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This handy eBook:


	Find out how to develop a grateful heart in the midst of hardships—in less than 30 minutes.

	Experience the joy, happiness, contentment, and perspective that come from a thankful heart.

	Benefit from the wisdom, tips, and insight of Joni Eareckson Tada, an international advocate for individuals with disabilities, a published author, a founder of a non-profit organization, and a quadriplegic who has learned how to trust in God in all circumstances.

	Sidestep 3 common pitfalls people make when trying to cope with hardships.
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[image: Decoration] A World of Hurt

It is hard to be grateful when you’re looking into the jaws of mind-bending pain. A heart attack sidelines your brother or AIDS infects your son. You change the diapers of your twelve-year-old who is developmentally disabled. You hold onto marriage vows despite a cold shoulder and an empty bed. You stick to a tight budget and put off vacation for another year. You clamp the lid on raging hormones and make a date with the TV and dinner-for-one. You look at other Christians who seem to be able to smile in the midst of great hardship, and you wonder, Where do they get the strength? How can they have such a grateful spirit?
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Humans are inclined toward ingratitude—we compare our lot in life with others and either admire them from a distance or burn with envy; we miss the job promotion and collapse in discouragement; we feel overwhelmed with home duties and complain bitterly.

When hit with hardships, many people choose one of the following:


Giving up: Some people shelve their hopes and, like a horse yielding to a heavy harness, they stoically resign themselves to “pulling the plow” of dreary, daily routines. But we are not animals. It grieves God to see his children live an existence of hopeless resignation.

Making suffering the focus: Some people yield control to their circumstances, not to God. Suffering becomes the main object, and they cave in under its pressure, coddling quiet feelings of submerged rebellion. They make their problems the focus, rather than focusing on Christ.

Becoming bitter: Hebrews 12:15 cautions, “See to it that no one misses the grace of God and that no bitter root grows up to cause trouble and defile many.” When we allow bitterness to take root in our lives, we close ourselves off from the grace God offers. A bitter person poisons not only his life but also the lives of others. He may make his hardships his idols; but “those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs” (Jonah 2:8).



People who give up, focus on their own suffering, and become bitter have separated God from the suffering he allows in their lives. They forfeit the very grace God wants to shower on them!


[image: Decoration] Cultivating a Grateful Spirit

So what’s the alternative? Believe it or not, we are called to cultivate a grateful spirit that gives thanks under any and all circumstances. How important is it? Type “give thanks” into the search box of your Bible study program and try counting all the references!

Think gratitude is just for good times, when things are going your way? Think again. Romans 1:20–21 explains, “For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse. For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened.”

It says that although men knew God, they failed to give him thanks. What happened next? God seriously punished them for their thankless hearts. That should say something to us; because if a thankless spirit was the undoing of a generation long ago and far away, is it any different today? If even those who only know God by looking at Creation are not excused from giving thanks to him, how much more then ought we, who do have a relationship with God, to give thanks to him!


“Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace. And be thankful. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God. And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him” (Col. 3:15–17).

“I will give thanks to the Lord because of his righteousness and will sing praise to the name of the Lord Most High” (Ps. 7:17).

“Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; his love endures forever (1 Chron. 16:34).
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Ephesians 5:20 says we are “always giving thanks to God the Father for everything in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Most are able to thank God for his grace, comfort, and sustaining power in a trial, but we don’t thank him for the problem—just finding him in it. But decades in a wheelchair have taught me not to segregate my Savior from the suffering he allows, as though a broken neck—or in your case, a broken ankle, home, or heart—merely “happens” and then God shows up after the fact to wrestle something good out of it.

Maybe at one time, this wheelchair felt like a horrible tragedy, but I’m grateful for my quadriplegia. It’s a bruising of a blessing, but still a blessing. It is a gift wrapped in black, but it’s still a gift. It’s the shadowy companion that walks with me daily, pulling and pushing me into the arms of my Savior.
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At the close of life, and in heaven, we shall see occasion to bless God for all his dealings with us. We shall see that we have not suffered one pang too much, or been required to perform one duty too severe. We shall see that all our afflictions, as well as our mercies were designed for our good, and were needful for us. Why then should we not bless God in the furnace as well as in the palace; on a bed of pain as well as on a bed of down; in want as well as when sitting down at the splendid banquet? God knows what is best for us; and the way in which he leads us, mysterious though it seems to be now, will yet be seen to have been full of goodness and mercy.

—Albert Barnes,
19th-century theologian
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For over two years, the apostle Paul was a prisoner, shifted from “pillar to post,” until he was shipped out to Rome. Once there, Paul continued to be under house arrest. He thanked the believers in Philippi for their concern and reassured them with these gracious words: “I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty” (Phil. 4:11–12).

Paul was talking about an internal quietness of heart (supernaturally given) that makes God the focus, rather than hardships. Outwardly, not much changed about Paul’s plight—there was still harsh treatment and cold nights in a bleak jail cell. But Paul did not resign himself to his problems, vexing and fretting, bitterly faulting God for his plight. Rather, Paul enjoyed the contentment of a calm spirit that was able to relax in God’s control. Paul learned how to live this way by understanding and then practicing it. What did he understand?


“I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want” (Phil. 4:12). What was the secret Paul learned? Greek scholars say that the word rendered as “contentment” in our Bibles has the meaning of “sufficiency.” Paul uses the same Greek root in his comments in Philippians 4 as he does in 2 Corinthians 12:9a, “... My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”

Paul’s secret was simply learning to lean on the Lord of grace for help. “Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need” (Heb. 4:16). Paul had to master this. It meant making tough choices—deciding this, not that; going in this direction, not that one. Why does the secret involve such hard work? Because it’s not our natural bent. Humbly seeking help from God doesn’t come automatically. Just take a look at a few of Paul’s well-chosen words in Philippians: “I press on... I contend... I stand firm....”

Paul’s contentment opened the way for gratitude to blossom. He wrote in 2 Corinthians 1:8–9, “We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we despaired even of life. Indeed, in our hearts we felt the sentence of death. But this happened that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead.” Paul was able to rejoice that his tough circumstances forced him to rely on God, rather than his own strength. And it was the reality of God’s grace in his life that produced true gratitude.




[image: Decoration] More Secrets to a Grateful Heart

Suffering is having what you do not want, and wanting what you do not have. However, suffering is minimized when we equalize our desires to fit our circumstances. Subtract our wants, and we will be closer to contentment. Paul was an expert at this arithmetic. He was glad his friends were sending him gifts: “I rejoice greatly,” he says, then quickly adds, “I am not saying this because I am in need....” (Phil. 4:10–12). Not in need? He was in a jail!

But Paul assures his friends, “I am amply supplied... I am not looking for a gift, but I am looking for what may be credited to your account...” (Phil. 4:17–18). Paul minimized his desires to fit his circumstances in jail. By subtracting his wants, he was able to increase his joy—his joy over supplying the needs of others. Paul wasn’t living in denial; he simply adjusted his longings in light of Christ’s sufficiency. Jesus was enough whether Paul was “well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want” (see Phil. 4:12).


The world will try to multiply its desires, including health, money, beauty, and power. You will open the way for gratitude when you subdue your heart to match your circumstances.

Christians may not be able to rule their life situations, but they can rule their hearts: “The brother in humble circumstances ought to take pride in his high position. But the one who is rich should take pride in his low position, because he will pass away like a wild flower,” says James 1:9–10.



Do your circumstances keep you longing for more?

How might you subdue your heart’s desires to better match your situation?
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Here lies the bottom and root of all contentment: When there is an evenness and proportion between our hearts and our circumstances.

— Jeremiah Burroughs, The Rare Jewel of Christian Contentment
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Suppose a woman with arthritis in her hands embroidered a set of pillowcases for you as a thank-you gift. The gift would mean more to you than if sewn by a woman with nimble fingers. Why? Because the arthritic woman expended extraordinary effort. Her expression of thanks involved cost and sacrifice. You’d take into account the extra hours she invested and the pain she endured with each stitch. Most likely, you would be moved to tears. Her suffering “glorified” her gratitude, making it more valuable in your eyes.

If we respond this way to sacrifices, how much more is God enthused when we sacrifice thank offerings to him? We offer a sacrifice of thanks when things are hard. Psalm 50:23 says, “He who sacrifices thank offerings honors me, and he prepares the way so that I may show him the salvation of God.” When trials sandblast you to the core and your bruised feelings scream, Forget God! or your weary mind is too clouded to see through the fog, this is the time to express gratitude to God. True, such gratitude involves cost and sacrifice—it costs your logic and you sacrifice your pride. But your thank offering is glorified as you push through the pain to present gratitude to God for his blessings.


Is there a trial souring your disposition toward God? Fostering doubts? Drying up your zeal? How might a sacrifice of thanksgiving change your attitude?

Ponder how your suffering can uniquely shape your thanksgiving into a true sacrifice of gratitude, preparing the way for God to shower grace upon grace on you. Don’t postpone it. Sacrifice to him now.

“Will I ever be happy, really happy again?” The Bible promises that you can be “sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; poor, yet making many rich; having nothing, and yet possessing everything” (2 Cor. 6:10). That’s quite a promise!
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[image: Decoration] Gratitude Leads to Joy!

“As he was going into a village, ten men who had leprosy met him. They stood at a distance and called out in a loud voice, ‘Jesus, Master, have pity on us!’ When he saw them, he said, ‘Go, show yourselves to the priests.’ And as they went, they were cleansed. One of them, when he saw he was healed, came back, praising God in a loud voice. He threw himself at Jesus’ feet and thanked him—and he was a Samaritan. Jesus asked, ‘Were not all ten cleansed? Where are the other nine? Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?’” (Luke 17:12–18).

Nine lepers were more interested in following the religious prescription—to show oneself to the priest meant receiving a certificate of cleansing, being reinstated into the synagogue, reentering society and regaining acceptance from family and neighbors. It meant a social, religious, and medical “clean bill of health.”

Rather than seek immediate approval and acceptance from the priests and society, one leper chose to rush back to Jesus with happy abandon. He was less interested in “getting on with his life” and more concerned with acknowledging God’s mercy and pouring out gratitude to his Savior.


What area of your life is most lacking in heartfelt gratitude?

Romans 5:2–4 says, “And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God. Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope.” What paves the way for the ability to actually rejoice in our sufferings?
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In a series of verses in Philippians, Paul writes: “Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel… The important thing is that in every way, whether from false motives or true, Christ is preached. And because of this I rejoice. Yes, and I will continue to rejoice, for… what has happened to me will turn out for my deliverance... now as always Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death… Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!... I rejoice greatly in the Lord” (Phil. 1:12, 18–20; 4:4, 10).

From beginning to end, the letter sparkles with joy. Paul’s prison experience was rich in joy and contentment because he had learned from previous times in prison. Years earlier, Paul and Silas were cast into the inner cell of a different prison. Yet deep in the darkness of midnight, during the loneliest hour, they were found singing praises to God. No half-hearted humming—in spite of thick walls and heavy doors, other prisoners actually heard them singing praises (Acts 16:25).


Paul’s arithmetic for joy was to subtract his earthly wants so that something of greater value could be attained: Christ’s cause advanced throughout the world. This gave him enormous joy based on his conviction that suffering Christians are used more powerfully in God’s kingdom.

It’s the way Jesus lived when he was on earth. The Son of Man “despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering” was also the Son of God who was the Lord of joy. “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross… Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart” (Heb. 12:2–3).




[image: Decoration] Giving Thanks—A Wonderful Habit

So many people do so many things for me or to me. Someone has to help me in and out of bed, get me dressed, brush hair, brush teeth… and I am quick to say, “Thank you!” I mean it and I say it a lot. The other day my friend Judy asked if she could borrow $10. I absentmindedly told her to take it out of my wallet, which she did. When I heard my purse snap shut, I automatically said in a cheery voice, “Thank you!” A friend nearby said, “What did you thank her for? She ought to thank you!” It was an odd thing for me to say, but I guess I’m just programmed to express my gratitude to people.

Oh, were we only that way with the Lord Jesus! If only we were better “programmed” to be more grateful to God, to lift prayers countless times during a day, saying, “Thank you, Lord, for this…” and “I am so grateful to you, Jesus, for that….” Psalm 136:1 says, “Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good. His love endures forever.”


In what way does God’s love endure forever? Why is this cause for gratitude?

Plan a celebration of gratitude with the family after dinner. Make copies of Psalm 136 and go around the table, each person reading the first part of a verse, then everyone exclaiming the second part in unison, “His love endures forever!”



Fill in the blank: I give thanks to you, Father, for ___________ .

I give thanks to you, Jesus, for ___________ .

And I give thanks to you, Holy Spirit, for ___________ .


[image: Decoration] The Example of Jesus Christ

Christians who suffer gain support from fellow believers—through the smiles, sharing of struggles, prayerful lifting of burdens, tears, and even the consolation and occasional advice, we are initiated into the fellowship of Christ’s sufferings. For all believers, there is a wonderful, inexplicable participation in the life and power of Jesus when we suffer. Ours is a fellowship in which the power of Jesus is made perfect, not just alongside of or beyond our weaknesses, but actually in our weakness.

At this point, consider the difference between our suffering and that of Christ’s:


For the Lord Jesus, there was no fellowship in suffering.

For the Lord, there was only the wooden insensitivity of his disciples from the first day right up to the end of his ministry.

For Christ, there was only that awful climax of isolation on the cross, even to the point of being forsaken by the Father and abandoned to God’s blazing wrath.

There was no real joy in his cross as there can be in ours. Hebrews 12:2 tells us that “for the joy set before him he endured the cross.” In other words, Jesus focused on that which was beyond those ghastly hours: on his future back with the Father, and on the salvation of millions who would trust him through history. But thankfully for us, we can have joy in our afflictions. Right in the heart of it. Ours is a comfort we can experience now as we suffer.



Jesus Christ went without comfort so that you might have it. He postponed joy so that you might share in it. He willingly chose isolation so that you might never be alone in your hurt and sorrow. He had no real fellowship so that fellowship might be yours, this moment. This alone is enough cause for great gratitude!
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[image: Decoration] Consider Him and Be Thankful

When it comes to gratitude, God must be our aim. We must do more than simply bite our tongues from bad-mouthing our circumstances. Our battle involves more than saying “no” to bitterness or resignation; it means saying “yes” to pursuing God. Hebrews 11:25–26 says, “It was by faith that Moses... chose to share ill-treatment with God’s people instead of enjoying the fleeting pleasures of sin. He thought that it was better to suffer for the promised Christ than to own all the treasures of Egypt, for he was looking forward to the great reward that God would give him” (The Living Bible).
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In order to foster true gratitude in our hearts, we must fight to stay satisfied with God. We must spend more hours studying him, and fewer hours researching our diseases and disabilities on the Internet. We must glut ourselves on the promises of Christ. Dr. John Piper has written superbly on this subject in The Pleasures of God. “We must swallow up the little flicker of [earthly] pleasure in the conflagration of holy satisfaction. When we make a covenant with our eyes, as Job did, our aim is not merely to avoid something erotic, but to gain something excellent...We do not yield to the offer of sandwich meat when we can smell the steak sizzling on the grill.”

In the quest to be grateful, we should not get detoured by earthly pleasures when there is the promise of maximum, full-force joy in the Lord. After all,

“In [God’s] presence is fullness of joy; at thy right hand there are pleasures for evermore.” (Psalm 16:11, KJV)

Thanksgiving has the upper hand in your heart when you are satiated in Christ. When, with Paul, you see him as sufficient—as enough.

“Whom have I in heaven but you? And earth has nothing I desire besides you.” (Psalm 73:25)

When you are suffering affliction, how much time do you spend thinking of God?

In what ways can you model Christ in his suffering?


[image: Decoration] Redefining Happiness

Does happiness, like a butterfly, almost flutter within reach but just when you think you have grasped it… it’s gone?

Do you feel trapped in a dead-end marriage or a dead-end job? Perhaps life seems to be a never-ending drudgery of the same, sad routine.

Or perhaps you feel your marriage is okay, and your job is acceptable. Yet you feel as though something’s missing.

It’s easy to forget that life is supposed to be hard. God wired the world this way. Even Jesus said in John 16:33, “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble [italics mine].” Life is meant to be difficult. For some, it is downright crushing and they’ve convinced themselves that unhappiness is here to stay. But it doesn’t have to be this way. Perhaps the answer is not to get rid of unhappiness but to find a new definition for it.

Elisabeth Elliot has suggested that we redefine happiness as duty and honor, sacrifice and faithfulness, commitment and service. The feeling of happiness is fleeting and elusive, but joy is an overflow of the perseverance and hope that comes from demonstrating faithful sacrifice and committed service. And when our sacrifice and service is focused on Jesus Christ, we will truly be overcomers. For as Jesus concluded in John 16:33, “But take heart! I have overcome the world.”

How would you redefine happiness in your life?

How can you better persevere in your sacrifice and service?

How much do you value honor, duty, and courage?

The world says, “What can’t be cured must be endured.” Christians say, “What can’t be cured can be enjoyed.”
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Choose gratitude...because it is the only fitting response to a good and gracious God who has delivered us from our guilt.… To a significant degree, your emotional, mental, physical, and spiritual well being, as well as the health and stability of your relationships with others, will be determined by your gratitude quotient. Cultivating a thankful heart is a safeguard against becoming bitter, prickly, and sour. A grateful child of God can’t help but be a joyful, peaceful, radiant person

—Nancy Leigh DeMoss
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When it comes to finding the grace to be grateful, we don’t have to plead for it, beg for it, or do penance to be worthy of it. No. God’s grace—his love in action—is not a favor for which we must implore; it is a gift we are invited to enjoy. All he asks is that we humble ourselves (James 4:6) and make Jesus Christ the focus, rather than our problems.

God wants us to have a thankful heart in a world of hurt. We don’t need to ask God to make his grace sufficient for us; he has already assured us that whatever the hardship, there is an equal and compensating amount of grace ready and available for the taking. Grace has been given and it only remains for us to receive it. How wide and deep and high and long the promise of that grace really is! It is sufficient.

So whatever your particular heartache or headache, approach the throne of grace with confidence so that you may find grace to help you in your time of need. Drink deep of it. It’s yours. And it’s enough to fill your heart with gratitude.

[image: Butterfly]


Happiness

God designed the human machine to run on himself. He himself is the fuel our spirits were designed to burn, or the food our spirits were designed to feed on. There is no other…. God cannot give us a happiness and peace apart from himself, because it is not there. There is no such thing.

—C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity




[image: Decoration] Count Your Blessings

Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. —1 Thess. 5:16–18

[image: A flower]

To give thanks is not the same as “feeling thankful.” To give thanks in the midst of pain and problems is to take a step of faith based on the command of 1 Thessalonians 5:18: God tells us to give thanks in all circumstances (not just those we can handle or feel on top of). For what things can you give thanks, even while you’re hurting?

The Word of God, the gift of Christ and his salvation

The mercies of God which are new and fresh every morning

Those friends and family members who are saved

The hope of heaven; the encouragement of Christian friends

The health you do possess (despite your medical challenges)

God’s grace that is sustaining your every breath

Your children and grandchildren, or other children in your life

The provisions God gives for food, clothing, and shelter

Laughter, sunsets, music, flowers, backyard birds, and your favorite ice cream

Challenge yourself to give thanks for small and great things every day. As you are obedient in the discipline of giving thanks, God will eventually reward you with the emotion of thankfulness. This will cultivate a greater spirit of gratitude in your heart.
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Joni Eareckson Tada, the founder and chief executive officer of Joni and Friends International Disability Center, is an international advocate for people with disabilities. A diving accident in 1967 left Joni Eareckson, then 17, a quadriplegic in a wheelchair. After two years of rehabilitation, she emerged with new skills and a fresh determination to help others in similar situations. She founded Joni and Friends in 1979 to provide Christ-centered programs to special needs families, as well as training to churches. Through the organization’s Christian Institute on Disability, Joni and her team have helped develop disability ministry courses of study in major Christian universities and seminaries. Visit us at www.joniandfriends.org.
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