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Psalm 1001-5 “Give Thanks to Him”

The Thanksgiving holiday has been one of
my favorites ever since Marian and I came to
the US over 30 years ago - the pleasures of
good food and good company without the
commercial stresses of gift-giving, card-
sending, and all the other things that make
Christmas seem so hectic. Of course I don’t
have to cook a turkey and 10 vegetables for
25 people, so maybe that’s why I find it an
easy holiday to enjoy!

But I like some of the traditions that we have
encountered over the years at different
friends” Thanksgiving tables. One
memorable one required everyone to talk for
one minute about something they were
thankful for in the past year. There were
others where we were introduced to the
delights of watching Thanksgiving football
games! Some friends sang hymns before they
ate. Whatever it was, it added to the shared
sense of the goodness of God, who had
provided for us so richly.

Of all the 150+ Psalms in the Bible, there are
a handful that bear the ancient title “For
giving thanks.” The best known of these is
undoubtedly Psalm 100 - mostly because of
its musical settings. In the old Psalter, it
begins “By joyful in the LORD, all ye
lands...” and it is well known in liturgical
churches like the Anglican one I grew up in

as the Jubilate - a canticle of praise sung in
the service of Morning Prayer. To evangelical
Protestants in our Congregational tradition -
those who late in the English Reformation
were called the “Non-Conformists” - the
much better known version is the hymn All
People That On Earth Do Dwell, William
Kethe’s famous 1565 paraphrase for the
Scottish Psalter, which we still sing today to
the tune aptly named “Old Hundredth.”

1) Why Give Thanks?

What makes Psalm 100 suitable “for giving
thanks”? Because it addresses three of the
great questions of life, and gives good
reasons to respond to its answers by worship
and joyful singing. In a few short verses, the
Psalmist considers “who is God?”, “who are
we?” and “how do we stand with him?”

Who is God? People have asked that for
millennia, on every continent and in every
culture. Some noisy and angry people today
dismiss the question as nonsensical, with no
rational answer, or at best a host of mutually
contradictory answers. But the question itself
remains one of the evidences for the
existence of God - that almost everyone,
everywhere, at all times, thinks that “he, she
or they” must exist. Whatever the
sophistication of your culture, the sense that



there must be more to life than we
experience every day, something
transcendent that gives it all meaning, is
almost universal.

The answer of Psalm 100, of course, is that
“the LORD is God.” Now as you know, the
appearance in the OT of the capitalized word
“LORD” is a signal to us that at that point in
the original Hebrew text stood the name of
Israel’s God, the letters YHWH, which
probably stood for the name “Yahweh.” But
because the divine name was too holy to
speak, the tradition arose in public readings
of the Hebrew Bible to substitute the word
adonai meaning “lord” whenever YHWH
appeared. So all English Bible translations
have adopted the convention of putting
capitalized LORD wherever YHWH appears
in the OT.

What does Psalm 100 claim? That YHWH is
God. If you want to know who the Creator,
Sustainer and Judge of the world is, he is
YHWH, the God of Israel. He is not Ra or Isis
or Osiris or Baal or Ashteroth or Marduk or
Dagon or Molech. He is not Zeus or Jove, not
Odin or Wotan. He is Yahweh, the God of
Israel. This is presented not as an absurdly
ambitious claim by the Israelites that “their
God was the greatest.” On the contrary, the
Israelites” sense had always been that the
great God of the world had for some
unfathomable reason chosen a small family
tribe from Ur of the Chaldees to become his
representatives among the nations of the
ancient world. They were called the “sons of
Eber” - later the “Hebrews” - and were
called to settle in the land of Canaan, which
would later be called Israel after the
patriarch Jacob and his 12 sons.

Who is God? The creator of all things -
YHWH. Who are we? If we are the people
singing Psalm 100, we are the people he
created and then called to be “his people,”
owned by him, shepherded by him,

protected by him. We are the people, or the
spiritual descendants of the people, whom
God has created, chosen, protected, and
called his own so that they would make him
known to the wider world.

And if that was not enough, the Psalmist
tells us that this God has a character that
everyone admires: he is not only the
powerful Creator, but he is also good, loving,
and always faithful to his people. His
attitude to them is summed up in a Hebrew
word (hesed) that is variously translated into
English as “mercy, “loving kindness”,
“steadfast love,” “unfailing love.” It says that
an essential part of God’s character is to love
constantly, without regard to the behavior of
the people he loves, because that’'s who he is
and how he acts. As the NT will put it, “God
is love.” That's his character, and it guides
his actions so that they do not depend on
how lovable or even how faithful his chosen
people are.

To get the true flavor of God’s steadfast love,
you have to go to somewhere like the OT
prophet Hosea, where God is pictured as a
husband whose wife, Israel, has become
unfaithful. She has not only left him, she has
gone off to be a whore. But his character
means that not for one moment will he stop
loving her. He goes after her, he woos her, he
begs her to return. When she does, he
remarries her and restores her to her former
place as “first lady” in his household. His
love, not her behavior, is what determines
the outcome of the story.

That is what the Bible calls God’s “mercy,”
which endures forever, which reaches
beyond the events of the moment unto the
furthest generations. His character
guarantees the future, his “steadfast love”
ensures that our children and our children’s
children will still be “his people, the sheep of
his pasture.” His faithfulness to the covenant
he has made with his people means he will



never forsake them even when they wander
away from him like lost sheep. If he has to
lay down his own life for his sheep, he will
do it, because that is what he is like; that is
his character.

2) Bless Him Always

How should anyone react to such a God? If
this is his character, how should his people
respond? Not, as you might first think, by
striving to be “as good as he is.” That would
never be sufficient. What he wants from his
people is that they love him in return, and
the chief way he has ordained that to happen
is through worship.

To worship is to acknowledge the power and
worth of someone or something else - and
the tone of Psalm 100, like the ones that
precede it in the Book of Psalms, is that “the
LORD is king.” So his people are invited and
commanded to worship the king. They
should gather together before him, in “his
courts,” as though they had an audience with
the king, or the President. He promises that
if they assemble and “enter through his
gates,” he will appear to them and be present
among them. Worship begins by people
gathering so that the LORD can appear
among them.

Their response to his appearing is to be a
“shout of joy” - an acclamation, a cheer, that
might go up when a famous person enters a
room. It is accompanied by joyful singing by
people who are glad to be there. In the K]V,
the opening line runs “Make a joyful noise
unto the LORD, all ye lands;” which has led
to a thousand pastors telling people that it
doesn’t matter how badly they sing, as long
as they make “a joyful noise!” I'm sorry to
tell you that is wrong! - this is about the
noise of cheering and acclamation, not of
singing - and the singing is always
presumed to be not only joyful but tuneful!

Thanks be to God that we have a
congregation here where that is so! That, I
am sure, is not just because God has
graciously gathered musically gifted people
here, but that our Congregational tradition,
since the early 1700s, has emphasized
communal singing of hymns that express our
devotion and our feelings to our God and
Savior. This was almost solely due to Isaac
Watts (a Congregational minister from my
home town of Southampton), who was the
first hymn-writer in English to break away
from the tradition of only paraphrasing the
Psalms. It was said of him: “the poetry of
Watts took the religious world of the dissenters by
storm. It gave an utterance, till then unheard in
England, to the spiritual emotions, to the
contemplation of God's glory in nature, to His
revelation in Christ, and it made hymn-singing a
fervid devotional force.” Joytul singing is one of
our great traditions; one that we share with
the Methodists and their rich treasure of the
hymns of Charles Wesley. It is something for
which I have always been thankful.

A good and loving God invites and
commands us to worship him joyfully, to
thank him and to bless him for his care.
Worship should have an air of exuberance
and enthusiasm about it. That will be
especially true when we are singing -
whether the songs and music are ancient or
contemporary - but it ought also to mark
other aspects of our worship. Of course we
can come before God in silence, in tears, in
need, in prayer, in attentive listening; but the
overall tone of our “service” of worship
should demonstrate joy and gratitude and a
vitality that says “God is here, and we are
glad, and we are thankful for who he is and
what he does.”

Notice that there is one more aspect of
worship that God’s people cannot ignore: his
person, his character, his love and his good
purposes are to be shown to “all the earth.”
The invitation and command to praise him



goes out to “all the earth,” “all ye lands,” “all
people that on earth do dwell.” God has
chosen a people to represent him among the
nations, to demonstrate his love and grace
through their actions to the unbeliever, the
Gentile, the alien, so that “all will know that I
am the LORD.” Psalm 100 claims the whole
world for God, and worship must always
have that evangelistic edge to it; that intent
to proclaim the goodness of God to those
who do not yet know him. Some of those will
already be among the assembled people,
some out in the streets, some at home in bed.
But God’s people will always be inviting
them to worship and to meet the good and
loving God, to “taste and see that the LORD
is good.”

Psalm 100 is “for giving thanks,” and it does
so by reminding us of the goodness of God,
and of the privilege of worship. We give
thanks best when we turn to God our maker
and our providential protector - our
shepherd - and say “thank you” for your
character; thank you for your provision,
thank you for your steadfast love shown to a
wanderer like me, thank you for the green
pastures you have led me to, thank you for
the quiet waters you have allowed me to
drink from; thank you for rescuing me from
danger, thank you for giving your life for my
sake.

Thank you for making me part of “your
people,” thank you for the friends and family
that love and care for me, thank you for the
church that teaches and encourages me,
thank you for the calling to use my gifts in
your service. Thank you for the chance to
live in an abundant and beautiful place and
time. Thank you for the grace of Jesus Christ
that has opened our eyes to your goodness
and your presence. Accept our worship,
because we come to you in joy and in thanks,
to bless your name.

Let us pray...




