
Psalm 136 
Give Thanks to the Lord 

 
Main idea: God gave His Son, so we give thanks. 
 
While preparing for a large Christmas gathering, a mother was giving orders to her family like a drill 
sergeant: “Pick up your things! Set the table! Put away your toys!” And about that time, she caught a 
glimpse of her 4-year-old daughter playing with a nativity set, and heard her using the same drill 
sergeant voice, the virgin Mary said to the wise men bringing gifts, “I don’t care who you are, get those 
camels out of my living room!” 
 
Like the little girl who is becoming like her mother, as we grow in Jesus, we become more like our 
Father in heaven.  He gave His Son, and He instills in us the desire to give.  1 2

 
This morning, I’m going to preach one more sermon on the topic of Christmas and giving. We saw in 
the first sermon that hundreds of years before Jesus was born, Isaiah made a prophecy that a son 
would be given.  Then we saw that Jesus was born, and the wise men gave Him gifts.  And last week, 3 4

we were reminded by the extremely handsome, intelligent, and eloquent Nicodemus… 
 
[Picture of Pastor Chris dressed as Nicodemus] 

 
 
We were reminded by him that not only was a son given, it was God’s son. God gave His Son, born into 
our world, to die for our sins, so that we could be born again.  5

 
But really, what difference does all that make for us today? Some will say that the birth and death of 
one man 2,000 years ago doesn’t matter today, because it’s in the past.  And others will say that it 6

matters, but only primarily for the future, in terms of where you spend eternity.  And while that’s 7

certainly part of why Jesus came, I think the Scriptures speak even more about how being born again 
not only changes the course of our future, but of our present.  8
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So this morning I’m going to answer the question: what does a person who is born again do today? 
How does a person who is given much respond to God? Asked another way, how does a person who is 
forgiven much respond to God’s gift of grace?  9

 
We could answer this question in many ways, of course. We could talk about their sanctification, about 
how they begin to forsake sin, in order to live they way God intends.  We could talk about how they 10

share the gospel with others, telling others how they might be saved also.  We could even talk about 11

their language, how the very words we use begin to glorify God.  12

 
But why do we do all this? Certainly we don’t do it to prove that we’re worthy of salvation, because 
that’s the exact opposite of the gospel of grace.  And we shouldn’t do it merely because we’re 13

commanded to, as if we’re merely soldiers taking orders.  No, we serve God because as we rest in His 14

grace, we begin to rejoice in all that He’s done for us.  15

 
In other words, since God gave us His Son, we give thanks to Him. 
 
We’re going to be looking this morning at Psalm 136. This psalm is perhaps the most repetitive song 
ever written. After every reason given to praise God, there’s a refrain that says, “for His steadfast love 
endures forever.” 
 
So as I read this psalm this morning, I want you to say that refrain with me at the end of each verse. 
 
Let’s read it together.  
 
Psalm 136. 
 

Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good, for his steadfast love endures forever. Give thanks to 
the God of gods, for his steadfast love endures forever. Give thanks to the Lord of lords, for his 
steadfast love endures forever; to him who alone does great wonders, for his steadfast love 
endures forever; to him who by understanding made the heavens, for his steadfast love endures 
forever; to him who spread out the earth above the waters, for his steadfast love endures 
forever; to him who made the great lights, for his steadfast love endures forever; the sun to rule 
over the day, for his steadfast love endures forever; the moon and stars to rule over the night, 
for his steadfast love endures forever; to him who struck down the firstborn of Egypt, for his 
steadfast love endures forever; and brought Israel out from among them, for his steadfast love 
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endures forever; with a strong hand and an outstretched arm, for his steadfast love endures 
forever; to him who divided the Red Sea in two, for his steadfast love endures forever; and 
made Israel pass through the midst of it, for his steadfast love endures forever; but overthrew 
Pharaoh and his host in the Red Sea, for his steadfast love endures forever; to him who led his 
people through the wilderness, for his steadfast love endures forever; to him who struck down 
great kings, for his steadfast love endures forever; and killed mighty kings, for his steadfast love 
endures forever; Sihon, king of the Amorites, for his steadfast love endures forever; and Og, 
king of Bashan, for his steadfast love endures forever; and gave their land as a heritage, for his 
steadfast love endures forever; a heritage to Israel his servant, for his steadfast love endures 
forever. It is he who remembered us in our low estate, for his steadfast love endures forever; 
and rescued us from our foes, for his steadfast love endures forever; he who gives food to all 
flesh, for his steadfast love endures forever. Give thanks to the God of heaven, for his steadfast 
love endures forever. (Psalms 136:1-26) 

 
Father, Your steadfast love does endure forever. So we praise You. Or, at least, we want to praise You. 
We don’t always know how, and even when we do know how, we admit that we rarely give You perfect 
praise. So please transform us, that we might give You thanks. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
 
This psalm basically recounts some of the history of Israel, and invites Israel to praise God for Him 
working every step of the way. 
 
As you reflect on the past year, what reasons can you give to give thanks? If you were to write your 
own verses to this psalm, what would you say? 
 
[after each reason is given, invite everyone to say, “for His steadfast love endures forever”] 
 
For all of these reasons and more, we give thanks to the Lord. The first three verses of our psalm, as 
well as the last verse, all begin, “give thanks.” 
 
Verse 1: 
 

Give thanks to the LORD… (Psalms 136:1) 
 
Verse 2: 
 

Give thanks to the God of gods… (Psalms 136:2) 
 
Verse 3: 
 

Give thanks to the Lord of lords… (Psalms 136:3) 
 
And verse 26: 
 

Give thanks to the God of heaven, for his steadfast love endures forever. (Psalms 136:26) 
 



And almost all of the verses in between actually begin with an implied “give thanks,” carried over from 
verse 3. Check it out. 
 
Verse 4. We rightly understand it to mean: 
 

[Give thanks] to him who alone does great wonders... 
 
Verse 5: 
 

[Give thanks] to him who by understanding made the heavens… 
 
And so on. So this psalm is all about giving thanks to the Lord, whose steadfast love endures forever. 
 
But what does it mean to “give thanks”? We’ve talked recently about how we can’t really give anything 
to the Lord,  and yet He wants us to give Him our hearts.  And certainly God doesn’t delight in empty 16 17

words, as if we’re simply flattering God,  so I think the kind of giving thanks that God wants us to 18

engage in is simply the expression of a heart given to God.  19

 
So, have you given your heart to God? What I mean is, do you find your delight in Him, or do you find 
your joy primarily in other things? In Romans 1, Paul describes how, in our natural state, we worship 
not the Creator, but rather the things that He’s created.  And there’s nothing wrong with enjoying the 20

things that God has blessed us with, as long as we remember where they came from, always giving 
God the praise. 
 
And as Paul reminds us in 1 Thessalonians, we always have reason to rejoice. We always have reason 
to pray, thanking God for how He has blessed us, even in all circumstances.  21

 
We don’t do that by nature.  Rather, a person who is born again gives thanks.  We give thanks for 22 23

God’s steadfast love, which endures forever. That is, we recognize that life is not about what we do, but 
about what about God has already done.  24

 
Now, so far, I’ve been talking primarily about giving thanks to God with words, through prayer or song, 
but I don’t think that’s the only way, or even the primary way that we ought to give thanks to God. When 
the Jews gave thanks to God, they gave sacrifices. They gave offerings. They gave things that cost 
them something.  25
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After the first temple in Jerusalem was built, the Jews sacrificed 22,000 cattle and 120,000 sheep and 
goats.  That just seems like bad stewardship, right? So much that you might wonder if they were being 26

reckless. If they were being wise with their resources. They had to sacrifice more than 800 animals per 
hour, which is an animal almost every 4 seconds, for 7 days straight in order to sacrifice 120,000 sheep 
and goats, and 22,000 cattle. No matter how you slice it, that's a lot of bull! 
 
According to 1 Kings 8:63, these were fellowship offerings, which meant that part of the animal was 
offered on the altar, and part of the animal was given back to the person who brought the animal, so 
that they could cook it and eat, and so many think that they were having a huge barbeque around the 
temple, as they were celebrating God’s goodness. 
 
But others think that because of the sheer volume and time constraints, all of these animals were 
sacrificed as burnt offerings. That meant that they were thrown onto the altar, killed, and then set on 
fire, and completely burnt up. They weren't eaten. They didn't save the best parts aside to snack on 
later. They were completely wasted, for the Lord. 
 
We might look at this and think, "What a waste!"  But the Jews were celebrating. They were rejoicing. 27

They were thankful to God that God would make His home among them, in the temple. 
 
And at Christmastime, we’re reminded that God also made His home among us.  But when Jesus 28

came in the flesh, He came for a purpose: to give His life.  29

 
You know, if Jesus just had to die, He could have chosen a less painful method. He could have died 
painlessly, in His sleep. He could have made it quick, with a firing squad. But no, this was not a 
moment to get it over with quickly. Like the sacrifices in the Old Testament, this was a demonstration of 
the sacrificial love of God.  30

 
Sometimes we think of our salvation as a quick transaction. I say a prayer, I get grace, I get saved. But 
the death of Jesus on the cross reminds us that our salvation was costly. So don't treat it like it's cheap. 
In response to Him giving you His life, God invites you to give as He gave. 
 
Billy Graham said this: 
 

“The key word of the dedicated Christian should be ‘give.’ Charitable contributions speak 
eloquently of your unselfish Christian generosity.” - Billy Graham 

 
And Tim Keller said this: 
 

“A lack of generosity refuses to acknowledge that your assets are not really yours, but God’s.” - 
Tim Keller 

26 2 Chronicles 7:5 
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In other words, we give thanks because God has given us everything! 
 
Because of God’s great gift to us, our everything thought, every action, every inclination ought to be 
that we give to others generously, just as God has given to us. 
 
I read a story about how Mahatma Gandhi’s shoe slipped off his foot as he was boarding a train. As the 
train was already in motion, Gandhi was unable to retrieve it. He calmly reached down, took off his 
other shoe, and threw it off the train as well. When a fellow passenger asked why he would do such a 
thing, Gandhi smiled and said, “The poor man who finds the shoe on the track will now have a pair he 
can use.” 
 
In the same way, even when we experience loss, our first inclination ought to be to give thanks to God, 
and give to others.  Listen, Mahatma Gandhi wasn’t even a Christian! He didn’t experience the 31

sacrificial love of Jesus Christ in his life, which inspires us, even compels us to sacrificially give to 
others. So much more then, we ought to be people who see every moment as an opportunity to 
express the love that God has shown us to others. 
 
Jesus said this in Matthew 10:42. 
 

“Whoever gives one of these little ones even a cup of cold water because he is a disciple, truly, I 
say to you, he will by no means lose his reward.” (Matthew 10:42) 

  
Jesus also told us in Matthew 25 that whenever we visit people in prison, or welcome strangers, or give 
food to the hungry, or clothing to the naked, we do those things for Jesus Himself.  Now, it’s not too 32

often that we see a naked person walking down the street, but we ought to rush to get involved in 
things like our local Food Pantry, and the Clothes Closet, because in helping to provide for the people 
in our community, we’re actually giving thanks to Jesus Himself. 
 
Pastor and author Tony Campolo was speaking to a conference of about 300 women. Before he was to 
speak, the president of the organization was giving updates and read a moving letter from a missionary. 
The missionaries spoke of their need for $4,000. The president said, “We need to pray that God will 
provide the resources to meet the need of this missionary. Brother Campolo will you please pray for 
us?” Tony Campolo very simply said, “No.” Taken aback, the woman asked, “I beg your pardon?” Again 
he said, “No, I won’t pray for that.” He said, “I believe that God has already provided these resources, 
and all we need to do is give. I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I’m going to step up to this table and give 
every bit of cash I have in my pocket. And if all of you will do the same thing, I think we’ll find that God 
has already provided.” 
 
The president of the organization nervously laughed and said, “Well, I guess we get the point. He’s 
trying to teach us that we all need to give sacrificially.” “No,” said Tony, “that is not what I am trying to 
teach you. I’m trying to teach you that God has already provided for this missionary. All we need to do 
is give it. Here, I’m going to put down all of my money I have with me.” He put down the $15 he had in 

31 Job 1:21 
32 Matthew 25:35 



his pocket and then looked at the organization’s president. She reluctantly opened her purse and took 
out the $40 she had and put it on the table. The rest of the women walked one by one up to the table 
and laid their money down, too. When the money was counted they had collected more than the 
required $4,000. 
 
Tony looked at them and said, “Now, here’s the lesson. God always supplies our needs, and He 
supplied for this missionary, too. The only problem was we were keeping it for ourselves. Now let’s pray 
and thank God for His provision.” 
 
Here’s the thing: everything we have is a gift from God.  Every breath we breathe is a gift from God.  33 34

But so often, we hoard these gifts for ourselves rather than giving them back to God in thanks. 
 
His his book, Money, “Possessions, and Eternity,” Randy Alcorn wrote this: 
 

“Unless we learn how to humbly tell each other our giving stories, our churches will not learn to 
give.” - Randy Alcorn 

 
Now, I've never told anyone how much I give to the church, because quite honestly, I don't want it to 
come across as bragging, and I don't want anyone to feel bad about their own level of giving. The Bible 
talks about not letting your left hand know what your right hand is doing,  and that’s difficult for me, and 35

it would only be more difficult if I shared it with others. So although I think Randy Alcorn has a good 
point, I’m not quite there yet. I hope someday to be able to share our whole story in terms of how 
faithful God has been to provide, even when we didn’t think we could afford to give, and yet still did. I 
hope one day I can share with humility the extent not of my faithfulness, but God’s faithfulness, and 
how He invites us to imitate Him in His giving to us. But this morning I just want to say this: giving is a 
joy! You really can’t outgive God. 
 
Now, I say all this not to manipulate anyone here to give more. I’m not trying to lay a guilt trip on 
anyone. Our church isn’t struggling financially, and I’m fully convinced that God will continue to supply 
all of our needs, and more, as I’ve seen Him do countless times in the past, even these last couple 
years as we went from a very bad financial position, to a very good one in the church. 
 
So I say all these things about money this morning simply to point you in the direction of how to give 
thanks to God. You don’t give because you want to get God’s attention, you give because God’s gotten 
your attention, and you can’t help but give as He gave. 
 
You see, a lot of people think they need to do something to be forgiven by God, but God has already 
given us Jesus. Salvation is a gift that God provides.  36

 
Why? Why does God provide salvation for free, as a gift? Well, we’ve already said it dozens of times. 
It’s because His steadfast love endures forever. 

33 James 1:17 
34 Genesis 2:7, Isaiah 42:5 
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We don’t give out of our own goodness; we give in response to God’s goodness. 
 
God's steadfast love never comes to an end. So even when we don't feel like we’re experiencing His 
love, we can still know that He loves us because of what Jesus did for us on the cross. No matter how 
hard life is, and no matter how bad you’ve blown it in the past, God’s love for us has already been 
proven. And so we wait patiently because of the hope that we have in Jesus. It’s a hope that will not 
disappoint, neither in this life or the life to come.  37

 
His steadfast love endures forever. 
 
So believe it, rest in it, and when you do that, you’ll begin to rejoice in it, and that means giving thanks. 
 
Father, we thank You for Your great gift, giving us Your Son. We thank You for Your steadfast love, 
always loving us, always faithful, even when we’re faithless. Change us, so that we would respond with 
love and a giving heart. In Jesus’s name, Amen. 

37 Romans 5:5 


