to scan the entire vocabulary for the most beautiful 

word in the universe, what word would you choose? Some might choose love. You can make a strong biblical case for 

that word. But I the believe the most precious word is GRACE. 

  Special Grace is the grace by which God redeems, sanctifies, and glorifies His people. Unlike common grace, which is 

universally given, special grace is bestowed only on those whom God has given eternal life through faith in Jesus Christ. 

It’s the grace of God that brings people to salvation; also known as “saving grace.” 

  Grace, you need it, and can’t live without it. But you can’t purchase it or earn it. It only ever comes by means of a gift. 

When you receive it, you immediately realize how much you needed it all along, and you wonder how you could’ve 

lived so long without it. In a fallen world, populated by selfish, lost, fearful, and rebellious people, it’s the one thing that 

everyone needs. And you can only give it to someone else when you’ve first been given it. You can’t share that which 

you don’t first possess.  

  God’s grace is the most powerful force in the universe. Grace is the most beautiful word in the universe. It reaches you 

where you are and takes you where God wants you to be. It has the power to do something nothing else can do – 

transform you at the core of who you are, transform your heart. Let me attempt to open your eyes to Special Grace with 

six key words.  

  Forgiveness. There’s the grace of forgiveness. We all do wrong - the Bible calls it sin and that leaves us guilty. Guilty 

people need to be condemned and punished unless they're forgiven and declared guilt-free. Jesus Christ went to the cross 

to carry our sin and to bear our punishment so we could experience radical, comprehensive, and complete forgiveness. In 

Him we're forgiven for everything we’ve ever done in the past, everything we now do in the present, and everything 

we’ll ever do in the future. 

  Acceptance. God not only forgives us through grace He also welcomes us into relationship with Him. He invites us into 

His family. He adopts us as His children, and because of that, we now have this Father-child relationship with Him 

where we can come to Him. We can sit on His lap and bring our needs, concerns, and failures to Him, and He responds 

as a loving and kind Father. Sin once separated us from God; by grace, we now have acceptance. 

  Presence. Like acceptance, the grace of God’s presence means that our Father is not distant. In fact, God is present with 

us wherever we are, whomever we're with, and whatever we're doing. The Bible tells us that God, in His grace, has made 



us the place where He dwells. It wasn’t enough for God to forgive us - He literally unzipped us and got inside us by His 

Holy Spirit, and so He is with us all the time. 

  Enablement. God is not simply content to give us salvation and then leave us alone until eternity. Rather, He wants us 

to become more like His Son and work for the furtherance of His Kingdom right here, right now. But remaining sin 

leaves us lame, weak and unable. God's grace intervenes to give us power. It's gives us the ability to do what we're called 

to do but what we could never do on our own. 

  Freedom. God’s grace also delivers. Sin turns us into addicts. We’re slaves of sin, but God’s grace breaks that bondage. 

Grace gives us the power to say “No!” and turn to Him and in a much better direction. 

  Completion. Finally, God’s grace is the grace of completion. There will be a day when you and I will be fully restored 

to who we were meant to be. There will be no more sin, no more struggles. Everything will be restored, and we will 

worship in the presence of this amazing God of grace forever. 

  We need Special Grace because our greatest problem in life exists inside of us, not outside. If you convince yourself 

that your problem is in your relationships, your location, or your situation, you'll quit seeking God’s grace and try to find 

an easy way out. But if you humbly admit that you need help, you'll become excited about the Special Grace that only 

God provides. 

  How far reaching is God’s grace? Do you remember Ted Bundy (picture)? He was one of America’s worst serial 

killers. By conservative estimates he murdered 35 people, the last of which was a young girl. Right before he was 

executed, he only allowed one interview, to Dr. James Dobson (picture) of Focus on the Family. About a year before the 

interview Ted Bundy accepted God’s saving grace and had come to faith. By all accounts from Dr. Dobson’s interview 

with him, prison guards and everybody working with him, it was genuine, not some deathbed confession, but a real 

conversion to Christ. In my humanity I have a hard time with that. In my humanity and sense of justice, Ted Bundy 

should rot in Hell…but so should I.  

  Grace, what the Bible says, means that because of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross, God will accept Ted Bundy in heaven. 

It means Ted Bundy gets the same thing that I do. He gets the same pardon. That’s grace! That’s what Jesus did on the 

cross! The cross wrecked our conventional views of God. 

 

3. Gratitude draws us closer to the Giver. Shortly after Jane and I were married, I accepted a position as an Assistant 

Pastor. We hardly had two nickels to rub together and owned a beater, a Chevy Nova. It was rusting and wearing out. 

Jane’s uncle, Uncle John (picture), saw it. Uncle John wasn’t wealthy, but Uncle John loved the Lord and wanted to 

help us. So, when he bought a new car, rather than selling his old one, he gave it to us, a Volare Station Wagon. It blew 

me away! I was overwhelmed with gratitude.  

  When you and I recognize reasons to thank someone, we discover more about them. We trace the thumbprints of the 

gift back to the giver. As we do this with God’s work and blessings, we not only see all the good things He’s done for us 

we see Him more clearly. We draw closer to Him. Joy in the Giver accompanies delight in the gift. As Trillia Newbell 

(picture) writes, “Our enjoyment is all about Him. He gives good gifts, and we in turn thank Him. But we not only thank 

God—we experience the fulness of enjoyment as we let those gifts point us to truths about Him.” In other words, the gift 

adds to our understanding of the Giver, and as a result, our joy in the Giver.   

  Thanksgiving deepens relationships and builds friendships. Some of you have been at Grace for a long time. As we 

have grown to love and appreciate each other, our relationship has deepened. One of my greatest joys is praying for you. 

As I pray for you, God brings to my heart how He’s used so many of you to be a blessing in my life and for His 

Kingdom…and that just makes me love and appreciate you all the more. It draws us closer together.  

  Are you missing out on gratitude flooding your soul? Maybe it’s because you don’t know who the WHO is. You really 

don’t know the Giver. You’re a believer, but don’t spend time with Him. You’re not reading His love letter to you and 

then wonder why your walk with the Lord is flat.  

  This week dig into God’s Word. See how much He loves you. Bathe in His promises and care for you. Immerse 

yourself in Romans 8 or Ephesians 1. As you see His love and His innumerable gifts to you, it will draw you closer to 

Him. Melissa Kruger (picture) writes, “The bedrock of our rejoicing isn’t the goodness of our day but the goodness of 

our God.”  

 

Conclusion: Peter Cummings’ (picture) mother insisted that her son write thank-you notes. Even today, the 

multimillionaire real-estate developer hasn't forgotten the lesson. So, when he became chairman of the Detroit 

Symphony Orchestra, he began writing personal notes to anyone contributing $500 or more to the orchestra. He was 

petrified that the orchestra might misspell a donor’s name on a form letter or send a close friend a card with his stamped 

signature. Among the many notes that went out under his hand was one to Mary Webber-Parker, daughter of one of 

Detroit’s leading families from an earlier generation, an heiress to Hudson's department store fortune. She’d moved away 



from Detroit nearly a lifetime ago, settled in California, was now widowed, and resided in an upscale nursing home 

outside of Hartford, Connecticut. And for some reason, she had decided to send a one-time check of $50,000 to her 

hometown symphony.  

  Peter’s letter to Mary was, as usual, prompt and gracious…and unexpected. It must have thrilled the heart of this elderly 

widow who’d only been back to Detroit twice in the past twenty years to hear of the orchestra’s revitalization, made 

possible in part by her generous contribution.  

  Two weeks later, Ms. Parker wrote to Cummings, promising the orchestra an additional $50,000. Within days, Peter 

had written her again, expressing his delighted gratitude and offering to come over from Michigan when he would be in 

Connecticut, as his daughter was registered to attend Trinity College in Hartford in the coming fall. He made no appeal 

for more money. There was no “ask,” just a kind, personal attempt to say thank you.  

  Months passed. Then in a letter dated June 13, Mary Webber-Parker accepted Peter’s request to visit her in the fall. And 

if he wouldn’t mind, she would like to give, not $50,000, but $500,000 to the Detroit Symphony. Not once, but once a 

year for five years. That’s $2.5-million in all. But not out of duty. Not out of coercion. Not because she didn’t have 

plenty of other suitors who’d have bent over backwards to lure her as a benefactor but in gratitude for a simple 

handwritten thank you note.  

  That’s the effervescent power of gratitude – gratitude freshens the stale air of everyday life! God loves our praise! He 

loves gratitude! In heaven we’ll spend eternity praising Him. Earth is our opportunity to practice. But God doesn’t need 

our praise. He has the angels. But He wants it! 

  Please understand. This is not to “get stuff” from God. We’ve already been given so much! While an atheist has no one 

to thank, you and I do. But do we? If you want your life to be transformed, if you want joy and peace, if you want to 

grow spiritually – learn to be a person of gratitude, a person who continually, consistently praises God. One more thing – 

start today!  

 


