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I want to begin by saying that this thanksgiving service is not Greig’s 

idea. Greig would have preferred a simple thank you at some point and 

we as session told him that that was not an option. We told him that it 

would be the height of ingratitude to God if we did not appropriately 

acknowledge God’s gift to the church and to Riverside of 54 years of 

service. So Greig, since God has enabled you to serve the church as an 

elder for pretty much all of your adult life, you have to endure a few 

moments of the church publicly thanking God and you for those 54 

years of service.  

But we understand, Greig’s desire not to be the focus of too much 

attention and not to be the focus of too much praise. We understand 

this desire. It is the same sentiment that John the Baptist expressed 

when he said concerning himself and Jesus, “He must increase, but I 

must decrease.” And so we are going to honor that and dredge up every 

bad thing we can think of from your 54 years of service. Not really. 

But we do want to acknowledge Greig’s lifetime of service to the church 

in a way that is consistent with those words of John the Baptist and the 

clear testimony of the rest of Scripture that we are to glorify God and 

not man. And I want this service to be no more embarrassing to Greig 

than it has to be so that much of the time I will speak about being 

thankful for our leaders rather than only Greig. That way Greig will not 

have to endure the uncomfortable feeling of sitting in the glare of the 

spotlight the whole time.  



That is why the title of this sermon is “How to give thanks for Greig’s 54 

years of service as an elder.”  That way we can think about this whole 

subject by focusing on what the Bible says about thanksgiving when it 

comes to being thankful for people. And it is interesting that the Bible 

actually gives us quite a bit of direction on this matter.  

The overarching biblical concern is for the glory of God. We want to be 

mindful what God says in Isaiah 42:8, “I am the LORD; that is my name; 

my glory I give to no other.”  But one of the key ways that we are to give 

glory to God is by thanking God for his gifts to us. So we read, for 

instance, in 1 Thessalonians 5:18 “[G]ive thanks in all circumstances, for 

this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.”  And one of the subjects of 

our thanksgiving is to be the good things that God does through people 

- both ways that God blesses us through people or for God’s grace in 

people’s lives even if it is not specifically aimed at us. And there is a 

great deal of instruction concerning this in the Bible. Paul’s writings are 

very helpful here although we will also be looking at a passage that Paul 

did not write. But Paul is very helpful in this regard because he often 

expresses thanks for God’s work in other people’s lives, as well as in his 

own life. And so we will look at some of what he says in this connection.  

In many of his letters to the churches Paul begins by telling the 

congregation that he is thanking God for what he sees in their lives. So, 

for instance, in Colossians 1:3-4 he tells the Colossians, “We always 

thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, 

since we heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love that you have 

for all the saints….” We find something similar in 1 Thessalonians 1:2,3, 

“We give thanks to God always for all of you, constantly mentioning you 

in our prayers, remembering before our God and Father your work of 

faith and labor of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus 

Christ.”  Notice that Paul is writing these words to the people for whom 

he is thankful. He is not just thanking God for them without telling them 

about it. He is telling them that he is thankful to God for them and he 

tells them what it is about them that he is thankful for.  

In the light of this it is surely appropriate that we are thankful to God for 

the good things that he has worked in other people’s lives and when an 

elder has served the church for 54 years, or some other number, we are 



only following the lead of Scripture when we say something like, “We 

give thanks to God for [your service] remembering before our God and 

Father your work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of hope in 

our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

 We have reason to say such a thing to many people in our 

congregation. There are many examples of “works of faith, labors of 

love and steadfastness of hope.” How much are we not blessed by the 

ministry of many people in our congregation! We have other elders who 

serve us. We have deacons who serve us. We have musicians who serve 

us. We have all kinds of people who serve behind the scenes. We have 

seen many instances of works of faith, labors of love and steadfastness 

of hope. And those terms are appropriate terms to summarize Greig’s 

service to the church as an elder and indeed in many ways that are not 

specifically elderish. Work of faith, labor of love, steadfastness of hope. 

Dear Greig – we thank God for how he has enabled you to serve. 

Now I want to take us in another biblical direction to make sure that the 

focus is where it belongs which is on the grace and glory of God in 

Christ. And here again Paul is very helpful. In 1 Timothy 1:12-17, Paul 

give thanks for what Jesus has enabled him to do and for the calling that 

God has given him. Verse 12, “I thank him who has given me strength, 

Christ Jesus our Lord, because he judged me faithful, appointing me to 

his service….” In verse 14 he says, “the grace of our Lord overflowed for 

me with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.”  One thing to notice 

here is how Paul makes it very clear that the strength and the 

faithfulness and the service and the faith and the love come from the 

Lord. In 1 Corinthians 15:10, he puts this in a nutshell when he says, 

“But by the grace of God I am what I am….” Paul clearly points to the 

Lord as the source of whatever he has been able to do. 

But there is something else that Paul makes clear in 1 Timothy 1:12-17 

and that is the fact that he was and continues to be a great sinner. Paul 

never forgot what he been like before his conversion. In 1 Timothy 1:13, 

“formerly I was a blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent.” But 

Paul’s knowledge of his sin is not restricted to his past. In verse 15 he 

says, “The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that 

Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the 



foremost.” In that verse Paul is speaking in the present tense when he is 

referring to himself as a sinner. He is very aware of his present 

sinfulness. And he is very aware that his present sinfulness is very great. 

He considers himself to be the foremost of sinners. 

Now that was not literally true. Paul was not actually claiming to be the 

greatest sinner who ever lived. What he is saying is that when he 

considers his own sin before God he is face to face with God and his sins 

dominate the landscape of his mind. What he is definitely not doing is 

thinking, “I am a sinner, but not nearly as bad a sinner as Mark,” who 

had abandoned Paul and Barnabas in the middle of their first missionary 

journey.  He was not thinking, “I am a sinner, but not nearly as bad as 

Peter,” who withdrew from eating with Gentiles because he was afraid 

of what newly arrived Jews from Jerusalem might think.”  When Paul 

thought about his present sinfulness he was thinking of himself before 

the face of a holy God and he couldn’t imagine that anyone else was 

more wicked in his heart of hearts than he was.   

And so in the same breath as thanking God for giving him strength for 

service and for faith and for love, he shows this profound awareness of 

his sinfulness and the result of that was to magnify the amazing grace of 

God who saved a wretch like him.  

When we give thanks to God for blessing us through the ministry of 

other people, it is thanks for his grace in their lives, and the context of 

that thanksgiving is the gospel so that we are celebrating the mercy of 

God in Christ.  

You know the Roman Catholics have a doctrine called the 

supererogation of the saints and what they mean by that is that some 

saints have lived in such a way that they have done more than what God 

has actually required for them and so the merit of those extra works is 

stockpiled in heaven and the church can distribute it to those who buy 

an indulgence or perform a work of penitence. We don’t believe in 

works of supererogation. We believe with the Heidelberg Catechism 

that “even the holiest of men, while in this life, have only a small 

beginning of this obedience….” (A.114). That is what we see in this text 

in which the apostle Paul confessing himself to be the foremost of 

sinners.  



This is in Paul’s mind as he thanks God for the strength that God has 

given him and for the energy with which he has been able to serve the 

Lord. God has given Paul strength. Jesus has judged Paul to be faithful. 

He could even speak of overflowing “with the faith and love that are in 

Christ Jesus.” But this did not stop Paul from calling himself the 

foremost of sinners. And so the focus of his enthusiasm was on the 

grace of God for the foremost of sinners. “The saying is trustworthy and 

deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to 

save sinners, of whom I am the foremost.” 

It is right and proper for us to give thanks to God for the graces he has 

worked in other people’s lives. It is right and proper to give thanks to 

God for the service people have rendered to the church. But we do this 

in such a way as to exult in the grace of God in the gospel. Leaders are a 

gift to the church. God enables leaders and others in the church to serve 

with zeal and self-denial and love and faithfulness. But we are all sinners 

saved by grace. We are all worthy only of death. Our most holy acts are 

mixed with sin so that they alone are sufficient to condemn us. The 

reality is that in ourselves we are all capable of nothing but sin. We 

depend completely and absolutely on the forgiveness and righteousness 

of Christ. Anything that we do that is good and beneficial is the direct 

result of the grace and power of Christ through his Spirit. 

And so what is really going on when we are being served by someone in 

the church is that God is ministering to us through them. What we are 

to see is Jesus building up his church and shepherding his people 

through people who are instruments in his hands. That does not mean 

that they are like puppets on a string. Jesus works through real people 

and they are involved and engaged in the work. But they could do 

nothing without Jesus.  

And so it is appropriate to be thankful to them for their service. It is 

appropriate to express that thankfulness to them. But this must be done 

with the awareness that they are what they are by the grace of God and 

they have done what they have done by the grace of God and so what is 

most significant in the whole expression of thanksgiving is the wonder 

of the grace of God. It is glorious how Paul could speak so openly about 

what he had been able to do by the strength that the Lord had given 



him. But a huge part of that glory lay in the acknowledgement that he 

was the chief of sinners and he had done nothing that had not been 

rooted in the forgiveness and empowerment that had come from Jesus. 

And so Paul ends this little section in 1 Timothy 1 with these words, “To 

the King of the ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and 

glory forever and ever. Amen.” 

It is fascinating and exhilarating to consider how the Bible directs us to 

give thanks for the good things that we see in the lives of our fellow 

believers in a way that acknowledges them, but at the same time puts 

the emphasis where it belongs – on the glory of God in Christ. 

So when we think of Greig and 54 years of faithful service to the church, 

to Riverside, and to most of us directly in one way or another, we do so 

in the light of these magnificent gospel truths. We love Greig. We 

appreciate Greig and all that he has meant and continues to mean to 

our church. We thank him for his service. But we do not think that he is 

so good in himself that he has extra merit before God that he can share 

with us.  He is a sinner saved by grace. He is what he is by the grace of 

God. And he has done what he has done by the grace of God. And we 

know that he loves the hymn, “Rock of Ages” (to the tune of 500) 

because it says, “Nothing in my hand I bring. Simply to thy cross I cling.”   

And together we stand before the same Lord with the same confession. 

This is a huge part of our unity in Christ. We are beggars brought 

together because of our common beggarliness and our absolute 

dependence on Jesus Christ for not being in hell and for all the 

unspeakable blessings of his grace. This is how we fit in. This is how we 

relate to one another. We must decrease and Jesus must increase. We 

are all the foremost of sinners and “the saying is trustworthy and 

deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to 

save sinners.”  

So Greig – this is how we love you. This is how we appreciate you. This is 

how we thank you. With you we wish to boast in the cross. With Paul 

we say together, “[F]ar be it from [us] to boast except in the cross of our 

Lord Jesus Christ…”  



We will consider another text that gives us guidance in thanking our 

leaders. This time a non-Pauline text. Hebrews 13:7. We don’t know 

who wrote the letter to the Hebrews except that we do know that it is 

the word of God and that is what really matters. Hebrews 13:7, 

“Remember your leaders, those who spoke to you the word of God. 

Consider the outcome of their way of life, and imitate their faith.” All of 

this is based on what we have already covered. So we know that our 

leaders are sinners saved by grace. But the Bible does not hesitate to 

tell us to imitate the good things that God has worked in the lives of our 

leaders. 

Now this verse about remembering your leaders is probably speaking 

about leaders who have died. Thankfully Greig is still with us. But his 

term of active service as an elder has come to an end and so the idea of 

remembering is appropriate. But I think it is appropriate for us to 

remember two of the leaders of Riverside who have died. I’m thinking 

of Cam Taylor and Bert Munro. These men served with Greig in the early 

years of Riverside’s life. And so as we give thanks for Greig’s service, it is 

fitting us to mention and acknowledge their service as well.  

Now the text speaks of those who “spoke to you the word of God.” We 

remember Jay who preached for Riverside in its early years and we 

remember John who was Riverside’s first pastor and whose ministry 

was a such rich blessing to this congregation.  

But it is not only ministers who speak the word of God. This is what 

elders do as well. They do it through overseeing the preaching of the 

ministers and they do it in one way or another in all their pastoral 

interactions with the congregation. Greig has served alongside of others 

in the leadership of the congregation including Jon and Simon who are 

still part of the session. 

The text says, “Consider the outcome of their way of life, and imitate 

their faith.”  Riverside has been blessed with leaders who have been 

passionate about faithfulness to the word of God both in doctrine and in 

life. The main reason that Riverside was started was to have a church 

which would preach and teach and seek to live by the whole counsel of 

God. The early leaders of this congregation have been men who loved 

the truth of God’s word and who sought to lead the church in ways that 



were faithful to that word. They were men who sought to organize and 

maintain, under the Lordship of Jesus Christ, a confessional church – a 

church that confessed and lived out the truths of God’s word as those 

truths had been summarized in the Westminster Confession and 

Catechisms. They recognized the Reformed confessions as faithful 

summaries of biblical truth and as helpful tools to keep the church from 

drifting from God’s word. 

In this way they were seeking to be faithful to Paul’s instruction to Titus 

that an elder “must hold firm to the trustworthy word as taught, so that 

he may be able to give instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke 

those who contradict it.”  This is a huge part of Grieg’s legacy together 

with those who served with him from the beginning of this church to 

the present.  

I’m reading a book by David Wells, called “The Courage to be 

Protestant” and one of the things that that book is about is how so 

much of the evangelical church has been so influenced by the world 

that there is little knowledge of the word of God and little interest in 

sound doctrine which means that many who think they are Christians 

are not, by any biblical definition, and many who are Christians are very 

weak and worldly because there is no way to be a healthy Christian or a 

healthy church without interacting deeply with the word of God. 

We are not any better than anyone else. We have spent considerable 

time reflecting on how sinful we all are and how utterly dependent we 

are upon the grace of God. But one manifestation of the grace of God in 

our case is that there have been leaders who have sought to build this 

church on the foundation of the word of God – not just in name, but in 

practice and in reality. We are not a perfect church, by any stretch. But 

by God’s grace we are a confessional church in a time when being a 

confessional church is not popular. And the term confessional is just 

code for seeking to confess and learn and live out all that the Bible 

teaches. This is the vision of your current leadership, but we stand on 

the shoulders of those who have come before us. 

“So remember your leaders, those who have spoke to you the word of 

God. Consider the outcome of their way of life, and imitate their faith.” 



One of the ways that we can do that is to love the truth of God’s word 

and seek to learn its doctrines and live it out in our lives. 

I just want to mention a couple more things. These were men of prayer. 

Riverside has always had prayer meetings. The leadership has always 

encouraged the membership to come together to pray on a regular 

basis and they have always been the most faithful attenders of those 

prayer meetings. In all the time that I have been part of Riverside, Grieg 

has missed maybe 2 prayer meetings. I don’t remember precisely, but 

the number of prayer meetings that he has missed over the years is very 

small. Participation in our prayer meetings is not very high. And that is 

not a good sign. “Remember your leaders, those who spoke to you the 

word of God. Consider the outcome of their way of life and imitate their 

faith.” 

There are more things that can be said. I have time just to mention one 

more. Faithfulness in church attendance and church activities. The 

biblical teaching concerning the Christian life prioritizes involvement in 

the life of the church. We are all today influenced by the individualism 

of our time and that is severely weakening the church. I read recently a 

blog article which made the point that the way you treat the church is 

the way that you treat Christ. Your love for the church is the measure of 

your love for Christ. A love for Christ that does not go together with a 

love of Christ’s church is not a genuine love for Christ in biblical terms. 

The leaders who have come before us have been men who loved the 

church and who made it a priority to be at as many church activities as 

possible and that on top of session meetings and elders visits. 

“Remember your leaders, those who spoke to you the word of God. 

Consider the outcome of their way of life and imitate their faith.” 

Well we have covered quite a bit of ground. I have tried to place this 

occasion of thanksgiving for Greig’s 54 years of service as an elder in a 

biblical framework. It has been an incredible honor for me to have this 

opportunity to lead us in acknowledging Grieg’s service in a way that 

gives glory to God. It has been a great blessing for me to be a fellow 

elder with Grieg these years and to preside over this service of 

thanksgiving. I know, Greig, that God’s blessing in building Riverside 

Church has been one of the greatest joys of your life. And I hope that, 



by that same blessing from God, that that joy may continue to be the 

case as long as you live.  

Greig – by God’s grace you have shepherded the flock of God. You have 

exercised oversight, not under compulsion but willingly, as God would 

have you; not for shameful gain, but eagerly; not domineering over 

those in your charge, but being an example to the flock. And when the 

chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the unfading grown of glory.” 

Thanks and glory be to God. Amen. 


