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Remembering, Gratitude, Obedience: Deuteronomy 8:7-20 
Living Faith 2.4: Our Care for God’s Creation 
 
Thanksgiving weekend.  As far as holiday weekends go I think Thanksgiving is my favourite.  I love 
the smell of fall, the changing colours, the freshness of the earth and in the air.  I love the food of fall: 
turkey, mashed potatoes and stuffing. All of those other dishes – beans, sweet potatoes, parsnips, and 
turnips– are just a waste of table space.  As far as I’m concerned turkey, mashed potatoes and stuffing 
should be considered a food group all of its own.  And of course, it is always good to spend time with 
family.  For me, Thanksgiving as a kid and even as an adult was always more about family and food 
than it was about thankfulness.  To be sure, there was usually a sermon about thankfulness on Sunday, 
and every so often some of my extended family would go around the table and make us all say 
something we were thankful for. But for the most part – food and family were the really important 
things.   
 
One day several years ago, my aunt gave me a thankfulness journal.  She had been going through 
cancer treatment and I think she was re-evaluating what was important to her.  She started talking a lot 
about being grateful for the little things, and about cultivating a thankful spirit.  She wanted to share her 
enthusiasm for thankfulness so she presented me with a lovely journal to help me be mindful of 
becoming more thankful as well.   It was a thoughtful gift.   
 
But what strikes me as odd about both this gift and the ‘saying what you are thankful for’ table activity, 
is that no one ever identified the object of our thankfulness.  To whom were we supposed to be 
thankful?  Somehow, there was this understanding that the things we have for which we are thankful 
(food, shelter, family, jobs, etc.) just appeared out of nowhere.  We offered our thanks to….?  the air?  
ourselves? our families? the farmers who grew our food?  God? 
 
I come across this kind of directed-less thankfulness quite often.  I think the underlying impulse is to 
move toward greater humility, which is an honourable goal.  But I think this nebulous kind of 
thankfulness is dangerous because it is a thankfulness with no memory, and memory is essential for 
how we live with real gratitude. And ultimately, gratitude is supposed to result in more than just good 
feelings – it’s supposed to result in obedience.  Let me explain by taking us back to the very early days 
that Israel was being formed as a nation.  If you like, pull out a bible and turn to Deuteronomy 8 – the 
passage we read a few minutes ago. 
 
As you will recall, the Israelites had spent centuries as slaves in Egypt. They were treated with cruelty, 
they had nothing of their own, they were worked and overworked harshly and their lives were bitter.  
But God heard their cry for help, and he rescued them and led them out of Egypt, promising to bring 
them to a sweet land, flowing with milk and honey, where they would live in homes of their own and 
enjoy the fruitfulness of their own vines, and they would prosper.   He promised to do all of this to keep 
his covenant – to be their God and to bless them so that they would be a blessing to the nations around 
them. 
 
Deuteronomy 8 is part of Moses’ instructions to the Israelites as they prepared to enter this promised 
land filled with milk and honey and barley and vines and figs and copper and iron. They would lack 
nothing.   Moses was preparing them to live in the context of prosperity instead of adversity and 
scarcity.   And the way he did this was to encourage them to remember – to remember the God who 
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had rescued them, remember the God who had provided all this bounty, remember the God who had 
made a covenant with them and who still upheld it.  Remember, be thankful, keep his commandments, 
and bless the Lord.   
 
Now, you would think that the Israelites wouldn’t have any trouble remembering and being thankful – 
after all, God rescued them from centuries of oppression, he threw their enemies into the sea, he 
provided for their every need in the wilderness (their shoes didn’t wear out, they had water out of a 
rock, they had bread and meat to eat, and their animals didn’t die). One would think that they would be 
so overcome with gratitude they would spend the rest of their lives thanking and blessing God and 
doing everything they could to show him how much they loved him. 
 
But God knew them better.  He knew that at some point they would forget what God had done and 
begin to think that they had been the makers of their own prosperity. They would begin to think that it 
was their own wisdom and talent that brought their success.  And as soon as that happened, they would 
cease to remember God, and they would cease to be obedient.  So, Moses’ words to the Israelites are 
words of instruction, but they are also words of warning.  Take care that you don’t forget.  Because if 
you forget you won’t remember to be thankful to God, and you won’t remember to be obedient to God, 
and you will stop being the blessing that he has called you to be. 
 
Remember.  Be Thankful.  Act out that gratitude in obedience.  Those were Moses’ basic instructions 
to the Israelites.   
 
I think we face many of the same challenges in our land of prosperity.  When we consider the models 
of success in our world, the self-made man or woman is the measure of success.  When we look over 
our own lives, we pat ourselves on the back for our good business sense, the way our kids turned out, 
our beautiful gardens, our wisdom and discipline in saving for retirement.  We might thank the people 
around us for their help and support along the way, but how often do we thank God?   
 
I wonder if we would be more grateful (and more obedient) if our memories were a bit better. What if 
we looked back over our lives and remembered God’s faithfulness to us throughout the years, through 
difficult situations, through cancer treatment or in the midst of aching loss?  What if we remembered 
God’s goodness at the birth of our children and grandchildren? What if we remembered God’s good 
gifts given to us in the form of particular talents like the ability to teach or weld or work with wood or 
sing.  Scripture teaches us that every good and perfect gift comes from God the Father (James 1:17).   I 
expect that if we were willing to remember more often, we would be thankful more often – and 
specifically thankful to God.  And when we are thankful more often, we go out of our way to show it 
through obedience to God’s commandments. 
 
So, what does remembering God and cultivating a life of gratitude to God look like for God’s people?  
Well, for the Israelites it looked like keeping God’s commandments.  The way they were to 
demonstrate their gratitude and resulting love for God was to keep his commandments and be the 
people God called them to be. 
 
As we mentioned briefly last week, Paul encouraged the early church in the same way.  Living out of 
gratitude and love for God looked like having compassion and humility, bearing with one another, 
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loving one another, forgiving one another.  God has met all of your needs in Christ Jesus, therefore, 
says Paul, demonstrate your gratitude in obedience.   
 
Through Moses, God gave the Israelites tools for remembering:  keeping the Sabbath holy was a tool 
for remembering God’s goodness in creation and being thankful for it.  Not eating leavened bread 
during Passover was a tool for remembering God’s rescue from Egypt.  Parts of the priests clothing 
served as tools for remembering the commandments of God.  Teaching their children every hour of 
every day was a tool for remembering, and writing God’s commandments around their homes was a 
tool for remembering.  These ‘rituals’ were never intended to be empty – they were tools to help the 
Israelites stay grounded in God’s saving work, to bless the Lord with gratitude, and keep the 
commandments. 
 
I wonder what our tools for remembering, thankfulness, and obedience might be.  Though they are 
much more, the sacraments are also tools for remembering.  Celebrating the Lord’s Supper is a tool for 
remembering – do this in remembrance of me.  It keeps us mindful of being obedient to Christ’s 
command to be unified in his body, together under one head and one Lord.  Baptism is a tool for 
remembering – for remembering Christ’s death and resurrection, and moving us toward greater 
participation in them.  Perhaps saying the Lord’s Prayer is a tool for some of you – a tool for 
remembering how to pray.  Meeting together often for food and fellowship is a tool for remembering – 
or it can be a tool if we are mindful to share with one another how and where God has been working 
out his salvation in our own lives.  Giving of our tithes and offerings is a tool for remembering, for in 
that act we remember God’s provision for us, and respond in obedience to offer our everything back to 
him for His use.  What other tools for remembering  - tools that remind you of God’s goodness, inspire 
gratitude, and prompt obedience - can you think of?   
 
When it comes to Thanksgiving, you can’t force people to be thankful, or guilt them into thankfulness, 
or make them come up with something around the dinner table.  But if we took a good hard look at our 
lives – where our abilities actually come from, where our provision comes from, who makes the earth 
yield food, and God’s promise to keep his covenant with us (no matter how thankful we are) – we 
might find ourselves developing greater habits of gratitude.  And these habits of gratitude are really the 
habits of discipleship.  
 
Back to my aunt’s thankfulness journal.  Our thankfulness journal is scripture.  That part is already 
written, and we have been written into scripture as God’s holy and beloved children.  But we have 
additional entries to make with our own lives, as we are more and more aware of God’s blessing to us 
in our lives.  As we remember God’s faithfulness to us, let us give thanks through obedience to him.  
As we become more and more obedient, we will more fully become the blessing to others that God 
calls us to be.   
 
Remember.  Be thankful.  Demonstrate your gratitude through obedience.  Bless the Lord. 


