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Sermon for Thanksgiving 

\ 

 

 

Lifting Up Holy Hands 

Today is Thanksgiving, a secular holiday with a religious 
purpose.  It isn’t a church holiday, because thanksgiving is 
something that is to be done every day for a Christian.  
Besides, when Christians give thanks, it is a different sort of 
activity than when others give thanks.  This concept can be 
confusing to someone who doesn’t understand the 
differences between Christians and others - including 
Christians who do not understand the differences.  Paul 
summarizes those differences quite nicely here in our text, 
where he instructs us to life up holy hands, and that is our 
theme, lifting up holy hands.  

First, we note that Christians understand how much there is 
to give thanks for far better than others, who do not know 
God as we do.  The world around us can barely give thanks 
for the pleasant things it receives from God.  Many in the 
world want to make believe that their pleasures and 
delightful blessings are just natural, or that they have 

Text: 2 Timothy 2:1-4 
First of all, then, I urge that 
entreaties and prayers, petitions 
and thanksgivings, be made on 
behalf of all men, for kings and 
all who are in authority, in order 
that we may lead a tranquil and 
quiet life in all godliness and 
dignity.  This is good and 
acceptable in the sight of God 
our Savior, who desires all men 
to be saved and to come to the 
knowledge of the truth.   
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somehow deserved them more than another.  They 
frequently want to ignore God and not give thanks, but boast 
of their abundance and revel in their possession of many 
things  

Christians know where and from Whom everything comes.  
We don’t often want to think about it, but we also know that 
the difficult things and the painful things of life are often 
blessings from the hands of a loving heavenly Father as 
well.  We can, and indeed ought to, give thanks even in 
sorrow and hardship and pain.  Our thanks there are not 
because we enjoy those things, but because God is with us, 
and in all things He is working our good.  And, of course, we 
have a Savior and a Hope!  

Secondly, even when we give thanks, we understand that 
our thanksgiving, and the prayers which accompany it, are 
not about us, primarily.  Our thanksgiving, as noted by Paul 
in First Timothy, is on behalf of - and for the welfare of - 
others as much as for ourselves.  The world understands 
nothing about such things.  The only time the unbeliever 
thinks about others is when he expects that what he is 
thinking about will profit him personally.  Otherwise, 
everything is always all about him (or her).  But our lives are 
never rightly just about us.  The life of Jesus was all about 
us.  Ours is to have a different focus.  We are to be like our 
heavenly Father, concerned about others.  We are also to 
live out our faith, which means that we are to live as those 
who know that we already possess everything we will need, 
and everything we will genuinely want, so that when we give 
thanks, it will necessarily be in that context.  

The phrase, lifting up holy hands, immediately reminds us 
of the way prayer was done among the Jews, and probably 
the early Christians.  Their posture reflected their thinking 
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about God – holy, awesome, burning glory shining down on 
them, upon which they were not worthy to look.  That was a 
realistic and pious perspective.  At another time in history, 
men prostrated themselves before the altar, lying flat on the 
floor because they knew that they did not deserve the right 
to stand, or even kneel before God.  This perspective 
reflected repentance very clearly.  Crawling like a worm was 
the proper posture for approaching the Almighty.  Modern 
Americans, of course, bow to no one – except for our 
President.  Sadly, our posture in prayer probably says a lot 
about us – and about how little we think about God or about 
holiness.  

But that is precisely what Paul was reminding us about in our 
text.  He wasn’t so much concerned that we lift up our arms 
to pray as they did in the first century.  His concern was that 
we lifted up Holy hands.  He wasn’t talking about prayer 
posture; he was addressing our spiritual condition.  There is 
only one way to get holy hands to lift up, and that is in and 
through Jesus Christ.  Once we possess the forgiveness of 
sins, and life and salvation, all of which is by gift and grace 
though Jesus Christ, we have holy hands.  Then we have 
every reason on earth to give thanks.  

So, the life of a Christian is a life of thanksgiving.  In our 
text, St. Paul is urging us to give thanks.  In other Scriptures, 
the exhortation becomes a command, as it does in 1 
Thessalonians 5:18: In everything give thanks, for this is 
the will of God for you in Christ Jesus, our Lord.  The life 
of a Christian, and not just this one, single day each year, is 
to be a life of thanksgiving.   

And in our text, our thanksgivings are not meant to be the 
only activity in those prayers - they are to be coupled with 
“entreaties, and prayers,. . . and petitions on behalf of all 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Thessalonians%205.18
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Thessalonians%205.18
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men.” We are to pray for the sake of all men everywhere - 
and especially for the blessing and benefit of those who are 
charged by God with governing and protecting us - “for 
kings and all who are in authority”.  These prayers have 
two main purposes: first, that we may lead tranquil and 
quiet lives in all godliness and dignity, and second for the 
eventual salvation of many who do not yet believe.   

In the first place, we are to pray for those who govern so that 
peace and tranquility may dominate our lives, with the 
thought that we may worship without interference and we 
may cling to the faith unto eternal life.  It is especially 
comforting to us to know that this prayer on behalf of others 
is pleasing to God, as well.  Men will climb mountains, travel 
great distances, beat themselves with whips and deny 
themselves and starve themselves, trying to do some good 
work which will please God.  Men and women give up their 
right to marriage and even take vows of poverty for the sake 
of doing something they believe will look good to God.  Yet 
God specifically commands none of these things.  

Thanksgiving, on the other hand, is commanded, along with 
intercession of behalf of all, and it is declared by God 
Himself through the Apostle to be good and acceptable to 
God.  Here is something we can do, that God has set before 
us as pleasing to Him.  This is something the weakest and 
smallest, the poorest and least talented among us can do 
that is pleasing to God and acceptable to Him, and we are 
assured of the good pleasure of our God.  We can give 
thanks. St. Paul writes to Timothy that these thanksgivings 
and entreaties and petitions are good and acceptable in 
the sight of God our Savior.  What other reason do we 
need?  God heartily approves of this simple thing.  
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Hidden behind this command – although not well hidden – is 
the truth stated clearly elsewhere, that the world exists for 
our sakes, and for calling the lost and erring into fellowship 
with Christ.  Luther wrote  

“The world continues to exist because the Church is in the 
world.  Otherwise heaven and earth would burst into a 
conflagration in a moment; for the world, being full of 
blasphemy and godlessness, is not worth one grain of 
wheat.  But because the Church is in the midst of the 
godless, God for her sake permits them also to enjoy the 
common blessings of this life; and whatever the world has, it 
has for the sake of the Church.  Thus the angel says to Paul 
in Acts 27:24, ‘Behold, God has granted you all those 
who are sailing with you’ though they were certainly 
idolatrous and godless people.” 

We can give thanks also for the benefit and the blessings of 
those who share with us in God’s abundant provision for His 
people.  

But God also desires all men to be saved and to come to 
the knowledge of the truth, too.  So, when we pray on 
behalf of those around us, we are doing something God 
desires that we do - and we are acting very much like Him.  
Such concern for others, rather than just for ourselves, is so 
like our heavenly Father, who causes the sun to shine on 
the good and the evil, and the rain to fall on the just and 
the unjust alike.  And our prayers and entreaties on behalf 
of all men places us in the path of His will, which includes 
rescuing some of them – all those that will believe.  

There may be nothing more powerful that you can do for the 
conversion of the unbelievers around you than to pray, and 
give thanks, on their behalf.  Sure, you can speak to them 
about the Gospel, but if you are praying for them regularly, I 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Acts%2027.24
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suspect it will be more than natural to also confess Christ to 
them now and again.  If you are focused on thanksgiving, I 
would guess that you would tend to live out what you 
believe, too.  In doing so you would set Christ before them in 
your conduct, and in your attitudes.  

Will that convert them?  No.  Only God does that, and only 
through His Word.  The Holy Spirit creates faith when and 
where He wills to do so.  But you will be praying for that to 
happen, and living out a life of thanksgiving, if you are lifting 
up those holy hands to give thanks and to ask for God’s 
blessings for them as well as for yourself.  Being God’s 
rejoicing child will make you the sort of person who will say 
and do the things that God can use to draw men to His 
Word.  

Our part of the world is becoming more hostile and less open 
to the Christian confession.  We will not necessarily witness 
great changes in the people around us if we do what the 
Apostle Paul tells us to do, in our text.  But that is not our 
responsibility.  God takes care of that.  We are exhorted to 
give thanks, and in our thanksgiving, to pray for blessings for 
those around us.  We already know God loves us and will 
give us everything we need and bless us into eternal life, so 
we don’t really need to pray about our own blessings, except 
to give thanks.  Of course, there is nothing wrong with 
praying about your own stuff, but you also want to remember 
to give thanks even then.  We know that by daily thanking 
God, we please Him and do what He finds good and 
acceptable.  So let us give thanks, lifting up holy hands - 
without anger or quarreling (that is, loving one another), for 
Christ’s sake.  

 


