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5]& INTRODUCTION

Thanksgiving Day is four days away. Family and friends will get together for food and fun.
Many people have been waiting a full-year for the Black Friday deals. No matter how you plan
to celebrate this holiday, I hope there is a sense of thankfulness in your heart. The history of the
Thanksgiving Day can be traced back to November, 1620. A group of 102 pilgrims arrived in
Massachusetts after sailing for ten weeks on the Mayflower from England. Many of them were
not ready for the first harsh winter. Half of the people perished subsequently. With the help of
some friendly native Americans, the settlers gradually adapted to the life in the new world. A
year later, a celebration was called for after harvest. They invited the local people to join them in
the first Thanksgiving. It was not until 1870 until the Congress signed into law and made the
Thanksgiving Day a national holiday. Finally, a resolution was passed in 1942 to put the day on
the fourth Thursday in November. That is part of the American history. In the Bible, God’s
people also have their form of Thanksgiving. We will study the Feast of Weeks today. It is also
called the Feast of Harvest. It falls on the fiftieth day after the Passover. It is around May or June
in the western calendar. It coincides with the harvest of wheat. The festival is a one-day
celebration for God’s faithful provision. Whether it is the Israelites, pilgrims or Christians,
people set aside special dates to thank God. However, just like we should always think of our
parents besides Father’s and Mother’s Day, we should always thank God all year round. God
blesses us first so that we can become a channel of His blessings. As such, if we see that
everything comes from God, then we should use everything for God. There are some good
lessons we can learn from this Jewish festival about giving thanks to God.

i#F2 EXPLANATION
1. afHEUE Give Back to God

First, God told the Israelites to give back to Him. Verse 10 says they should celebrate the Feast of
Weeks “...with the tribute of a freewill offering from your hand, which you shall give as the
Lord your God blesses you.” Two points of note here. First, the Israelites have to present a
freewill offering to God. It is not a mandatory tax or a membership fee they must pay. Second,
the amount to give depends on how God blesses them. If they have a bigger harvest in a certain
year, then they should give more. As for the Israel race as a whole, Leviticus 23 outlines what
kind of offerings they need to present on the Feast of Weeks. Number 1: A wave offering of
bread. The sacrifice is waved before the altar to symbolically present to God. It is then given to
the priest as a food. Number 2: A burnt offering that consists of lambs, bull, rams, grain and
wine. A burnt offering is consumed in a fire. It indicates a complete dedication to God. Number
3: A sin offering of a male goat. It is to redeem people of their sins. Number 4: A peace offering
of two lambs. The fat and internal organs will be burnt on the altar. The meat will be eaten by the
participants. It denotes a friendship between God and people. As you can imagine, it takes quite
some time for the priests to prepare all those sacrifices. But everything is done with joy because
it is a time of harvest celebration. By giving back to God first, people show faith that they will
have enough for themselves. It was about 1400 BC when the Israelites entered Canaan. There



was no irrigation system, no pesticide, no artificial fertilizer and no machinery. People must put
their trust in God for a good harvest. In Deuteronomy 28, God promises them many blessings if
they obey Him. First, God would grant them fertility of people and animals. Verse 4 says:
“Blessed shall be the fruit of your womb and the fruit of your ground and the fruit of your cattle,
the increase of your herds and the young of your flock.” Second, they would enjoy security of
God. Look at verse 7: “The Lord will cause your enemies who rise against you to be defeated
before you. They shall come out against you one way and flee before you seven ways.” They still
had to fight in battles, but God would give them victory. Third, they would also get productivity
in the fields. Verse 8 assures them: “The Lord will command the blessing on you in your barns
and in all that you undertake. And he will bless you in the land that the Lord your God is giving
you.” Fourth, God also promised them the certainty of rain. Continue on to verse 12: “ The Lord
will open to you his good treasury, the heavens, to give the rain to your land in its season and to
bless all the work of your hands. And you shall lend to many nations, but you shall not borrow.”
With all that success, the Israelites could achieve prosperity over foreign people. How does the
same God bless you in those five ways? Similar to the Israelites, you or your ancestors came to
this promised land called the United States. You started from nothing and gradually built your
wealth. You arrived here alone and now you have your family. Some of you even enjoy the
blessing of multi-generation. You prevailed over challenges of finance, health and safety. What
attributed to your successful American dream? Hard work? Sure. Wise decisions at the proper
timing? Perhaps. But one thing is certain, it is all God’s grace. He blesses you with good health,
intelligence to study, opportunities to work and protection from harm. Very often, we can easily
take everything for granted. Can we be a little realistic here? I cannot guarantee that I will get up
tomorrow morning. | abide by the traffic laws, but I cannot control how other people drive. I do
not mean to add to your anxieties. The point is that God is always watching over us even when
we do not realize it. Do not forget to give thanks to Him for everything. If we firmly believe that
God blesses us first, then we should freely give back to Him. Paul says in 2 Corinthians 9:7 this
way: Each one must give as he has decided in his heart, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for
God loves a cheerful giver. Your offering is a measure of your thankfulness to God. He does not
look at the amount you give. He looks at your heart. There will be a few problems if we do not
give joyfully. First, we will worry that we do not have enough. Second, we become greedy
because others have more. Third, we go flashy when we have too much. Fourth, we will also be
too stingy to share what we have. If your heart is right, then so will be your offering. Of course,
home church is not the only destination for your offering. There are other good causes you can
give toward. The Lottie Moon Christmas Offering will begin soon. The money is used for
overseas missions. Another thing about offering we can learn from the Israelites is preparation.
They planned everything before the festival. Similarly, we should get our offering ready ahead of
time. You can write your check on Saturday before you go to bed. You should also discuss with
your spouse how much your family should give. It is a good thing to celebrate with your family
if the Lord so blesses you with extra money like a bonus, a raise or a tax refund. You may also
give thanks to God by giving some of it to outside Christian organizations. Moreover, it is never
too early to teach your kids that our money is God’s money. You can encourage them to donate
money from their piggy banks. Teenagers who make money from part-time jobs should also
practice offering. If you are being faithful when you do not have much, then you will be more
generous when God entrusts you more.

2. [A NJii & Give Away to Others



The Feast of Weeks was a time of celebration. The Israelites gave a portion of their harvest back
to God to express their thankfulness. Besides, God also encouraged them to give away some of
their resources to others. Read verses 11-12 again: 11 “And you shall rejoice before the Lord
your God, you and your son and your daughter, your male servant and your female servant, the
Levite who is within your towns, the sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow who are among
you, at the place that the Lord your God will choose, to make his name dwell there. 12 You shall
remember that you were a slave in Egypt; and you shall be careful to observe these statutes.”
People should invite the poor and needy to celebrate with them. At that time, land was an
inheritance passed down to the male descendants. If there was no man in a family, then there
would be no land to farm. Therefore, foreigners, orphans and widows had a hard time to make a
living. Back then, there was no charitable organization nor social welfare system to offer help.
God told His people to show kindness to others just like God treated them. Their ancestors used
to be slaves in Egypt. They had no resource and no freedom. But God provided for them. Moses
closes with these words in Leviticus 23:22 after giving instructions for the Feast of Weeks: “And
when you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap your field right up to its edge, nor
shall you gather the gleanings after your harvest. You shall leave them for the poor and for the
sojourner: I am the Lord your God.” Landowners should intentionally spare sections of their
fields for poor people to pick their food. Also, if workers dropped some produce on the ground,
they should leave it there for needy people to grab. It pleases God when His people show
kindness to others. The theme of generosity is repeated throughout the Old Testament. We said at
the beginning that the Feast of Weeks was celebrated on the 50™ day after the Passover. The
number “50” reminds the Israelites about the Year of Jubilee. It is observed every fifty years.
Leviticus 25 specifies the regulations about it. Among other stipulations, debts were canceled.
People who sold their land due to economic hardship were permitted to reclaim their properties
freely. Even people who sold themselves as slaves to fellow Israelites would be released. Also,
there would be no farming activity for a whole year in the Year of Jubilee. It allows the ground to
replenish its nutrients. Workers and animals could rest too. How could everyone get food when
no one was working? Listen to verses 20-22 of the passage: 20 “And if you say, ‘What shall we
eat in the seventh year, if we may not sow or gather in our crop?’ 21 I will command my blessing
on you in the sixth year, so that it will produce a crop sufficient for three years. 22 When you
sow in the eighth year, you will be eating some of the old crop; you shall eat the old until the
ninth year, when its crop arrives.” God told them not to worry because He would definitely
provide for them if they followed His instructions. Nowadays, some people work seven days a
week. That adds stress to their health and their relationship with family members. It takes faith to
put God first in our life. God may not give you more money if you take one or two days off
every week. But He will give your more joy and contentment if you obey Him. If the Israelites
did what God said, there should be no poor people in the society. But of course, people have little
faith and they are self-centered. There is no Biblical record that the Year of Jubilee was ever
carried out. The structure of the society changed substantially from the Old to the New
Testament. Israel later became a Roman territory. People lost their family land. However, the
same principle of generosity remained. Paul says in 2 Corinthians 9:8-9 — 8 And God is able to
make all grace abound to you, so that having all sufficiency in all things at all times, you may
abound in every good work. 9 As it is written, “He has distributed freely, he has given to the
poor; his righteousness endures forever.” We quoted verse 7 earlier when we talked about
offering. Paul calls for a special offering in this passage. At that time, Jerusalem had a famine.



Paul collected money from everywhere and brought it back to the Jerusalem church. Jerusalem
was the origin of the gospel. Jesus sent His disciples out from there to preach the good news.
Churches were then built in Asia Minor and Eastern Europe. Since believers in those areas
received spiritual benefits from Jerusalem, they had an obligation to help fellow believers in
need. Just like the Biblical times, there are always poor people in our society. Charitable
organizations will ask for monetary donations especially when the holiday season is getting near.
We can use God’s gifts to us to help others. However, we need to balance love with wisdom.
Some agencies shows pictures and videos of people struggling with poverty and diseases, or
skinny refugees in third world countries in their commercials. We can easily be moved by
sympathy. However, we need to ask what proportion of the money will actually go to those in
need. Besides giving money, there are other forms of donation. The shoebox campaign will
conclude today. Samaritan’s Purse will send those gifts along with a gospel message to kids
overseas. You can give can food and used clothes to charities. Sometimes, people may not lack
material things, but they need emotional support. God asked the Israelites to celebrate the feast
with others. You can consider inviting single people for a holiday meal. Empty-nesters can
celebrate the season together. Those are tangible ways to express the love of God.

4Ex6 CONCLUSION

If we see that everything comes from God, then we should use everything for God. Also, when
we are grateful to God we will naturally be gracious to others. We may be plagued by many
uncertainties in this Thanksgiving season. Issues like inflation, crimes and wars can easily take
away our joy and peace. But our thankfulness to God should not vary with the amount of wealth
and materials we have. Rather, our thankfulness to God should reflect how undeserved we are of
His grace. Many of you have heard of the song “Give Thanks.” It was written by Henry Smith in
1978. He was frustrated when he could not find a job after graduating from college. About that
time, he was also battling with an eye disease which eventually led to blindness. Smith and his
flancée were encouraged by a sermon from their pastor. He mentioned that Jesus was rich, but
yet He became poor for us. It may appear that we have nothing, but we have everything in Jesus.
The message inspired Smith to write the song. He performed it in his church a few times. A
military couple took the song to Germany, where they stationed. It became quite popular. Eight
years later, a friend played a song on a cassette tape to Smith and asked if he had heard it before.
It was listed “author unknown” on the record. Smith responded: “I wrote that song!” Then he
contacted the Christian music group. Since then, more than fifty recording companies produced
the song. It was also included in a number of hymn books. Over the past 45 years, God has been
using this beautiful song from a little-known composer to remind believers that there is always a
good reason to give thanks to Him. “Let the weak say I am strong; Let the poor say I am rich
because of what the Lord has done for us. Give thanks!”
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