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The Lady Elgin (picture) was a steamboat built in 1851 to serve as a cargo and passenger ship on the Great Lakes, 

making trips from Chicago to Superior, Wisconsin and back. When the ship departed from Chicago’s LaSalle Street 

dock around 11 p.m. on Sept. 7, 1860, it was the start of a routine trip up the coast of Lake Michigan with its first stop in 

Milwaukee the next day. It never arrived. The Lady Elgin left Chicago on a foggy, stormy night on Lake Michigan, but 

there was nothing for the 398 people on board to be overly concerned about until about 20 minutes after 2 a.m. 

  The Augusta, a schooner on its way to Chicago, unaware of the presence of the Lady Elgin and unable to see in the fog, 

struck the Lady Elgin. In the dark night, the Lady Elgin started to sink in the gale-force winds. The desperate captain 

ordered cattle and cargo thrown overboard but still the Lady Elgin broke apart and rapidly sank. In a few hours, she was 

underwater. Her passengers, those still alive, fighting for their lives, hoping for a miracle to bring them to the close-yet-

so-far-away North shore. Over 300 would perish that night. The survivors were rescued by brave volunteers who risked 

their lives by entering the lake during the storm. 

  One of the rescuers was a young seminary student by the name of Edward Spencer (picture). Edward Spencer was in 

his mid-20s and a student at the Garrett Biblical Institute, a Methodist seminary located on the campus of Northwestern 

University just north of Chicago. Spencer was known as a great swimmer and diver. When he heard of the Lady Elgin’s 

dire situation, he rushed to help. He noticed a woman clinging to some wreckage far out in the waters. He took off his 

coat and swam through the heavy waves, saving her life. Though exhausted after the effort, he returned to the lake to 

rescue another, after which he returned yet again, and again. He repeatedly swam out into the raging waters, each time 

saving a life.  

  Of the fewer than 100 people who survived, Edward Spencer is credited with saving 17 of them. His story made 

national and international news. But he  never completely recovered, living the rest of his life with broken health. He 

never graduated from college and he never became a minister.  

  Decades later, when the renowned preacher, R.A. Torrey (picture), was relating those events in a sermon, someone in 

the crowd called out that Edward Spencer himself was in the congregation. Torrey invited him up to the platform to 

interview him. The now white-haired man walked slowly toward the pulpit, to spirited applause. Torrey asked him if 

anything in particular stood out in his memory of that fateful day. His answer was disturbing…“Only this, sir,” he 

replied, “of the seventeen people I saved, not one of them ever thanked me.” 

  We rightly think, “How horrible!” Yet, can I point to something much worse, much more tragic – it’s me and it’s you. 

We’ve been rescued. But not just our lives have been saved, but our very souls for all eternity and we forget. Sometimes 

we even act like God owes us.  

  God the Father sacrificed His only Son on a cruel cross for us, yet how often do we forget? How often do we say 

“Thank You!” Elisabeth Elliot (picture) said, “Thankless children we all are, more or less, comprehending but dimly the 

truth of God’s fathomless love for us.”  

  There’s a buzzword used today to describe what takes place when a person adjusts their thought patterns which have 

become ingrained into his or her emotional makeup – “attitudinal change.” The pathway to personal transformation 

requires a change in perspective. But I’d like to suggest a new term that most Christians need,  Gratitudinal Change. It’s 

what will get us through the inevitable storms of life. Fail to have a Gratitudinal Change  and we’ll sink like the Lady 

Elgin. If you want your life story to be written as one of grace and victory, you must commit to Going Gratitudinal. 

The key is not in us. It’s in Him. It’s looking back to Calvary. It’s joining the Apostle Paul as he wrote in 2 Corinthians 

9:15, “Thanks be to God for His inexpressible gift!”  

  Why is this gift inexpressible? Because of the Father who gave it. God is too powerful to fit into any human 

description. As the song by Chris Tomlin says, “Indescribable, uncontainable, You placed the stars in the sky and you 

know them by name. You are amazing God!”  

  I learned more about God the first moments after my daughter Charity was born than in all the years I’d studied in Bible 

college or seminary combined. When I became a father I realized that I wanted to give my children everything that 

would benefit them. I found that I loved to shower my children with gifts. Our Heavenly Father gives even more 

generously to us with that spirit of joy.  

  This gift is inexpressible because of the Savior who embodies it—the Lord Jesus Christ. Romans 6:23 says, “The 

wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Jesus Christ our Lord.” Eternal life is IN Jesus Christ, so to 

receive eternal life you must receive Jesus Christ.  

  This gift is inexpressible because of what it will do for you. It removes the penalty for your sin and makes you a new 

person. This gift imputes to you the very righteousness of Christ and adopts you into the Forever Family of God. It 



makes you an heir of God and joint-heir with Christ. It’s through this gift that God the Spirit comes and takes up 

residence in your heart.  

  God’s Word teaches that when we commit our lives to Christ as our Lord and Savior, when we accept this inexpressible 

gift, it revolutionizes our life. Having new life in Christ is to bring about Gratitudinal transformation.  

  Do you want to Go Gratitudinal? To Go Gratitudinal we must remember. To Go Gratitudinal we must forget. To 

Go Gratitudinal we must look around. To Go Gratitudinal we must look up.  

 

1. To have this Gratitudinal change we must remember. Remembering is an enormous theme throughout the 

Scriptures. It’s potent. When we remember the right things, it triggers refreshing, empowering gratitude.  

  The English word for remember comes from Latin roots for back and again. You may recall that There and Back 

Again was part of J.R.R. Tolkien’s (picture) title for his children’s fantasy novel, The Hobbit. It was Bilbo’s 

remembrance of his unbelievable adventure. To remember implies a mindful effort to recollect, to bring back a memory 

again. 

  Human beings don’t remember passively. We remember by a decision of the will. To remember means purposeful 

action has been taken. Often it requires a physical reminder set out that we can see. It’s why we’ve encouraged you to 

keep a Gratitude Journal. We so easily forget. We need visible, physical reminders of God’s grace. Tony Reinke 

(picture) writes, “Remembering is a key verb of the Christian life.”  

  Remembering elicits gratitude as we train our minds to recall at least three acts of God’s grace. Each has parallels with 

the Old Testament people of God and are true for those of us who are part of His New Covenant today. What do we need 

to remember?  

  We remember that we were slaves. Slavery was a literal reality for the Jews. They were slaves in Egypt. Forced into 

servitude, they built cities, pyramids, worked the fields, groaned and died under oppression. They yearned for 

deliverance. For African Americans, whose ancestors came to the New World in chains, the reality is closer. Yet, slavery 

still exists in much of the world. It’s estimated that 2 million people around the world are enslaved in the international 

sex trade.  

  Jesus said, “Everyone who practices sin is a slave to sin” (John 8:34). There are some people where it’s obvious 

they’re in a state of slavery. Charlie Sheen (picture) submarined his career with addiction. Though worth $115 million, 

Britney Spears (picture) isn’t allowed to control her own money because of addiction. Fame, wealth and influence – 

everything but freedom. How would we describe Charlie Sheen or Britney? “Out of control.” Why are there so many 12 

step groups? We’re slaves to sin.   

  It’s not just them, it’s everyone. Apart from Christ, we’re all slaves to sin. Have you ever tried to break a habit…over 

and over again, but gloriously failed? Just the sins of the tongue, complaining, bragging, gossip, to name a few – reveal 

the chains on our hearts. Are you a worrier? A control-freak? Even if we aren’t addicted to some secret vice, prior to 

regeneration we were all prisoners. Slaves to sin, condemned to hell. Slaves to the fear of death, as Hebrews 2 says. And 

when we remember our former captivity, how can we not overflow with gratitude for our freedom in Christ? 

  We remember our deliverance. Every Sunday school kid knows that God rescued the Israelites from slavery in Egypt. 

He raised up Moses to be their leader and motivated Pharaoh with a series of powerful plagues. Moses urged the jubilant, 

freed Jews, “Remember this day in which you came out from Egypt, out of the house of slavery, for by a strong hand 

the Lord brought you out from this place” (Exodus 13:3).  

  We too have been rescued. There were no plagues and Red Sea crossings, but our deliverance is no less dramatic. It 

doesn’t matter if you remember the exact day or time when you were born again. The point is that we must remember 

God’s intervention in our personal history and the fact the He delivered us—not just from the sin induced horrors of this 

life, but from eternal hell in the next. He delivered us to eternal life that begins now.  

  We remember our Deliverer. One of my favorite movies is The Great Escape (picture). Based on a true story, a group 

of allied prisoners-of-war are all put in an “escape proof” camp from which their leader decides to attempt to take out 

several hundred all at once.  

  The children of Israel didn’t pull off a great escape. They didn’t tunnel out of Egypt or get out by their own cleverness. 

God supernaturally delivered them and they gratefully honored Him for it. The Jews still celebrate Passover, 

remembering it was God Who delivered them. But once the Hebrews got comfortable, they became complacent and 

forgot. As New Covenant believers, we do the same thing. We easily forget.  

  It’s one reason Jesus’ last command was the Great Commission. Every time we share the gospel or lead someone to 

Christ, it jars our own spiritual memories and we remember that we too were delivered. It’s rare to meet a Christian 

faithfully leading others to Christ that’s miserable. It’s easy to be filled with gratitude when you’re serving in God’s 

birthing room.  



  Today we’ll partake of communion together, doing so in remembrance of His sacrifice for us. Some churches call it the 

Eucharist. The Greek root of eucharist is eucharistos: grateful. When we remember the One who died in our place, we 

can’t help but bow in wonder and have a heart overflowing with gratitude. A key trait of a grateful heart is a good 

memory. 

 

2. To have this Gratitudinal change we must forget. Ellen Vaughn (picture) shares that her friend Jan was driving to 

Florida with her family one Easter break. She and her husband took turns driving. The kids were in their pajamas and 

sleeping. Her husband took first shift, while she rested. At about midnight they traded, and he wearily crawled in the 

back of the van to sleep. Around one in the morning she was getting dangerously drowsy, so she stopped for some 

coffee. While she was paying for it, her husband came in the store, signaling to her that he was going to use the men’s 

room. Jan got back into the van, sipped her coffee. It perked her up and she drove the next five hours without a problem.  

  As the sun came up, and they were crossing the Florida line, the children began to wake up. “Guys,” said Jan, “can you 

wake Daddy up, please? We’re going to stop for breakfast.” The oldest child, unbuckled, turned and leaned over into the 

back of the van. “Mom, uh, Dad’s not here.”  

  Yes, Jan who had forgotten to turn on her cell phone, had also forgotten her husband when she stopped for coffee, 

which was now 300 miles away.  

  Most of us have stories like that. Forgetting comes quite naturally. Why is it that we too easily forget the wrong things? 

Why is it so easy to forget spiritual truth that we need to remember? Why can we remember silly things like themes from 

old TV shows?  

Just sit right back and you'll hear a tale, 

A tale of a fateful trip 

That started from this tropic port 

Aboard this tiny ship. 

The mate was a mighty sailing man, 

The skipper brave and sure. 

Five passengers set sail that day 

For a three hour tour, a three hour tour. 

  Why do we have total retention of Gilligan’s Island (picture) but not of Scripture? It’s vital that we remember. It’s 

vital for our spiritual health that there are some things that we forget.  

  We forget our sins. “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 

unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). If we confess and forsake our sins, God wants us to forget them. God has forgiven and 

forgotten them. Since God has forgotten our sins, we must do the same, otherwise the memory of our failure hinders us.  

  The Apostle Paul had history. Prior to meeting Jesus, he’d violently persecuted the church and played a key role in 

Stephen’s stoning. He could have let guilt cripple him. Like an Olympian runner, he wouldn’t look back at his failures. 

In Hebrews 8:12 God says, “I will remember their sins no more.” God is a great forgetter of our messes and wants us to 

be forgetters. 

  Do you know who wants you to remember your confessed sins? Satan. Revelation 12:10 calls him out as the 

“accuser.” If he can get us to focus on confessed sin, he gets us to doubt God’s promise to forgive us.   

  We forget our shame. Have you ever considered how much shame influences us? It doesn’t take the average person 

long to remember something they’re ashamed of! Shame spurs depression and dysfunction. It’s plagued us since Adam 

and Eve bit into the fruit and realized they were naked. Their first instinct was to hide from each other and God. We have 

that same instinct to hide ourselves. We hide in our homes or away from our homes. We hide in our hobbies and 

possessions. We hide behind screens and phones. We hide behind earbuds, Netflix and ESPN. We hide in busyness and 

procrastination. We hide behind sullenness and humor.  

  There is only one place to hide that offers the protection we seek, where all our shame is covered and we no longer need 

to fear: the refuge of Jesus Christ. Our Lord’s death and resurrection is the only cure for the shame we feel over our 

grievous sin-failures. God’s grace is stronger than our shame! This is supernatural and sets us free. We who are freed 

from shame must overflow with gratitude for our deliverance.   

  We forget our successes. The greatest risk for stumbling is right after a great victory or having a great success. When 

Christians are successful there’s the danger to believe that it’s from their own effort and not from God. When we have 

great accomplishments, we start to rely on ourselves and not on God. This robs glory from God because ultimately 

everything that happens in our life is the result of a loving and sovereign God.  

  Success can destroy us. When you move into that new home, there’s a temptation for you to face. When you graduate 

with that degree, there’s a spiritual danger for you to overcome. If your salary moves from five figures to six, there’s a 



subtle test you’ll face. You can’t avoid it. These good gifts are to be welcomed and celebrated. Be careful though. Every 

blessing of God carries within it the subtle test of self-success. 

  Success can destroy us if we forget the Lord. This is counter-intuitive—the opposite of what we usually think. The time 

of your greatest spiritual danger may not be when you’re sick, but when you’re well. You’re more likely to forget the 

Lord. You’ll pray when you’re sick. The time of your greatest testing may not be when you lose a job, but when you find 

one. You’re more likely to grow cold in your walk with the Lord, not when the stock-market goes down, but when it 

goes up. Moses says, “Beware lest you say in your heart, ‘My power and the might of my hand have gotten me this 

wealth’” (Deut. 8:17). When you’re successful, be very careful! See the danger! Success carries with it the subtle 

temptation of spiritual pride. Os Guinness (picture) astutely observed, “Rebellion against God does not begin with the 

clenched fist of atheism but with the self satisfied-heart for whom ‘thank you’ is redundant.” 

 

3. To have this Gratitudinal change we must look around. Remembering and forgetting are vital for a habitually 

grateful heart. But we must look around. We must realize that we’re not alone. We’re not saved alone. We’re part of 

God’s family. So, look around right now. Is there anyone near you and you don’t know their name. Then, right now 

introduce yourself. It’s time to look around.  

  Let me quote that great theologian, Justin Beiber (picture). Beiber was asked some questions about his faith and being 

a part of a church. “A lot of people who are religious, I think they get lost. They go to church just to go to church. I’m not 

trying to disrespect them…but for me, I focus more on praying and talking to Him. I don’t have to go to church.” Many 

believe just like Justin Beiber. They’ve wrestled with the question, “I love Jesus, but do I really need the church?” and 

come to the conclusion that they don’t. They’re ignorant of God’s Word. God designed us for each other. We’re 

designed for community. Jesus has a Body. We’re it. It’s the local church. We need each other. The idea of community 

is, in a sense, from another world, a world very unlike our own. Community is from the world as God desires it to be. It’s 

the gift of a rich and challenging life together, one that we need and can receive with joy. Christian community is simply 

sharing a common life in Christ. It moves us beyond the self-interested isolation of private lives and beyond superficial 

social contacts passing for "fellowship." The biblical ideal of community challenges us to commit ourselves to life 

together as the family of God. 

  Spiritual maturity takes time. It takes our sisters and brothers in Christ to come alongside us. It’s a process revealed in 

the "each other" language of the New Testament: Love one another, forgive each other, regard each other more highly 

than yourselves. Teach and correct each other, encourage each other, pray for each other, and bear each other’s burdens. 

Be friends with one another, kind, compassionate, and generous in hospitality. Serve one another and submit to one 

another out of reverence for Christ. This list just scratches the surface, but is enough to remind us that we need this 

community of faith to grow up in Christ. While we are saved in Christ alone, we’re not to journey to heaven alone.  

  One of the most important ways the community helps us is by embodying Christ’s continuing presence on earth. When 

my brothers and sisters love and accept me, I feel Christ’s love, too. When I confess my sin and they forgive me, I know 

God forgives me, too. When they pray for my brokenness, I know they’re sharing in the healing work of Jesus.  

  In our dog-eat-dog, enemies-with their teeth-bared world, when we feel the crush of hostility and of our own failures, to 

have our Christian community surround us with love, compassion and encouragement lightens our loads, strengthens us, 

and gives us the courage to endure. We must look around. Gratitude grows best in community.  

 

3. To have this Gratitudinal change we must look up. Isaiah 6:1-6 says: “In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the 

Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up; and the train of His robe filled the temple. Above Him stood the seraphim. 

Each had six wings: with two he covered his face, and with two he covered his feet, and with two he flew. And one called 

to another and said: ‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of His glory!’ And the foundations of 

the thresholds shook at the voice of Him who called, and the house was filled with smoke. And I said: ‘Woe is me! For I 

am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen 

the King, the Lord of hosts!’ Then one of the seraphim flew to me, having in his hand a burning coal that he had taken 

with tongs from the altar. And he touched my mouth and said: “Behold, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken 

away, and your sin atoned for.”  

  Grateful people look up and see God as God. When we look up to Him, we’re at first overwhelmed and awed. Then, 

we’re filled with gratitude that One so great, so awesome would deign to love us, we who are so small.  

  King Uzziah is dead, but God lives on. There is not a single head of state in all the world who will be there in 100 

years. The turnover in world leadership is 100%. In a brief 110 years this planet will be populated by ten billion brand 

new people and all six billion of us alive today will have vanished off the earth like Uzziah. But not God. He never had a 

beginning, which means He depends on nothing for His existence. He always has been and always will be alive.  



  And God is sitting on a throne. No vision of heaven has ever caught a glimpse of God cutting grass or filling out 

reports. Heaven is not coming apart at the seams, barely holding out against its attackers. God is not having to catch a 

second job to make ends meet. He is never at wits end. He sits on a throne. All is at peace there; He has absolute control. 

The throne describes His right to rule the universe. We do not give God authority over our lives. We do not “make Him 

Lord.” He is the Lord, exercising authority whether we like it or not.  

  By contrast, we’re finite creatures, weak because of our sin, mere specks on a small planet in a universe that is mind-

bogglingly vast - the universe God made. But we are loved. This awesome God knows all about us. He knows how many 

hairs are on our head. He knows our burdens and deepest hurts. He loved us so much that He gave His Son for us. When 

we gain our reference point for all things from His cosmic grandeur and holiness rather than from ourselves, He will 

touch our lives. Looking to God’s enormity gives us a place to rest and the capacity to give thanks. If we want our hearts 

to be filled with gratitude, we must look up to the Father.  

 

Conclusion: You might say that he showed up at just the wrong time. For it was just after coming back to his home town 

at the age of thirty-one to serve as a leader in his church that a devastating war broke out in the region, a war that lasted 

30 years and claimed more than 8 million casualties, or some 20% of the German population at the time. Still this young 

pastor faithfully did his work the best he could, even while the armies of the great nations all around his province 

ravaged the land, leaving farms and shops depleted and destroyed.  

  What’s more, this pastor also found himself forced to deal with soldiers who were quartered in his house, quickly 

diminishing his own supplies, along with the hordes of war refugees who poured into his walled city for protection until 

his city was overflowing with human needs. 

  And then it struck – a disaster so severe that even the invading armies paled beside it. For the combination of 

overcrowding, ruined crops, and a crippled infrastructure produced a famine so extreme that it’s said that 30 or 40 people 

fought in the streets to claim not toilet paper but a dead cat or crow. The plague that followed in 1637 quickly spread 

throughout the town, claiming the lives of more than 8,000 in a single year there. To make matters worse, the church 

superintendent left and never came back. Of the remaining five pastors in town, four quickly died from the plague, 

leaving only this one young minister to carry on. He often conducted the funeral services for some 40 or 50 people a day. 

He buried some 4,480 individuals that year, nearly 5,000 people including his own wife. 

  Still this pastor labored on with an almost inexplicable trust in God and a readiness to give thanks. For even though he 

was worn out and prematurely aged by the time that a long looked-for peace ended the Thirty Years War, in 1648 the 

preacher-poet left behind an incredible testimony to his faith in a hymn we’ve far too often relegated only to 

Thanksgiving. Written just as the plague began to hit his hometown, Nun Danket Alle Gott, became the theme of Pastor 

Martin Rinkart’s life (picture).  

 

Now thank we all our God, with heart and hands and voices, 

Who wondrous things has done, in Whom this world rejoices; 

Who from our mothers’ arms has blessed us on our way 

With countless gifts of love, and still is ours today. 

 

Oh, may this bounteous God through all our life be near us, 

With ever joyful hearts and blessed peace to cheer us; 

And keep us in His grace, and guide us when perplexed; 

And guard us through all ills in this world, till the next! 

 

Martin Rinkart knew, in the face of horrible suffering, what it was to Go Gratitudinal. In an age of anxiety-fueled by 

another virus sweeping the globe, his words are worth remembering. While the world was falling apart, his heart 

overflowed with praise and gratitude.  

  God’s same grace is available to us and we can overflow with praise and gratitude. But will we? We must remember. 

We must forget. We must look around and we must look up. We can do that because of Jesus. We can do that in His 

power. We can do that as we live in  “Thanks be to God for His inexpressible gift!”  

 

 

 

 

 

  


