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“BEING THANKFUL DURING THE TOUGH TIMES”

by Rom A. Pegram (11/8/20)

Good morning! And welcome back to our November worship series called, “Thank You! The Power of a Grateful Life.” Again, what a perfect month … and a perfect year … to look deeper into the topic of gratitude. Our goal for this series is to help all discover the power that comes from a life of gratitude…

Today, I have to start with a warning. And my warning is this: There is one thing that can steal your joy—your gratitude—faster than anything else. Do you know what that is? It’s something very powerful and it’s called … COMPLAINING! Unfortunately, it’s something we’re all too good at! But complaining is destructive; it can take your heart of gratitude and absolutely destroy it! It can destroy your sense of thankfulness and satisfaction in your life. We’re all a little too good at complaining—many times when we have very little to complain about…

Here’s an example: We live in one of the most beautiful parts of the world I’ve ever seen. And yet, some days, all we can do is complain that it’s a little too hot … or it’s a little too cold. It’s too humid or there’s too many people where we’re at, or people are rude, or they’re bad drivers. Well, maybe that last one is true, but we find plenty of things to complain about, don’t we? It’s everywhere! People complain about everything … including what they get for Christmas…

Recently, someone sent out some real live tweets that people posted on Twitter complaining about what they were given for Christmas. Brace yourself now for this complaining that’s about to happen—some pretty funny…


Someone named Cody complained on Twitter: “I didn’t get any cash for Christmas, so I can’t go ‘after Christmas shopping.’” I’m sorry; I don’t feel a bit sorry for Cody. Because, hey, it’s not Christmas if someone doesn’t give you cash, is it?

Or, another named Rayanne said, “All I wanted for Christmas were black Nike shoes, a new phone, and pants. I didn’t get any of that stuff.” Mad face. Mad face. Annoyed face. Sorry, Rayanne. Maybe you should’ve checked the ‘naughty list’…


Or Radian said, “I told my dad I wanted a new iPhone, but he bought me one that was like last year’s model. So, I microwaved it!” Now, I’m not sure, and I may be going out on a limb here, but that’s probably the last iPhone she’ll ever get for Christmas…


Sully said, “My mom got me an iPad mini when I wanted an iPad Air. I hate my mom.” Really? ‘Seems there’s deeper issues here than what you got for Christmas, Sully…


Then, Kierre said, “Where’s my Xbox? No one loves me. I hate Christmas.”

Now, as unreasonable as some of those complaints sound, the truth is there are times in our lives when we think it’s reasonable to complain … especially if we’re going through a hard time. When we’re going through difficult times, it’s often a lot easier to complain than be thankful. And that’s why we need to be careful, because complaining—even during hard times—can lead to a life of bitterness and resentment. So, how does one go about being thankful, even during hard times? That’s where we want to go today. And one of the keys to making it through tough times (like we’re in right now) is to be thankful. But, folks, IT’S A CHOICE. Let me be clear about this. The attitude that accompanies us during tough times is a choice we get to make—a choice to be thankful instead of complaining. Listen to what James 1:2-4 (NLT) says:
Dear brothers and sisters, when troubles of any kind come your way, consider it an opportunity for [complaining? NO!] great joy. 3 For you know that when your faith is tested, your endurance has a chance to grow. 4 So let it grow, for when your endurance is fully developed, you will be perfect and complete, needing nothing.

So, when you go through any kind of trouble, before you tweet about it, before you complain to a friend about it, even before you figure out a solution to the problem, here’s what God’s word tells us to do: “You should consider it an opportunity for JOY.” What? Yes; that problem you’re facing might just be the opportunity you need to build endurance in your life—greater perseverance, greater perspective, greater character. It may be exactly what you need to draw your life closer to God than you’ve ever been before … because no matter what you go through in life, there’s always something to be thankful for! So, let’s get right into it, shall we? Here’s the question for today: HOW CAN I GIVE THANKS DURING TOUGH TIMES?
I CAN GIVE THANKS BECAUSE GOD IS IN CONTROL. No matter what you’re facing in life, you can give thanks because ultimately God is in control… Folks, think deeply about this for a moment: God Almighty, Lord of Heaven and Earth, Creator of the Universe, is in control of everything. And this same God that created all of this … loves you deeply!

Now, I know it’s hard to grasp at times that God is in complete control, especially when we feel like our lives are out of control. But in spite of everything going on around us, one thing we can count on is this: God still loves us and is working out the messes of our lives…
King David writes in Psalm 103:19: “The Lord has made the heavens his throne; from there he rules over [What?] everything.” God rules over everything. Everything belongs to God. God is in control of everything. God sees and knows and understands everything—even everything that’s happening in your life right now. Even when we don’t fully understand what we’re going through—our lives seeming upside down, God’s in control…

That doesn’t mean, though, that God causes everything. It doesn’t mean everything happens for a reason. Those are two very dangerous myths that need to be corrected. Not everything in life happens for a reason. And God doesn’t cause everything—certainly not anything that’s evil. That’s impossible with God. Take time and develop your theology, including a fallen world, rather than pushing these two myths. God gave humanity a choice, once upon a time, and we messed things up royally!
For sure, God didn’t cause the tough times we’re going through right now; they’re very much a result of the fallen world we live in. But here’s the GOOD NEWS—God being in control: God can turn problems into possibilities. God can turn troubles into triumphs. He knows everything that’s happening in this world and in your life … and GOD LOVES YOU! How much? Look at Matthew 10:29 & 31: “What is the price of two sparrows—one copper coin? But not a single sparrow can fall to the ground without your Father knowing it. … 31 So don’t be afraid; you are more valuable to God than a whole flock of sparrows.” Here’s what Jesus is saying to us. God knows and understands and cares so much about what happens to one small sparrow; but you are the crowning glory of his creation—not that sparrow. So, how much more does God care about you! God loves us, God’s in control, and you can be thankful! Next…
I CAN GIVE THANKS BECAUSE GOD’S PROMISES ARE ALWAYS TRUE. You see, God never breaks his word; people, on the other hand, do it all the time, don’t they? But God never breaks his word—never will; God does not lie; his promises are always true…

Folks, it turns out that Jerry McGuire was right! And unfortunately, in the cynical world we live in, many have come to say, “Well, I’m not really going to trust you until you prove yourself to me.” And, truth be told, sometimes we don’t trust because everyone’s not trustworthy; they don’t tell the truth. And if we’re really honest, maybe we don’t always tell the truth either. We’ve hurt people in our lives with lies/half-truths or broken promises we’ve made. In the same way others may have hurt us … but God will never lie. God will never break his word; he always keeps it! In Numbers 23:19, it says: “God is not a man, so he does not lie. He is not human, so he does not change his mind. Has he ever spoken and failed to act? Has he ever promised and not carried it through?”
Now, if you’re finding it hard to be thankful for anything today, in the midst of a life none of us asked for or—frankly—expected, let me give you this: You can be thankful that in a world of lies … God is truth! In a world of lies, God will never lie to you; God always keeps his promises. When God says, “I love you,” he means it. When God says, “I’m with you,” he means it. When God says, “Even though you walk through dark valleys and difficult times, you can know I’m going to be with you and I’m going to protect you and guide you all the way,” you can believe it, because what God says God means. He always keeps his word. God’s promises are always true… Here’s another:
I CAN GIVE THANKS BECAUSE THERE ARE PEOPLE WHO SUPPORT ME. Folks, God did not create us to go through life alone; he knows we need one another. God knows we need people in our lives—people we can rely on, people we can trust, people that’ll support us, be with us, take care of us, and go with us through the most difficult times of life…

All I can do is speak from my own experience, but that’s usually the best. I can tell you one thing I’ve learned in about 30 years of ministry. There is no way a pastor of any church, or leader of any organization, can be any kind of successful in this life … without the support of those close to them. I’m not going to mention names today, but they know who they are. I have one special friend who I connected to the day Jane and I moved to Lomira; this friendship has proven to be invaluable. I didn’t know I needed support like this at the time, but some on our SPRC (personnel committee) knew I would. I am so thankful for that connection; I don’t think there’s any way I could’ve gotten through these past few months without the encouragement of this individual. And there’re others; and they know who they are. We need each other … and sometimes it’s a matter of lowering our guard, setting aside our pride, and doing what’s right … that allows us these incredible connections. Often, I pray, “Thank you, God, for this (these) person(s) that’ve meant so much in my life!”
Here’s my challenge to you today: Think of a name—someone in your life who’s been incredibly supportive of you. Find a piece of paper, or a thank you note, and write them this week—thanking them for being a support to you. Let them know, as Paul did (1 Thess. 3:7), that you ‘thank God for them.’ Can you do that? Then:
I CAN GIVE THANKS BECAUSE JESUS UNDERSTANDS MY TROUBLE. We need people in our lives; that’s for sure, but God loves us and wants us to know that he understands everything we’re going through, too. God is not some unseen force who’s distant and hands-off, God’s up close and personal…

Folks, that’s what the Christmas story is all about—that God came near, came to earth, sending Jesus to enter into our world history. Jesus was born to live among us, as one of us. So, he truly understands everything we’re going through…

Scripture tells us Jesus was 100% God … and 100% human. He was both. He wasn’t a little bit of each. He wasn’t 50/50. No! He was fully God and fully man. And because he was fully human, he understands—firsthand—what we go through because he went through the same—even a bad day or two. In Hebrews 4:15, the writer tells us, “This High Priest of ours [Jesus] understands our weaknesses, for he faced all of the same testings we do, yet he did not sin.” Jesus understands…
You may feel rejected by someone you love; Jesus understands. He was rejected by several he loved—one of his best friends denying him three times. You may feel you’re struggling with bills that’re piling up; Jesus understands debt. You may be struggling to have enough food on the table; Jesus understands. You may be mourning the loss of a loved one; Jesus understands (Lazarus). You may be struggling with a temptation; Jesus even understands that because he faced temptations too. He knows what that’s like… So, to give thanks during tough times … I give thanks because God’s in control, because God’s promises are always true, because there’re people who support me, because Jesus understands my troubles, and finally…
I CAN GIVE THANKS BECAUSE HEAVEN IS MY FUTURE HOME. We have this hope—that there’ll come a day when we don’t have troubles anymore…
The truth is, we live in a world full of trouble. We’ll never have a problem-free life.  That’s why one of the biggest things we can thank God for is … this earth and all its troubles is NOT our home! Instead, God’s preparing a place for us in heaven where there’ll be no troubles at all…

In 2 Corinthians 4:17-18, Paul says. “For our present troubles are small and won’t last very long. Yet they produce for us a glory that vastly outweighs them and will last forever! 18 So we don’t look at the troubles we can see now; rather, we fix our gaze on things that cannot be seen. For the things we see now will soon be gone, but the things we cannot see will last forever.”
Do you see what Paul says the secret is? Paul says the secret to being thankful during the tough times is not focusing on your present problems; instead, focus on the finish line—focus on the home God has for you in eternity! That’s the secret…
Folks, especially during tough times, learn to thank God because he’s in control, because his promises are always true, because he’s given you people to support you, he totally understands your troubles—what you’re going through, and he’s preparing a future for you that’s better than your imagination can even comprehend! How ‘bout that for a wrap-up! Stay tuned til next week when we talk about ‘unleashing a life of gratitude’…
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