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     I’m sure we have all heard or used the expression: “Thanks for nothing.”  People use this expression when 

they are upset with what a person did or did not do: “Thanks for nothing.”  As we prepare for our national day 

of Thanksgiving, I’m sure this phrase may sound a little bit odd.  It may sound like I’m suggesting that we 

should thank God for nothing, and in a sense that is exactly what I am saying.  In the book of 1 Thessalonians, 

Paul says that we should “give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.”  All 

circumstances – not just during good times, but also in bad times and when there is apparently nothing at all for 

which to give thanks. 

     It is easy to be thankful in rewarding or pleasant circumstances, such as graduation, getting married, the birth 

of a child, when someone is generous or kind to you, or when friends or family whom you haven’t seen for a 

long time come for a visit.  These are all examples of happy times, times for rejoicing and giving thanks. 

     But when I’m sick, when my car breaks down, when someone accuses me of something that is not true, 

when I argue with someone I love, or when things do not work out as I had planned – especially after a lot of 

hard work – believe me I am not praising God or giving thanks during those moments.  But God would not 

expect us to give thanks when we are in the midst of pain, suffering, or hardships.  To thank God for the 

difficult times in one’s life implies that God is somehow responsible for the dark times of our lives.  The fact is, 

God is not responsible for our problems.  He does not find any joy when we are struggling.  He is not the author 

of evil.  Sin and Satan are very powerful forces in our world that push us away from God on a daily basis. 

     However, whatever the source of our problems, the message is the same – give thanks.  But how?  How can 

we be thankful at all times, especially during the hard times?  The answer is actually reflected in some of the 

lights in this building.  If I had all of the lights in this building turned off, but then had one light shining right at 

me, where would my shadow be?  Behind me, right?  Now imagine for a moment that my shadow symbolizes 

those dark times in life when we go through crises, struggles, worries, heartaches, or even the darkness of sin 

against which all of us have to fight.  Whatever the darkness symbolizes for you, it is generally not a pleasant 

experience.  And when we are in the midst of those unpleasant, painful, and dark circumstances  there is only 

one way we can still praise God: namely, that wherever and whenever there is a shadow, there is also a light.  

There can never be a shadow unless there is light.  In other words, there can never be dark, shadowy, painful 

times in our lives without the presence of God’s reassuring light. 

     When my shadow is behind me, that means the light is in front of me.  But if I turn and face my shadow, 

where is the light?  Behind me.  Now this is obvious when it comes to tangible lights and shadows we can see, 

but it is not so obvious when we talk about spiritual matters. 

     The reason why it seems so ridiculous to talk about giving thanks in the midst of difficult circumstances is 

that we turn away from the light of Christ and focus entirely on the shadow.  This is what the Israelites were 

experiencing in our Old Testament lesson for today from the book of Malachi.  They were trying to obey God, 

but they still had struggles and difficulties in their lives.  In their struggles, they started to focus on their 

shadows and they wondered where God was in their lives.  In verses 14&15 the people said, “What is the profit 

of our keeping his charge or of walking as in mourning before the Lord of hosts?  Evil doers not only prosper 

but they put God to the test and they escape.”  Where were the rewards for being faithful?  At this point they 

were so discouraged that they figured it was futile to serve God, because it appeared that those who did evil, 

those who rejected God were blessed and prospered, while they struggled.  This is true in our own lives.  

Sometimes it seems like those who reject God and do evil prosper, while we suffer.  So often in our world 

today, immorality is portrayed as being perfectly acceptable.  Public figures can live immoral personal lives and 

still be praised as great leaders. Popular roles models for children sometimes seem to be models of rebellion 

against God 

     When we see those who reject God and yet prosper in this world, it is very easy for us to ask, “What do we 

gain by carrying out God’s requirements?” Or “What do we gain by serving God?”  When all we see is the 

darkness of our problems, we may feel like God has abandoned us. 

     But it is not helpful or wise to stare at the shadowy darkness in our lives unless we remember that the light of 

Christ is right behind us to support us in the work of serving God and loving one another.  God assured the 



people through the prophet Malachi that this world is not the end saying in verse 17, “They shall be mine in the 

day when I make up my treasured possession, and I will spare them as a man spares his son who serves him.”  

God says there is another world, the kingdom of light, the heavenly kingdom of eternal joy, and for those who 

believe and honor God’s name are God’s treasured possession, and they, along with all of us, will be treated 

with the compassion that a loving father has toward his child. 

     When we are aware of the light of Christ and are receiving His warmth, strength, and understanding, which 

the light of Christ will give to us, then we can give thanks in those circumstances.  We don’t give thanks for the 

pain and suffering at the moment, but we may at some point in the future knowing that the light of Christ was 

with us during those dark moments. 

     On this Christ the King Sunday, we can give thanks, regardless of our circumstances, because Jesus is a 

different kind of king.  Instead of being like an earthly ruler who gathers taxes from the people, our God gives 

us His Son so we can live.  Instead of making demands on us, Christ our King offers His unconditional love and 

forgiveness.  He offers His life and says, “You are mind.”  Instead of remaining far away from the people, 

secluded in a castle like an earthly king, God comes to us in His Son that people might have treasures in heaven. 

     How much does God care for us?  I once heard it described this way:  Imagine a management company 

trying to organize the crowds that came to be baptized by John the Baptist.  The company sets up tables and has 

name tags to fill out for all of the people, but below a person’s name they are to write their greatest sin.  So 

when a person comes to the table they are asked, “What’s your first name?”  “Bob.”  “Bob” is then written on 

the man’s name tag in permanent ink.  Then he is asked, “What is your worst sin, Bob?”  And Bob replies, “I 

stole money from my company.”  Therefore, below his name the word “embezzler” is written in ink, but not 

permanent ink.  The next person is asked the same questions: “What is your name?”  “Karen,” says a young 

woman.  And she is asked, “Karen, what is your worst sin?”  Karen says, “I gossiped about some of my 

neighbors I don’t like.”  The organizers then write, “Gossiper” below Karen’s name.  And it goes on and on: 

“George – Adulterer; John – Murderer;” and so on.  Those with name tags then line up to be baptized, but then 

Jesus comes along and as He walks by every person in line, He takes their name tags and puts them on Himself.  

Then Jesus is baptized by John in the Jordan River and the water washes away the sin from every name tag that 

He wears.  Jesus keeps the name tags and tells the people, “You are mine.  Your sins have been washed away, 

you are forgiven.”  Therefore, we should always thank Him for nothing, that there are no sins connected with 

our names and that He holds nothing against us.  

     All of us will someday walk through the valley of the shadow of death.  But all of us can overcome the fear 

of darkness by the grace of God as we take in the light of Christ: the light that is in His Word, the light that is in 

the waters of our Baptism, the light that is in the Lord’s Supper, and the light of Christian fellowship and 

worship.  With that much light surrounding us, with so much light from God strengthening and comforting us, 

we can face the darkness of any situation and at the same time give thanks to God who sustains us in all 

circumstances.      

 


