
        
            
                
            
        

    


Praise for Power in the Pulpit

This book is an encyclopedia of practical and useful material for the serious preacher, but it reads like a fireside chat. Whether you’re in your first church or a seasoned preacher, you’ll find both information and inspiration in its pages, the biblical “how” and “why” of effective pulpit ministry. You’ll enjoy reading the book and I predict you’ll refer to it often.

WARREN W. WIERSBE
Distinguished Professor of Preaching, Grand Rapids Theological Seminary

Preaching is the transfer of information about life, death, meaningfulness, and eternity in the pastoral setting. Engaging the intellect, preaching also massages the passions of the heart. How better to have a book on preaching born in the pastorate and edified by the classroom? Power in the Pulpit welds the two together in one of the most unique books on preaching that I have ever read. No preacher intending to touch the minds and the hearts of his constituency can afford to miss this volume.

PAIGE PATTERSON
President, Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminar, Fort Worth, TX

Power in the Pulpit, by my friends Jerry Vines and Jim Shaddix, has already become a classic in the field of homiletics, and I’m thrilled to see it reissued here in this second edition. I commend this volume highly for every preacher and for all who care about the task of preaching itself. Buy two copies, one for yourself and one for a preacher friend.

JASON K. ALLEN
President, Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, Kansas City, MO

From the pen of Jerry Vines, a gifted and committed expositor who has faithfully preached the Word for more than sixty years, and from Jim Shaddix, a premier professor of preaching for many years, this work is the best introductory textbook on expository preaching. I have used Power in the Pulpit in my preaching classes ever since it first appeared. It is biblical, practical, simple, and clear. From the beginning student to the most seasoned preacher, this book is a must for any library.

DAVID L. ALLEN
Dean, School of Preaching and Distinguished Professor of Preaching, Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary

It is hard to improve a classic. Some would say it is impossible. I must beg to differ when it comes to the updated and revised version of Power in the Pulpit. A really good book on preaching is now a really great book on preaching. This is a superb work. I will be quick to commend it and use it myself for years to come. Jerry Vines and Jim Shaddix have rendered a very valuable service to the church in writing this book.

DANIEL L. AKIN
President, Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary, Wake Forest, NC

Lloyd-Jones … Stott … MacArthur … Massey … Merida … Eswine. It’s obvious, isn’t it? The most effective teachers of expositional preaching are those who have preached consistently in a pastoral context. This updated volume from Vines and Shaddix not only proves the point, it tops the list. Their years of learning and experience have converged to produce a comprehensive work that will prove exceedingly useful for a generation of preachers preparing for a lifetime of expositional ministry, not the least of which are the increasing number of men who will pastor without the benefit of a formal seminary education. I intend to require this volume for all my students!

ARTURO G. AZURDIA III
Senior Minister of Word and Worship at Trinity Church
Director of D.Min. Program, Western Seminary, Portland, OR

No other book has impacted my preaching more than Power in the Pulpit by Jerry Vines and Jim Shaddix. Through the years, I have given this book to scores of men who felt called to full-time vocational ministry. Anyone desiring to be a better preacher of the Bible will find this resource to be a treasure trove for honing the craft of delivering God’s Word. Your congregation will benefit greatly when you implement the principles found in this book.

ROBBY GALLATY
Senior Pastor, Long Hollow Baptist Church
Author, Growing Up and The Forgotten Jesus

Timely updates, expert writing, and the vast preaching experience of Jerry Vines and Jim Shaddix make this revised edition of Power in the Pulpit welcome instruction for a new generation of preachers who trust in the truth, authority, and transforming power of God’s Word.

BRYAN CHAPELL
Pastor, Grace Presbyterian Church, Peoria, IL

No one has had a greater impact on my understanding of and passion for expository preaching than Jim Shaddix. No other book was as foundational in my homiletic equipping than Power in the Pulpit. To see this volume has been revised with the further accumulated wisdom and experience of Vines and Shaddix makes my heart glad for future generations of homileticians. With great joy, I commend this book to all who seek to stand each week and faithfully proclaim, “Thus says the Lord!”

LANDON DOWDEN
Lead Pastor, The Church at Trace Crossing

Power in the Pulpit was the first book on preaching that I ever read. As a young seminarian, I devoured it! I was hungry to learn how to preach God’s Word faithfully, and this reliable manual nourished my soul, clarified my calling, and provided the needed practical instruction for developing expository sermons. Now this revised version is even better. If you’re looking for a foundational book on exposition, here it is. I have no doubt that Vines and Shaddix’s work will continue to bless preachers and churches around the world for years to come.

TONY MERIDA
Founding Pastor, Imago Dei Church, Raleigh, NC
Author, The Christ-Centered Expositor
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To the One who has given us the treasure of the Gospel in these jars of clay. May the surpassing power belong to You and not to us every time we step into the pulpit.
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Friend,

Thank you for choosing to read this Moody Publishers title. It is our hope and prayer that this book will help you to know Jesus Christ more personally and love Him more deeply.

The proceeds from your purchase help pay the tuition of students attending Moody Bible Institute. These students come from around the globe and graduate better equipped to impact our world for Christ.

Other Moody Ministries that may be of interest to you include Moody Radio and Moody Distance Learning. To learn more visit www.moodyradio.org and www.moody.edu/distance-learning.

To enhance your reading experience we’ve made it easy to share inspiring passages and thought-provoking quotes with your friends via Goodreads, Facebook, Twitter, and other book-sharing sites. To do so, simply highlight and forward. And don’t forget to put this book on your Reading Shelf on your book community site.

Thanks again, and may God bless you.

The Moody Publishers Team
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The book you hold in your hands is a revised version of a book that totally changed the course of my life and ministry. I would not be who I am and I would not be doing what I do if it were not for God’s grace toward me through the reading and applying of this book.

That may sound like an exaggeration or overstatement, but I assure you it is not. I will never forget my first day in Jim Shaddix’s preaching class. Up until that day, I thought I had preached the Bible. People even told me I was a Bible preacher. But in the days to come, I realized that I had never even scratched the surface of what it means to study and preach the Word of God for the glory of God. As I started reading this book—rooted in the ministry experience of both Jerry Vines and Jim Shaddix—and listened to the principles contained in it as they were taught in class, the Lord began to give me a deeper love for His Word than I had ever possessed, and a driving longing to proclaim that Word with the faithfulness such a Word warrants. That love and that longing have shaped every decision I have made in my life and ministry since the first day I sat in that class with this book in front of me.

Indeed, preaching the Word of God is a serious and sober-minded work of God. The preacher stands before God’s people in order to speak on God’s behalf. Such work demands a kind of prayerful, passionate, diligent, devoted study of the Bible that is necessary for careful, humble, earnest, courageous teaching of the Bible. This work of preaching requires an affection for the Word of God, the God of the Word, and the people to whom one preaches, alongside an accountability before the throne of God for every word the preacher says in His name. Ultimately, the stakes in this work could not be higher, for people’s lives for eternity are dependent on hearing the truth of God accurately taught to their souls.

Consequently, I urge you not just to read the book you hold in your hands, but to digest and devour it. Jerry Vines and Jim Shaddix have given us critical tools in these pages for this work of preaching. Even as I write this foreword, I am praying for you as you read it.

May God use this book in your life in a similar way to how He has used it in mine. And in the end, may God help each one of us to preach His Word with His power for His purpose: the display of His glory in His church through all the world.

DAVID PLATT
President of the International Mission Board
Southern Baptist Convention
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For many years Jerry Vines’s two books, A Practical Guide to Sermon Preparation (Moody, 1985) and A Guide to Effective Sermon Delivery (Moody, 1986), served as staples for thousands of pastors and preachers. The two works provided a solid foundation for the practice of expository preaching from the keen perspective and rich experience of a pastor who had been doing it for many years. Numerous colleges, seminaries, and preaching institutes enthusiastically used them on a regular basis.

After about fifteen years of very positive reception, Dr. Vines and the good people at Moody Publishers graciously invited me into the journey with the goal of revising and updating the two volumes, expanding them with the addition of some of my own material, and combining them into one book. The result was Power in the Pulpit (Moody, 1999), a single volume that addressed both the preparation and delivery phases of the expository preaching process.

Now another decade and a half has passed, and Power in the Pulpit continues to serve as a foundational resource for thousands of pastors, preachers, and preaching students. It’s been embraced and utilized—both nationally and internationally—as a primary resource in the field and the classroom for the study and practice of expository preaching. We’re grateful to God for His grace in allowing the work to be used in these various ways. Because of our desire to see this message continue, the time seems appropriate to give the work another makeover and help it to become even more twenty-first-century compliant. The new generation of co-laborers at Moody Publishers have been eager to support this project, and Dr. Vines and I are delighted to present this second edition.

Like the first edition of Power in the Pulpit, almost all of the material in Dr. Vines’s original two works has been retained, as well as the material I added to make up the first edition. At the same time, we set out to strengthen the new edition in a few areas. In Part 1, “The Preparation for Exposition,” we wanted to focus and clarify our definition of expository preaching, as well as provide a more robust theological foundation for the process. In Part 2, “The Process of Exposition,” we have simplified the preparation procedure and streamlined the steps to preparing expository messages. In Part 3, “The Presentation of the Exposition,” we have reorganized and updated selected aspects of the actual delivery of expository messages. In addition, we have consolidated the original twelve chapters into ten for simpler organization. Finally, throughout this new edition we have chosen to write in a more conversational manner for easier reading.

Our prayer is that these changes will enable Power in the Pulpit to continue to serve the church well in the advancement of the gospel through the preaching event. We hope this volume will not only be helpful to the pastor who prepares and delivers many sermons each week, but also will be suitable for the classroom setting where new generations of expository preachers are being trained. May God richly bless and anoint every preacher and teacher who reads it and applies its principles.

JIM SHADDIX
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Several years ago Stuart Briscoe, the noted preaching pastor at Elmbrook Church in Milwaukee, shared with me a story. He had been invited by a certain seminary to come and teach a course on preaching. Briscoe responded to the invitation by saying, “I don’t know how to teach preaching.”

“Just come and tell us what you do,” encouraged the anxious school officials.

“I don’t know what I do,” Briscoe said. “I just do it.”

The persistent academicians quickly replied, “Well, just come and do it, and we’ll figure it out together!”

That scenario is a fairly good description of the development of this book. The weekly pulpit time and daily classroom sessions have worked together in an attempt to provide some relevant, practical help for preachers. The reason for this effort is simple: Works on preaching often are presented from an imbalanced perspective. Many books on the subject are written by academicians who have lost touch with the realities of weekly pastoral preaching. Other works reflect church traditions in which pastors preach one time each week for ten to fifteen minutes. Still other preaching literature is written by practitioners who struggle to communicate the nuts and bolts of the techniques that have worked for them. The need exists for practical preaching help from a pastoral perspective in the tradition where preaching is a paramount and frequent event in the life of the local church.

Dr. Jerry Vines has been expounding the Word of God as a pastor for more than four decades, half of which have been in the pulpit at the First Baptist Church in Jacksonville. He shared some of his experience and knowledge with his fellow preachers in the mid-1980s when he published two books on preaching: A Practical Guide to Sermon Preparation and A Guide to Effective Sermon Delivery.

I have been listening to Dr. Vines preach in various contexts since I was a boy. When I started to teach preaching several years ago, I knew I wanted two things from a textbook for my basic course. I wanted a book that championed an expository approach to preaching. And I wanted a book that was sensitive to the nuances of pastoral preaching—feeding the flock of God on a weekly basis. Needless to say, I quickly gravitated to Dr. Vines’s book on preparation and his sequel on delivery. I have never regretted those choices. Sometime later, he and the good people at Moody Press [now Moody Publishers] presented me with the opportunity to revise the two books into one volume. Obviously, I jumped at the chance. I do not regret that choice either.

This particular book seeks to capitalize on the twofold dimension of practical experience and classroom training. It has been written from the perspective of a pastor who actually is involved in the week-to-week discipline of sermon preparation. His material has been reorganized and supplemented by another preacher who preaches weekly but who also devotes daily time to training preachers in the context of theological education. Both contributors face the same weekly time pressures that face everyone who reads this work. The information being offered is an effort to close the gap that often exists between classroom theory and what actually works in a pastor’s weekly preparation.

The two earlier works by Dr. Vines, from which this revision has been developed, have served pastors and other preachers well for more than a decade. The intent of this new work is not to fix something that was not broken but simply to expand its use in a variety of training contexts. Almost 100 percent of the original material has been preserved in this new format. The information simply has been reorganized, updated, and expanded in order to broaden its application to include preachers in training as well as pastors already serving in the field. Hopefully, the new format will extend the longevity of the impact of Dr. Vines’s work.

The awesome privilege I have been given in this project has been supported by many loving people. My family—Debra, Clint, Shane, and Dallys—has sacrificed through two doctorates and now this endeavor. Never have they complained. Always they have encouraged. My Emmaus Road guys, who study expository preaching with me—Blake, Brian, Israel, Michael and Brian, and Gary and Eric—have offered tremendous insights from the perspective of preachers in training. Several pastors who are effective expositors of the Word have guided me from the standpoint of weekly practitioners. My administrative assistant, Gina Alvaro, has patiently offered much indispensable work.

Most of all, Dr. Jerry Vines has entrusted me with his work and afforded me a great opportunity. Thanks to all of you. I trust that the product will make a contribution to the enhancement of expository preaching in the local church and elsewhere.

JIM SHADDIX
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Through both editions the Power in the Pulpit journey has been traveled by many faithful servants, without whom it would never have been possible.

Thank you to Dr. Paige Patterson for encouraging the undertaking of the initial project over thirty years ago.

Thank you to Bill Soderberg for providing marvelous editorial guidance on the first edition, and to Randall Payleitner and Jim Vincent for continuing to carry that mantle capably on the second edition.

Thank you to administrative assistants—like Shirley Cannon at First Baptist Church in Jacksonville, Florida, and Gina Alvaro at New Orleans Seminary—for helping us stay organized and on track with the first edition, as well as with other writing projects.

Thank you to student assistants—like Blake, Brian, Israel, Michael, and Brian in New Orleans, and Gary and Eric in Wake Forest—for helping us with editing and keeping us from hurting ourselves too badly;

Thank you to the innumerable saints of God for patiently listening to us preach through the years and encouraging us so much.

Thank you to all our many preacher friends and students for teaching us so much about preaching through the years.

Thank you to our wonderful wives, Janet Vines and Debra Shaddix, for continuing to make it possible for us to spend the necessary time to study and prepare so we can preach with “power in the pulpit,” as well as to be able to write about it so others can do it as well.

Finally and mostly, thank you to our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, for giving us grace for salvation and for ministry leadership, as well as for giving the two of us a friendship and partnership in His service.

JERRY VINES and JIM SHADDIX
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Upon meeting a fellow pastor who was studying his sermon notes, another well-meaning preacher declared, “I don’t study to preach. I just get in the pulpit, and the Holy Spirit fills me.” The preacher who was studying his notes asked, “What if the Holy Spirit doesn’t fill you?” The other pastor replied, “I just mess around until He does.” A lot of congregations would lament that too much messing around is going on and not enough preaching.

Some preachers, like the one mentioned above, don’t prepare, claiming they allow the Holy Spirit to fill them when they preach. They use Mark 13:11 as a proof text: “Do not be anxious beforehand what you are to say, but say whatever is given you in that hour, for it is not you who speak, but the Holy Spirit.” Though this contention that the Spirit is speaking through them sounds very spiritual to some men, it actually is a way for them to avoid as much work as possible. In most cases when they stand to preach, their mouths are indeed filled—with hot air!

The call to preach is exactly that—a call to preach. The call to preach, however, is more than just preaching. The call to preach is also a call to prepare. To those He calls God gives the necessary gifts to preach, and He expects them to prepare as much as possible. In one sense, that preparation involves a man’s lifetime. Men prepare sermons; God prepares men. The man who would preach, then, has the responsibility of learning to prepare.

This book is about such preparation. Perhaps most of the time in any given week of a pastor’s life is devoted to preaching. Most of his hours are spent preparing sermons. Several other hours are spent delivering them. Of course, sermon preparation alone doesn’t make a man a preacher. Only God can make a preacher. A man so called, however, can learn basic principles of effective sermon preparation and delivery. Erasmus once said, “If elephants can be trained to dance, lions to play, and leopards to hunt, surely preachers can be taught to preach.”

This book has a specific focus. Its purpose is to give practical help specifically to the man who is faced with the responsibility of preaching weekly. Preaching in the pastoral context is a radically different kind of preaching than the preaching done by those in itinerant ministries. Also, the material in this book specifically addresses the preparation and delivery of expository sermons. Thousands of churchgoers throughout America are desperately hungry for good preaching. They’re looking for a Bible study, a church, some gathering where their souls can be fed from the Word of God. Weary of simply hearing the thoughts and opinions of men, they’re hungry to hear God speak! Much of the preaching of our day is dry, irrelevant, and deadening. A large part of the solution is to be found in expository preaching.

Part 1, “The Preparation for Exposition,” lays the groundwork for expository preaching. The entire process and presentation of the exposition of Scripture are rooted in the very nature of preaching as revealed in the Bible. So we will look at understanding exactly what expository preaching really is, as well as the theology in which it is grounded. Engaging in expository preaching demands that you have certain convictions about your call to ministry, your Bible, your personal spiritual life, and the ongoing work of God in your life.

Part 2, “The Process of Exposition,” traces the stages through which you’ll need to travel in order to expose a text of Scripture and make ready an expository sermon. Preparing an expository sermon can be one of the richest tasks you will ever engage in. We could compare it to mining a beautiful diamond. Everyone admires the beauty of a well-cut diamond. If, however, you were to find the diamond yourself—dig diligently for it, cut it carefully, then polish it to a brilliant shine—your sense of fulfillment would be even greater. That’s part of the richness of expository sermon preparation.

Part 3, “The Presentation of the Exposition,” is dedicated to the nuts and bolts of effective sermon delivery. After you have learned to put together an expository sermon, you then need to know how to present that sermon in a persuasive manner under the leadership of God’s Spirit. Much of the impact of an expository sermon lies in its delivery.

As you travel through these pages, keep something very important in mind. Studying the sermon preparation process can be likened to studying the enlarged picture of parts of the human body in a doctor’s office. You’ve probably seen the big poster that has a picture of some section of the body on it, but with each part separated out from the others. Lines run from each part out to the side to a label telling the name of that part of the body. A body blowup is designed to help you understand the parts of the body, their location, and how each part functions in relation to the other parts. But that’s not how the human body works! The body doesn’t work when all the parts are separated out, but only when they are joined together and functioning like they’re supposed to in coordination with the other parts.

Chances are as you go through the process outlined in this book, you’re going to find yourself at times thinking something like, “Wow! This is a lot of stuff! How in the world can I possibly do all this for every sermon, not to mention multiple times a week?” When you find yourself at those points, remember something: this book is a blow-up of the sermon preparation process. It’s an overanalysis of the process so that you understand every part and how it functions in relation to the other parts. Once you master the process and begin to practice it on a regular basis, many of the parts—like the parts of the human body—will begin to overlap and become second nature to you. But it’s important to make sure you study the blow-up and get your arms around how it works.

Power in the Pulpit aims to help fellow preachers in this process. If it can be used to help you reach your fullest potential in ministry, something will have been accomplished for the kingdom. Sermon preparation and delivery are two of the most fulfilling and frustrating experiences a man can undergo. This book, hopefully, will help reduce the frustration and increase the fulfillment. In addition, maybe it will stimulate others to dig even deeper and to uncover additional insights in the area of exegetical, expository preaching.

But enough by way of introduction. Let’s get about the task of preparing and preaching expository sermons.
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A PHILOSOPHY OF EXPOSITORY PREACHING

I therefore lay down this proposition that a sermon should always be expository.

D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones

“Ichabod—the glory has departed!” Many people feared the departure of God’s presence from Israel (see 1 Sam. 4:21) would be the same epitaph written on the tombstone of preaching at the close of the twentieth century. Both conservative and liberal homileticians bemoaned the apparent demise of God’s primary means of gospel proclamation.

At the midpoint of the twentieth century Merrill Unger observed, “To an alarming extent the glory is departing from the pulpit of the twentieth century.”1 Almost thirty years later Fred Craddock argued that because the preacher could no longer “presuppose the general recognition of his authority as a clergyman, or the authority of his institution, or the authority of Scripture,” he “seriously asks himself whether he should continue to serve up monologue in a dialogical world.”2 Like the powerless Israelites without the ark, the church—devoid of strong preaching–was facing the prospect of welcoming the new millennium defenseless and weak.

Thankfully, in the closing decades of the twentieth century, God raised up dissenting voices that were not only issuing a clarion call for the indispensability of preaching, but were making a strong appeal for it to be done through expository messages. Books like D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones’s Preaching and Preachers (Zondervan, 1971), Haddon Robinson’s Biblical Preaching (Baker, 1980; rev. 2014), and John Stott’s Between Two Worlds (Eerdmans, 1982) were just a few of the watershed works that caused many pastors and preachers to rethink their philosophies of preaching in the wake of powerless churches and a flood of sermonic trends. Interest arose in revisiting the timeless, dependable method of biblical exposition as the heartbeat of the preaching event.

David Allen describes the shift:


With everything from Harry Emerson Fosdick’s 1928 harangue to Fred Craddock’s “New Homiletic”; from the Hybel’s/Warren’s baby boomer “purpose-driven” sermonic church to the “great communicator” gurus Young/Stanley; from the “your-best-life-now” Osteens to the sometimes whacky misadventures of the emerging church; and from Buttrick’s broadside to Pagitt’s dialogical diatribe, expository preaching has come under attack these days. But somehow expository preaching manages to live on, refusing to give up the ghost. In fact, in some homiletical pockets of Christendom, it is experiencing something of a revival.3



Today, numerous churches that evidence solid and substantive growth are characterized by a commitment to the practice of expository preaching. As preachers young and old turn back to the Bible for the substance and authority of their preaching, the gospel demands that we not look back. Preachers must continue to think rightly about preaching and practice it faithfully if God’s power is to be unleashed against the gates of hell.






THE BIBLICAL ROOTS OF EXPOSITORY PREACHING

Right thinking about preaching begins with what the Bible says about preaching. And while the Bible is not intended to be a homiletical textbook, it must serve as the starting point for determining what preaching is and how we should do it. So how does the Bible describe the preaching event? A brief survey of biblical terms describing the preaching event reveals the roots of expository preaching. These roots are foundational for a proper understanding of biblical preaching.

Divine Revelation

First and foremost, preaching is rooted in the divine. God has chosen to reveal Himself to mankind, and He has chosen human vessels to be the channels of that revelation. The Hebrew word nābî, one of the most common terms for prophet, conveys the idea of one who pours forth or announces. It includes the implication of being moved by divine impulse to prophesy (see Deut. 13:1; 18:20; Jer. 23:21; Num. 11:25–29). Two other Hebrew words are translated “seer” in the Old Testament. Hōzeh suggests to glow or to grow warm (e.g., Amos 7:12). Rōéh simply means one who sees (e.g., 1 Chron. 29:29; Isa. 30:10). These terms indicate that the prophet was one whose heart had been warmed by something the Lord allowed him to see.

Some New Testament terms also imply the divine origin of preaching. The Greek word logos is used to refer to a word, or saying. Sometimes the communication of God’s message to man is referred to as preaching the Word, or Logos, to people (e.g., 2 Tim. 4:2). Another word rhema, emphasizes that which has been uttered by the voice (see Rom. 10:17). When the Word was spoken in the New Testament, God actually was communicating Himself through the act of proclamation. New Testament preaching was in actuality divine instruction by those who communicated the gospel (see Eph. 2:17).

The frequently used kērussō means to proclaim after the manner of a herald. This word also implies a message of authority that calls upon the listeners to hear and to obey (see Rom. 10:14–15; 1 Cor. 1:21, 23; 2 Tim. 4:2). Jesus used this word to commission His followers just prior to His ascension, ordaining preaching as the primary method of dispensing the gospel (see Mark 16:15; Luke 24:47). The New Testament preacher was one who proclaimed the message of the King of Kings to men. The preaching event, then, was accompanied by an atmosphere of seriousness, authority, and divine mandate.

Clear Explanation

Preaching also has its roots in the clear explanation of God’s revelation. God has always provided teachers to help people understand His Word. Nehemiah 8, for example, is an excellent illustration of a preaching event. The ingredients in many modern worship experiences were present—a pulpit, a worship leader, the book of God’s Law, a unified and expectant congregation, proclamation, and both verbal and physical response. The Levites taught the people God’s Word as “they read from the book, from the Law of God, clearly, and they gave the sense, so that the people understood the reading” (Neh. 8:8). “Clearly” is the Hebrew pārash, which means to distinguish, or to specify distinctly. The word “sense” is śēkel, which means to give the meaning, indicating perception, or insight. The idea of clarity to make understanding possible was paramount.

Similarly, while on earth Jesus provided clear explanation to His hearers, both in the synagogue worship and in other contexts. He often read and explained the Scriptures as a visiting rabbi (see Luke 4:16–21). To the disciples on the Emmaus road, “beginning at Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself” (Luke 24:27). The word translated “interpreted” is the Greek diermēneuō, which means to unfold the meaning of what is said, or to explain through. Reflecting upon the teaching of Jesus, those disciples used a similar word: “Did not our hearts burn within us while he talked with us on the road, while He opened to us the Scriptures?” (Luke 24:32). The word “opened” is dianoigō, which means to open thoroughly. The word means to open the sense of the Scriptures, or to explain them. Paul did the same thing in Thessalonica, “explaining and proving that it was necessary for the Christ to suffer and to rise from the dead” (Acts 17:2–3).

New Testament preaching also included the element of teaching. The word used to describe this element is didaskō. The apostles “did not cease teaching and preaching that the Christ is Jesus” (Acts 5:42). In listing the requirements of the bishop-pastor, Paul said that the man had to be “able to teach” (1 Tim. 3:2). He also charged the young pastor Timothy to


follow the pattern of the sound words that you have heard from me, in the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.… What you have heard from me in the presence of many witnesses entrust to faithful men, who will be able to teach others also. (2 Tim. 1:13; 2:2)



New Testament preachers prioritized the systematic, intentional teaching of basic doctrine.

Other words also highlight the idea of understanding in New Testament preaching. Epiluō literally means to unloose or to untie. The word conveys the idea of explaining what is obscure and hard to understand (see 2 Peter 1:20). Thus, the word means to interpret. The word is used to describe the preaching ministry of Jesus and His use of parables (see Mark 4:34). New Testament preaching involved unloosing God’s revelation. Suzēteō the Greek word translated “disputed” in Acts 9:29, means to seek or to examine together. Paul “spoke and disputed against the Hellenists” (Acts 9:29). New Testament preachers sought to lead their listeners to examine with them the truths of God’s Word and to seek understanding of them.

Practical Application

Preaching also is informed by the biblical emphasis on the practical application of God’s Word to the lives of contemporary listeners. The word translated “proving” describes Paul’s preaching method in Thessalonica (Acts 17:3). The Greek word is paratithēmi, which means to place alongside. Paul’s preaching was an application of biblical truth. The same word is used with regard to Jesus’ use of parables (see Matt. 13:34). He took parables, laid them alongside the issues of life faced by the people, and made practical application. New Testament preachers made personal, specific application to their hearers.

Sometimes the application came in the form of encouragement. The Greek parakaleō means to call to one’s side. It carries the idea of comfort, exhortation, and instruction. The ideas of strength and encouragement also are embedded in the word. Paul admonished Timothy to “exhort, with complete patience and teaching” (2 Tim. 4:2). New Testament preachers were gifted to bring strength and encouragement to those who listened to them preach.

At other times the application came by way of rebuke or conviction. The Greek word elegchō, translated as “rebuke” in Titus 1:9, suggests to bring to light or to expose by conviction. Paul said pastors should “be able to give instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who contradict it” (v. 9). He further commanded Titus to “rebuke with all authority” (Titus 2:15). New Testament preachers often had to deal directly with the sins of the people. By preaching the Word they turned on the light so that their hearers could see themselves as God saw them.

Eternal Redemption

Preaching also can be traced back to God’s redemptive activity with mankind. The Hebrew word bās´ar means “to be fresh or full” or “to announce glad tidings” (e.g., Ps. 40:9; Isa. 61:1). God’s messengers were men who brought good news. A parallel word in the New Testament is euangelizō, which also means “to announce glad tidings.” Specifically, it refers to the good news of salvation that God gives to men in Christ Jesus. A note of joy and victory characterizes the word. Jesus’ own job description on earth was to announce good news (see Luke 4:18). The New Testament preachers went everywhere announcing these glad tidings (e.g., Acts 8:4, 35). This good news, or gospel, provided preaching with its content: the hope of glory (see Rom. 5:2; Col. 1:27).

Paul, too, centered his preaching on Jesus, claiming to the Corinthians that he had “decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2). He used kērugma to describe the foolish event that God had chosen to save people (see 1 Cor. 1:21). The word is from kērussō and refers to the message of the herald rather than to his action. John Piper says this “is what a town-crier did: ‘Hear ye, hear ye, hear ye! The King has a proclamation for all those who swear allegiance to his throne. Be it known to you that he will give eternal life to all who trust and love his Son.’”4 The message of Jesus Christ was good news, and New Testament preachers proclaimed it joyfully and victoriously. Their preaching truly was driven by the Christ event.

Public Proclamation

Preaching also is informed by the idea of public proclamation before a corporate assembly. In Ecclesiastes 1:1, “the preacher” comes from the Hebrew word qōhelet, meaning a caller, preacher, or lecturer. The root word is qāhal, which means to assemble together. The picture is of one who spoke before an assembly of people. Another significant Old Testament word is qārā, which means to call out (e.g., Isa. 61:1). The prophet was one who called out to the people, addressing the message of God to them.

At times preaching in the New Testament also involved the dynamic of dialogue between preacher and people. At Thessalonica, Paul “reasoned with them from the Scriptures” (Acts 17:2). The word is dialegomai, which means to speak through or to ponder or revolve in the mind. It came to mean “to converse with” or “to discuss.” New Testament preaching had a conversational nature about it, engaging the listeners in a journey of discovery. A similar thought is found in the verb homileō, which means to converse, or talk with (e.g., Acts 20:11). Biblical preachers were not giving a soliloquy. They preached, and the people listened, but the listeners sometimes responded with feedback.

Personal Confession

The personal confession of the preacher was another aspect of the biblical preaching event. Preaching often was viewed as giving a witness before a group of people. The word martureō means simply to be a witness, to affirm that one has seen, heard, or experienced something. Paul, in his beautiful and insightful summary of his ministry at Ephesus, defined his preaching content as “testifying … of repentance toward God, and of faith in our Lord Jesus Christ” (Acts 20:21). New Testament preachers who faithfully proclaimed the truth of God did not do so from secondhand experience. They knew from experience the truth of what they preached to others. Like John, they were able to say, “And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be the Savior of the world” (1 John 4:14).

Another word used to describe the public nature of New Testament preaching is homologeō. This word means to say the same thing or to agree with. Preaching in the New Testament sense had the idea of confession or profession. About young Timothy, Paul said that he had “made the good confession in the presence of many witnesses” (1 Tim. 6:12). Rightly understood, Bible preaching was confessional in nature. The preachers said what God said, agreeing with him about the truth proclaimed.

Intentional Persuasion

One of the most important elements in the preaching event was persuasion. The New Testament word peithō means to use words to persuade others to believe. In Acts 13:43 we are told that Paul and Barnabas spoke to Christian converts and “urged them to continue in the grace of God.” In Corinth, Paul “reasoned in the synagogue every Sabbath, and tried to persuade both Jews and Greeks” (Acts 18:4). Paul brought into focus the whole matter of persuasion as a part of preaching when he said, “Therefore, knowing the fear of the Lord, we persuade others” (2 Cor. 5:11). The particular word used in this passage means to persuade, or to induce one by words, to believe. The Bible preachers were persuaders. By use of preaching, they brought men to the point of believing that Jesus was the Christ and deciding to commit themselves to him.

Scripture indicates that New Testament preaching was apologetic in nature as well. The word apologia suggests a verbal defense or a speech in defense of something. Addressing the Jerusalem mob, Paul said, “Brothers and fathers, hear the defense that I now make before you” (Acts 22:1). Other passages use the same terminology (see Phil. 1:7, 17; 2 Tim. 4:16). Bible preachers, in the best sense of the term, gave a defense for the gospel. They presented the message of the Lord Jesus in the most convincing, appealing, and persuasive way possible.






A DEFINITION OF EXPOSITORY PREACHING

This book is not about all things preaching. It’s unapologetically about expository preaching. When the biblical words above are brought together with the instructions about preaching found in the Bible, they can only lead to one conclusion: preaching today should be expository in nature. So we share the conviction that faithful exposition of Scripture is not only the bread and butter of pastoral preaching in the local church, but it’s actually the very essence of all real preaching. In describing the difference between a lecture and a sermon, Lloyd-Jones says that “a sermon does not start with a subject; a sermon should always be expository.”5 Stott agrees: “I cannot myself acquiesce in this relegation (sometimes even grudging) of expository preaching to one alternative among many. It is my contention that all true Christian preaching is expository preaching.”6

The resurgence of expository preaching, however, has subtly entertained a broader understanding of the practice that includes varying perspectives. Again, Allen helps us:


Much that goes under the umbrella of exposition today is not really worthy of the name. While there are many books on the subject of preaching, those that promote an expository approach to preaching are few and far between. Of these, many treat the subject in more general and traditional ways.7



So let’s make sure we’re using the same dictionary and not just the same words. Exposition obviously is built on the root verb “expose,” which means to lay open or uncover. When a preacher is doing exposition he is laying open what the Holy Spirit is saying in a given biblical text. So we can define expository preaching like this:


Def’ǝ-nish’ǝn

expository preaching n. The process of laying open the biblical text in such a way that the Holy Spirit’s intended meaning and accompanying power are brought to bear on the lives of contemporary listeners.



The above definition contains four key components that merit closer analysis—the subject of the biblical text, the process of laying open, the pursuit of the Spirit’s intended meaning, and the aim of bringing it to bear on contemporary listeners.

The Subject: The Biblical Text

Foundational to the practice of expository preaching is the subject at hand, which exclusively is the text of the Bible. Edwin Charles Dargan suggested that the development of modern preaching was largely influenced by three factors: ancient oratory and rhetoric, Hebrew prophecy, and the Christian gospel.8 Ancient oratory and rhetoric (which will be addressed later) heavily influenced the development of sermon form. Hebrew prophecy, however, gave preaching its roots in the divine with regard to both its message and motivation. Later, the Christian gospel provided preaching with its specific content and commissioned it as the primary means of propagation. In other words, preaching in the Bible assumed either the words spoken by prophets or by the apostles and their associates.

As we’ve noted above, the primary reason for associating preaching with the biblical text is that preaching is rooted in the divine. God has chosen to reveal Himself to humankind, and He has chosen us to be channels of that revelation. Preaching, therefore, is not about addressing just any subject, however good and beneficial that subject may be. Expository preaching implies a specific content—the Word of God as revealed in the Bible. Although all truth is God’s truth, He never intended for His preachers to speak about every true and right idea under the sun. The preacher has not been given the responsibility of addressing every good subject known to man, nor is he expected to become an expert in every field. The preacher is responsible for immersing himself and his people in the Bible.

The effect of confusion about the preaching event is ever so subtle at this point. The preacher is a minister of grace and desires to meet people’s needs and heal their hurts. But what happens when the specific answers that people are seeking in order to deal with certain issues in life are not specifically spelled out in the Bible? The preacher then is tempted to make the Bible say things it does not say. He ends up offering practical and even helpful information but neglecting the truth that the Holy Spirit inspired in order to transform people into Christ’s image. That which the preacher gives is not heresy or blatant error, but neither is it the truth that people need in order to work out their salvation.

This subtlety may be described as the difference between good stuff and God’s stuff. Good stuff is information or principles that are gleaned from observation. When Aristotle delineated his principles of rhetoric, for example, he developed his assertions by engaging in one particular activity: observation. He watched enough public speakers that he was able to glean certain “truths” for speaking effectively. Those principles have had profound impact on preaching and all other forms of public speaking. To say the least, those principles are good stuff. They are both helpful and useful. Those principles, however, will not have any eternal or supernatural effect on people.

Although no preacher would think of preaching on how to do good public speaking, many other doctrines of “good stuff” appear more relevant to contemporary churchgoers and debut as the feature in many sermons. If a person observes enough people dealing with stress in the workplace, certain helpful principles can be gleaned for addressing the issue. If one observes enough people journeying through divorce recovery, guidelines can be developed that are helpful for that crisis. The observation of enough parents rearing their children will produce much practical benefit for such a task. While certain truths in Scripture certainly can be applied to these and other life experiences, to say that God provides a specific treatise for such would be a stretch. Common sense reveals that to address all the scenarios that result from the possible combinations of factors related to these and similar issues would require multiple volumes much larger than the Bible.

God’s stuff, on the other hand, is the truth that is revealed in the Bible. Though that truth may inform certain principles that might be categorized as good stuff, its primary intent is to bring people to Jesus and mold them into His likeness. The faithful expositor will rightly interpret, exegete, and expound on a text of Scripture so as to give people the information God deemed necessary for life and godliness. When the preacher relegates God’s stuff to secondary status by focusing on good stuff, a serious problem arises. The tragedy is not what people are getting, because they likely are getting some helpful information. The tragedy is what people are not getting, which is the truth that is necessary to accomplish God’s purposes.

Much helpful information gleaned by observation is easily accessed in the plethora of Christian psychology and counseling materials. Such material, however, should not be the primary subject matter of your sermon except in such cases where it is the primary intent and content of a text of Scripture. Sermon content should be driven by the biblical text. You must be most careful about standing up to say “Thus saith the Lord” when the Lord did not saith.9

The Process: Laying Open

Contrary to the opinion of some preachers and homileticians, expository preaching is not determined by the length of a particular Bible passage, the amount of exegetical detail derived from that passage, or even the successive treatment of verses or books in the Bible. Instead, expository preaching is determined by how the passage is handled—not just in the sermon—but also in the journey that leads to the sermon. G. Campbell Morgan writes, “Being sure that our text is in the Bible, we proceed to find out its actual meaning, and then to elaborate its message.”10 Tony Merida expands on that same idea:


Expository preaching as a sermon process means that exposition deals with the in-depth study of the text for the purpose of communicating the message the original author intended. The process … includes looking at certain features in the text such as authorship, date, context, words, and sentence structure. The expositor is then trying to uncover the meaning of a passage, which has been covered up by time, culture, language, and our presuppositions.11



So, first and foremost, expository preaching is not about a sermon form, but a process by which the words of God are first discovered and then communicated to people so they can understand them.

This process is the natural outgrowth of the two primary forms of preaching that characterized the biblical period. First, preachers during the biblical period were involved in revelatory preaching. The prophets, Jesus, and then the apostles proclaimed God’s first-time revelation as they spoke. In other words, they spoke information from God that man had never heard before. Second, preachers during the biblical period also engaged in explanatory preaching. After God’s revelation had been given, they provided explanation of that revealed information as people returned to it time and time again. Nehemiah 8, noted above, makes this point well. Ezra and his colleagues went to great extents to explain the Scriptures to the people.

Jewish religious life served to carry on this explanatory emphasis. Hebrew scribes served as conservators of God’s truth as they interpreted Scripture, copied Scripture, and preserved the oral law. From their ministries emerged the term “homily,” which means a talk based upon Scripture.12 Synagogue services included Scripture reading and exposition as a part of worship. Regular meetings in the synagogue included a time when rabbis would read a portion of Scripture and then explain it to the people in attendance. This activity constituted the focal point of the meetings and gave synagogues an educational quality.13 These practices later would influence the development of Christian worship, including the reading and explanation of Scripture. Stott notes,


It was already customary in the synagogues for the reading of Scripture to be followed by an exposition, and this practice was carried over into the Christian assemblies, being the origin of the sermon in public worship. It was taken for granted from the beginning that Christian preaching would be expository preaching, that is, that all Christian instruction and exhortation would be drawn out of the passage which had been read.14



Christian preaching, then, has its roots in the explanation of God’s Word that took place in Jewish synagogue worship.

The apostle Paul also made a clear connection between the explanation of Scripture and the preacher’s view of its authority. Maybe his most vivid call to expository preaching in pastoral ministry was his instruction to young Timothy: “Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching” (1 Tim. 4:13). Stott says,


The public reading of Scripture came first, identifying the authority. What followed was exposition and application, whether in the form of doctrinal instruction or of moral appeal, or both. Timothy’s own authority was thus seen to be secondary, both to the Scripture and to the apostle. All Christian teachers occupy the same subordinate position as Timothy did. They will be wise, therefore, especially if they are young, to demonstrate both their submission to the authority of Scripture and their conscientious integrity in expounding it, so that their teaching is seen to be not theirs but the word of God.15



Paul later would make a similar connection when he followed his claim that “all Scripture is breathed out by God” (2 Tim. 3:16) with his charge to Timothy to “preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teaching” (2 Tim. 4:2). Submission to the authority of God’s Word demands the clear explanation of the biblical text.

As the biblical period closed, preaching naturally evolved to include the explanatory form only. God’s revelation ceased as far as that which is necessary for the accomplishment of His eternal redemptive purposes. Consequently, this uniform quality—which characterized all post-apostolic proclamation—established the clear explanation of God’s revelation as the heartbeat of all true preaching. In every subsequent generation, God faithfully has called and provided preachers and teachers to help people understand His revelation.

We often hear people today make the critical declaration, “The Bible is irrelevant!” And why wouldn’t they draw that conclusion? It’s a book written thousands of years ago in languages we don’t speak today. It’s about people who lived in faraway places, immersed in radically different cultures than our own. On top of all that, it claims the only way for a person to know God is to put their faith in a homeless guy who died on a criminal’s cross by a dump outside the city of Jerusalem. It sounds irrelevant indeed! Yet those of us who trust the Bible know it to be the most relevant message in the universe. But we must understand that it seems irrelevant because it’s been covered up over time by layer upon layer of time, culture, language, and other factors that veil—if not completely hide—its relevance. Expository preaching is the necessary process of peeling back those layers so people can see and embrace the Bible’s relevance.

The Pursuit: The Holy Spirit’s Intended Meaning and Accompanying Power

What we’re after in the expository preaching process is a twofold work of the Spirit of God. The preacher wants to know what the Spirit said when He inspired the biblical text, and he wants the Spirit to empower his communication when he preaches what the Spirit has said in the biblical text. That means we’re in hot pursuit of the Holy Spirit’s intended meaning in every text of Scripture, as well as His attending power to our proclamation of it.

An extremely close relationship exists between the process of laying open the biblical text and the actual reason for doing so. Robert Thomas identifies the connection:


The point that differentiates expository sermons from other types is not the cleverness of their outlines or their catchy clichés. Neither is it the relevance of the message to everyday life. These are helpful and necessary as communicative tools and devotional helps, but they do not distinguish expository preaching from other kinds of sermons. A sermon could still be expository without them, but if the explanation of what the author meant is missing, so is the heart of Bible exposition.

The unique contribution of Bible exposition is its substantial enhancement of the listeners’ comprehension of Scripture’s intent.16



The reason for laying open the text of Scripture is so we can reveal what the Holy Spirit intended to say when He inspired it!

This pursuit makes complete sense when we stop and think about the logic. The phrase “Thus saith the Lord” frequently has been used to summarize the preaching event—and rightly so. In one sense, preaching simply is speaking on God’s behalf. Such a task has huge ramifications. Every word the preacher speaks, whether he attributes it to God or not, is received by the audience as being the mandate of heaven. What a responsibility! The implications, then, demand that the preacher do everything within his power to ensure that his sermons accurately reflect what God has spoken. In other words, an extremely close relationship must exist between the intended meaning of the text of Scripture and the sermon.

Expository preaching is driven by a high view of Scripture, a subject we’ll take up in more detail in the next chapter. Such regard for Scripture is rooted in the conviction that the Bible is inspired by God’s Holy Spirit. James Hernando defines inspiration as “the supernatural work of the Holy Spirit that enabled and motivated the human authors of Scripture to produce an accurate record and revelation of God’s redemptive will, purpose, and activity.”17 The Spirit-inspired text of Scripture accurately reflects what God has said, and that truth compels preachers to handle it and communicate it rightly. Unger asserts, “If the Bible is considered merely to contain the Word of God, rather than actually to be in toto the Word of God, there is naturally a decreased sense of responsibility to study its text minutely, or to systematize its theology, or authoritatively to declare its message.”18 But since the Bible is the very Word of God, it demands to be studied minutely, systematized theologically, and declared authoritatively. And those tasks are implicit in expository preaching.

Finding the Spirit’s meaning in a text by studying it minutely and systematizing it theologically involves more than just discovering the author’s intended meaning for the original readers. Certainly, exploring the original audience, situation, and historical context of a particular passage is always the starting point and groundwork that must be understood first. Fee and Stuart were right in saying, “A text cannot mean what it never meant.”19 But finding the Holy Spirit’s intended meaning in the biblical text involves more. As those who live and preach on this side of the cross it is imperative that we draw out of every Bible passage the full meaning of the Holy Spirit’s intent as it relates to the person of Christ. Some preachers fail to show how a text connects to Christ and the gospel; others fail to make the connection to Christ and the gospel without first seeing and understanding the passage’s original historical context. Expository preaching involves both. After all, Jesus Himself claimed to have come to fulfill the Law and the Prophets (Matt. 5:17), to be the one with whom Moses and the Prophets were concerned (Luke 24:27), to be the one the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms were about (Luke 24:44), and to be the one about whom the Scriptures bear witness (John 5:39).

It is true that God’s Spirit worked through each human author in the biblical canon to speak to their respective historical audiences. But it’s equally true that He worked through those same human authors to speak to a larger audience about His larger plan of redemption. Consequently, expository preaching demands we do the work of exposing Christ in every text of Scripture. This assertion does not suggest that every passage in the Bible speaks specifically about Jesus. It does suggest, however, that every passage either points to Christ futuristically, refers to Christ explicitly, or looks back to Christ reflectively. The preacher’s task at this point is what makes expository preaching distinctively Christian. Otherwise our preaching will be equally relevant in Jewish synagogues or Muslim mosques.

An exegetically accurate and Christocentric sermon is not enough, however, to foster life change in the lives of listeners. The preparation, delivery, and reception of the message all must be attended by the Holy Spirit’s effectual power if anything otherworldly is going to happen in the preaching event. Expository preaching is dependent on the accompanying work of God’s Spirit to illuminate the minds of both preacher and people, and to attend to the presentation of the inspired Word in such a way that conviction and transformation result in the exchange. Timothy Keller says,


To be sure, your listeners are responding to your skills, preparation, character, and conviction in a general sense. And these are critical elements of any good communication, including good preaching and teaching. But for the act of preaching in particular, there’s something even more central to persuasion: your listener’s sense of the Holy Spirit working in and through you.20



Expository sermons that are prepared, delivered, and received in the flesh are nothing more than academic exercises. God must breathe life into the preaching of His Word for it to take effect in the lives of people, and that breath must fill the preacher and move the listener. Expository preaching is true preaching only when it is accompanied by the presence and influence of the Holy Spirit.

The mandate of exposing the Holy Spirit’s intended meaning—accompanied by His supernatural power—makes expository preaching a sacred obligation, not a sermonic option. It is a stewardship preachers have been given by virtue of the fact that God has spoken. V. L. Stanfield described preaching as “giving the Bible a voice.”21 He concurred with John Broadus’s simple and accurate definition of preaching as “letting God speak out of his Word.”22 In other words, the Bible is the Spirit-inspired record of God’s voice, and expository preaching is the Spirit-filled natural act of giving God His voice in the hearing of people. And because God has spoken through His Spirit, and the Bible is the accurate record of His speech, we are compelled to communicate it accurately and powerfully so that we represent God rightly. Expository preaching, then, must serve as the foundational approach to communicating the Spirit’s words. Expository preaching of the Bible provides the only chance we have to preserve accurately what God has said through His Spirit so we can accurately and powerfully reveal them to those who listen to us preach and confidently claim, “Thus saith the Lord!”

The Aim: The Lives of Contemporary Listeners

Laying open the Holy Spirit’s intended meaning in the biblical text has an incredibly important purpose. Expository preaching was never intended to be a general dispensation of information void of any consideration of those to whom it is given. Preaching is directed intentionally at a given contemporary audience for the purpose of life change. Distinguishing preaching from a mere lecture, Lloyd-Jones says a lecture “lacks, and should lack, the element of attack, the concern to do something to the listener, which is a vital element in preaching.”23 Preaching is an all-out assault on the depraved nature of human beings for the purpose of transforming them into Christlikeness.

Preaching, by and large, is oral communication. Fasol defined it as “orally communicating truth as found in the Bible.”24 Although there may be selected and limited exceptions, preaching primarily has been an oral event in which a man speaks the words of God before a gathering of people. While the visual orientation of modern listeners indeed provides new challenges for contemporary preachers, oral speech remains an effective, timeless mode of communication. Centuries ago God chose this mode, knowing it would defy cultural nuances through the years. Oral speech still moves nations, as is evidenced in its continued adoption by political and social leaders as a primary means of influence. Daniel Webster said, “If all my possessions and powers were to be taken from me with one exception, I would choose to keep the power of speech, for by it I could soon recover all the rest.”25

Preaching, however, is far more than a man using persuasive oratory in the public hearing of a group of people. The laying open of a biblical text to reveal the Holy Spirit’s intended meaning and accompanying power is intended to accomplish a particular purpose, namely that contemporary listeners might understand it and be transformed by it. Such is the obvious and logical reason for opening the Scriptures to people. In the Nehemiah 8 passage mentioned previously, some form of the word understand is used five times in the first twelve verses (vv. 2–3, 7–8, 12). The idea is capsulized in the summary statement that the Levites “read from the book, from the Law of God, clearly, and they gave the sense, so that the people understood the reading” (Neh. 8:8). They separated ideas out so the people could get their arms around them. The idea of clarity to make understanding possible was paramount. As noted in the biblical words delineated before, New Testament preachers were equally as purposeful about explaining—or interpreting—what was obscure and hard to understand (cf. Mark 4:34; Acts 9:29; 2 Peter 1:20). They were intentional about leading their listeners to examine God’s Word carefully so they could understand them.

Right understanding, however, is still not the end game in the preaching event. The ultimate goal is life change in the listeners, which is the supernatural product of understanding truth. Bill Hull says, “Transformation comes through the commitment of the mind. Without the proper knowledge and thinking we have no basis for personal change or growth. The mind is the pivotal starting place for change.”26 So as the preacher brings the Holy Spirit’s intended meaning of a Bible text to bear on the lives of contemporary listeners, He helps them understand it so that it can transform them. The expositor’s goal is to see God change the lives of people for His purposes and glory.

In his comprehensive definition of preaching, Packer describes it as “the event of God bringing to an audience a Bible-based, Christ-related, life-impacting message of instruction and direction from Himself through the words of a spokesperson.”27 So preaching is driven by the desire to see people respond obediently to God’s Word. Baumann described it as “the communication of biblical truth by man to men with the explicit purpose of eliciting behavioral change.”28 Biblical truth innately demands a response. It was not given for the purpose of trivial consideration or entertainment. God’s Word was intended to be acted upon.

Every sermon, then, must be prepared and delivered with the intent of persuading people to say yes to the message so that it might accomplish in them its work of transformation. God’s Word is supernatural, and the preacher’s responsibility is to present it in a clear and understandable way so that it can take root in people’s hearts and do its work. Whether or not the preacher calls for some physical indication of response, true preaching always will involve the call for listeners to embrace the message so that it plays out in a change of thinking, a change of acting, or both. The preacher’s passion must be for the message to be lived out in the lives of his listeners once they leave the preaching arena.

Because the Bible is God’s Word to man, a good expository sermon makes plain what the Bible says and gives clear application to the lives of the hearers. The expositor’s main concern is to set forth the truth of God’s revelation in language that can be understood. The faithful pastor must first make a serious and sincere attempt to unfold the actual grammatical, historical, contextual, and theological meaning of a passage. But then he must seek to establish the relevancy of that passage to the lives of his listeners. To do this, he will properly organize, adequately illustrate, and forcibly apply its message. “In preaching, exposition is the detailed interpretation, logical amplification, and practical application of Scripture.”29

Regardless of church affiliation and involvement, multitudes of regular church attenders fail to make the connection between biblical truths and their moral implications for daily life. Although many factors likely contribute to this lack of moral awareness, the failure of contemporary preachers to apply Bible truth to the daily lives of listeners is at least partly to blame. That’s why John Stott, in his book Between Two Worlds, used the metaphor “bridge-building.” He noted that through application we’re able to span the gap between the world of the Bible and the world of today.30

Two extremes often characterize modern preaching. On the one hand is the tendency to live on the Bible side of the chasm. The conservative, expository preacher often falls victim to this danger. He is so interested in accurately finding the message of the Bible that he may neglect to “earth it out.” He fails to build a bridge to the modern world. Such preaching may be clearly biblical, but it lacks contemporary application. Exposition without application never arrives at the doorstep of modern man.31

On the other hand, the mistake frequently is made of living on the contemporary side of the chasm. Many preachers—both liberal and conservative—are highly contemporary but lack a biblical base. They may give an up-to-date picture of contemporary life but fail to communicate authoritative Bible truth to their congregations. Such preaching demonstrates a healthy knowledge of contemporary problems but lacks the ability to offer God’s fresh Word as a viable solution to those problems.32 Expository preachers must be aggressive in bridging the chasm between the world of the Bible and the world of their listeners.

The application quality of expository preaching means that no two preaching events will ever be exactly the same because they will never involve exactly the same audience. Even if this week’s congregation is made up of all the same people as last week’s, their experiences, attitudes, and emotions are different. The preacher, then, must approach every sermon with a particular audience in mind. This demand means that every time the preacher prepares a sermon, he should study not only his text of Scripture, but also the people to whom he will preach and their immediate context. Why? Because he is bringing God’s message to bear on a particular group of contemporary listeners with the aim of seeing their lives changed.






THE JOURNEY OF EXPOSITORY PREACHING

Understanding the biblical roots and the working definition of expository preaching are where faithful practice begins, but they are not where it ends. Getting our arms around how expository preaching actually happens is equally important. As implied in the process of laying open the text of Scripture above, expository preaching begins long before the preacher ever gets up to preach, or even before he develops his outline. It’s a process that involves Bible study, sermon preparation, and actual delivery. Viewing this process as a journey can be helpful—a road on which one travels to communicate God’s revelation rightly. Several key terms identify the various aspects of the process along the way.

Hermeneutics

The road to expository preaching begins with right hermeneutics—the science of studying and interpreting what a passage of Scripture means. Hermeneutics is the set of rules and principles that pertain to the interpretation of the preacher’s text. The Greek word translated hermeneutics is hermeneuo. In half of its occurrences, the word means to translate. A related word, diermeneuo, means to expound or to interpret. Hermeneutics enables the preacher to determine what a text means as opposed to just what it says. The preacher must be careful to approach the text of the Bible with a sound hermeneutical paradigm if he is to interpret it with integrity. Tremendous care must be taken in order to attain biblical integrity.

The goal in determining how to approach the process of interpretation must be to minimize subjectivity as much as possible. To be sure, as long as God chooses to use human instruments in the preaching event, some element of subjectivity always will be present. The Bible is inerrant, but we are not. The Bible is infallible, but we are not.

Although proper interpretation is hard work and requires careful consideration, the vast majority of texts in the Bible can be understood clearly and certainly. Furthermore, the few biblical passages that contain complex interpretive issues and mysterious nuances are not essential for first order doctrines or foundational for our understanding of the gospel. Consequently, God’s preachers can stand and confidently proclaim His Word. The preacher’s task, then, is to reduce the subjective element—the human element—as much as possible during the interpretation process.

Exegesis

Right hermeneutics flows naturally into careful exegesis.33 The idea comes from the Greek exegesis, which means a interpretation or explanation. Although the noun form of the Greek word does not occur in the New Testament, the verb—exegeomai—is used in several places (see Luke 24:35; John 1:18; Acts 10:8; 15:12, 14; 21:19). This word means “to lead or draw out.” The concepts of hermeneutics and exegesis certainly overlap and often are used interchangeably without qualification or differentiation.34 But a common distinction is that—while hermeneutics investigates the principles and methods used in interpretation—exegesis is the actual use and application of those principles and methods to the text.35

So exegesis probably is best understood as the application of one’s hermeneutic in discovering the meaning of a Bible passage as intended by the author and understood by the original readers. Exegesis is the opposite of eisegesis, which is reading into the text what the preacher would like it to say. Eisegesis imposes the interpreter’s thoughts and ideas on the text and, therefore, usurps the voice of God in His own Word. To do so is high treason in God’s kingdom and a mockery of the stewardship of preaching! The preacher’s responsibility is to discover what God says in every text of Scripture and draw it out so he can declare it to others.

Exegesis and Subjectivity

One of the biggest challenges the interpreter has in exegesis is to minimize subjectivity as much as possible. To be sure, as long as God chooses to use human instruments in the interpretation process, some element of subjectivity will always be present. Because people are imperfect beings, students of the Bible will forever bring to the biblical text certain biases, preconceived ideas, cultural influences, limited worldviews, and other factors that shape our hermeneutical paradigms. Consequently, some have suggested that the presence of such variables prevents any person from being certain about the meaning of any text. The best we can do, they say, is to determine what a particular text “means to me.” Nothing could be further from the truth.

Would a loving God, who desires to redeem His creation, call His messengers to say “Thus saith the Lord” and then make it impossible (or even a long shot) for them to know what He is saying? After inspiring His holy Word, could God actually be seated on His throne amused by His chosen servants’ efforts at solving an unsolvable puzzle? Such suggestions are preposterous and strike at the character of God.

Again, proper interpretation is hard work, yet most Bible texts can be understood clearly. Consequently, God’s preachers can stand and confidently proclaim His Word.

The expositor’s task, then, is to reduce the subjective element. The best way to reduce the subjectivity in the interpretation process is to utilize what scholars often call the grammatico-historical method of exegesis. This method aims to determine the meaning of the text by application of the laws of grammar and the available facts of history. A number of years ago Walter Kaiser proposed a new name for the process: the syntactical-theological method. He suggested that two key parts were crucial for proper understanding: (1) The way the words are put together in a passage as well as the meanings of the words themselves aid the interpreter in the discovery of the author’s meaning; and (2) proper biblical theology helps the interpreter know how antecedent revelation informed the understanding and intent of the writer of the passage under consideration.36

Even Kaiser’s attempt to improve the exegetical paradigm is lacking, however. At the risk of sounding repetitive, the end game of the expositor’s exegesis must be to show people Jesus from every place in the Bible (cf. Matt. 5:17; Luke 24:27, 24:44; John 5:39). New covenant exegesis demands the preacher determine where his preaching text stands in relation to Christ so he can expose that relationship to his listeners. The preacher wants to adequately represent what the Scripture itself says by “leading out” the right meaning of a text. John 1:18 reveals that Christ “exegeted” the Father to mankind—He “led out” the meaning of God to man. So the preacher must “lead out” Christ in every text so that men, women, boys, and girls might know God.

The expositor, consequently, should not be concerned as much with what his method is called as with the concerns that inform the methodology. In fact, Kaiser himself admitted that if the term were not so awkward and clumsy, the truth of the matter is that the method should be called grammatical-contextual-historical-syntactical-theological-cultural exegesis, for each of these concerns, and more, must participate in the interpretive journey.37 And we would champion making the expression even more cumbersome by adding the term christological to it in order to hold the interpreter accountable for exposing the relationship of each text to the person of Christ.

The bottom line is that the subjective element in the hermeneutical and exegetical process is reduced to the greatest degree when the interpreter takes each of these components into consideration. Each of these concerns will help you to rely on objective rather than subjective information in understanding your preaching text. The grammar and syntax of the original languages comprise the primary vehicle through which the revelation was given. The historical and cultural settings provide the backdrop for understanding what the words meant to the original audience. Both biblical and systematic theology serve to align our interpretation with the rest of Scripture. The context of a particular passage holds us accountable for extracting meaning from a passage in its relationship to other revelation, including the passage’s relationship to the larger context of God’s redemptive story in Christ. All of these components must be considered in the process of exegesis.

The Expository Sermon

Good hermeneutics and careful exegesis enable the preacher to practice “homiletics,” which is the art and science of saying the same thing the text of Scripture says.38 Hernando says homiletics is “an integral part of the interpretative process that transforms the results of biblical exegesis into an intelligible and relevant message for today.”39 And we traditionally call that “intelligent and relevant message” a sermon. Blackwood described homiletics as “the science of which preaching is the art and the sermon is the finished product.”40 Practically, homiletics is the study of sermon preparation and delivery, a study that establishes an unbreakable link between the sermon and a right understanding of the meaning of the text on which it is based.

If our homiletics implies an unbreakable link between the sermon and a right understanding of the meaning of the text, then the fruit of our homiletics can be nothing less than an expository sermon. In essence, the expository sermon is the package in which the truth is delivered by the preacher to the people, resulting from his own investigation and organization of the biblical text. As opposed to being a mere sermon form, it is the product that is birthed as the result of the labor of exposition.

An expository sermon, then, can be defined as a discourse that expounds a passage of Scripture, organizes it around the theme and structure present in the given text, and decisively applies its message to the listeners. The following checklist is suggested as a guide for determining a sermon’s expository nature:

[image: ] It must be based upon a passage from the Bible. The actual meaning of the passage must be found.

[image: ] The meaning must be related to the immediate and general context of the passage, as well as the overall redemptive context.

[image: ] The eternal, timeless truths in the passage must be elucidated.

[image: ] The truths must be gathered around the compelling theme present in the passage.

[image: ] The main divisions of the sermon must be informed by the structure of the passage itself.

[image: ] Every possible method to apply the truths must be utilized.

[image: ] The hearers must be called to obey those truths and to live them out in daily life.

The Expository Sermon versus Other Sermon Developments

It’s important to understand that expository sermons may not stand in contrast to other traditional sermon forms and therefore should never be put in juxtaposition to other sermonic models. Traditionally, sermons have been categorized according to various forms based upon certain qualities. Traditional designations, like the ones on the list below, often overlap in nature:


• Topical. The topical sermon is built around some particular subject. The idea for the subject may be taken from the Bible or elsewhere. Usually the preacher gathers what the Bible teaches about one particular topic, organizes the passages into a logical presentation, and then delivers a topical sermon. Doctrinal sermons easily lend themselves to this approach.

• Textual. A textual sermon is one based on one or two verses from the Bible. The main theme and the major divisions of the sermon come from the text itself. This sermon seeks to expound what the text itself actually says.

• Evangelistic. An evangelistic sermon is one that expounds on the basic gospel message in the Bible. The sermon may be based on one particular text that is evangelistic in nature, or it may be topical in drawing elements of the gospel from various texts, or it may elaborate on God’s redemptive plan in all of the Bible.

• Narrative. Traditionally, a narrative sermon has been considered simply as one based upon a narrative text. In the latter part of the twentieth century, however, some homileticians began to define it by sermonic form instead of biblical literary genre. Thus, contemporary narrative sermons frequently encompass those messages that, from outset to conclusion, bind the entire message to a single plot as theme. Such a sermon may be better described as a story sermon.41

• Biographical. A biographical sermon presents a study of the life of a particular Bible character. The facts about that particular character form the basis for a message with contemporary application.

• Dramatic Monologue. A dramatic monologue is a specialized form of a biographical sermon in which the preacher becomes the character he is seeking to present. He acts out the message of the character, often dressing himself in authentic biblical attire.

• Theological/Doctrinal. The theological or doctrinal sermon may be similar to a topical sermon in that it expounds some basic Christian belief in order to convey understanding and foster belief. Theological/doctrinal sermons may be drawn from one particular text, numerous texts, or they may rely more on references to general theological concepts in Scripture.

• Apologetic. An apologetic sermon can be very similar to a theological sermon in that it expounds some basic Christian belief, the difference being that its aim is to affirm or convince the listener of a proper understanding of Christian belief.

• Ethical/Devotional. The ethical or devotional discourse is based upon a specific Bible motif that teaches believers an ethical lesson or calls them to greater piety in the Christian life. The purpose is to build Bible morality and/or Christian consecration into the members of the congregation.



Our conviction, however, is that all preaching should be expositional in nature. As Alistair Begg says, “We are on the wrong track if we think of expository preaching merely as a preaching style chosen from a list (topical, devotional, evangelistic, textual, apologetic, prophetic, expository).”42 Delineations of these forms frequently have included the expository sermon as another sermon model. But we believe all sermon forms can and should be subjected to the expositional process. The preacher should utilize only sermon forms that issue from good hermeneutics, thorough exegesis, and credible homiletics.

Expository Preaching

We now come full circle from where we started with this definition of expository preaching: The process of laying open the biblical text in such a way that the Holy Spirit’s intended meaning and accompanying power are brought to bear on the lives of contemporary listeners. The delivery of expository sermons on a consistent and regular basis—sermons that are the fruit of this process—is the practice of expository preaching. Paige Patterson describes it simply as helping people read the Bible better. While there may be occasions in which the pastor of a local church employs one of the alternative sermonic methods noted above, such should be the exception and not the rule. Expository preaching should be the bread-n-butter of a pastor’s preaching ministry as he shepherds his people from God’s Word.

Expository preaching can be divided into two types:


• General exposition involves preaching expository sermons on selected and distinct Bible texts.43 Donald Grey Barnhouse says, “Expository preaching is the art of explaining the text of the Word of God, using all the experiences of life and learning to illuminate the exposition.”44

• Systematic exposition is the consecutive and exhaustive treatment of a book of the Bible or extended portions thereof, dividing the text into paragraphs and consecutively preaching from them. Taylor defined expository preaching as “the consecutive interpretation and practical enforcement of a book of the Bible.”45 The best preaching you can do is to go through books of the Bible—chapter by chapter and paragraph by paragraph—in a systematic fashion. Such an approach will ensure the keenest interpretation and the best use of context.



Through both general and systematic expository preaching, the shepherd allows God’s Word to transform people into Christlikeness and equip them for gospel advancement. Through the right preaching and teaching of the Scriptures, he equips his flock “for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16–17). The ultimate goal of Christlikeness and preparedness for gospel work—in both the individual and the corporate body—is a matter of equipping “the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ” (Eph. 4:12), all of which Paul suggests is fostered by gifted men who shepherd God’s people with his Word (cf. Eph. 4:1–11).

Through expository preaching people are biblically equipped with doctrinal integrity, and they are helped to come “to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ” (Eph. 4:13). So essentially expository preaching of God’s Word is the foundation for maturing the body into Christlikeness,46 a purpose we will explore in more detail later.

If the preacher is faithful and obedient to the Holy Spirit to “command and teach” the truth of God’s Word (1 Tim. 4:11) through expository preaching, then he “will be a good servant of Christ Jesus, being trained in the words of faith and of the good doctrine” (1 Tim. 4:6). Paul clearly emphasized this responsibility in the pastor’s ministry when he sternly charged Timothy to


devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching. Do not neglect the gift you have, which was given to you by prophecy when the council of elders laid their hands on you. Practice these things, immerse yourself in them, so that all may see your progress. Keep a close watch on yourself and on the teaching. Persist in this, for by doing so you will save both yourself and your hearers. (1 Tim. 4:13–16)



That’s what happens when the pastor faithfully exposes the truth of the Bible. And time is short and the stakes are high, because “the time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions, and will turn away from listening to the truth and wander off into myths” (2 Tim. 4:3–4). The urgent and critical need for the advancement of the gospel in the twenty-first century is faithful expository preaching!

Before leaving this subject, a word of caution. Whenever the kind of maturity described above is not happening in a church, it’s usually at least in part due to a famine of a right knowledge and understanding of God’s truth coming from the preaching event. A preacher needs to use great discernment when beginning a ministry in a church where that’s been the case. While mentally he may be ready to expound God’s Word, his congregation may never have heard such preaching, especially systematic preaching through Bible books. Many congregations have been fed a regular diet of topical preaching through the years. If so, they may stare at a new pastor who actually preaches what the Bible says like a calf stares at a new gate!

A congregation that has been accustomed to topical preaching at first may not seem thrilled with this new approach. The different method may be a radical change for them. It may take several weeks or even months for them to get on the same wavelength. So a faithful preacher will need to stay the course. Before long people will make the adjustment and be completely hooked. Jesus said that kingdom citizens continually hunger and thirst after righteousness (cf. Matt. 5:6). As people feed on the truth of God’s Word, that nourishment will incite a longing for more and more. Furthermore, once a congregation gets accustomed to exposition of the Bible, they will never again be satisfied with anything else.






A RATIONALE FOR EXPOSITORY PREACHING

The definition of expository preaching and the process that informs it are supported by a rationale for embracing the practice as the intrinsic nature of the preaching event. This rationale includes the many benefits of expository preaching, as well as an honest awareness and avoidance of its potential abuses.

The Benefits of Exposition

Numerous benefits surface when the truth of God’s Word is exposed, especially through the systematic preaching of Bible books. Many of the same benefits, however, apply to the general exposition of various passages.

Biblical Literacy

Today, biblical literacy is at an all-time low in evangelical churches in the United States. Mohler notes, “While America’s evangelical Christians are rightly concerned about the secular worldview’s rejection of biblical Christianity, we ought to give some urgent attention to a problem much closer to home—biblical illiteracy in the church. This scandalous problem is our own, and it’s up to us to fix it.”47

In days gone by, a preacher could announce a text and assume that most people were holding a Bible and could locate the passage. Neither are safe assumptions any longer. Data published by American Bible Society support this claim. They reported that in a seven-year period ending in 2014 an increase of 7 percent of the American population believed the Bible to be “just another book of teachings written by men”48 With the rising disbelief in biblical inspiration, the amount of knowledge of the Scriptures has likewise decreased. In fact, in 2013 nearly half of Americans ages eighteen to twenty-eight believed Sodom and Gomorrah to be a married couple from the Bible! 49 More tragically, many ministerial students themselves have only a limited, selective knowledge of the Word.

This scenario leaves the preacher with two options: either resign to the millennial generation by minimizing the role of the Bible in his preaching, or determine to change the generation by systematically teaching the Scriptures. Systematic exposition, especially, enhances knowledge of the Bible. By careful exegetical study through books of the Bible you will become a master of the Scriptures, and your listeners will become knowledgeable students.

One reason for increasing biblical illiteracy in the church is the “hop, skip, and jump” approach to Bible study. The preacher who jumps from book to book and text to text in his preaching will greatly impoverish his own understanding of the Bible as well as that of his people. Such an approach is similar to the “lucky dip” method, which many Christians employ in their daily Bible reading. They close their eyes (figuratively if not literally), let their Bibles fall open, and read at that particular point. Although some important truths certainly can be learned with that method, more profit will be realized by a systematic, book-by-book approach. People whose eating habits are planned are likely to be healthier than those who eat from random food groups and on the spur of the moment.

Accountability

Exposing the truth of a given text holds the preacher accountable in a number of areas. First, exposition holds him accountable for preaching what God says and not what the preacher wants to say. In recent days, much discussion has taken place regarding the authority of the pastor—whether it comes by virtue of his position or is earned through tenure and track record. Imbalance and exclusiveness make much of this discussion vain. Actually, the pastor’s authority comes by means of the One whose words he speaks.

Whether you’re a seminary student assisting in a church, in your first pulpit assignment, or a seasoned veteran, when you stand to preach an expository sermon, you know you have given yourself to serious and sincere study of the Word. You can stand with a sense that you speak from the authority of the Bible, not your own. You are merely the mouth and lips through which the living Word of God is conveyed to the congregation. Both you and your people can be confident that you are not speaking your own thoughts or opinions. You are speaking “Thus saith the Lord.” That confidence gives immense force to your message.

Second, exposition in general makes the preacher work. A lazy preacher is inexcusable. You should never work less than your people. When they come to hear you preach on Sunday, they will have worked hard all week long. They should expect no less from you. In ministry contexts where the pastor is supported by his work, he has the flexibility to set his own schedule. This privilege can be bittersweet if you are not given to discipline and hard work. You cannot be lazy and do the necessary preparation to develop and deliver good expository sermons. You should be up early and study long. The degree of additional demands in your ministry will determine the necessary adjustments and sacrifices you have to make. Preaching will not be effective unless it comes through sacrifice on the part of the preacher. To stand in the pulpit unprepared—with little forethought—and deliver a message off the top of your head is not worthy of the Savior you represent.

Third, systematic exposition forces preachers to deal with passages that might otherwise be overlooked or even intentionally avoided. The temptation exists to dodge certain delicate subjects in the Bible such as homosexuality, racial discrimination, the roles of husbands and wives, church discipline, leadership in the church, and the like. When you meet them in an expository series, however, you must deal with them at that point. Systematic exposition enables you to do so without creating the impression you are singling out some member of the church. For instance, if you come to the subject of divorce in the course of an expository series, people will not be curious to know why you chose that particular text. They will be if you select it out of the clear blue sky.

Protection

Systematic exposition protects the preacher from a number of preaching pitfalls. For example, it keeps him out of a rut. Preachers have a tendency to develop a one-subject mentality. Every pastor has his special areas of interests, such as the second coming, spiritual gifts, certain ethical issues, or abundant life passages. The Bible is like a magnificent fruit grove with all kinds of trees. Some people like apples best, but there are also pears and cherries and oranges to be enjoyed. The expository method keeps the preacher off his hobbyhorse and leads him to provide a balanced diet for his people.

Systematic exposition also guards against using the Bible as a club. Sheep are known to be less than prim, proper, and brilliant animals. Shepherding these creatures will periodically give rise to the temptation to find a Scripture to rebuke an erring one in the public arena. Clearly, that is not a proper approach to preaching God’s Word. Consecutively preaching its truths guards against that temptation. The expository approach allows the Word of God, rather than our own inclinations, to speak to the current situation. As you faithfully proclaim the Word of God, the Holy Spirit will apply the truths to your listeners.

Stress Relief

Systematic exposition all but removes anxiety about what to preach. Topical, hit-and-miss preaching as well as a shotgun approach to exposition can create agony for the preacher. He can spend his whole week searching, scratching, and studying to find a topic or a text. Such stress often seeks relief by locating the latest hot topic from the bestsellers in the local Christian bookstore or by searching through sermon books by well-known preachers. The systematic expository method relieves this formidable problem. On Monday morning you know where you are going, and you can begin your preparation immediately. Should the Lord lead you to preach on another subject at some point during the week, you easily can make the adjustment. Next Monday you will be just that much ahead. You are better off having the entire week to study a passage rather than spending most of the week searching for one.

Appetite Development

An old proverb says, “Give a man a fish, you feed him for a day; teach a man to fish, you feed him for a lifetime.” Believe it or not, every time the preacher stands to preach, he has a purpose that is higher than just teaching a lesson for that particular day. He must teach people to fish. Both general and systematic exposition give people an appetite for the Word that prompts them to go home and search the Scriptures for themselves. They become Berean Christians, who “were more noble than those in Thessalonica; they received the word with all eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see if these things were so” (Acts 17:11). This is a major way your people will continue to grow spiritually. You will be amazed at the knowledge of and excitement about God’s Word that they will acquire as a result of a steady diet of good exposition. This approach is perhaps the best way to train people to become Bible teachers. Even general exposition creates an appetite and encourages others to teach the Bible. As you teach the Word of God, you are modeling how others can teach the Word in other contexts. Many fine Bible study leaders can be developed in this way.

God also uses exposition to prompt young men to answer God’s call to preach. As they listen to and observe your preaching, they will be challenged to minister the Word to others. Although a divine call to preach certainly must be present, much can be said about the importance of role models for the young people whom God may be calling to preach.

Spiritual Maturity

Charles W. Koller notes that nutritionists use the term “nutritional time bomb” to describe certain deficiencies in one’s diet that may remain undetected for years. Those deficiencies can suddenly manifest themselves in severe illness. The same is true for those who are undernourished in their spiritual lives. Without a proper diet of Bible preaching and teaching, the stress of sudden catastrophe or unusual burden make the spiritually undernourished too weak to weather the storm.50

But as the pastor faithfully preaches the Word of God, the people receive strength. A reservoir of Bible truth is built within them that enables them to face times of crisis. God’s people will come through with great triumph if they have been fed a solid Bible diet.

In addition, expository preaching has a way of broadening people’s horizons. It enables listeners to glimpse the eternal. Bible truths such as justification, glorification, eternity, and the Spirit-filled life lift people to new heights of Bible knowledge and Christian experience—to see a world of Christian existence that they never dreamed possible.

The lack of moral strength and conviction that plagues our day is due in a large degree to the lack of Bible preaching. Yet even in the midst of today’s compromising and conforming culture, however, multitudes of people do have a great heart hunger for the Word of God. Exposition speaks to that heart hunger. Strong, systematic preaching of biblical truth can do much to reverse the tide of immorality that threatens to engulf us. As believers understand the moral implications of biblical faith, they gain the adequate materials with which to build genuine, even godly, lives.

Many churches have been blessed by the ministry of a pastor who has spent many years with the same congregation. Often in these situations the pastors also have been strong expositors. They actually have “preached through” their problems. Many of them started with very immature congregations, began preaching through books of the Bible, and so helped foster spirituality. As both pastor and people matured in the Lord, they were able to do His work together in a more harmonious and effective fashion. Bible preaching makes for a strong and healthy congregation.







EMBRACING EXPOSITORY PREACHING

A Personal Testimony

THE ORIGINAL VOLUMES that informed this book were written largely from my own experience. My life and ministry changed when I decided to devote myself to expository preaching. After a rough start and some failed attempts at exposition, I turned to topical sermons during my first ten years of ministry. The Lord blessed my meager efforts. My churches had some growth. People came to Christ. Then I actually stumbled upon the method of expository preaching. I had the opportunity to hear Dr. Warren Wiersbe teach the Word at a Bible conference. Although I was a seminary graduate and had been preaching for several years, I had never heard anyone take the Bible and expound it as did Dr. Wiersbe.

My approach to preaching completely changed. I determined to begin using the expository method. All I had to go by was Dr. Wiersbe’s example. I had never studied the expository method. I was aware of no books on the subject, and I had heard very little preaching of that kind. I just had the conviction in my heart that exposition was the kind of preaching the Lord wanted me to do. So I started.

My efforts at the beginning were poor and tentative. As I went along, however, I began to notice a change in my ministry. The people started bringing their Bibles; they showed more interest. I saw growth in the spiritual lives of my people. That convinced me of the value of expository preaching. The value to my own life is beyond my ability to place on the printed page. Only eternity will reveal what the expository method of preaching has done for me. The value in the lives of the people who have heard me preach will await the evaluation of the judgment seat of Christ. But there is little doubt in my mind that the people themselves have been blessed through the preaching of expository sermons.

–Jerry Vines



The Abuses of Exposition

A number of years ago Paige Patterson, president of Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, was interviewing a prominent and influential megachurch pastor who was very outspoken with his criticism of expository preaching. He asked the pastor the reason for his disdain. After listening to him delineate the reasons for his dislike, Patterson enthusiastically concluded, “You don’t dislike expository preaching; you dislike poor expository preaching!”

One of the facts of life is that people react against shoddy work. The majority of the criticisms raised against expository preaching are not against the approach itself, but against the approach being done poorly! Some preachers have fallen prey to certain dangers in expository preaching and have, consequently, abused the approach. These abuses have caused expository preaching to fall into disrepute in the minds of many naysayers. Like the careful driver on a well-traveled highway, the preacher will do well to avoid certain potholes along the road to exposition. Here are five abuses that must be avoided in giving expository sermons.

Dullness

Some believe expository preaching is merely making a few remarks based upon a long passage of Scripture. Still others understand it to be a lifeless, meaningless, pointless recounting of a Bible story. These perceptions have resulted from so-called expository preaching that always seems to be the same old thing. Sometimes the exposition is dull because of the sameness of approach. Perhaps the preacher becomes pedantic; every message has the same kind of introduction, the same predictable wording of divisions, and the same stale finish. Such will bore people out of their minds.

Constantly be looking for new ways to introduce your sermons. Search diligently for fresh, current illustrations. Be a student of people so that you can apply eternal truth to their lives relevantly. Make it a challenge to find striking ways to bring your messages to a close. Work on your delivery in order to get your whole self into your preaching. God’s Word innately is alive and powerful. You will determine whether its presentation is dull or exciting.

Irrelevancy

Similarly, some critics even suggest that expository preaching is irrelevant in today’s world, containing no up-to-date application of truth to contemporary listeners. Expository preachers are sometimes charged with answering questions no one is asking. True expositors, however, are actually answering questions people should be asking.

Yet the charge itself is not true. People are indeed asking the questions expositors are answering; they are just asking them in different words. Through intelligent, exciting, contemporary preaching of the Bible, you can elicit from your hearers a desire to hear answers to the right questions. You as the preacher can make exposition extremely interesting and positively relevant to your listeners. Remember, you are not preaching merely to expose your people to information but to give them truth that will transform their lives.

Monotony

Because of the similarity of content throughout a particular book of the Bible, the preacher must also work to avoid the danger of monotony. Many fine expositors have been able to sustain the interest of people through lengthy expositional series. Although some men naturally are more gifted than others in holding attention, a knowledge of certain aspects of delivery can make the sermon more interesting and exciting.

From time to time, preach from a shorter passage, maybe even a single verse. Remember, expository preaching depends not so much on the length of the passage as on the manner of its treatment. Another good and needful practice is to identify an important doctrinal word in a paragraph and bring a message on that particular doctrine in an expository fashion. For pastors who preach multiple times each week, such a practice can get double mileage out of sermon preparation. As you systematically preach through lengthier passages during one service, use the overflow of your preparation to preach in another service a doctrinal sermon that is informed by a word or words found in the lengthier passage.

Another way to avoid monotony is to insert a brief series on another subject between book studies. You may preach a series on subjects such as great events in the life of Christ, great interviews in the life of Jesus, or the miracles of Jesus. These topics can be developed in an expository fashion and yet provide variety from week-by-week exposition of a Bible book. Lengthy book series can also be broken up in a number of ways to give listeners a mental break. One way is to do series-within-the-series. In other words, break a book study into multiple series based upon the different themes and movements within the book. Package the different “miniseries” differently with different titles and visuals. Another way is to simply take a break within book series. Periodically press the pause button on preaching through a Bible book to do a mini-series in which you let the Bible address an important doctrine of the faith, a current event or trend, or simply another topic relevant to the Christian life.

Spiritlessness

Some have criticized the systematic exposition of Bible books as ignoring the leadership of the Holy Spirit in getting a message from God. Three observations deem this criticism defective. First, all of the Bible is the Word of God. You ought never to be without a word from on high, even when you do not sense a particular direction from the Lord. The Holy Spirit is the author of all of Scripture and, therefore, is speaking whenever and wherever we open the Bible.

Second, the Holy Spirit is not limited in His guidance to one week at a time. He is more than capable of leading you to preach through a book of the Bible as well as leading you to a different text each week. Without question, the Spirit sometimes provides specific direction for particular messages on particular occasions. Just as easily, however, He may give clear direction to preach through certain books of the Bible. During these seasons you will be amazed at the appropriateness of the messages as He applies truth to current problems in the lives of your people. Certainly, do not restrict yourself for weeks on end, even in the midst of a book series. If you sense the leading of the Holy Spirit to preach on a particular text, insert a parenthesis into your series and pursue the new direction. You always can return to your “home base.”

Finally, the expositor can ensure the Spirit’s involvement in his preaching by means of his ongoing personal communion with the Father. Nurture your personal worship of the One on behalf of whom you speak. Doing so will ensure that your preaching is fresh and recent, as one who has been frequenting the counsel of the Lord.

Formlessness

Some view expository preaching as an exhaustive and exhausting report of all the commentaries a preacher has read on a particular passage of Scripture. Indeed, often the expository approach is subjected to poor sermonic presentation. Such is the danger of the running commentary approach, which will be discussed later. The preacher who ventures here will face the temptation of doing little preparation beyond reading a few commentaries.

But an expository sermon at its very best is based upon thorough exegesis. The message is then built around a central theme that is communicated through well-organized divisions derived from the text. The sermon has good explanation, illustrations, argumentation, and application. Exposition is not done adequately unless you prepare in the most comprehensive way possible.

Detail Overload

One of the biggest challenges the expositor will face is determining what exegetical material to allow into his sermon. You will make a grave mistake if you try to examine every minute part of every verse in a passage. This approach evidently was adopted by many Puritan preachers, who often preached many years on a single book. While their messages contained many rich Bible truths, the detail overload may account for the small numbers that characterized many of their congregations.51

You should study each minute detail of your preaching passage—grammar, verb tenses, prepositions, definite articles, and the like. But you must be intentional and selective regarding the amount of technical material you bring into the pulpit. Akin writes,


Tragically, you will need to leave some materials in the warehouse of your study, not placing them in the store window of your message. This setting aside is painful, but not everything you have learned will be necessary, even helpful, to the preaching and teaching of God’s Word for your particular audience.52



So give the people the cream of your study—only what is necessary for understanding the Holy Spirit’s heartbeat in the text. Avoid beating them to death with excessive material that is insignificant to the main thrust.
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A THEOLOGY FOR EXPOSITORY PREACHING

In a world which seems either unwilling or unable to listen, how can we be persuaded to go on preaching, and learn to do so effectively? The essential secret is not mastering certain techniques but being mastered by certain convictions.

John Stott

Defining the task of exposition is only the beginning of a long journey toward good preaching. A wise builder may understand the concepts relevant to the construction of a building, but if he does not lay a proper foundation for the structure, his efforts are doomed to failure. Likewise, understanding the concepts that inform biblical exposition does not ensure that the preacher will preach with integrity and power. The entire preaching event must be built upon a certain theological foundation if it is to make a difference in the lives of people. While numerous Bible truths inform the preaching event, four particular doctrines provide the groundwork for a proper understanding of biblical exposition—the Word of God, the call of God, the Spirit of God, and the gospel of God.






THE WORD OF GOD

Expository preaching is a sacred obligation, not a sermonic option. It is a stewardship preachers have been given. Consider the rationale of the preaching task. V. L. Stanfield described preaching as “giving the Bible a voice.”1 He concurred with John Broadus’s simple and accurate definition of preaching as “letting God speak out of his Word.”2 In other words, Stanfield rightly saw the Bible as the written record of God’s voice, and preaching as the act of giving God His voice in the hearing of people.

Preaching, then, is rooted in basic assumptions that God has spoken, and He has orchestrated the record of His words to be compiled and preserved in our Bible. Because God has spoken and the Bible is the accurate record of His speech, we are compelled to communicate it accurately so that we represent God rightly. So biblical exposition must serve as our foundational approach to preaching. Expository preaching of the Bible provides the only chance we have to preserve God’s voice correctly and reveal it to listeners accurately.

This reality means that clear convictions about the Word of God are paramount in the preaching event. Many people believe just the opposite. They say that a preacher’s view of Scripture is unimportant and not a factor in the effectiveness of his preaching. On the contrary, as a preacher your convictions about the Bible will directly affect both your motivation and the results of your preaching. If you lose your conviction that the Bible is inspired, authoritative, and sufficient, why should you bother to preach from Scripture?

Inspiration

A high view of Scripture begins with a clear conviction about biblical inspiration. By “inspiration” we’re referring to “the supernatural work of the Holy Spirit that enabled and motivated the human authors of Scripture to produce an accurate record and revelation of God’s redemptive will, purpose, and activity.”3 Preaching has to be driven by an understanding that the text of Scripture accurately records God’s voice. The conviction that the Bible is God’s Word dictates everything in both the preparation and delivery of sermons.

The Nature of Verbal Plenary Inspiration

The doctrine of verbal plenary inspiration frames these convictions about Scripture as well as preaching. This doctrine suggests that “in the composition of the original manuscripts, the Holy Spirit guided the authors even in their choice of expressions—and this throughout all the pages of the Scriptures—still without effacing the personalities of the different men.”4 Inspiration is verbal because the words are inseparable from the message. Inspiration is plenary because it is entire and without restriction.5 Gaebelein said, “The doctrine of plenary inspiration holds that the original documents of the Bible were written by men, who, though permitted the exercise of their own personalities and literary talents, yet wrote under the control and guidance of the Spirit of God, the result being in every word of the original documents a perfect and errorless recording of the exact message which God desired to give to man.”6

Some critics have erroneously suggested that verbal plenary inspiration implies a “mechanical dictation” on the part of the Holy Spirit. Refuting this assertion, Packer wrote:


This “dictation theory” is a man of straw. It is safe to say that no Protestant theologian, from the Reformation till now, has ever held it.… God completely adapted His inspiring activity to the cast of mind, outlook, temperament, interest, literary habits, and stylistic idiosyncrasies of each writer.7



To be sure, biblical inspiration was wrought through the unique personalities of individual writers. One can sense the burning sarcasm of Isaiah; the tender, earnest pathos of Jeremiah; the philosophical leanings of John; the sharp, crisp logic of Paul. Each of these writers truly was a man with his own mind. Each was like the individual pipe of a magnificent organ, so fashioned that each might give one unique note, yet all filled with the same breath. These holy men were fashioned by the circumstances of their lives and the genetic combination of their personalities so that each one might give out his own note. Yet, all of them were filled by the breath of the divine Spirit.

The Bible’s Claims of Divine Inspiration

The Bible itself makes its own claims about its divine origin. Paul asserted that “all Scripture is breathed out by God” (2 Tim. 3:16), suggesting the divine source of the words we have in our Bible. Peter wrote that “no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 1:21), much as a sailboat is carried along by the wind. The writers were superintended by the Holy Spirit as they wrote, giving Scripture a dual authorship—the Holy Spirit as the sole divine author and a company of divinely chosen men as human authors. God brought this whole process about through the unique personalities of individual writers, each one being fashioned by the circumstances of his own life and the genetic combination of his own personality, yet all the while being filled by the breath of the divine Spirit.

The inspiration of Scripture should be claimed only for the original manuscripts. Critics often use the unavailability of the originals as a reason for rejecting a high view of inspiration. They say accuracy cannot be determined by documents that have never been seen. This criticism overlooks the fact that unavailable documents can be recovered with accuracy from numerous available sources. The careful textual critic seeks to determine from a comparison of divergent documents which form of the text should be regarded as most nearly conforming to the original.8 The objective of textual criticism is the enhancement of the integrity of the text. P. Kyle McCarter Jr. said, “The goal is the recovery of an earlier, more authentic—and therefore superior—form of the text.”9 In essence, all the various written forms are “witnesses to and evidences for the text.”10

Henderson illustrated how good textual criticism can produce reliable documents and, therefore, a Bible that can be trusted as the inspired Word of God:


On January 1, 1863, President Lincoln set his name and seal on the proclamation which set four million slaves free. The proclamation was written on four pages of ordinary foolscap in the president’s own handwriting. That document perished in the great Chicago Fire of 1871. Suppose some slave-owner should seize a former slave of his, challenge him to produce Lincoln’s Proclamation as his charter of liberty, and say that if he did not produce the original, he would hold him still in slavery; what could the ex-slave do? He could not produce the original, for the original was destroyed by fire. Although he could not produce the original document, he could recover and produce the original text. How? By copies of the same in public documents; newspapers of the period; by translations of the text in French, German, and other languages; by quotations from the proclamation in speeches, periodicals and books. By comparing and combining all these, he could establish to the satisfaction of a court of law the original message which gave him liberty.11



Although the original scriptural documents are unavailable, the preacher can be confident that he possesses the correct text because of the multiple manuscripts that are available.

The Bible’s Claim of Being Inerrant

As part of its inspiration, the Bible also claims to be inerrant. The psalmist said, “The law of the Lord is perfect” (Ps. 19:7), or blameless. Paul said, “All scripture is breathed out by God” (2 Tim. 3:16), implying the Holy Spirit overruled the limitations of the human writers so that they were able to write without error. If we assume that God is without error, and He inspired the Scriptures, then it follows that His oversight through His Spirit ensures the Bible is without error. If the preacher can acknowledge the Spirit’s power to overrule human limitation at any point, he must be willing to grant His superintendence over every matter in Scripture. We can intelligently hold that there are no scientific errors, no historical errors, and no prophetic errors in the Bible. If the preacher cannot trust his Bible on those matters, neither can he have confidence in Scripture on matters concerning his soul’s salvation.

Certainly, no person is obligated to immediately clear away every Bible difficulty in order to believe. Although areas exist where modern readership does not have final answers, ever-surfacing information continues to resolve many supposed difficulties. New archeological discoveries vindicate further the accuracy and integrity of the Bible. Such recent answers to issues that have perplexed scholars for years suggest that information regarding other, unanswered questions is still to come.

Some have tried to suggest that no relationship exists between the preacher’s view of inspiration and the way he preaches. Andrew Blackwood wrote, “Fortunately a man’s effectiveness in the pulpit does not depend upon his theory of inspiration.”12 But if Scripture truly is inspired by God then nothing could be farther from the truth. If the Bible is inspired by God, and preaching gives the Bible a voice, there is an essential relationship between inspiration and the way we preach. We must preach in such a way that our sermons rightly reflect the very voice of God.

This obligation demands that the preacher’s sermon journey begins with finding out what God has said. He cannot stand up and say “Thus saith the Lord” if he does not know what the Lord saith! That is why H. C. Brown Jr. asserted that the basic question to be asked about a sermon is: “‘Who said it?’ That is, does the preacher speak from the Bible or merely from his own experience? … [One] must always ask about a sermon, ‘Who said it? The preacher or the Bible?’”13 When the eternal truth of God is revealed, the people, in essence, are hearing the very voice of God instead of the voice of the preacher.

Brown’s correct assertion begs another crucial question: How does this happen? How does the preacher go about rightly reflecting what God has said? After all, regarding the preaching and teaching gifts, Peter said, “whoever speaks, as one who speaks oracles of God” (1 Peter 4:11). So how does the preacher speak the oracles of God in such a way that his words rightly reflect what the Holy Spirit gave to us? The only logical answer to this question is the exposition of biblical texts, or expository preaching. This process alone maintains the integrity of the Holy Spirit’s intended meaning in any given text of Scripture. Consequently, exposition is the natural outgrowth of what the Spirit has inspired the text to say and mean.







THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN INSPIRATION AND EXPOSITION

A Personal Testimony

During my tenure on the faculty at New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary, one of my duties was to serve as dean of the Chapel. I coordinated three weekly chapel services, one of which I preached in somewhat of a “campus pastor” role. Part of the strategy in that role was to model pastoral preaching for our students so they would have some idea of what it looked like to preach to the same congregation each week.

One day a colleague surprised me with a question after listening to me preach in chapel. He asked, “Where did you get your convictions about expository preaching?” Not wanting to admit I had never thought through such a basic issue for a preaching professor, I quickly rattled off the names of some of the great preachers who had influenced me over the years. But throughout the evening I could not get his question out of my mind, and I finally admitted to myself that I had responded too quickly. My father was not a preacher. The pastors under which I sat during my formative years would not have been considered expositors. After several hours of processing the question, I finally landed on the real answer.

The next day I told my colleague I had a better and more accurate answer for him. I told him that my parents raised me to believe that the Bible was God’s inspired, supernatural, and authoritative Word. So when I started preaching, the thing that made the most sense to me was to do it in such a way that my words were as close as possible to how the Holy Spirit gave them to us. That is the primary reason I am constrained to biblical exposition—it is the most reasonable way to let people hear God’s voice as close as possible to how the Holy Spirit gave it to us.

—Jim Shaddix



Authority

A high view of biblical inspiration issues forth into a clear conviction regarding the Bible’s authority. If the Bible is inspired by God and consequently void of error, then it can be trusted as the sole authority for matters of faith. The sparsity of good expository preachers at the close of the twentieth century was in part due to lack of conviction in this area. The preacher is assigned the responsibility to preach the Word of God. Jesus commanded Peter to “feed my lambs” (John 21:15). Paul urged young Timothy to “preach the Word” (2 Tim. 4:2). He admonished the elders of Ephesus to “care for the church of God” (Acts 20:28), which suggested providing the spiritual food of the Word. If the preacher’s confidence in the authority of Scripture is shattered, he will have no sense of urgency to preach the Bible.

Some critics and skeptics try to make a distinction between the actual Word of God and the text of Scripture. But God’s approach clearly has been to speak His Word and have someone record it for subsequent adherence and application. Moses wrote down God’s words and instructed the Levites to preserve them as a witness (Deut. 31:24–26). God then commanded Joshua to abide by those same words (Josh. 1:8). Joshua later added God’s new revelation to the book of the law (Josh. 24:26). And on went the process even into Jesus’ day, when He verified the written Word’s authority on the remaining generations (Matt. 5:17–20). The apostle Paul later verified the addition of the testimony of the apostles to the authoritative Word of God by describing it as the foundation on which the church is built (Eph. 2:19–22).

Still others try to distinguish between the authority of Jesus and the authority of the Bible. Someone says, “I worship Jesus and not the Bible.” But then the question must be asked as to whether it is possible to give allegiance to someone who is made known only through the pages of Scripture without also giving allegiance to that book. Another response is leveled: “I know Him through my experience with Him.” But experiences must be tested, and the only valid instrument for such a task is the written Word of God. Common sense tells us that no clear distinction can be made between the authority of Jesus Christ and the written Word that He Himself endorsed.

A Matter of Faith

Every preacher must come to the place where he accepts the authority of the Bible by faith. Admittedly, a gap exists between empirical evidence and the acceptance of biblical authority. That gap ultimately can be crossed only by faith.

Many great preachers have wrestled to cross the gap. G. Campbell Morgan, known as the “Prince of Expositors,” had such a personal crisis. Influenced by some of the critical theories of his day, he plunged into the darkness of doubt. Setting aside all his books, he determined to discover for himself if the Bible was indeed what it claimed to be. The result was not merely that he found the Bible but, as he said, “The Bible found me.”14 That experience resulted in a preaching ministry that blessed two continents during his lifetime and that, through his writings, continues to bless countless preachers and other Christians worldwide.

Billy Graham faced a similar crisis early in his ministry when he questioned whether or not the Bible was indeed the Word of God. In a time of deep spiritual commitment, he committed himself to the preaching of the Bible as God’s Word to man.15 His piercing statement “The Bible says” reflected the authority he embraced as his preaching ministry impressed, gripped, and moved myriads. When the serious student of the Bible considers all the evidence objectively and prayerfully, the gap between facts and certainty becomes ever so narrow. Confidence in the Bible’s authority, then, becomes easy.

The Authority of the Message

Your authority as a preacher lies solely in the authority of your message. Paul told the Thessalonians, “Our gospel came to you not only in word, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction” (1 Thess. 1:5). That sense of authority is neither a privilege to be abused nor a blessing to be minimized. Rather than spending your ministry trying to convince people of your own authority, you can simply rest in the authority of the One who sent you. Rather than submitting to the opinions of men, you can speak from a “Thus saith the Lord” standpoint. When you preach from that perspective, the authority of the Word becomes prominent in your pulpit ministry. Thus you experience the wonder and awe of being a fellow laborer with God, reaching people and changing their lives. As you preach out of a deep conviction that the Bible is God’s living Word, listeners will receive the message more seriously and consider it more binding as the power of God works mightily through the preaching event.

The Word has survived through all the centuries. In AD 303, Diocletian commanded that all copies of the Bible be burned; yet the Bible still lives. The inscription on the monument to the Huguenots of Paris succinctly and accurately expresses the Bible’s miraculous longevity: “Hammer away ye hostile hands; your hammers break; God’s anvil stands.” The transmission of the Bible through thousands of copies into modern print has not tainted its purity. No other book of ancient literature has been exposed to similar processes of propagation and maintained such accuracy of transmission.

Only the sovereign control of God through the centuries can account for such an act. Careful study of the Bible and its history will convince the reader that it is a miracle book, one that man could not have written if he would, and would not have written if he could. Truly, the Bible can be trusted and preached as the authoritative Word of God.

Sufficiency

A Clear Conviction about the Bible’s Sufficiency

God sovereignly has connected His Word with His agenda of affecting life change in people. In other words, the Scriptures are actually the supernatural agent that fosters this re-creative process in the lives of people. The truth of the Bible is the powerful sword that is necessary for the accomplishment of God’s purpose in our lives (cf. Heb. 4:12). Consequently, this cause-and-effect relationship demands that preachers unleash the Bible’s innate power, allowing it both to say and do what it was intended. In the preaching event, exposition of Scripture is the way for that to happen.

Exposition, therefore, is rooted in a clear conviction about the sufficiency of Scripture. If we don’t embrace that conviction, then we won’t be able to preach as though our preaching makes any difference in the lives of those who listen. A high view of the inspiration of Scripture and an unshakable dependence upon its authority gives us confidence in its ability to transform lives. If, in fact, the Bible is the inspired Word of God, then it can be trusted to provide and accomplish that which it claims.

Examples of Life Change through God’s Word

God’s Word makes incredible claims about its own spiritual ability to affect life change. Consider just a few examples of its own testimony. When Joshua was intimidated about trying to fill the shoes of Moses after the death of the great deliverer, God reminded him that meditating on and obeying His Word were the secrets to his success and prosperity (Josh. 1:8). The psalmists noted the ability of the Scriptures to impact human nature. In Psalm 19:7–13 God’s Word is referenced by six different titles—law, testimony, precepts, commandment, fear, and rules. In those same verses, the psalmist mentions numerous characteristics of the Scriptures—perfect, sure, right, pure, clean, eternal, true, righteous, incredibly valuable, and very sweet! But we must not overlook all the blessings and benefits that God’s Word brings—restoration of the soul, wisdom, joy, understanding, warning, reward, conviction, cleansing, protection from sin, and blamelessness before God! Our Lord has given us every truth, principle, standard, and warning that we will ever need for restoration to live in His image. Psalm 119 abounds with claims about the supernatural power of God’s Word. In 119:9–11, heeding His Word results in spiritual cleansing and prevention from sin. In 119:18 it births awe-inspiring wonder. In 119:1–5 obeying its commands gives direction for navigating life’s journey.

The Old Testament prophets also knew the benefit of God’s Word. In Isaiah 55:10–11 we are told it will give repentant sinners a heavenly drink that enables them to spiritually blossom upon their return to God. Then they are able to receive the grace-gifts of His Word, sowing and eating instead of being paralyzed by sorrow. All of this describes the prosperity that God’s Word brings. In Jeremiah 15:16 God’s Word is the source of joy. In 23:29 the weeping prophet says the Word is sufficient to confront hard hearts and difficult situations with consuming and forceful power!

The New Testament is also thick with claims about the awesome power of Scripture. It stirs the hearts of those who receive its explanation and application (Luke 24:32). Jesus Himself acknowledged that God’s truth is the sanctifying agent in the disciple’s life (John 17:17). The apostle Paul claimed the Word of grace will foster spiritual growth and advance the believer toward glorification (Acts 20:32). He also identified it as the producer of faith (Rom. 10:17) and the possessor of protective power during spiritual battles (Eph. 6:17). He told Timothy the Scriptures provided everything that men of God needed for the entire spiritual journey: wisdom for all godliness, instruction for knowing godliness, rebuke for straying from godliness, restoration to godliness, and training for pursuing godliness (2 Tim. 3:14–17). The author of Hebrews noted the Word’s ability to do soul-searching and spiritual examination (Heb. 4:12). James spoke of the Word’s ability to foster the sanctifying wholeness of salvation (James 1:21). Peter said it purifies the soul, gives new birth to the dead heart, and fosters spiritual nourishment in infant Christians (1 Peter 1:22-2:2).

The list could go on and on. The benefits of God’s Word are endless. Its riches are inexhaustible. Furthermore, when looking at such a list, one sees that the most basic desires and needs of human existence are addressed. If these claims are true, then it follows that we should do everything we can to make them available to people who desperately need the redeeming work of God in Christ in their lives. In a day in which churchgoers are crying out for relevant, application-oriented, and need-directed messages, why should you go anywhere else to find preaching subjects and content?

The Word of God by nature is relevant, dynamic, and effectual. It will take root and radically affect the lives of those who receive it if we faithfully expound it. To do otherwise would be worse than possessing a cure for cancer and withholding it from the public. If the Holy Spirit does all of this work and more through God’s Word to affect life change, then the preacher has a high responsibility. He is charged with interpreting and preaching this truth in keeping with its full potency so that people are not robbed of their only hope of being transformed into Christ’s image through God’s powerful, life-changing Word.






THE SPIRIT OF GOD

Closely related to the role of God’s Word in exposition is the work of God’s Spirit. When God ordained frail creatures of dust called preachers to be stewards of His supernatural Word, He created a train wreck waiting to happen. And such would be the result when divinity and fallen humanity are partnered together were it not for the help of God’s Holy Spirit. Arturo Azurdia rightly observes, “The neglect of the ministry of the Spirit in the work of preaching has emerged as a result of a failure to see the full-orbed implications of the nature of sinful humanity. Stated more directly, one’s understanding of human depravity will determine the extent to which dependence is placed upon the sovereign Spirit of God.”16 Preaching and preachers are entirely dependent on otherworldly help if anything supernatural is to happen.

As we previously discussed, the inspiration of Scripture makes clear that preaching is the communication of the Holy Spirit from outset to conclusion. John Knox says, “True preaching from start to finish is the work of the Spirit.”17 But the inspiration of Scripture is not the only aspect of the Holy Spirit’s role that compels preachers to preach expositorily. While the practice of biblical exposition is first and foremost driven by a strong conviction about biblical inspiration, it also is mandated by the Spirit’s attendance to other aspects of the preaching event. Not only did He inspire the Word we preach, but He also illuminates our understanding as to its meaning, convicts us of its truth, and applies it to our hearts. In like manner, He opens the minds of listeners, convicts their hearts, and enables them to respond. The Spirit also anoints our communication of His truth and gives us boldness to speak in a way that doesn’t come naturally. Preaching is the Holy Spirit’s event. If He’s left out, preaching doesn’t happen.

Illumination

By itself the objective and external revelation of God through the written Scriptures is incapable of transforming lives. Why? Azurdia notes that the Roman Catholic Church historically concluded that the problem of spiritual understanding lies in the obscurity and complexity of the Scriptures. Ordinary man is destined to pervert the truth and, therefore, needs the infallible interpretation of the church. The Reformers, however, embraced a more biblical answer. They said the problem is not with the Bible or its perfect and true Communicator, but with the depravity of the ones reading the Bible (cf. Gen. 8:21; Eccl. 9:3; Rom. 3:10–12; 8:7; Eph. 2:1; 4:17–18; Titus 1:15).18

The Vital Role of the Holy Spirit in Understanding Biblical Truth

A right understanding of God’s truth, therefore, has to be attended by the illuminating work of the Holy Spirit to overcome the hindrance of man’s depravity. Illumination is traditionally understood to enable a believer in Christ to mentally and spiritually understand the meaning and significance of biblical truth. Millard Erickson says,


The role of the Holy Spirit in illumination, then, is to convey insight into the meaning of the text. Illumination does not involve the communication of new information, but a deeper understanding of the meaning that is there. It is the flash of understanding, which may come suddenly and dramatically or more gradually and quietly, but in which we come to see that which we had not previously understood.… It is seeing in a deeper sense and with that deeper level of perception that the Bible speaks of as seeing with the heart.19



Illumination, then, must be distinguished from the revelation that we’ve been given in God’s Word. The revelation of Scripture is God’s truth; illumination, that is, providing God’s light takes place when we come to understand what God meant in giving us His truth.

Surely this is what happened to two disciples when they encountered Jesus on the road to Emmaus. Because of their inability to interpret the contemporary events surrounding Christ’s death through the lens of Old Testament Scripture, Jesus called them “foolish ones, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken!” (Luke 24:25). So, “beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself” (v. 27). After He disappeared from their midst, they asked one another, “Did not our hearts burn within us while he talked to us on the road, while he opened to us the Scriptures?” (v. 32). Jesus, in the power of the Holy Spirit, opened their minds to the truth of Scripture and its relevance for their lives.

The apostle Paul recognized the need for this help of the Spirit in understanding spiritual truth. He says, “The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned” (1 Cor. 2:14). John Owen—the great seventeenth-century Puritan nonconformist pastor, theologian, and academic administrator at the University of Oxford—also noted the necessity of the Spirit’s work. He says that “the hearts of all men are fat, their ears heavy, and their eyes sealed, that they can neither hear, nor perceive, or understand the mysteries of the kingdom of God. These things belong unto the work of the Holy Spirit upon their minds.”20 Spiritually dead people don’t have the capacity to respond to spiritual stimulation on their own.

The Spirit’s Help in Expository Preaching

Applied to the preaching event, preachers and listeners alike must have the help of God’s Spirit if they are ever to understand His Word rightly and experience its life-changing work. In addition to His inspiration of Scripture, the Holy Spirit works in the preaching event by illuminating the minds of both preacher and listener to a right understanding of his preaching text. Mohler says, “Both the preacher and the hearers are dependent upon the work of the Holy Spirit for any adequate understanding of the text.”21 The link between preaching and illumination is found in the relationship between hermeneutics and homiletics. If the Spirit’s illumination is necessary for a right understanding of the text, and a right understanding of the text is necessary for right preaching, then it follows that illumination is essential to the practice of biblical exposition.

Nobody understood the relationship between the Spirit’s illumination and biblical exposition better than Owen. Although to us his English is awkward and sometimes verbose, his conviction regarding the necessity of the Spirit’s illumination in both hermeneutics and exposition is helpful. Regarding the relationship, Owen writes,


In their performance, therefore, as gospel duties, and as they are accepted with God, there is an especial aid and assistance of the Holy Spirit. And on that account there is so in the interpretation of the Scriptures; for if without his assistance we cannot make use aright of the means of interpreting of the Scripture, we cannot interpret the Scripture without it. The truth is, they who shall either say that these duties are not necessarily required unto them who would ‘search the Scriptures,’ and find out the mind of God for their own edification, or so as to expound those oracles of God unto others, or that they may be performed in a manner acceptable unto God and usefully unto this end, without the special assistance of the Holy Spirit, do impiously … [overthrow] the whole doctrine of the gospel and the grace thereof.22



If we are going to be able to interpret the Scriptures in order to expound them to others, then the Holy Spirit’s illumination is not only promised, but necessary.

This indispensable work of illumination by the Holy Spirit cannot be accessed without the preacher’s prayerful pursuit. No doubt, the expositor must make use of a plethora of Bible study resources as part of his sermon preparation. However, no commentary or lexicon or Bible encyclopedia can take him where only the Holy Spirit can go in response to prayer. Again Owen explains,


This [prayer for the Spirit’s illumination] … is the sheet-anchor of a faithful expositor of the Scripture, which he betakes himself unto in all difficulties; nor can he without [being] led into a comfortable satisfaction that he hath attained the mind of the Holy Ghost in any divine revelation.… And the reason why the generality of expositors go in the same track one after another, seldom passing beyond the beaten path of former endeavors, unless it be in some excursions of curiosity, is the want of giving up themselves unto the conduct of the Holy Spirit in the diligent performance of this duty.23



While Bible expositors must study the Scriptures diligently and skillfully, they also must seek the promised attendance of the Spirit in order to help them understand the intended meaning and relevance.

This truth makes illumination a must for expository preaching. If we desire to rightly interpret the original meaning of Scripture and then explain and apply it to others, then the Spirit’s illumination can’t be neglected. A preacher isn’t ready to preach until he has sought the illuminating help of the Spirit for the purposes of correctly understanding and expounding his preaching text. Doing so is the only way his preaching can affect transformation in his hearers.24

Conviction

Not only does the Holy Spirit illuminate our minds to truth, He also convicts those who hear it proclaimed. Jesus told His disciples that when the Spirit comes, “he will convict the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgment” (John 16:8). The word “convict” is generally understood as the activity of bringing to light, exposing, refuting, or convincing with a view toward correction. The verb occurs eighteen times in the New Testament, and in every instance it has to do with showing someone his sin, usually as a summons to repentance.25 Conviction is the work of the Spirit in bringing people to the realization that God is right and they are wrong.

When God’s Word is rightly understood and preached in the power of the Holy Spirit, it will convince people that something otherworldly is taking place. Paul highlights this work of the Spirit in his comparison of certain spiritual gifts in 1 Corinthians 14:22–26. Specifically, he emphasizes the superiority of prophecy over tongues in public worship when he wrote, “If all prophesy, and an unbeliever or outsider enters, he is convicted by all, he is called to account by all, the secrets of his heart are disclosed, and so, falling on his face, he will worship God and declare that God is really among you.”

About Paul’s assertion F. F. Bruce says, “On entering a church meeting, he hears all the members speaking words in a language he knows, which pierce direct to his heart and conscience, expose his inmost secrets, and convict him of sin. This, he will say, is God’s message for me.”26 The greatest manifestation of the Spirit’s conviction is when listeners conclude that God is talking and not a man!

Faithful preaching of God’s authoritative Word, which determines hearing and understanding, gives birth to conviction. And the Spirit’s conviction is necessary for true worship to take place, including the recognition of God’s presence. So even something as basic as the worship of God in the local church is conceived in the worshipers’ conviction of sin.27 The two activities can’t be separated, and neither can their order be switched.

Preaching is God’s primary means of letting people hear His voice, bringing conviction on them, and granting them repentance. It’s the most effective means of communicating God’s Word to both believers and unbelievers. Paul asserted that it was to be preferred especially over tongues. Good prophetic utterance, spoken by the Holy Spirit to believers, demonstrates the presence of God in worship gatherings. It convicts unbelievers and minimally leads them to acknowledge God’s presence. For some that conviction leads to genuine repentance and conversion.

The preaching of God’s Word is the primary means of bringing people to the conviction that the argument being made is true and that they will be judged on the basis of their response. MacArthur notes:


When the Word is proclaimed it speaks to men’s hearts and brings conviction of sin, the first step in coming to faith. The convicted person comes to see himself as he really is, because the secrets of his heart are disclosed. His sinful intentions and acts are revealed to him. Consequently, he will fall on his face and worship God, declaring that God is certainly among you. The church’s most powerful testimony is not in its ecstasies, but in its clear proclamation of the powerful Word of God.28



We can’t afford to sacrifice right preaching for the sake of other activities when it comes to communicating to both believers or unbelievers.

Application

The Spirit also works to apply the truth of Scripture to the lives of both the preacher and the listener. While we’ll discuss the importance of the expositor making the right and relevant application to his audience later in the sermon process, it’s important to know that the preacher is not alone in the task. Without question, the modern preacher of the Word is facing what appears to be insurmountable difficulties. He’s preaching to people who are accustomed to well-trained, polished communicators on television and radio. He’s also trying to communicate to people who may have little Bible background. Much of the terminology of Scripture may be foreign to them. Relying on his own strength, he may yield to despair.

The role of the Holy Spirit in Bible preaching resolves many of these challenges. The expository preacher has a powerful ally as he seeks creatively to communicate God’s Word to contemporary listeners. He’s been promised divine assistance in connecting the ancient text to life today. This feature of the preacher’s work separates him from other communicators. The Holy Spirit arouses in the hearers deep desires to know the truth. He has been given by our Lord to bring men and women to an awareness of their sinfulness, the adequacy of the work of Christ, and the desirability of salvation through Him. The power of the Holy Spirit makes preaching effective and applicable. Paul stated in 1 Thessalonians 1:5, “Our gospel came to you not only in word, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction.”

This confidence is why the expositor doesn’t have to live under the pressure to address every specific question and situation that his listeners face. The variables are infinite, and consequently, God didn’t purpose to treat each one in the Bible. Instead, the omniscient One has promised divine guidance through His Spirit regarding the specific situations and problems we face (see Phil. 4:6–7; James 1:5). Robinson asserted that “Pain + Time + Insight = Change” because people often face difficult situations over time, but those situations don’t necessarily change them. When insight is added to difficulty and time, however, change occurs.29 Consequently, the expositor can concentrate on proclaiming divine insight, which flows from the necessary implications of God’s Word—the “Thus saith the Lord.” God’s Spirit, then, will be faithful to make specific application to the listeners’ lives in due time.

One of our primary goals in preaching is to foster Christlike character in our people. As we interpret the Scripture, capture its practical and devotional nature, and bring its life-changing truths to bear on the daily lives and needs of our hearers, the Holy Spirit brings about the desired change. The exposition of biblical truth—growing out of sound exegesis and delivered in the power of God’s Spirit—will certainly cultivate spiritual conviction. But it will also go a step further by helping to connect God’s truth to people’s lives. The clear, persuasive explanation and application of God’s Word fosters a positive response on the part of those who hear. When we’re faithful to the task of holding fast to the biblical text as well as to the modern world, God’s Spirit and power will be demonstrated, and the resulting conviction, life change, and subsequent worship will be real.30

Anointing

Without a doubt, something mysterious is at play when the Holy Spirit attends to the preaching event. This fact can make any attempt to describe the work of the Spirit in preaching very difficult.31 But in the area of speech communication—even among Christians—it seems that the gospel preacher has an advantage that separates him from all other public communicators. Even secular public speakers can be passionate about their subject matter, but one particular ingredient is reserved solely for those who speak the words of God. This ingredient enables the preachers’ words to be pointed and powerful. This ingredient has been called anointing. Some homileticians and preachers do not believe the anointing actually exists, contending it is an unnecessary and unbiblical notion that often weighs the preacher down with guilt.32 Scripture, however, seems to indicate there is some mysterious attendance of God’s Spirit when His Word is proclaimed rightly.

A careful consideration of the New Testament indicates the concept of anointing has a close—if not synonymous—relationship with the idea of being filled with the Spirit. While the term anointing is rarely used in the New Testament to refer to this special attendance of the Spirit, it does help to distinguish the idea from the similar concept of being full of the Spirit. Eight specific references to a prophetic speaking by the Spirit can be found in the Luke and Acts narratives (see the contexts of Luke 1:15, 41, 67; Acts 2:4; 4:8, 31; 9:17; 13:9). The verb used in each instance is best translated by the idea of “that which fills or takes possession of the mind.”33 While all of these occurrences refer to someone being filled with the Spirit, the grammar in the language of the New Testament suggests they are not to be confused with similar descriptions in Luke through Acts that are translated “full,” “to make full,” or “to fill” (see Luke 4:1; Acts 6:3, 5; 7:55; 11:24; 13:52).34

The great New Testament scholar F. F. Bruce agrees. Referring to Acts 4:8 specifically, he writes, “We should distinguish between this use of the aorist passive, denoting a special moment of inspiration, and the use of the adjective pleres (‘full’) to denote the abiding character of the Spirit-filled man (cf. Stephen in 6:5).”35 Consequently, Azurdia concludes that each of the eight Luke–Acts instances should be seen “as an event, a sovereign and spontaneous act of God related to the proclamation of truth.”36 Being filled with the Spirit—or anointed—as a preacher is different from being a Spirit-filled Christian. It is “an instantaneous, sudden, and sovereign operation of the Spirit of God coming upon a man so that his proclamation of Jesus Christ might be attended by holy power.”37

Other passages in both the Old and New Testaments describe this special work of the Spirit in preaching.38 Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 2:1–5 are especially helpful regarding the Spirit’s work in both preacher and audience. Paul begins by saying that he did not come to the Corinthian believers “proclaiming … the testimony of God with lofty speech or wisdom.” In those days the Greek orators were famous for their eloquence and rhetorical display. Beyond question, Paul was well trained and quite capable of eloquence. Yet he indicated that he did not depend upon an eloquent manner of speaking to attain results. The naturally gifted preacher must guard against using his own eloquence to get the message across. The result may be that he so adorns what he says that he says nothing at all.

Paul continues by saying, “My speech and my message were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power” (1 Cor. 2:4). Corinthian speakers were known for their persuasive words and powers of poetic expression. They were spellbinders, able to mesmerize listeners with their learning and oratorical skills. A preacher may impress his hearers with his logic and skill but actually leave them unmoved at the deepest level of their being. Paul made emphatically clear that effective sermon delivery does not depend upon the skill of the preacher. While we can and must yield our gifts of speech to the Lord, genuinely effective preaching comes only in the demonstration of the Spirit’s power.

Descriptions like these in the biblical text should make us completely comfortable with—and desirous of—the idea of the anointing. Anointed preaching places God into the sermon and on the preacher. When a preacher speaks in the power of God, the results are remarkable. He preaches with inspiration and fullness of thought. He has both freedom and simplicity of utterance. This element of the divine in preaching must be foremost in the preacher’s preparation and delivery if he is to be lastingly effective. W. A. Criswell retold a story about when the devil was once preaching the gospel. When a saint became alarmed, his fears were quieted with the words “Have no fear, the preaching of the devil will do no good; there is no power in it.”39 No one can preach with power apart from the anointing of the Holy Spirit.

Spirit-anointed preaching does something to both preacher and people. The anointing keeps the preacher aware of a power not his own. In the best sense of the word, he is “possessed”—caught up in the message by the power of the Spirit. He becomes a channel used by the Holy Spirit. At the same time the people are gripped, moved, and convicted. When the Holy Spirit takes over in the preaching event, something miraculous happens.






THE CALL OF GOD

If the Bible truly is God’s Word—inspired by His Holy Spirit, authoritative in our lives and ministries, sufficient to accomplish God’s supernatural and eternal purposes—it follows that someone is compelled to preach it. The prophet Amos rhetorically asked, “The Lion has roared; who will not fear? The Lord God has spoken; who can but prophesy?” (Amos 3:8). The apostle Paul, citing Psalm 116:10, similarly confessed, “Since we have the same spirit of faith according to what has been written, ‘I believed, and so I spoke,’ we also believe, and so we also speak” (2 Cor. 4:13). Stott rightly concluded:


Here then is a fundamental conviction about the living, redeeming and self-revealing God. It is the foundation on which all Christian preaching rests. We should never presume to occupy a pulpit unless we believe in this God.… Once we are persuaded that God has spoken, however, then we too must speak. A compulsion rests upon us. Nothing and nobody will be able to silence us.40



Preaching, then, is rooted in the basic assumptions that God has spoken, He has orchestrated the record of His words to be compiled and preserved in our Bible, and He calls individuals to proclaim it.

The Call of the Preacher

A Formal, Focused Call to Preaching

While all Christians are called to share the gospel and teach God’s Word in various contexts, Scripture is clear that God calls some individuals to more formal, focused, and dedicated expressions of the preaching ministry. Early in His ministry in Capernaum, Jesus Himself said to His disciples, “Let us go on to the next towns, that I may preach there also, for that is why I came out” (Mark 1:38). And that’s exactly what characterized His ministry (e.g., Matt. 4:23; 9:35; Mark 1:14–15, 39; Luke 4:16–21, 43). Jesus extended the same call to his twelve apostles “so that they might be with him and he might send them out to preach” (Mark 3:14: cf. Luke 9:1–2). The church later confirmed a similar calling on those who would shepherd them with God’s Word. Paul exhorted Timothy to “not neglect the gift you have, which was given you by prophecy when the council of elders laid their hands on you” (1 Tim. 4:14; cf. 2 Tim. 1:6).

One of the reasons God ordained the more specific and formal call to preach is that He knew every generation would stand in need of those to help them know and understand God’s Word. And while every person can read the Bible and learn what God says, not everyone can unfold the depths of its mysteries without help. Consequently, the further we get from the time God originally gave us His written Word, the greater the need will be for those to explain it to us and help us apply it. Chappell describes this wonder and the subsequent effect:


He calls certain men to be his spokesmen because, knowing them, and knowing the world of which they are a part, he knows that they can do something for him that no one else can do. It is a thrilling and awe-inspiring thought that God has selected us for this high task in the knowledge that we can do this something that is essential to the salvation of men. In spite of all our handicaps, in spite of our limitations, if God has called us to preach, he has done so because he knows that we can do something for him that no one else can do.41



Each time you preach, you can believe that you are doing something no one else can do in that particular situation. God has called you to a task that is critical for His kingdom advancement.

In most preachers’ lives, the call of God to preach begins inwardly, with a consciousness in one’s own heart. John Calvin describes this inward call as “that secret call of which every minister is conscious before God.”42 D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones sees it as


an awareness of a kind of pressure being brought to bear upon one’s spirit, some disturbance in the realm of the spirit, then that your mind is being directed to the whole question of preaching. You have not thought of it deliberately, you have not sat down in cold blood to consider possibilities, and then, having looked at several, have decided to take this up. It is not that. This is something that happens to you; it is God dealing with you, and God acting upon you by His Spirit; it is something you become aware of rather than what you do. It is thrust upon you, it is presented to you and almost forced upon you constantly in this way.43



Every preacher is compelled to this task, and he can do no other. He says with Jeremiah, “If I say, ‘I will not mention him, or speak any more in his name,’ there is in my heart as it were a burning fire shut up in my bones, and I am weary with holding it in, and I cannot” (Jer. 20:9). The man who is called by God to preach will sense a welling up inside himself that has to be let loose!

In addition to this inward sense of call, the preacher should look for external—or outward—confirmation from spiritually mature believers who are part of Christ’s church. Thomas Oden says the inward call is “a result of the continued drawing or eliciting power of the Holy Spirit, which in due time brings an individual closer to the church’s outward call to ministry.”44 The New Testament affirms the idea that the calling of spiritual leaders is identified and confirmed by other spiritual leaders (e.g., Acts 16:1–3; 1 Tim. 4:14; 2 Tim. 1:6). Oden adds, “The external call is an act of the Christian community that by due process confirms the inward call.”45 It’s hard to imagine a man feeling like he’s been called to preach when no one else sees it! Every would-be preacher should desire that other mature Christians acknowledge that he gives evidence that God’s call is on his life.

Compelled by both this inward and outward prompting, the preacher can have a certainty about his calling, a confidence that will make him willing to pay the price of hard work. Your perspective about your call to preach largely determines how you approach the preaching event. God has ordained that the message of the Bible be communicated by the Holy Spirit in partnership with human personalities. Astoundingly, He has chosen to use twice-born individuals as the human instruments through which to communicate His truth! He has chosen to wed the supernatural with the natural, the inerrant with the errant, the infallible with the fallible.

A Call to Be Authentic, Be Prophetic, and to Serve the Church

This sovereign ordination of God truly is an amazing thing! But it leads to two important privileges and responsibilities that are crucial to fulfilling the call to preach with confidence. First, you must approach your call to preach with authenticity, resting in the unique personality with which God has created you. Probably the most famous definition of preaching came from Phillips Brooks during the Yale Lectures in 1877, when he defined preaching as “the communication of truth by man to men. It has in it two essential elements, truth and personality. Neither of these can it spare and still be preaching.”46 Preaching, then, demands that each preacher be true to his unique personality. He is free and responsible to shun the temptation and/or pressure to imitate another preacher. God has chosen the individual, and the moment that person tries to be someone else when he preaches, he ceases to preach. Both the Holy Spirit and the human instrument are necessary for genuine preaching. The absence of either—as with the absence of truth—means that effective preaching cannot take place.

Second, to be an effective preacher of the gospel, you must understand that you have a prophet’s call. Consequently, you can preach with an awesome sense that God is preaching through you. Some men think that when they preach they are merely speaking about God. When you have a biblical message and are spiritually prepared, however, God speaks through you. Such a perspective will change your whole appreciation for what is happening in the preaching event. When you preach with this paradigm, you can be sure that God is speaking and that people will respond to His voice. This confidence equips you with an appreciation and enthusiasm for delivering God’s message.

After the initial expansion of the gospel, Christ’s ascension, and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, the call to preach appears primarily to have been funneled into office gifts under the authority and commission of the church. A great summary text of this sovereign work of God is found in Ephesians 4:1–16. After describing the conduct, calling, unity, doctrine, and service of the church (vv. 1–10), Paul indicates that all of these things hinge on something Christ does to provide for His church so it can grow to maturity. He gives us leaders, and Paul tells us what those leaders are supposed to do (vv. 11–12).

Four gifted leaders are listed as Christ’s gifts to the church to be catalysts for Christ-likeness: “some to be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, and some pastors and teachers” (4:11 NKJV). The last two are actually a single title—pastor-teacher. In Ephesians Paul indicates apostles and prophets were foundational offices, given to the church to get it established (cf. Eph. 2:20; 3:5). The apostles grounded the church in its fulfillment of God’s mission, and the prophets grounded it in its dependency on God’s revelation. Together they rooted the church in the glorious gospel of Jesus Christ (cf. Eph. 3:6). While all four offices were still operative when Paul wrote Ephesians, evangelists and pastor-teachers ultimately became the on-going expressions of apostles and prophets.

Furthermore, it is very important to note that both evangelists and pastor-teachers don’t work independently, but serve the church. According to the text, they both “equip the saints for the work of the ministry” (4:12). While evangelists and pastor-teachers are most effective when they operate within their respective callings, one man sometimes has to carry out both functions in his work as a church elder (cf. Acts 6:5; 8:5; 21:8; 2 Tim. 4:5). And the primary activity that ties both of them together is the preaching and teaching of God’s Word. The implication of the Ephesians passage noted above—as well as the remainder of the New Testament—is that they remain the primary means of equipping the saints to do the work of the ministry so the body of Christ will be built up through the work of the Word.

The gravity of the call of God to preach again compels both evangelists and pastor-teachers to approach it rightly. Because God has spoken and the Bible is the accurate record of His speech, we are compelled to communicate it accurately so that we represent Him rightly. Biblical exposition, then, ought to serve as the foundational approach for those who are called to preach as evangelists and pastor-teachers. While the level and depth of exposition may vary in these two ministries, both evangelists and pastor-teachers are bound to the responsibility to lay open a biblical text—God’s voice—in such a way that its intended meaning is brought to bear on the lives of the listeners.

The Call of the Pastor-Teacher

The most common preaching role found on the pages of the New Testament is that of pastor-teachers. These men shepherd God’s people by caring for the flock and teaching God’s Word. The title “pastor” means shepherd and suggests someone who is tender, caring, and nurturing. It’s someone who offers a loving touch, a familiar voice, and maybe even a gentle prod at the right time. It also suggests strength and protection for the flock. The title “teacher” indicates the primary way shepherding ministry happens is through the faithful teaching of God’s Word. When these guys speak, we’re all helped in the Christian life. We grow spiritually. We learn how to do life together and how to take care of one another.

While the call to preach is carried out in numerous ministries and contexts, it is nowhere more foundational and frequent than in the shepherding role of the local church. The New Testament speaks of the call to pastor in lofty terms. Three different words all refer to the same office in the local church. The word “elder” is the Greek word presbuteros, from which comes our word “presbyterian.” The word refers to mature age or character. The word “bishop” is the Greek episkopos, from which comes our word “episcopal.” This word means overseer or guardian and refers to what a man does. The most familiar word in the New Testament is the word “pastor.” This Greek word is poimēn and means shepherd. The term emphasizes the pastoral role of caring and feeding. The apostle Peter brought all three terms together:


So I exhort the elders [presbuteros] among you, as a fellow elder and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, as well as a partaker in the glory that is going to be revealed: shepherd [poimēn] the flock of God that is among you, exercising oversight [episkopos], 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 examples to the flock. (1 Peter 5:1–3)



So elder, bishop, and pastor are used of the same office of church leadership, and all three identify those who feed and lead the church. Of the three, pastor and elder are probably the most common terms used to refer to those leaders in church life today.

Leaving a Noble Call

Yet we live in a day when men are leaving the pastorate in droves. At the same time, more and more men who feel a call to “ministry” are hesitant to pursue the role of the pastor/elder. The statistics are staggering. Why are so many pastors abandoning their posts, and why are so few responding to fill them? The surface answer is that men are turning their backs on God’s call and pursuing other things because they’re tired of frustrations, emotional and financial strain, controversy inside the church, long hours, and other factors that characterize local church leadership.

The real reason for the shift, however, is found in the apostle Paul’s words to young Timothy regarding the character of one called to such an office. The list of qualifications in 1 Timothy 3:1–7 is introduced with these words: “The saying is trustworthy: If anyone aspires to the office of overseer, he desires a noble task.” What an exciting and awesome thought—a noble task. Paul used the word “aspires.” The term literally means to desire earnestly, stemming from an inward impulse, not from the object desired. If a man pursues the calling to be a pastor/elder for any other reason than the inward prompting of the Holy Spirit, he is doing it for the wrong reason. Chances are that he will not last. And if he walks away from that genuine impulse, he’s doing nothing short of walking away from the very call of his sovereign Lord.

Why would anyone want to walk away from a noble task? Part of the reason is that too many focus on the “noble” and forget about the “task.” The two ideas cannot be separated. When they are kept together, they describe something that is more akin to difficulty and warfare than it is to a comfortable situation. In 2 Timothy 1–2 Paul describes the pastor/elder as one who must share in “suffering” (1:8, 12; 2:3), who must live a life of denial as a soldier (2:3–4), who must be disciplined like an athlete (2:5), and who must work hard like a farmer (2:6). If a man looks for all the goodness in the pastor/elder office but does not realize all the work involved, he ultimately will get discouraged. The work of a pastor/elder is difficult. It takes sweat to be a preacher of the gospel and the pastor/elder of a local church.

A study of pastoral work throughout history reveals an ever changing role for pastors. The turn of the twentieth century especially saw a subtle shift in emphasis from the preaching event to hands-on care of people and the administration of church programs. Early in the twenty-first century, more and more emphasis is being placed on executive leadership, vision casting, creating social media presence, and needs-oriented teaching. And even more young men are desiring to be church planters without much consideration of the shepherding role that goes along with it. While the kingdom certainly needs more new churches started in every part of the globe, most church planters must understand that their role as a planter is ultimately going to lead to their role as a pastor/elder.

But what does all this talk about the pastor/elder role have to do with preaching? While all of the functions noted above have their proper place in the work of the local church, consideration of the biblical role of the pastor/elder cries out for reformation and specifically a return to the centrality of preaching. As we’ve already seen, the primary scriptural analogy for the pastor comes from the word poimēn, or “shepherd.” Though the word is used only in a few places in reference to the pastoral office, the picture permeates Old and New Testament teaching regarding the leadership of God’s people.

Returning to the Primary Duty: Feeding the Sheep

Consequently, one must ask: What are the primary responsibilities of a shepherd? While the job certainly involves elements of administration and remedial care, the primary responsibility of the shepherd certainly is not to pet the sheep! Charles Jefferson asserted:


That the feeding of the sheep is an essential duty of the shepherd-calling is known even to those who are least familiar with shepherds and their work. Sheep cannot feed themselves, nor water themselves. They must be conducted to the water and the pasture.… Everything depends on the proper feeding of the sheep. Unless wisely fed they become emaciated and sick, and the wealth invested in them is squandered.… When the minister goes into the pulpit, he is the shepherd in the act of feeding.47



The primary role of the shepherd, then, is to feed and protect the sheep. In New Testament church leadership, both of these duties are accomplished by the same function—the preaching and teaching of God’s Word.48 The pastoral epistles are filled with exhortations to provide the flock with spiritual nourishment and to protect them from heresy, all through the instruction of right doctrine (see 1 Tim. 1:3–4; 3:2; 4:6–7, 13–16; 5:17–18; 6:3–5, 20–21; 2 Tim. 1:6–8, 13–14; 2:1–2, 8–9, 14–16; 3:14–17; 4:1–5; Titus 1:7–14; 2:1, 15).

The process of exposition—with the explanation of Scripture at its core—is central to the New Testament understanding of pastoral teaching. The word used to describe this element is didaskō. The apostles “did not cease teaching and preaching that the Christ is Jesus” (Acts 5:42). In listing the requirements of the bishop-pastor, Paul said that the man had to be “able to teach” (1 Tim. 3:2). He also charged the young pastor Timothy to devote himself to “the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching” (1 Tim. 4:13). That’s a very good description of the expository process—read the Scripture to the people, teach it to them, and then plead with them to obey it! New Testament pastor/elders prioritized the systematic, intentional teaching of basic doctrine.

If you will give yourself to Bible exposition, you will find you are in a field with no competitors—and many listeners. If you try to discuss politics with your people, someone else will be more knowledgeable. If you attempt to become an expert in the social questions of the day, you will discover your knowledge is limited. If you play the philosopher, you will find yourself speaking to an empty building. But if you give yourself to being a Bible expositor, you will be pleased to discover that people from all walks of life will come to hear you.

People deal with assembly lines, chemistry, computers, classrooms, mathematics, and kids all during the week. When they come to church on Sunday they want to know what God says. In your congregation may be doctors who are skilled in medicine, teachers who are experts in their field, and businessmen who are geniuses in finance. But chances are most of them are in elementary school biblically and spiritually. They want to hear from someone who has been with God in His Word during the week. They want to hear a preacher who can proclaim from the Word the realities of life and answers for the deepest needs of their hearts. Be “a worker who has no need to be ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15).

The Call of the Evangelist

Evangelists are the ongoing expression of the apostolic ministry, the church’s stewards of the gospel of Jesus Christ. In one sense, Jesus Himself was the first evangelist, for He came “proclaiming the gospel of God, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel’” (Mark. 1:14–15). Olford wrote, “The evangelist is one who announces good news. In modern terms, he is a preacher of the Gospel. The twin words ‘gospel’ and ‘evangelist’ came into biblical use with the advent of Jesus. He was an evangelist, for He ‘preached the gospel.’”49 Evangelists are ministers of the gospel who have an insatiable burden to see people saved and to see Christ’s church mobilized to take the gospel to every person on the planet.

Unfolding Redemption and Serving the Church

Evangelists are especially effective in sharing the gospel and unfolding God’s plan of redemption. When these preachers talk, people always seem ready to receive Christ as Savior. Ulrich Parzany identifies eight factors that constitute the gift of an evangelist, including (1) an urgency of love for the lost; (2) a strong desire to communicate Christ to nonbelievers; (3) the ablity to listen and understand what nonbelievers are thinking and feeling in relation to the gospel; and (4) the ability to speak a language that nonbelievers can understand.50

Preaching the gospel to unbelievers, however, is only part of the evangelist’s work. One of the most neglected aspects of the evangelist is his service to Christ’s body. Like pastor-teachers, the office of the evangelist is Christ’s gift to the church to “equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ” (Eph. 4:12). So evangelists are not preachers who work independently simply by traveling around and preaching revival meetings and evangelistic crusades. They serve the church in order to help it accomplish its mission.

In their primary ministry to the church, evangelists equip and motivate God’s people to share the gospel. When these guys preach, some listeners want to sell everything they have and move overseas. Others find themselves wanting to share the gospel with lost people with greater boldness. Christ has blessed the people of God by giving these evangelists to the church. One of the great needs of the church today is for more men to rise up and respond to God’s call to be biblical evangelists.

Practicing Expository Preaching

Regarding the preaching event, it’s vitally important to understand that evangelists are not exempt from the responsibility of Bible exposition. Like pastor-teachers, their ministries are rooted in the faithful preaching and teaching of God’s Word. Ephesians 4:11–12 discussed earlier—along with numerous other New Testament passages—indicates that the work of God’s Word is the primary means by which unbelievers are converted to Christ, saints are equipped for the work of the ministry, and the body of Christ is built up. Speaking to a host of evangelists at the Amsterdam 2000 conference sponsored by the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association, John Stott said, “I sometimes wonder if anything is more necessary for the health and growth of the church today than a recovery of conscientious biblical preaching, both by evangelists and by pastors.”51 As preachers of the gospel, evangelists still are responsible for saying only what God says, so they are bound to all of the truths that bind pastors to preach expositorily.

The preaching ministry of the evangelist, therefore, can never be limited to simply giving various versions of simple gospel presentations like “The Roman Road” or “The Four Spiritual Laws.” Again, Stott’s words are helpful:


Evangelism without the Bible is inconceivable, even impossible. For without the Bible the evangelist’s message lacks content, authority and power. It is the Bible that gives our message its content—Christ crucified, risen and reigning. It is the Bible that gives our message its authority so that we proclaim it with deep conviction. And it is the Bible that gives the message its power, as the Holy Spirit reinforces the Word in the experience of the hearers.52



While evangelists often take larger portions of Scripture as their preaching texts, or sometimes appear to preach more thematically when expounding on God’s big story of redemption, they still are obligated to reveal the gospel as it’s found throughout the pages of the biblical canon.






THE GOSPEL OF GOD

The Bible is a book of unified theology. Although there is a progressive unfolding of revelation found in the Bible, the Old and New Testaments agree on theological truths. The great theme of redemption runs throughout the Scriptures. One might say that the entire Bible is an unfolding of the simple message of John 3:16. All the way through, we read of God’s great love for mankind, His grief at our sin, and His determination to send a Savior to make possible our redemption from sin. The Old Testament’s history, typology, and prophetic pronouncements were a preparation for the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ. The Old Testament could be summarized in one brief statement: “He is coming!”

For this reason, the Old Testament cannot be separated from the New Testament. Likewise, the New Testament must always be studied in light of the Old Testament. The New provides us with a commentary on the Old. We must always give attention to the teachings of the New Testament as we search for correct interpretation of the Old.

Expository preaching, then, is driven by this redemptive activity of God with mankind found in both Testaments. This theme is commonly referred to as the gospel. The Greek term “gospel” sets Christianity apart from other religions. It’s the news of what God has done to redeem us, a work that we couldn’t do for ourselves. Keller says,


God has entered the world in Jesus Christ to achieve a salvation that we could not achieve for ourselves which now 1) converts and transforms individuals, conforming them into a new humanity, and eventually 2) will renew the whole world and all creation. This is the ‘good news’—the gospel.53



This gospel is the theme of the entire Bible and results in both the recreation of individuals into Christ’s image, as well as in the creation and maturity of the church as Christ’s bride. Both results are fostered by the faithful exposition of the Bible.

The Theme of the Bible

The good news of Jesus Christ is the clear theme of all of Scripture from beginning to end. Jesus Himself emphatically declared His conviction and understanding that all of Scripture was about this gospel. Early in his ministry, He told His listeners, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them” (Matt. 5:17). He told the religious hypocrites, “You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that bear witness about me” (John 5:39). After His resurrection Jesus unfolded his fulfillment of the Old Testament to the disciples on the road to Emmaus: “Beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself” (Luke 24:27).

Jesus’ apostles and their associates also understood the gospel to be the theme of all of Scripture. At Pentecost Peter used Joel 2, Psalm 16, and Psalm 110 to preach Jesus as the prophesied Messiah (see Acts 2:14–36). In summary he declared, “Let all the house of Israel therefore know for certain that God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified” (Acts 2:36). Stephen summarized the entire Old Testament in Acts 7—specifically citing Amos 5 and Isaiah 66—to show the Jews that Jesus was “the Righteous One, whom you have now betrayed and murdered” (Acts 7:52). Philip explained the gospel to the Ethiopian eunuch when he “opened his mouth, and beginning with this Scripture [text from Isaiah] he told him the good news about Jesus” (Acts 8:35).

Paul, too, considered the gospel to be the heartbeat of all of Scripture. He said, “I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2). In The Apostolic Preaching and Its Development, C. H. Dodd identified seven facts about the message as preached by Paul: (1) Old Testament prophecies were fulfilled and the new age was inaugurated by the coming of Christ; (2) He was born of the seed of David; (3) He died according to Scripture to deliver mankind out of this present evil age; (4) He was buried; (5) He rose on the third day according to Scripture; (6) He is now exalted at the right hand of God as the Son of God and Lord of the living and the dead; and (7) He will come again as the Judge and Savior of men.54 The message of Christ was the good news that New Testament preachers proclaimed from the Old Testament Scriptures.

Re-creation into Christ’s Image

From Genesis to Revelation, the Bible primarily recounts God’s activity of re-creating mankind into His image through the gospel of Jesus Christ. When we look at the big picture of the biblical canon, this purpose is verified. The Bible opens with the declaration that “in the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen. 1:1). It closes with the creation of “a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and first earth had passed away” (Rev. 21:1). The Bible opens with God creating for himself an even more precious possession than his physical world: “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.… So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them” (Gen. 1:26–27). It closes with God re-creating mankind into His image (cf. 1 John 3:2; Rev. 21:3–4). Creation and re-creation of heaven, earth, and mankind essentially bookend the Bible with the resounding statement of God’s purpose of redeeming and restoring His creation and His creatures to their intended state.

In between those bookends is the story of our tragic fall from God’s design, His pursuit of us in Christ Jesus, and His redemptive plan to restore us to our intended purpose. Nowhere is this more evident than in the apostolic testimony of the new covenant. Paul told the Corinthians that “we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another” (2 Cor. 3:18). He said to the Philippians that Christ Jesus “will transform our lowly body to be like his glorious body” (Phil. 3:21). The Colossians were reminded they had “put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge after the image of its creator” (Col. 3:10). Peter told his readers that Jesus’ “divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, through the knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and excellence, by which he has granted to us his precious and very great promises, so that through them you may become partakers of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:3–4). This mission of God to re-create his creation through the gospel of Jesus Christ is the clear purpose of the Bible.

The Development of Christ’s Church

In addition to being the story line of re-creation contained in all of Scripture, this gospel is the impetus God ordained to birth and grow the church. Jesus had likened the kingdom of God to the exponential results produced by a small seed sown into the ground (cf. Mark. 4:1–20, 26–32). And He identified that seed as “the word” (Mark 4:14), no doubt referring to the word of the gospel. Peter capsulized the gospel and invited his listeners to embrace it at the end of his Pentecost sermon by saying,


Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you and for your children and for all who are far off, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to himself. (Acts 2:38–39)



That day three thousand people said yes to this gospel message, and the church of Jesus Christ was born!

Paul later said to the Gentile believers in Ephesus, “In him you also, when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, who is the guarantee of our inheritance until we acquire possession of it, to the praise of his glory” (Eph. 1:13–14). He would go on to tell them.


So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone, in whom the whole structure, being joined together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord. In him you also are being built together into a dwelling place for God by the Spirit. (Eph. 2:18–22)



The Gentile “outsiders” had been born again into Christ’s church, God’s dwelling place that was founded and framed by the gospel.

Furthermore, in addition to birthing the church, the New Testament identifies the gospel as the source of the church’s growth. Acts 6:1–7 is framed up with this theme. It begins with disciples “increasing in number” (6:1), and it ends with “the Word of God continu[ing] to increase, and the number of the disciples multipl[ying] greatly” (6:7). The first statement—“the word of God continued to increase”—highlights one of Luke’s purposes in writing Acts, which was to report the remarkable numerical growth of the church in the years after its birth (cf. Acts 2:41, 47; 4:4; 5:14; 6:1; 9:31; 13:49; 16:5; 19:20). Contemporary abuses have made us wary of citing church growth. We’ve seen many cases of manipulation of prospective converts and selling out to worldly strategies. But apparently Luke believed the church was supposed to grow legitimately, by the pure gospel through the Holy Spirit. The Acts 6 passage describes church growth the way God intended it to happen.

Here Luke refers to the gospel—God’s church growth agent—as “the word of God” (v. 2). The apostles focused on the Word of God, which “continued to increase, and the number of the disciples multiplied greatly” (v. 7). Leaving the Word of God would cripple the church’s growth, while being devoted to “the ministry of the word” (v. 4) fostered it. The apostle Paul later described the same effect, saying the word of the gospel was “bearing fruit and increasing” throughout “the whole world” (cf. Col. 1:5–6). The word of the gospel is the church’s only source of true life, and God is not interested in any other kind of church growth.

We can’t manufacture church growth. The gospel does that. The plant or tree can’t make itself grow. It happens naturally. When God gave us the gospel, He provided everything we need for the church to grow the way He wants it to grow. Consequently, we should make much of this life-giving gospel. We must preach it, sing it, share it, counsel with it, cast our vision with it, and celebrate it! We must let this supernatural gospel do its work.

The Necessity of Preaching Jesus

We Make the Gospel Story Paramount

Understanding the gospel as the key to both God’s purpose of re-creation and the supernatural development of Christ’s church leads us down a path toward exposition in at least two ways. First, if the Bible clearly articulates God’s agenda of re-creating mankind into His image through Christ, and the Bible claims to be God’s ordained agent of church growth, then the accurate declaration of the gospel story becomes paramount. It just makes sense that if we want to use something effectively, then we use it for its intended purpose. We do not use a washing machine to fix a computer or a toaster to make ice cubes. What sense does it make, then, to use the Bible to try to answer questions it was never intended to answer, or to navigate aspects of daily life that it nowhere addresses? The responsibility of discovering and proclaiming the Holy Spirit’s intended meaning in every text of Scripture assures us of accurately reflecting God’s voice and thus fulfilling His agenda—re-creating people into Christ’s image and growing Christ’s church through the gospel.

In a very real sense, this agenda makes the goal of preaching the redeeming of fallen humanity for the eternal glory of God. And the only chance of that happening is through the message of Jesus Christ. Johnson says, “Just as preaching Christ necessarily entails preaching grace, so also there is not faithful preaching of saving grace that is not a preaching of Christ, in whom and through whom alone God’s reconciling favor and re-creative power flow to human beings.”55 So exposition of the biblical text apart from its canonical context won’t lead to the accomplishment of God’s agenda. Gospel-driven preaching, with Christ as its locus, is the only way to redeem fallen humanity and mature Christ’s bride for God’s glory.

We Reveal Christ in Every Scripture Text

Second, the Bible’s roles in re-creation and church growth also compel us to do the work of revealing Christ in every text of Scripture. Every passage in the Bible either points to Christ futuristically, refers to Christ explicitly, or looks back to Christ reflectively. Consequently, the re-creation of individuals into Christ’s image and the growth of Christ’s church demand the preacher determine where his preaching text stands in relation to Christ, and then expose that relationship to his listeners. The great Bible expositor G. Campbell Morgan says, “We must enter upon the Christian ministry on the assumption that God has expressed Himself in His Son, and the Bible is the literature of that self-expression. The minute we lose our Bible in that regard, we have lost Christ as the final revelation.”56 Morgan considered a sermon to be a failure if it was not characterized by some interpretation of God’s holy truth with Christ as its theme.57 So in a real sense expository preaching and Christ-centered preaching ought to be synonymous terms.

Exposition gives us the confidence that God’s agenda in Christ—the most relevant and urgent need in every person’s life—will truly bring about life change in our listeners and authentic growth in our churches. In short, expository preaching simply allows the Bible to say what it was intended to say—the gospel of Jesus Christ—and do what it was intended to do—transform people into His image and foster the maturity of Christ’s body. Expository preaching implies the proclamation of this specific and particular message—the gospel message that is contained in the biblical text.
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THE LIFE OF THE EXPOSITOR

The key question for the shepherd, then, is How can I position my life and ministry to break down the encasements that surround hearts and minds, capture their attention, and effectively lead them to personal growth and communal development?

Joseph Stowell

Preparation is an important element in good expository preaching. As a preacher you must not only spend time preparing the message, but you also must prepare yourself. God’s Word is not preached apart from human instrumentality. Both who the preacher is and what he believes play vital roles in both sermon preparation and delivery. On the foundation of God’s Word, Spirit, call, and gospel, you will need to nurture certain qualities in order to be a healthy expositor.

Several elements of personal preparation will make this possible. The contemporary preacher must give attention to issues like personal worship, character and integrity, dependence on the Holy Spirit, intellectual development, physical fitness, good study habits, and healthy role models. The right application of these qualities will serve to make you a better messenger, which, in turn, will enable you to prepare and preach better messages.






A HEALTHY WALK

If our ministries are to be built on a strong foundation, we need to know intimately the Author of the message we proclaim. A book that at first seems dull and uninteresting suddenly becomes exciting when the reader becomes personally acquainted with its author. If you fall in love with the Lord, you will love His Word. Such love of the Lord and for the Bible will be conveyed enthusiastically to listeners in the preaching event. But just as the scientist may lose God in his test tube, so you can lose God in your study. You can become so involved in the mechanics of sermon preparation that you lose your awareness of the presence of God in your personal life. Consequently, preachers must develop and nurture a vibrant practice of personal worship.

A Needed Distinction

Personal worship is the intimate communication, or communion, between God and one of His children. Whether it is called quiet time, daily devotions, or some other name, every believer must make it his first priority. At the risk of oversimplification, personal worship can be described as the integrated disciplines of Bible reading, prayer, and praise. God speaks to us primarily through His Word. We speak to Him through prayer. Praise is our response to His revelation of Himself to us. These practices are matters that we can ill afford to confuse with other aspects of our ministry.

It’s easy to rationalize that the preacher spends much time with the things of God—reading his Bible in sermon preparation, studying commentaries, leading prayer meetings, and constantly talking the language of Zion. But the accumulation of this “holy work” can dull your awareness of your need to be alone with God. A fundamental difference exists between communion with God and service to others. The former is ministry to the Lord; the latter is ministry to people. The expositor of the Word must learn that he will never be able to minister to people effectively if he does not practice ministry to the Lord.

When we read the biographies of great preachers, we discover that personal worship is common to all. Their public preaching gives evidence of private communion with God. Many otherwise gifted men miss the mark here. They assume their natural and spiritual giftedness will suffice. But even God’s gifts, exercised in the energy of the flesh, breed death instead of life. Highlighting the relationship between effective expository preaching and personal worship, Unger wrote:


It takes a long while for many otherwise able expositors to discover this simple fact. Others never realize it. As a result their ministry is characterized by intellectuality rather than spirituality. The letter of Biblical truth is illuminated, but not properly combined with the Spirit and power of the Word.1



Never forget—good exposition and meaningful personal worship can never be separated.

To carry this thought a step further, good exposition and meaningful corporate worship can never be separated as well. Describing preaching as “expository exultation,” Piper writes:


Expository means that preaching aims to exposit, or explain and apply, the meaning of the Bible. The reason for this is that the Bible is God’s word, inspired, infallible, profitable—all 66 books of it. The preacher’s job is to minimize his own opinions and deliver the truth of God. Every sermon should explain the Bible and then apply it to people’s lives.… Preaching is also exultation. This means that the preacher does not just explain what’s in the Bible, and the people do not simply try to understand what he explains. Rather, the preacher and the people exult over what is in the Bible as it is being explained and applied.2



Piper contends that preaching doesn’t come after worship, but that it is worship. The preacher worships, or exults, over the Word of God with the intent of drawing listeners into a worshipful response by the power of the Holy Spirit.3 So the preacher’s practice of personal worship ultimately is going to find its way into the corporate worship of his people.

Obviously, daily time for personal worship is foundational for all believers. This practice is vital for preachers, who claim to speak for God. How can we possibly communicate the reality of God to those who listen to us preach unless we’ve been in God’s presence ourselves? Speaking for God effectively demands that we first spend time alone with Him. Effective expositors cannot afford to minimize the need for a sense of humble dependence upon God. We must draw regularly from the strength that comes only from Him, a strength that is derived as we wait before Him on our knees with an open Bible.

Some people have argued that the preacher’s devotional life should always be kept separate from his sermon preparation. And there’s great wisdom in that counsel since it’s easy to reduce your personal worship to an academic and cognitive exercise. While personal worship is not the time to look for sermons, however, it may overlap with your sermon preparation in certain seasons. When good discipline and self-control are exercised, it can be productive to allow your personal worship and sermon preparation to be overlapping encounters with God. What could be more powerful than sermons born in the counsel of God during the intimate, personal worship of the preacher (see Jer. 23:18–22)? And what could be more powerful than messages that have been nurtured and massaged with prayer and meditation during the preparation process?

Whether your personal worship and sermon preparation are distinct or overlapping activities, certainly there should be some relationship between the two. Both activities should find us seeking the face of God to discover the voice of God. It’s easy for preachers who preach weekly to only read and study the Bible because they have to preach. Our goal must be to preach because we study the Bible. In other words, what we hear from God in the quiet place should burn so hot in our hearts that we have to preach it! At the very least, our personal worship of God should drive us to deeper sermon preparation because we know that we must get God’s Word to His people.

Although you’re not looking for sermons during your personal worship time, many ideas and helpful insights for sermons may be born there. It should be a time for listening for the voice of God speaking into your personal life. In the closet of communion you will learn of God’s love, promises, and instructions. Such is a precious time of growing in the Lord. Discipline at this point will enable you to leave your knees with the joy of the Lord bursting from your heart. The tone of the day will be set, and you then will be ready to give yourself to further sermon preparation and other ministry tasks. After meeting with the Lord and basking in the sunshine of His love, you are right with Him and ready to minister to God’s people. Such a daily practice keeps the heart free of unconfessed sin and reminds us of the primary business at hand.







PERSONAL COMMUNION AND MINISTERIAL TRAINING

A Personal Testimony

The importance of a personal devotional life was brought home to me during my freshman year in college. Since my call to preach at the age of sixteen, I had maintained a brief morning time for Bible reading and prayer. Upon my arrival at college, I immediately delved into my preparatory studies for the ministry. I was majoring in Bible, and my days were filled with reading many, many chapters from the Bible, sometimes as many as thirty nightly. The next day I would be expected to take an examination on those chapters. In addition, I was studying Greek, philosophy, and additional liberal arts courses.

I found time to be at a premium. So I convinced myself I was reading the Bible as much as I needed. I failed to understand there is a difference between reading the Bible to take a test and reading God’s Word to feed one’s heart. I also had some brief prayer time. Frankly, my prayers primarily included urgent appeals to pass the examinations! As a result of my neglect of a daily devotional time, my heart became cold to the things of God. I found myself becoming very critical and judgmental of others. On the outside, everything seemed fine. No one would have known I was far from God. On the inside, however, matters were quite different.

During a citywide crusade preached by a lay speaker, I became aware that my problem came from neglecting a daily quiet time. I asked God’s forgiveness and reestablished my quiet time. Since then, my daily devotional life has been the highlight of my Christian life. I cannot do without a daily time for Bible reading and prayer. On those rare times when I have been unable to begin my day this way, the day has not gone far until I am consciously aware of a poverty of spirit and a depletion in power.

—Jerry Vines



Some Helpful Habits

In his fresh and inspiring book Fellowship with God, Jerald White recalled the keen observation of a respected friend, who said, “A godly life is the result of establishing godly habits.”4 The expositor must discipline himself to develop certain healthy habits regarding communion with the Father if he is to walk in godliness. The following paragraphs contain several suggestions for establishing and maintaining a daily practice of personal worship.

Seek Inspiration

Seek regularly the inspiration of those who beckon us to prioritize personal communion with God. In addition to White’s volume, numerous works are available that can be used over and over again to inspire you to personal worship. Joseph S. Carroll’s How to Worship Jesus Christ is a powerful call to the priority of personal communion with God. The books of A. W. Tozer, especially The Pursuit of God, are invaluable in developing the practice of private worship. Ruth Paxson’s three-volume Life on the Highest Plane is another challenging work dealing with the spiritual life. Both James Gilchrist Lawson’s Deeper Experiences of Famous Christians and Raymond Edman’s They Found the Secret report the experiences of many great men and women who learned to walk with God in a deeper way.

For a book specifically related to prayer and preaching, consider reading E. M. Bounds’s classic Power Through Prayer on a yearly basis in order to remind you of the direct relationship between prayer and the power of God in preaching. The many volumes by Andrew Murray such as With Christ in the School of Prayer, John R. Rice’s Prayer: Asking and Receiving, and the anonymous work The Kneeling Christian all will challenge you to pray and help you to properly channel your prayers. More recently, Paul Miller’s A Praying Life and Tim Keller’s Prayer are compelling calls and practical helps for nurturing our personal walks with God.

Schedule Time with God

Someone has said that you can determine a man’s priorities by looking at his checkbook and his calendar. To be sure, the things on which we spend our money and the things for which we reserve time in our schedules are the things that are dearest to our hearts. If you want to be a man of God, you must put your appointments with Him on your calendar as religiously as you do meetings, counseling sessions, study time, family time, meals, recreation, and other needful activities. He must be your first priority. The difference, furthermore, between communion with God and the other activities on your schedule should be evident in the time allotted. While certain time constraints may affect your daily time with Him, do everything in your power to buffer your meetings with God so as to avoid hurriedness. Take time to enjoy Him, to minister to Him, and to get your life in touch with Him in preparation for subsequent service.

Read Intentionally

Although daily devotional guides are numerous and often helpful in nurturing personal worship,5 the Bible itself should serve as your primary source material. The Bible is read most profitably when approached in some kind of systematic fashion. Many different methods have been developed and employed. You may read through the Bible systematically during the course of a year. You may choose to read several chapters from the Old Testament and several chapters from the New Testament each day, covering the Old Testament one time and the New Testament several times during a year. Many helpful reading guides that focus on selected passages are available, but be careful not to take Scripture out of context even in devotional reading. Regardless of the approach, avoid haphazard and random reading of the Word. Instead, be intentional about hearing God’s voice.

Let Nature Take Its Course

Bible reading is more exciting at some times than at others, but you should not allow the presence or absence of excitement to dictate your motivation. God’s Word is daily nourishment. A person’s enthusiasm—or lack thereof—about food does not affect nature’s growth process. Parents are not able to observe from day to day the growth of their child. When looking at a year-old picture, however, they certainly are able to see how much a young child has grown as a result of receiving proper nourishment. Such is the case with Christian growth. The pastor and his church members will grow as they feed on the milk of the Word (see 1 Peter 2:2). In his helpful booklet on the devotional time entitled Manna in the Morning, Stephen Olford describes this practice as the provision of manna for the hungry soul.6

Practice “High-Yield” Praying

Like Bible reading, much prayer is done randomly, haphazardly, and selfishly. Get in the habit of intentionally praying in a God-honoring way so as to make the most effective use of your efforts. Talk to Him as you would any other close friend, but be sure to avoid any unjustified familiarity. In other words, strike the healthy balance between the reverential awe of “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name” (Matt. 6:9) and the earthy appeal of the friend at midnight who was annoyingly relentless (see Luke 11:5–9).

Begin by loving and adoring God. At the heart of true worship lies the privilege of believers being a blessing to Him and ministering to Him (see Acts 13:1–2). Thank God for your salvation, your call to the ministry, the opportunity to serve Him, and all the sources of gratitude that fill your heart on that particular occasion.

Since no Christian can pray for everything that merits prayer, prioritize interceding on behalf of those with whom you have personal contact and to whom you may minister personally as God’s answer to prayer. Pray for family members, church members, congregational needs, and fellow preachers. Pray for lost people, boldness for witnessing, and open doors for evangelistic opportunities. Above all, pray the Word of God so as always to be praying according to His will. According to the Bible, this kind of praying is sure to be heard and answered (see John 15:7; 1 John 5:14–15). To help you get started with the high-yield praying according to God’s will, consider praying through five psalms and one proverb each day for yourself and your family, and then pray through your weekly preaching text for yourself and your congregation.






A HEALTHY HEART

Effective delivery and reception of the Word are tied to the related concepts of character and integrity. It’s interesting that many dictionaries use similar terms to describe both words.7 Character refers to moral excellence and firmness. Integrity is the firm adherence to a code of moral values. In Christian ministry the two words together describe the degree to which a person adheres to God’s standard of moral excellence. As a preacher of the gospel, you must decide whether or not to embrace the biblical emphasis on matching the manner with the message, the life with the lips, what you are with what you say. Great strength exists in the silent sermon of a godly life.

Consequences of a Heart Condition

Preaching the Bible is an altogether unique enterprise, for God’s Word cannot be preached effectively when something is awry in the personal life. God wants His vessel to be clean all the way to the innermost being—all the way to the preacher’s heart. A man might teach algebra adequately and yet not pay his bills, but he cannot expound the Word of God effectively and fail to meet his financial obligations. A person might do a great job as a grocery store clerk while living in sexual immorality, but no person can live that way and preach the Word of God with life-giving power. A man’s personal life and discipline can make or break his preaching ministry.

To carry it a step further, neither will the Word be received effectively when the deliverer is polluted. The author of Proverbs wisely observes that “a muddied spring or a polluted fountain is a righteous man who gives way before the wicked” (Prov. 25:26). Anyone who has lived where wells are the primary source of water knows what happens when one becomes contaminated. The well cannot be purified. Only one thing can happen when a well becomes polluted—it must be capped. No more water is drawn from a ruined well. That’s exactly what happens in ministry. When a preacher—a conduit for the Water of Life—becomes contaminated with the pollution of the world, people stop drinking. The question often asked is “Should a ‘fallen’ minister be restored and allowed to return to the pulpit?” It’s really a moot point. When a preacher compromises his integrity and character, people stop listening—even if he returns to his platform.

Qualities of a Healthy Heart

The Bible is not silent regarding the character and integrity of the preacher. Paul charged young Timothy, “Keep a close watch on yourself and on the teaching” (1 Tim. 4:16), admonishing him to give attention to these matters as well as to his teaching. First Timothy 3:1–7 and Titus 1:5–9 both provide a heart checkup for the pastor/preacher. Maybe the most intimate and intensely personal passage, however, is found in 1 Thessalonians 2:1–12. Here, the apostle Paul sets forth his own convictions about the benchmarks of pastoral leadership characterized by character and integrity. Take a moment to open your Bible and look at that passage. Use the following three qualities from Paul’s exhortation as your own spiritual benchmark.

1. God-Given Mission

For many, today’s image of the successful pastor and effective preacher is of a man who is handsome and has the voice of an actor and the mind of a scholar. Not so, according to Paul. He indicated that he felt a strong sense of mission (vv. 1–2). His previous tribulations in Philippi were enough to send weaker men scurrying for home. Why did Paul not give up the mission? The reason is obvious. He felt a commitment to the gospel of God that made him bold under the most difficult circumstances. The work of preaching is no easy task. No shortcuts are acceptable. When you set out to serve the Lord, you can be sure you will encounter many difficult obstacles along the way. Only a sense of mission such as Paul expressed can keep you from going under in such circumstances.

2. Genuine Motivation

When Paul referred to “our appeal” (v. 3) he was not talking simply about a particular message or about his delivery. He was going to the depths of his own motives. In Paul’s time, false teachers often moved from place to place, preying on the people. Sadly, we face the same problem today. Charlatans on television and radio have caused large numbers of people to be skeptical of preachers in general. Consequently, our motives must be right. Paul emphatically stated that his preaching did “not spring from error or impurity or any attempt to deceive” (v. 3). He was saying that his message was true, his motives were pure, and his methods were above question.

Nor was he attempting to please men by using flattering words (v. 5). Someone has said that flattery is soft-soaping a person until he cannot see for the suds. Too much flattery is present in modern preaching. Though there is a right place for compliment, we must never flatter those to whom we preach for the sake of personal gain or praise. We must search our hearts to the depths. We must carefully ask ourselves at all times, “Is my preaching genuinely motivated?”

3. Gentle Manner

Paul conducted himself in a “gentle” manner. He had a compassionate and loving heart. The true preacher, like Paul, will assume a threefold role. First, he will give himself for his people. Paul was like a mother to the people (vv. 7–8). The picture here is actually of a mother in the nursery. She caresses, feeds, and hugs her babies. In the spiritual sense, the true preacher acts in the same manner toward his people. The mother will gladly give her life for her children. Paul would gladly have given his own soul for the people (see Rom. 9:3). Real preaching is not only the delivery of a message but a life as well. Preaching is not the performance of an hour; preaching is the outflow of a life.

Second, the true preacher is a hard worker. Paul was a laborer (vv. 9–10). His ministry was not confined to a forty-hour week. He poured his life into his labors. The preacher with integrity knows no office hours and punches no time clock. Certainly, you need time for family, recreation, and other vital activities. But personal integrity demands that you be a hard worker (see 2 Tim. 2:6). No member of your congregation should work harder at his job than you do at yours. Because pastors often have no one looking over their shoulder, the local church can be a seedbed for laziness. But the pastorate is not a place for lazy men. Our people—and our gospel—demand that we give ourselves to the ministry to the point that our bones ache and our brows sweat.

Third, along with the tenderness of a mother, the preacher must provide the firmness of a father. Paul compared himself to a father (vv. 11–12). Personal integrity demands that you be truthful. Speak lovingly but firmly. Among other things, a father teaches the child how to walk. God’s people are children in a royal family. Preachers have a responsibility to teach them how to live the Christian life. Such is a sacred responsibility.






A HEALTHY DEPENDENCE

In addition to developing a healthy walk with Christ and a healthy heart of integrity, the preacher has to nurture a healthy dependence on God to do something for him that he can’t do for himself. Preaching God’s Word is a supernatural activity that requires supernatural help. We’re talking specifically about the anointing discussed in the previous chapter. It’s that spiritual fervor that flows through a man in the preaching event. The anointing is the lifeline of effective preaching. Only as the Holy Spirit comes upon you can you even dare to attempt this high and noble calling.

Contemporary preachers don’t seem to talk about—and subsequently pursue—the anointing like preachers in the past. For example, few would disagree that Charles Spurgeon preached with such anointing almost weekly in London’s Metropolitan Tabernacle. Fifteen steps led up to the pulpit. Spurgeon is said to have slowly and methodically mounted those stairs, each time muttering to himself, “I believe in the Holy Ghost.”8

John Huss recounts a personal experience that R. G. Lee had with God’s anointing. Lee served as pastor of the great Bellevue Baptist Church in Memphis, Tennessee, before Adrian Rogers. The incident took place on a Sunday in 1955. About that morning Lee said, “It seemed as though Someone had wrapped a warm blanket about me. There was a sensation as though Someone’s tender fingertips were caressing me, up and down my body.” Never before had he experienced such a mysterious feeling. He said to someone that morning: “There is going to be a great day at Bellevue today.”9

During the service Lee preached an uncharacteristically brief sermon from John 1:42. He spoke simply, with quiet intensity, and with directness. When the sermon was over, the whole congregation was under the spell of the power of God. The entire gathering was visibly moved. When the altar call was given, people started to respond. Soon there was a stream down the aisles. The service was not concluded until 12:45 P.M. When the day was over, 126 persons had made some kind of spiritual decision. That evening Lee baptized fifty-two new converts as a result of the morning service. He said, “Nobody can go through a day like this and doubt the reality of the Holy Spirit and His work in convicting people of sin, of righteousness, and of judgment. The movement among people today was as when, in Ezekiel’s day, the Valley of Dry Bones became a living army.”10

While experiences of God’s anointing vary in frequency and details, the Bible and those who’ve preached it throughout history testify to this special attendance of God’s Holy Spirit. As you learn your need for God’s anointing and set your heart to pursue it, you’ll begin to recognize its reality in your life. Sometimes you may learn to recognize it more by its absence than by its presence. But its presence will be confirmed in your inmost being. As you preach, you will be cognizant that you are a man possessed. You will know God is at work, and the difference will be immediate and dramatic. The people to whom you preach will be aware of the anointing as well. They will be gripped by what you say. Conviction, a deep sense of God’s presence, and a stirring of their hearts will be evident. Such a journey begins with understanding our need for the Spirit’s anointing, and then continues through our intentional pursuit of it.

The Need for the Anointing

We can feel overwhelmed when we contemplate the nature and responsibilities of preaching. A preacher may preach the same hermeneutically sound and skillfully exegeted sermon on two different occasions with drastically different results. One occasion, clothed in the Spirit’s power, is marked by blessing and response. The next, devoid of His touch, breeds dryness and inaction.

The difference, of course, is the anointing. Nothing is as exhilarating as preaching when the Spirit’s anointing is evident. The message soars, words come easily, and the desired results occur. Nothing is harder or more frustrating, however, than when the preacher preaches in his own strength. Every sincere preacher is aware of his own weakness and finiteness. Anyone who has preached for any period of time knows what it means to speak with and without the power of the Holy Spirit. When the anointing is present, there is power and blessing. When human strength and skill are at the helm, there is nothing.

Why does preaching—and all of the Christian life—work this way?

The answer is simple: God has sovereignly ordained to unleash His strength through our weakness for one reason—so no one steals His glory! Paul noted this specifically in 1 Corinthians 1 by calling attention to the fact that God chose a foolish message for salvation—the cross (vv. 18–20). And He chose a foolish means to communicate that message—preaching (vv. 21–25). And to top it off, He chose foolish men to be the communicators of it (vv. 26–28)! Why?

Paul answers this question twice before the end of the chapter. He says God did it “so that no human being might boast in the presence of God” (v. 29). And then he repeats it by quoting from Jeremiah 9:24: “As it is written, ‘Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord’” (1 Cor. 1:31). In other words, God has chosen to release His strength and power through our weakness so that when supernatural things happen as a result of our preaching—people are saved, marriages are restored, rebellious children come home, people look more like Jesus, and the like—nobody can give the credit to us. They can draw only one conclusion: Only God could do that!

This seemingly twisted economy of God shouldn’t surprise us. God has worked this way throughout history. When Israel needed a new king, God sent Samuel down to Jesse’s house. Samuel took the beauty pageant approach and interviewed the biggest, strongest, fastest, and most handsome among Jesse’s sons. And one by one God scratched them off the list. Samuel was confused. So God told him, “Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his stature, because I have rejected him. For the LORD sees not as man sees: man looks on the outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart” (1 Sam. 16:7). Then He told Samuel to go out and get the little shepherd boy and anoint him as the new king. And God make that little ruddy shepherd boy Israel’s greatest king and the one through whom Messiah would come.

Testimony of this twisted economy continues through the Old Testament. About a godly woman, Scripture says that “charm is deceitful, and beauty is vain, but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised” (Prov. 31:30). That’s not what our commercials say. That’s not what the billboards say. They say, “Charm is where it’s at; beauty is everything. In all your getting, get these things!” Not so in God’s seemingly twisted economy. When Zerubbabel was intimidated about governing the returned exiles and leading them to rebuild the temple, God told him through the prophet Zechariah that it would happen “not by might, nor by power, but by my Spirit, says the LORD of hosts” (Zech. 4:6). It’s not by our strength and power that otherworldly tasks are accomplished, but only by God’s Spirit.

In the New Testament, Jesus came on the scene talking crazy stuff. He said if you want to be first, you have to be last (Matt. 20:16). If you want to be a leader, you have to be a servant (Matt. 20:26). If you want to live, you have to die (Mark 8:34–35). What sense does that make? But Paul understood it. That’s why he said, “I was with you in weakness and in fear and much trembling, and my speech and my message were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power” (1 Cor. 2:3–4). That’s why he said that “we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power belongs to God and not to us” (2 Cor. 4:7).

But maybe Paul’s greatest testimony of God’s seemingly twisted plan of strength through weakness came when our Lord denied his request to have his thorn in the flesh removed. Instead of taking it away, Jesus responded, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9). When Paul heard that he basically said if that’s the case, he wanted the whole thorn bush! He said, “Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor. 12:9–10). In other words, if that’s the way God operates and that’s the only way to experience His power, then Paul wanted all of the weakness he could get!

As preachers of God’s Word, that’s exactly what must happen in our own lives if we’re to experience the help of God’s Spirit in our preaching. We must recognize our human inabilities and acknowledge God’s twisted economy, an economy that seems twisted only because it’s so contrary to the self-dependent economy of human nature. God’s economy doesn’t mean we develop some kind of martyr syndrome and set out to ignore or even downplay our gifts and callings. It does mean, however, that we rest—and even revel in—our human weaknesses because they are the key to our access to the supernatural power of heaven, a power for which we are in desperate need.

The Pursuit of the Anointing

As we explained in chapter 2, this anointing is not something that happens one time and remains upon the preacher forever. The anointing must be sought day by day in the pastor’s walk with God, in his preparation process, and in each individual preaching event. Though the effects of this divine work often are not noticed until the delivery of the sermon, the man of God must build his entire preaching ministry on its presence. Consequently, attention must be given to the need for this anointing long before the sermon-building process begins. Jason Meyer says, “The preacher’s study must be anointed, not just the pulpit.”11

The things of the Spirit often are undefinable and, therefore, elusive. Spiritual awakening, for example, is characterized by both the sovereignty of God and the readiness of mankind. The best we can do in longing for it is to align ourselves with those factors that have been present every time it has come in the past. Divine anointing is a similar concept. Azurdia says, “In the Spirit-inspired word, there are specific responsibilities assigned to the people of God that, when carried out in faithfulness, He is most inclined to bless.”12 While no one can provide a guaranteed formula for ensuring the anointing in our preaching, we can look for common denominators that seem always to be present in the lives of those who preach with such spiritual fervor. Several factors can be identified with which the preacher can align himself in order to experience divine anointing.

Personal Holiness

Certainly the anointing in the preaching event is reserved for the genuinely born-again preacher. But being saved is not enough. God desires to use clean vessels through which His power will flow.

As one of His children, be sure you walk in purity. Anointing is not reserved for when you stand up to preach. This quality is born as you walk day by day with the Lord and with people. The Bible says, “Purify yourselves, you who bear the vessels of the Lord” (Isa. 52:11). God’s Holy Spirit will not anoint and inspire an unclean, unsanctified life. The author of Hebrews writes, “Strive for peace with everyone, and for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord” (Heb. 12:14). Do not go through even one day without doing a spiritual reality check, and never go to the pulpit without earnestly praying that you will be emptied of all sin and self. You want your life to be clean so that the Lord can work freely through you.

Sacrificial Prayer

If the Holy Spirit is to come upon you in great power in preaching, you must ask for His power in prayer. No preacher can be used effectively apart from unhurried, protected time with God. Spend time seeking the face of the Father. Let your sermon become a sacrifice. The great Athenian statesman Pericles often said that so solemn did he deem the act of speaking, he could not begin without an anxious invocation to the immortal gods for their assistance. Surely the gospel preacher should approach the sacred pulpit with as much prayerfulness as would Pericles. To preach a sermon is a great and awesome task. Pity the man who approaches such a holy calling with poor spiritual preparation and a prayerless heart. Bounds lamented:


The preacher who has never learned in the school of Christ the high and divine act of intercession for his people will never learn the art of preaching, though homiletics be poured into him by the ton, and though he be the most gifted genius in sermon-making and sermon delivery.13



In all your learning, learn how to get hold of God in prayer.

Earnestly seek the Spirit’s anointing and the passion that comes from His inspiration. As Bounds said, “This anointing comes to the preacher not in the study but in the closet.”14

Diligently ask the Spirit to come upon you and your message. Allow Him to manifest His power in and through you. Never be satisfied with anything less in your preaching. You may not always experience the power of the Holy Spirit in equal measure. For reasons in the realm of the mysterious, there are times when the anointing of the Spirit will come upon you in larger measure than at other times. Sometimes you will be more passionate about certain subjects than about others. That reality is beyond question. But there should be such surrender of life to the Spirit that every time you preach there is the evidence of God’s blessing upon you.

And do not think that the Spirit’s anointing and inspiration come by means of short, flippant prayer. Bounds noted:


Prayer, much prayer, is the price of preaching unction. Prayer, much prayer, is the sole condition of keeping this anointing. Without unceasing prayer, the anointing never comes to the preacher. Without perseverance in prayer, the anointing, like overkept manna, breeds worms.15



Tarry long in asking God to give you His divine anointing.

Diligent Study

One other factor must characterize the preacher’s life if he is ever to access the power of God in his preaching: diligent study of the Scriptures. At the risk of being repetitious—as well as stating the obvious—we should never expect the Spirit to be engaged in our preaching if we handle His Book flippantly or nonchalantly. While a conviction about diligent study and faithful exposition is the subject of this entire book, we can’t fail to highlight the connection with this issue of the Spirit’s anointing. If the Bible is in fact inspired by the Holy Spirit, then what sense does it make for us to expect Him to attend to our preaching if we treat His words lightly or use them for some other purpose than what He intended?

This is where the anointing of God and a commitment to faithful exposition come together. If Scripture is truly breathed out by God through His Holy Spirit, then we are compelled to study the Bible and preach it in such a way that rightly represents what He intended to say. Sometimes preachers are tempted to separate God’s anointing from their philosophy of preaching. But doing so is a grave error. If you want God’s Spirit to anoint you with His power, then it just makes sense that you should give yourself to diligently studying His Word and preparing your sermons accordingly. This is another undeniable reason to practice expository preaching.







A SPECIAL MEASURE OF DIVINE ANOINTING

A Personal Testimony

In 1976, I was appointed to preach at the Alabama Baptist State Evangelism Conference. Several months prior to the meeting I had a definite impression from the Lord to speak on the ascension of Jesus Christ. I studied every passage in the Bible that dealt with that theme, gathered every bit of information I could on the subject, and read every sermon I could find on the topic. Within a month of the date to deliver this message, I became aware that God was working in my heart and life in a peculiar way. The theme consumed me. I could hardly stay away from my study. Many nights I stayed up into the wee hours studying and preparing this message. Many, many times God’s presence was so overwhelming as I prepared that I actually would weep.

The day came for me to deliver the message. I approached my assignment with great fear and trepidation—I almost had a sense of dread. When I began to preach, however, something happened. When I was barely five minutes into the message, the Spirit of God seemed to take complete possession of me. The congregation of mostly preachers was caught up as well, seemingly swept along in a flood tide of joy and spiritual excitement. When I finished, we were all aware that God had visited us. Never before nor since have I been so stirred and moved by the Holy Spirit.

In the days and weeks after I preached, the tapes of the message were sent into every state of the Union and many foreign countries. When preachers heard the tape in distant places, the same spiritual phenomenon occurred. Phone calls and letters began to pour in. Preachers at the point of despair were lifted and encouraged. Since that memorable day, hardly a week has passed that I have not heard from someone who has been blessed by the message.

Why has there been such unusual blessing as a result of that sermon? The answer lies in nothing that I did. I have listened to the tape numerous times. The sermon has many flaws, and its delivery is far from good homiletical, rhetorical, and psychological standards. I have only one explanation for the results and effectiveness of the message. The Holy Spirit of God anointed me in a special way on a special occasion for a special task.

—Jerry Vines








A HEALTHY MIND

A toolbox contains many tools—all shapes and sizes for all kinds of tasks. The more tools a worker has in his toolbox, the more tasks he will be able to accomplish. So it is with the intellectual development of the preacher. Because you’ve been called upon to preach the Word of God, you need to prepare yourself intellectually to the fullest extent of your abilities. No preacher should be satisfied to use only bits and pieces of the intellectual ability with which God has blessed him. Of the many avenues for intellectual development, the effective Bible preacher certainly should give attention to both education, examples, and experience.

Formal Education

Certainly, a man may have unusual gifts and bring tremendous blessing without formal education. Many great men of God through the ages had very little formal training. Peter and John were “uneducated, common men” (Acts 4:13), indicating that they never attended the schools of the rabbis. Yet who can doubt the spiritual power that flowed from their ministries? John Bunyan, Charles Spurgeon, G. Campbell Morgan, and many others were greatly gifted preachers who had little training in formal schools. No one will ever know, however, the degree of effectiveness these men might have attained had they acquired more tools through formal training. We may be confident that all of them would have urged the would-be preacher to take advantage of every possible means to train himself.

Formal education offers a wonderful opportunity for you to hone the gifts God has given you. Comprehensive studies in the arts and sciences will prove invaluable, including courses in psychology, history, biology, and sociology. Remember that all truth is God’s truth. You need not fear God’s truth even when it is found in what may be considered secular sources. A thorough liberal arts education will provide a wonderful intellectual and cultural background for preaching and will prove invaluable in years to come. Academic training will provide a storehouse of useful information for preaching. You will gain a broader understanding of life, and illustrations and methods for applying biblical truth will be stockpiled.

Many theologically sound Bible colleges are enabling students to receive excellent Bible training. Be careful, however, not to let Bible college education deprive you of the breadth needed in your training. In other words, the Bible-college-trained preacher should not confine himself to biblical and theological studies. In fact, more and more professors who teach in Bible colleges are urging their students to widen their scope of outside reading. Many of these colleges provide in their curricula courses covering a wide range of subjects such as literature, philosophy, and science.

Of course, the preacher should acquire as much specific education in the area of theology and Bible as he possibly can. Herein is the value of Bible college and seminary training. At the heart of expository preaching is the act of “exposing” the truth that has been covered up by differences in language, time, culture, and worldview. The faithful expositor will gain as much knowledge as possible about these and other areas so as to convey the intent of Scripture. For example, acquiring a working knowledge of the original biblical languages is of tremendous value. It certainly is possible to preach effectively without a knowledge of biblical languages, but you will have a great advantage if you are able to use Hebrew and Greek.

The preacher also should be trained in systematic, biblical, and historical theology. How does such training help? Carson notes that systematic theology answers the question, “What does the whole Bible teach about certain topics?” Biblical theology answers the question, “How has God revealed his word historically and organically?” Historical theology answers the questions, “How have people in the past understood the Bible?” and “How has Christian doctrine developed over the centuries?”16 So systematic theology gives us a framework for understanding Bible doctrine. Biblical theology makes us aware that we are dealing with the very mind of God in Scripture, and helps us avoid the danger of putting all Bible doctrine in neat little compartments. Historical theology helps us overcome our biases and reminds us that interpreting the Bible responsibly can never be a solitary task.17 Formal study in the area of hermeneutics, or Bible interpretation, also is needful. As you learn proper principles of Scripture interpretation, you will learn to avoid “off the wall” interpretations. You will learn the importance of studying Scripture in context. Becoming aware of different interpretations offered for controversial passages will help you avoid enslaving yourself to any man’s particular system of interpretation. This area of study also will make you aware of the main interpretations that have been embraced through the years.

Formal training also can provide help in the areas of sermon preparation and delivery. Advances in science and technology have ushered us into a day of fascinating insights and helpful resources in matters of biblical exegesis and sermonic composition. Many new and helpful materials are available to the preaching student. The plethora of Bible study materials on computer, used rightly, can assist in more effective and efficient preparation. The multimedia resources available today can powerfully augment the exposition of God’s Word. The wise man will avail himself of every new tool that will help him explain the meaning of the biblical text and persuade people to respond to it.

Ongoing Education

Regardless of your previous training, you should spend all the days of your ministry continuing to study in order to prepare to preach. Search regularly for general materials for preaching. Be a student of culture and of contemporary life. Read regularly a good news source, several respected magazines and credible blogs and websites that expose you to current events in the local, national, and worldwide arenas. Read widely, and study in as many areas as possible. Although you will never be able to read all the books you would like, you can read book reviews. The Internet makes accessibility to these resources very convenient.

Be aware of what is going on in the worlds of literature, music, movies, and television. You certainly don’t need to expose your eyes to trash, but—once again—reviews on all of these media are readily available. Read biographies and good novels. Read fiction and nonfiction. Stretch your mental capacities. You’ll be amazed at how this will help you in your sermon preparation and delivery. Read everything worthwhile that you can get your hands on. Francis Bacon said, “Reading maketh a full man.” Alexander Whyte, a Scottish minister, advised, “Sell your shirt and buy books.”18

Be a student of preaching throughout your ministry. Study the lives of the great preachers.19 Regularly read a book on some aspect of preaching so as to glean helpful insights as well as to stay abreast of any unhealthy trends in the field. Be constantly studying your own work. Look for new ways to go about your task of preaching. Talk with other preachers. Glean from them their methods of sermon preparation and delivery. Your entire life is a process of intellectually preparing yourself to preach. Bring your finest intellectual efforts to your sermon preparation. Koller rightly said, “A preacher must not preach out of the fullness of his heart and the emptiness of his head.”20






A HEALTHY BODY

A positive trend has emerged in recent years, especially in America. People are getting into shape. Everywhere you go, you see men and women jogging or biking alongside the roads. Health spas, exercise rooms, tennis courts, and other fitness facilities are doing a booming business. People are more conscious of their eating habits. A proliferation of books and websites are available on the subjects of good physical conditioning and proper diet. Men and women are counting calories, pushing away from the table, and seeking to guard their weight. In the last several decades there has been a renewed interest in good health.

This new interest has a good biblical foundation. The Bible teaches the sacredness of the body. The believer’s body is the temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 6:19), and the well-instructed believer understands he has a responsibility to keep the temple in good shape. The better we care for our bodies, the better we will be able to serve our Lord. Consequently, Christians should be concerned about physical fitness. Several essentials are necessary for such a task—intentionality, exercise, healthy eating, and plenty of rest.

Some preachers minimize the importance of physical fitness. They claim that a minister should not waste time in exercise or other forms of recreation. However, Paul seemed to disagree. When he said, “For while bodily training is of some value, godliness is of value in every way” (1 Tim. 4:8), he obviously indicates he saw some value in physical conditioning.

Experience proves that if you do not find time to maintain physical fitness, you will have to find time for physical illness. God intends his servants to have sound minds and healthy bodies. A prepared body helps the preacher to deliver a prepared sermon.

Regular Exercise

We already have determined that many, many hours of your time each week must be devoted to study as part of the sermon preparation process. Most of those hours will be spent in intensive mental labor, a most tiring form of work. One may bounce back from strenuous forms of physical work in a relatively short time. A key way to do so is to schedule definite blocks of time for physical exercise.

Some form of regular exercise will benefit your cardiovascular system and give you more stamina. Many people enjoy jogging. Thirty minutes a day at least three days each week is a good minimal routine. (Better still is five days a week.) Other forms of exercise are just as good. Swimming, for example, is a great form of exercise for the entire body, both inside and out. Certain team sports such as basketball give you the benefit of a strenuous workout plus the enjoyment of being with others, and even engaging in great disciple-making opportunities as well. Some people like racquetball or golf (no carts, please!). The issue is not so much the form of exercise you engage in as it is that you just do something. Before you begin, go to your doctor for a complete physical. Get his permission to do whatever form of exercise you choose. Even most people who are in poor physical condition can begin to walk for exercise. Walking is a good opportunity for the preacher to be with his wife.

The time you spend exercising won’t be wasted time. You’ll be more productive in your working hours because you take a few minutes each week for physical exercise. You’ll be able to think more clearly and will find your creative powers heightened.

Good Eating Habits

Eating correctly also helps your physical well-being. The preacher needs to keep his weight under control as well as develop healthy dietary habits. A balanced diet, including all the daily requirements from the various food groups, should keep your weight where you desire. Eat only at mealtimes; at other times when you feel a hunger pang or a longing for a sweet, substitute a healthy granola bar or low-calorie yogurt for that tempting donut or candy bar. Be careful not to eat excessively after you preach. Normally, tensions are being released immediately after preaching, and greater hunger and thirst often are experienced then more than at any other time. These factors can lead to overindulgence.

Also, eating large portions at late hours can contribute to sleeping poorly and gaining weight. Keep sweets and breads to a minimum. Cutting down on sugar intake not only will be healthier but also will be very helpful to your throat. Sugar and milk have a tendency to form mucus, which can give you difficulties with your speaking voice. Eat plenty of green, leafy vegetables and be sure you have an adequate intake of fiber.

You don’t have to become a health-food faddist; simply give attention to proper eating habits. Not only will these habits be good for your physical well-being, but their effect also will be a positive testimony. How can we tell others Christ can give them power over drugs and alcohol when we seem to have no control over our eating habits?

Numerous Christ-centered dietary programs have been developed in recent years. These have helped many people get a handle on healthy eating habits. Many of them have different areas of concentration. Some programs encourage the development of a healthy diet along with regular exercise and personal Bible study. Others place more emphasis on self-control and adequate portions than on the nature of the foods eaten. Regardless of what approach you may take, be aware that resources are available to help the Christian minister develop healthy eating habits.

Adequate Rest and Relaxation—Especially the Day before Preaching

Most preachers don’t get enough rest. For whatever reasons, many are night owls and seem to come alive in the late hours. Such practice obviously makes it harder to get up early in the morning. A conscious effort to go to bed earlier will pay off the following day. Some experts have said that every hour of sleep before midnight is worth two hours after midnight. This theory proves to be true for most people.

The pastor especially needs to get adequate rest the day prior preaching. Try to take that day off each week. Relax your mind completely. Do some things you enjoy doing. Spend some leisure time with your wife and children. Try not to think too much about your upcoming sermons. Before you go to bed, get alone for a brief time to go over your message. Try to saturate your soul with the content of the sermon. Spend some time in prayer, talking to the Lord about the message. Then go to bed for a good night’s rest. When the time comes to preach, you will be rested and ready.

A story is told about the apostle John. A young hunter at Ephesus, returning from the chase with an unstrung bow in his hand, entered John’s house. To his amazement, he found the beloved John engaged in playing with a tame dove. The young man expressed his astonishment that the apostle was so lightly engaged. John, looking gently at him, asked him why he carried his bow unstrung. The young man replied that it was only in this way that the bow retained its elasticity. Even so, John told him, mind and body will not retain their elasticity or usefulness unless they are at times unstrung.

Even though fictitious, this story aptly illustrates the importance of physical rest, relaxation, and recreation. Prolonged tension destroys the power of mind and body. Be diligent about giving your body time to unwind. Such effort will improve the time you spend on sermon preparation.






A HEALTHY ROUTINE FOR SERMON PREPARATION

Probably the most familiar aspect of sermon preparation takes place in the preacher’s study. The work that is done there is paramount for solid Bible exposition. Paul urged young Timothy, “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a worker who has no need to be ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15). All of us are responsible for giving ourselves to being in the council of God in order to be prepared to deliver His Word to people. Sermon preparation is a stewardship.

Before we dive any further into this subject, however, let’s flesh this stewardship out with two statements of balance. First, all theory and no experience makes for an unreal preacher. Do not cloister yourself in your study and fail to relate to the outside world. The preacher who comes from his ivory tower to the pulpit on Sunday morning will lack the ring of reality in what he has to say. Constantly test your studies in the crucible of daily life and ministry. Second, God holds us accountable for the time we have, and he will fill the gaps this world leaves in our lives due to circumstances beyond our control. For example, bi-vocational and tent-making pastors may not have as much time during the week to do sermon preparation as someone who is completely supported by the work of the ministry. While these preachers are still responsible for wrestling with the text, doing good Bible study, and developing effective sermons, God gives grace that is sufficient for their particular situations. We all must prepare in proportion to the time we’re allotted.

With these cautions in mind, you will need to prioritize and protect the time to do the hard work of biblical exposition. Several practices need to be developed for study: disciplining yourself, protecting your time and place, and intentionally building a personal library of functional resources.

Discipline

Discipline for study is a nonnegotiable. At the risk of sounding trite, the primary thing the Bible expositor must remember is to approach this part of the process prepared to study. The easiest thing for a preacher to do is waste time under the guise of studying. You face the constant danger of laziness within your study walls. Although many preachers are free to plan and organize their own daily schedules, precious hours can be wasted in the study. Just because you’re sitting at your desk for a period of hours, don’t suppose this guarantees that you’re actually studying.

Stott tells the story of a young preacher who didn’t study as he should. He frequently bragged to his deacons that his messages were prepared between the time he left the parsonage in the morning and the time he arrived at the door of the church. No wonder his deacons decided to buy him a new home five miles away!21

Take whatever steps necessary to develop the discipline of study. Read materials on time management. Use some kind of electronic or hard-copy planner that helps you schedule specific times and tasks for studying monthly, weekly, and daily. As you read the biographies of great preachers, note the various ways they mapped out their study time. Then develop an approach that works for you.

One approach might be to prepare on Monday morning a half sheet of paper divided into the days of the week. At the bottom of the page put down your study requirements for the week. You may have a Sunday morning and a Sunday evening message to prepare. In addition, you may need to prepare for an outside speaking engagement. Then arrange on a daily basis the time you will spend preparing for each message.

If you are being paid as a full-time pastor you may set aside two hours each morning for the Sunday morning message, one hour for the Sunday night message, and another hour for the other speaking engagement. If you are a bi-vocational or tent-making preacher, you may need to schedule longer blocks of preparation for different messages early in the morning or at night. Though you may not necessarily follow your schedule to the minute, you are preparing some kind of time structure for each day. You may have to experiment with several methods before landing on one that fits your personality and ministry context, but arranging a schedule will be helpful as you prepare to study each day.

A good preacher will continue to be a student throughout his life. Spurgeon said, “He who has ceased to learn has ceased to teach. He who no longer sows in the study will no more reap in the pulpit.”22 Continue to study, and you’ll continue to be fresh and interesting. As you study, you’ll find messages springing from your soul like water bubbling from a fountain. Many preachers have expressed regret toward the close of their ministries that they had studied so little. Barnhouse said, “If I had only three years to serve the Lord, I would spend two of them studying and preparing.”23 If you give yourself to study, you’ll never lack something to say. Your people will know it and appreciate it if you do, and they’ll quickly know it and resent it if you do not. A workman not ashamed is a workman who disciplines himself to study.

In addition to your scheduled study time, find all the additional time you can. If you can snatch an extra hour in the afternoon, do it. Though you’ll likely keep most of your books in your study, have some books in other places. Have a good book in your church office. Keep a book at your bedside. When you travel, throw a book into your backpack or briefcase. Strive for variety in your reading matter. Everything you read will be helpful information for your sermons.

As you grow in your experience as a Bible expositor, both the amount of time needed for study and the way that time is spent may need to be adjusted. The more you study the Bible systematically, the more you’ll grow in your general knowledge of God’s Word. That knowledge will begin to inform your study of every passage in every sermon. You will discover that you will depend less and less on commentaries and study tools as you store up knowledge gleaned from previous study of the same passages, themes, authors, and doctrines. Such is another advantage to following the expository process.

Do not be too quick to assume such knowledge, however. Let this process run its natural course. Furthermore, though the amount of time you need to analyze a text may decrease, the amount of time you spend bridging the gap to the contemporary world, praying, and doing other spiritual preparation likely will increase.

Protection

Disciplined study habits will be enhanced greatly if the preacher’s time and location for study are protected. Often the structure of the particular church and home will determine this matter. Most congregations provide a study at the church that doubles as the pastor’s office. Such a locale can be used if no other place is available, but you’ll find study extremely difficult when much activity is going on. Well-meaning members of the congregation inevitably will come by to visit for a few moments, which often stretches into an hour or more.

Have a Study in a Secluded Place

A better situation is to have your study in a secluded place, away from the traffic flow. Additionally, be careful with the e-world in your study. Computers, electronic tablets, and smartphones all provide the convenience of having multiple resources readily accessible to us. But unsolicited emails, text messages, and social media notifications can provide constant interruptions. If at all possible, turn off your wireless and Internet access while you’re studying and praying, except of course to research things that are relevant for your sermon preparation.

Some men use an out-of-the-way place at the church as a study. Or, if an extra room is available and your church leadership is agreeable, use a room at your house. There you will be away from the activities at the church. Whichever is the case, find some way tactfully to protect yourself from phone calls and other interruptions. Voicemail makes this possible even when no secretary or family member is available.

Most congregations are willing to accommodate the preacher’s study needs, especially when they begin to reap the benefit of good Bible exposition. Lovingly and patiently explain to your people the nature of and reason for your study needs. Tell them you want to be the best preacher for them you possibly can be and that you desire to preach God’s Word faithfully to them. Explain that in order to do so you need uninterrupted study time. At the same time, assure them of your availability in case of emergency and prove to them your diligence in ministry when you’re not studying. The people likely will be understanding and patient. They gladly will adjust to whatever changes need to be made. The obvious difference in the pulpit will give them an understanding of the value of your protected study.

Maintain Regular Times for Study

You need to establish regular times for study. Mornings seem to be best for most preachers. For years, W. A. Criswell wisely counseled young preachers to “keep the mornings for God.”24 He calls on pastors to protect the first hours of the day for study, prayer, and preparation. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, however, was correct when he said that no universal rules exist about the time of study. Each man must know himself. Many a preacher seems to do best at night. Each man’s body will differ in these matters.25

The morning hours do have some definite advantages, especially if you have children who are in school. Studying in the morning will make you more accessible to them after school and in the evenings. If you have preschool children, however, just the opposite may be true. Time given to the kids early in the day may be a better investment, allowing you to study in the afternoon during their nap time or in the evening after they have gone to bed. The afternoon and evening hours also are better for tending to administrative matters and making home visits.

Resources

Having the right equipment is also important. You’ll need several items in the study to make your time most efficient and effective. A good desk or other flat surface obviously is important. In an ideal setting one has plenty of shelves for reference books, including commentaries, the best lighting possible, and walls thick enough to keep out noise. All circumstances cannot be optimum in every situation, but do your best to make your room as conducive to good study as you possibly can.

Build Your Library

Constantly be in the process of building a good library. Be careful not to neglect the many helpful resources that serve as tools to help you mine the treasures of Scripture. To claim with a hyper spiritual attitude that all one needs is the Bible and the Holy Spirit in order to preach is a grave error. To be sure, these two resources are nonnegotiable for solid exposition, and God certainly may choose to use them alone under certain circumstances. But such a claim demands that God speak only on our terms and conditions. Furthermore, this arrogant suggestion all but denies His ability to have spoken to students of the Bible who have gone before us or who serve as our contemporaries. In reality, the preacher who makes such a claim usually is making an advance excuse for laziness and poor preaching. Spurgeon warned preachers about such negligence:


Of course, you are not such wiseacres as to think or say that you can expound Scripture without assistance from the works of divines and learned men who have labored before you in the field of exposition. If you are of that opinion, pray remain so, for you are not worth the trouble of conversion, and like a little coterie who think with you, would resent the attempt as an insult to your infallibility. It seems odd, that certain men who talk so much of what the Holy Spirit reveals to themselves, should think so little of what he has revealed to others.26



Because the expositor is interested in finding out what the Holy Spirit is saying in every passage of Scripture he studies, he should use every available means in order to make such a determination.

Basic Bible Tools

Several resources are basic for general Bible study, most all of which are available in hard copy, online, or as part of any number of Bible software programs. Some foundational tools—like various Bible translations—are available online at no costs, or possibly even lying around the house in hard copy. You can begin your library by accessing these different versions of the Bible. Work as much as possible with the text of the original languages and your own translation of them. If you haven’t developed a working knowledge of the biblical languages, make sure you have access to the numerous resources written with the English reader in mind. When studying Bible texts in English, work primarily with several literal translations that best maintain the basic syntax of the original language. The King James, New King James, English Standard Version and New American Standard are all good for this purpose. Use some of the newer translations for clarity of meaning and intent. The New International Version and the New English Bible are good in this area. Good paraphrases such as The Living Bible, J. B. Phillips’s paraphrase of the New Testament, and Eugene Peterson’s The Message can give additional insights and provide new understanding of familiar passages. While you don’t have to endorse everything in paraphrases, they can be helpful when used alongside literal translations. One of the many multi-translation volumes—either hard copy or electronic—can enable you to see at a glance what several major translators have done with a particular passage.

An exhaustive Bible concordance will enable you to search out each word in a particular verse as well as locate other places in the Bible where a particular word is used. This tool is helpful in doing cross-reference work on a particular passage. A Bible atlas is important for understanding the geography of the Bible lands and certain other kinds of Bible facts. A Bible dictionary is helpful for understanding the meaning of particular words. If you don’t understand the meaning of a word, you’re likely to misunderstand the meaning of the verse where the word is used. A Bible encyclopedia is a similar tool, used for acquiring information on a broader range of subjects. Although some of these works are also called “dictionaries,” they provide more detail about Bible terms, places, people, and backgrounds in the form of articles. Also, a good cross-reference tool will be invaluable for your study. One of the best—A Treasury of Scripture Knowledge—is available online for free at any number of websites.

Basic English language tools are always needful at various stages of the sermon preparation process. An English dictionary sometimes is needed in conjunction with more technical theological works. A dictionary of synonyms and a thesaurus will provide you with variety in the words you use in your sermons. Word study tools provide more information on word meanings, etymology, and usage. Lexicons furnish similar information but with more technical and exhaustive detail. Other specialized tools are designed to supply more detailed or focused study. Books on figures of speech in the Bible, Bible characters, and other topics are also available to assist with specific studies.

Bible Commentaries

Various Bible commentaries are beneficial for gleaning the insights God has granted other individuals. The beginning Bible expositor will no doubt want to purchase at least one complete set of Old Testament commentaries and one complete set of New Testament commentaries to ensure that he has something on every book of the Bible. The best way to buy commentaries, however, is to purchase individual books by good expositors. When preaching on Romans, for instance, try to find the best volumes available on that book. No one man has done the best work on every book of the Bible. To be sure, some of the classic volumes are found within commentary sets. Many of the best works, however, are individual volumes. Find the best books on the particular Bible book from which you are preaching.

Consult lists of suggested works by respected expositors. Look for other book lists provided by seminaries and within volumes on preaching. Call acquaintances who practice Bible exposition and ask for the names of their favorite works. Survey the shelves of the bookstores, especially the used ones. Tap into the many discount book clubs via subscription, newsletters, and Internet. Find every available means to get your hands on the best works on the Bible book you are studying.27

Be intentional and methodical about acquiring the best tools for study. Some pastors take pride in acquiring large numbers of books that serve no purpose other than to look impressive in one’s study. If certain books are never read or do not contribute to the preacher’s work, they simply take up space that could be used for something more functional. Fill your shelves with books that are helpful and needful. Such intentionality is both good stewardship and common sense.

A Good Filing System or Database

One other resource is vitally important for the work of expository preaching—a good filing system or database. None of the previously mentioned study resources is worth anything if you can’t access information you’ve previously gathered or produced. As you prepare sermons, observe life, and read widely you will constantly be gathering ideas along the way. So you need a way to catalogue your personal resources, as well as to capture and organize ideas you find along the way. You might read an article online or in the local newspaper that you would like to save as a sermon illustration for future use. Or you might hear a sermon you want to access at a later date. At the very least you will amass a large file of your own sermons and the exegetical notes that form their background. You need a way to find this information, as well as to access the right resources in your library. Numerous packaged filing systems, library programs, and articles containing suggestions for tackling these important tasks are available online and in Christian bookstores and libraries. Research these resources and find what works best for you. But don’t be guilty of amassing a mountain of good books, exegetical studies, and other sermon helps, but getting buried underneath it.

The preacher who does expository work will constantly be adding information to his store of knowledge. Everything you see, read, or hear is potential material for sermon preparation. Continually be filling your sermon barrel. Harper Shannon describes preaching as the overflow of an artesian well, where the water flows steadily but the great reservoir of water is underneath the earth. If the well flows year in and year out in the small stream, one can rest assured that there are hundreds of thousands of gallons of water underneath the earth that are never seen.28 That’s a great description of the process of studying to preach!

As the years go by, you will develop a great reservoir of sermon material. As you prepare sermons week by week, you will be able to draw from this ever-increasing supply. This discipline is one way the preacher can avoid the problem of being set aside in the latter years of his ministry. The preacher who maintains his study habits will have something fresh and relevant to say. He will never lack an audience.






A HEALTHY LEGACY

One of the discouraging trends in theological education today is the increasing number of students who attend Bible colleges or seminaries without having sat under healthy examples of biblical exposition. The church where the young preacher is called to the ministry plays a crucial role in his preparation. A strong, warm church led by a faithful expositor of the Word creates an atmosphere conducive to launching a youthful preacher toward a successful ministry. A cold, skeptical, liberal church, which is accustomed to sermons devoid of significant Bible content, may greatly cripple a young preacher as he attempts his first steps in the ministry. The pastor should be a positive role model for the budding young man of God. To sit under the ministry of a good, faithful expositor gives a young man a head start in his ministry. The pastor can train him, encourage him, and point him to a good choice for his formal schooling.

Even if you haven’t had the privilege of learning from a personal mentor, you can always learn from faithful expositors of yesterday. James F. Stitzinger writes:


Indeed, great value results from understanding those who have given themselves to a life of biblical exposition. The current generation whose history has yet to be written can learn much from those whose history is now complete. Time yet remains to change, refocus, improve, and be moved to greater accomplishment.29



A cursory look at expository preaching through history can motivate us toward greater confidence in the biblical text and faithful proclamation in our generation.30 In the words of John Stott, the preacher will glimpse “the glory of preaching through the eyes of its champions in every century.”31 As we learn from these great preachers, we—like runners in a relay race—can take the baton of exposition from them and faithfully pass it on to those who come behind us. Consider the legacy that is ours in preaching history.

The Biblical Period

The ministry of Ezra and his fellow scribes in Nehemiah 8 is no doubt the best Old Testament example of biblical exposition. The Levites taught the people God’s Word as “they read from the book, from the Law of God, clearly, and they gave the sense, so that the people understood the reading” (Neh. 8:8). As we noted in chapter 2, they read from the Scriptures and then distinguished—or specified clearly—the text paragraph by paragraph. They gave the people the meaning of each passage and assisted them in understanding what God was saying. That’s what good expositors do.

Paul also exhorted pastors in the New Testament toward expository sermons. He instructed young Timothy, “Devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching” (1 Tim. 4:13). The exposition of Old Testament Scripture that took place in early synagogue worship provided the foundation of the early church’s practice of following a public reading from the Old Testament text or the apostolic writings with an exposition.

The Early Church (AD 100–476)

Despite the strong foundation laid during the biblical period, its practice was jettisoned for almost a century and a half after the apostolic age. New Testament Christianity all but deteriorated. The influence of Greek philosophy, logic, and rhetoric caused most preachers to abandon the actual text of Scripture in preaching and strive to master the “art of the sermon” that was more involved with rhetoric than with truth.32 Thus, the Greek concept of the “sermon” was born out of the syncretistic fusion of the biblical necessity of teaching with the unbiblical notion of Greek rhetoric.33 Not surprisingly, little emphasis was put on the biblical text in preaching.

A few faithful expositors remained even during this dark period. Chrysostom (347–407), called “golden mouthed,” was one of the leaders of the Antiochene school and arguably the most significant expositor of the early Christian church. He rejected the common allegorical approach to interpretation and emphasized grammar and history in eloquent verse-by-verse and word-by-word expositions of numerous Bible books.34 Serious study of the biblical text drove the sermons of a handful of preachers in the fourth century as well. Among them was Augustine (354–430) who—in addition to his theological writings—produced over six hundred sermons, including expositions of the Psalms, homilies on John’s Gospel, 1 John, and the Gospels.35

The Middle Ages (AD 476–1500)

The Middle Ages—or medieval era—that followed was worse than the period of the early church when it came to expository preaching. The influence of the scholastic theology of the universities dominated the day. The combination of theology and philosophy, along with the application of Aristotelian logic to the interpretation of Scripture, levied a vicious attack on preaching that virtually destroyed it as an effective means for communicating the gospel. That’s why it’s not surprising that few counterparts to the comprehensive patristic expositions of complete Bible books can be found in medieval ecclesiastical literature.36 A few gifted men, however, sought to counter the assault on the church and its preaching. Pre-Reformers like John Wycliffe (1330–84) and William Tyndale (1494–1536) denounced the preaching of their days and rejected preaching that did not significantly treat the biblical text and interpret it literally. Others, like John Huss (1373–1415) and Girolamo Savonarola (1452–98), also were known as credible students of the biblical text who allowed it to directly influence their sermon subjects.

The Reformation (AD 1500–1648)

The beginning of the sixteenth century marked the most notable resurgence of expository preaching in history. Responding to the blatant abuses of indulgences in Germany, the heart cry of Christian preachers became sola Scriptura—“the freedom of Scripture to rule as God’s word in the church, disentangled from papal and ecclesiastical magisterium and tradition.”37 This conviction viewed Scripture as supreme over tradition and the sacraments. As a result, exposition became the primary practice of the men who ignited the Protestant reformation. Sermons were characterized by better methods of interpretation and application, a combination which fostered a much-needed revival of reverence for the biblical text in preaching. Consequently, expository text-driven sermons replaced the mere telling of stories of saints, martyrs, and miracles.

Martin Luther (1483–1546) paved the way for Reformation preaching by calling the church back to Scripture alone as the authority for faith as well as the subject of preaching. After witnessing the widespread corruption and worldliness among the clergy in Rome, the Augustinian monk became convinced of the need for reform. He returned to his professorship in Wittenberg and began lecturing on the texts of Psalms, Romans, Galatians, and Hebrews. After his conversion, Luther’s opposition to the abuses of the indulgence practices prompted him to post his historic ninety-five theses on the church door at Wittenberg on October 31, 1517.

Other great reformers also approached their pulpits with firm convictions about the role of the biblical text in preaching. In 1519 in Zurich, Huldreich Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531) almost single-handedly launched the Swiss Reformation with his expository series through the book of Matthew. He studied the Bible carefully in its original languages and applied to the text his “considerable linguistic and exegetical abilities.”38

The publication of Institutes of Christianity in 1536 established John Calvin (1509–64) as one of the leading reformers and expositors of Scripture. His sermons were both driven and consumed by the biblical text. Although his exile interrupted an expositional series through the book of Acts, he returned three years later and picked up with the very next verse where he had stopped! As senior minister of Geneva, he preached twice each Sunday and every weekday on alternating weeks from 1549 until his death in 1564. He preached more than two thousand sermons from the Old Testament alone, including a year in Job and three years in Isaiah.39 Calvin summarized his perspective on the importance of the text in preaching: “Let us not take it into our heads either to seek out God anywhere else than in his Sacred Word, or to think anything about him that is not prompted by his Word, or to speak anything that is not taken from that Word.”40

Modern Times (1649–1970)

Great Puritan Preachers

Expository preaching continued to play a vital role in the church’s life at many critical junctures, not the least of which was the dawn of modernity. During the latter part of the sixteenth and most of the seventeenth centuries the Puritans made the biblical text central in Christian worship and championed for true preaching to be defined as the exposition of the text of Scripture. To the Puritans, “true preaching is the exposition of the Word of God. It is not a mere exposition of the dogma or the teaching of the church.… Preaching, they said, is the exposition of the Word of God; and therefore it must control everything.”41

William Perkins (1558–1602) was one of the early Puritan preachers who did much to emphasize the role of the text in preaching. He developed his views in The Art of Prophesying, the first manual of its kind for preachers in the Church of England. Perkins identified certain principles to guide the preacher in his work, including reading the text distinctly out of the canonical Scriptures, and then giving the sense and understanding of it by allowing other Scripture to interpret it.42

While the styles of Puritan preachers were diverse, they were tied together by the “thread of commitment to a faithful explanation of the text.”43

Great Expositors in England and America

Alexander Maclaren (1826–1910) merits special note among the great expositors during the latter part of the nineteenth century. He spent forty-five years expounding the Scriptures at Union Chapel in Manchester, England. He subjected himself to a very rigorous study schedule. Each day of the week he would shut himself away in his study, giving little attention to visitation and administration. To read his sermons is to read messages of unusual clarity and strength. Maclaren’s exegesis was thorough and accurate, his outlines were clear and to the point, his illustrations beautifully amplified the meaning of the passage, and his application was relevant to his hearers.

The ministry of G. Campbell Morgan (1863–1945) provided a resounding voice for expository preaching that bridged the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The man known as the “Prince of Expositors” served twice as pastor of Westminster Chapel in London. Morgan truly was one of the great Bible expositors of all time. While his sermons are permeated with the biblical text and rich in explanation, they also are filled with textual illustration and exegetical interpretation based on the whole Bible. Morgan’s ability to analyze a passage of Scripture continues to serve as a model for young preachers. He was a master of studying a passage in its total context, analyzing it, and then skillfully putting it back together in a beautiful, logical sequence. Often he would read the Bible book from which he was preaching forty to fifty times during his preparation. Morgan’s numerous and masterful published expositions are a testimony of the work to which he dedicated his life.

Morgan was succeeded at Westminster Chapel by his associate, D. Martyn Lloyd–Jones (1899–1981), who continued his mentor’s practice. Lloyd-Jones viewed weekly preaching in the church as simply picking up in the text where he left off the previous week in his ongoing exposition of a Bible book. His preaching stemmed from careful exegesis, as he set forth the meaning and application of each Bible passage. He knew of no substitute for the task of expounding the biblical text in the church. Although he identified three types of preaching—evangelistic, instructional teaching, and purely instructional—he contended that all preaching must be expository, both in its preparation and in its presentation to the people.44

Donald Grey Barnhouse (1895–1960), who served as pastor of Philadelphia’s historic Tenth Presbyterian Church, was a master at using the whole of Scripture to expose the meaning of a text. Perhaps his greatest work is his multivolume set on Romans, a masterpiece of paragraph-by-paragraph exposition through a book of the Bible. He preached three and a half years from this Bible book in the morning services, and his congregation grew continually until the building was filled. To read his work on Romans is virtually to give oneself a thorough education in the entire Bible.

Postmodernity and the Persistence of Expository Preaching

Designating an end to the modern period, as well as identifying the time period following it, is extremely subjective and arbitrary. Whenever it began, one thing is certain: preaching in the postmodern era largely has been characterized by a de-emphasis on the biblical text.

The Rise of Psychological Preaching

The culprit likely can be traced back to influences like the Christian psychological preaching of Harry Emerson Fosdick in the early part of the twentieth century, which gave birth to the power of positive thinking championed by Norman Vincent Peale. His philosophy paved the way for the new neoorthodoxy of Robert Schuller, whose preaching ultimately conceived the seeker-driven movement that continues to plague evangelical preaching in the contemporary age.

This dark hour would be typified by relativism, pluralism, and tolerance. But even at its inauguration, expository preaching wasn’t dormant. An increasing number of faithful preachers—whose ministries overlapped the modern and postmodern periods—carried the torch.

The Answer of Expositional Preaching

As the sun set on the twentieth century, a remnant of faithful Bible expositors held that torch high and paved the way for a new generation of expository preachers.

W. A. Criswell (1909–2002), for example, gained international recognition as a Bible expositor after succeeding George W. Truett at the First Baptist Church in Dallas, Texas, in 1944. He preached systematically through the Bible on a regular basis. Criswell took eighteen years to preach through the entire Bible, during which time his congregation grew phenomenally. On one occasion he preached through the entire Bible in one twenty-four-hour period to a standing-room-only crowd. His books are veritable storehouses of information and guidance for the preacher who would preach expositorily. His volumes on Revelation are among the finest. His word study is excellent, and his interpretation is clear and concise. Though a clearly discernible outline often does not appear in his writing, the preacher will learn much about expository preaching by a careful study of Criswell’s work.

Stephen Olford (1918–2004) served as pastor of Calvary Baptist Church in New York City from 1959 to 1973, where he faithfully expounded the Scriptures and lived with a passion for preaching that was contagious. After his service at Calvary, he dedicated the last thirty years of his life to training pastors, preachers, evangelists, missionaries, and Bible teachers. He frequently repeated the apostolic injunction in his eloquent British accent, “Preach the Word!” Olford strongly believed that Christianity would stand or fall with preaching. He often declared that “the only thing that would ever replace preaching would be greater preaching,” and that—while preaching is primary—expository preaching is paramount.45 In one of his many articles on expository preaching Olford wrote:


Saint Augustine once wrote, “When the Scriptures Speak, God Speaks.” I believe that with all my heart. This is what makes me a Bible expositor. What I, or any other human has to say is quite secondary; it is what God says that matters. My task as a preacher is “rightly dividing the word of truth” (2 Timothy 2:15).46



One of Olford’s students in Great Britain was John Phillips (1927–2010), who also was known for his simple and clear exposition. Formerly associated with the Moody Bible Institute of Chicago, he remained active until his death as a writer and preacher in churches and Bible conferences in North America and abroad. His many thorough—yet easily understandable—Bible commentaries continue to serve as excellent resources for pastors, teachers, and students who desire to do good exposition.

Olford’s longtime friend, Adrian Rogers (1931–2005), also was among expository preaching giants at the close of the twentieth century. Serving as pastor of the great Bellevue Baptist Church in Memphis, Tennessee, for thirty-two years, Rogers was dubbed “the Prince of Preachers.” His practice of—and passion for—expository preaching left an indelible impression on multitudes of pastors. In retirement he founded the Adrian Rogers Pastor Training Institute to continue his desire to pour himself into the hearts, lives, and ministries of younger pastors and church leaders. When asked about the role of preaching in growing the church, Rogers said, “I believe it [preaching] is central, and not because I happen to be the preacher. I believe that the message, preaching, is the stack pole around which everything else is built. My psychology is always: if I develop the message, God develops the ministry.”47 With a supreme confidence in the sufficiency of the Scriptures, Rogers told his students, “Expository preaching over the years will get the job done.”48

E. K. Bailey (1945–2003) was instrumental in launching a movement of expository preaching in the African-American church and became the model for it in that tradition. He was known for his vivid, imaginative presentations of biblical truths, especially the narrative portions of the Bible. He was a master at weaving together exposition and narration. Wayne Croft says, “He juxtaposed expository preaching with the African-American preaching tradition, which made expository preaching acceptable to those who were committed to narrative preaching, the style of choice in most African-American preaching circles.”49 Bailey’s conviction that the African-American church needed to learn more about expository preaching birthed the E. K. Bailey Expository Preaching Conference in 1995, which continues to help equip expository preachers of all races.

Bailey believed preaching should be both didactic and practical, that it must speak to both head and heart. That’s why he was a master at communicating the Word through exposition, all the while performing an exegesis of the text. Bailey also believed preachers needed to be grounded theologically in order to render a true interpretation that would meet the needs of listeners and not simply rattle off the latest political, psychological, or sociological theory. For him, the goal of expository preaching was to be faithful both to the author’s original intent and to what the text is saying to contemporary listeners.50 In 2010, Preaching magazine identified Bailey as one of the twenty-five most influential preachers of the previous twenty-five years.51







A TRIBUTE TO A FRIEND AND MENTOR

A Personal Testimony

While my co-laborer in ministry and coauthor of this book would never expect his name to be listed among the great expositors in the modern and postmodern eras, I’m compelled to take editorial privilege to mention him. I can’t point young preachers to models to emulate without including Jerry Vines among the list of great expository preachers.

Jerry continues to be one of the most influential instruments that God has used to shape my own preaching ministry, as well as the ministries of countless other pastors and preachers.

As of this writing, Dr. Vines is pastor-emeritus of the First Baptist Church of Jacksonville, Florida, where he served as pastor for twenty-four years. Even after his 2006 retirement—which finished exactly fifty years of total pastoral ministry—he continues to preach at Bible conferences, revivals, and special events.

Among his several leadership roles, Pastor Vines served two terms as president of the Southern Baptist Convention. In my estimation, however, Jerry’s most lasting impact has been made through his expository preaching and its role in equipping others to do the same. He has preached series from every book in the Bible and modeled faithful treatment of God’s Word for preachers young and old throughout his entire ministry. Additionally, Jerry has authored numerous books that have helped Bible students and preachers, including A Practical Guide to Sermon Preparation and A Guide to Effective Sermon Delivery, the two works that provided the foundation for both editions of Power in the Pulpit. Jerry also was instrumental in founding and hosting the annual Jacksonville Pastors’ Conference, which has served as an inspiration and lifeline for a multitude of pastors and preachers for many years. Today he continues to mentor young preachers as well as encourage those he has influenced over the years. I and a host of other preachers are deeply indebted to him for our legacy of expository preaching.

—Jim Shaddix



A Final Word

You might be wondering at this point, “Why not mention some of the great expositors who are preaching today?” No doubt, numerous contemporary preachers—young and old—could be listed above as good models of faithful expository preaching, many of whose ministries are having global impact even as we write these words. Right now, these men are investing in the legacy of faithful exposition, and one day they will be named among the roll call of faithful expositors. But identifying contemporary models of faithful preaching is always a tenuous task. We always need to be cautious when applauding the contributions of contemporary preachers simply because faithfulness has to be tested over time, and the last chapters of their lives and ministries have yet to be written. While we can and should learn from contemporary models, we must evaluate them against the backdrop of those faithful giants who already have finished well.

For now, our task is to do our part to continue the legacy. If you’re a student in training for ministry, seek out a church where the pastor faithfully expounds the Word of God with integrity. Such a setting is equally as vital (or more so) as finding a place of service in a church while you are in training. The opportunity to listen to and learn from a fine expositor is invaluable for your ministry. If you’re a pastor, seize the opportunity given to you by faithfully modeling good Bible exposition for those sitting under you who have been called to ministry or who may yet be called. The mentoring relationship that takes place in the local church can’t be duplicated in the context of formal theological training. Give young preachers coming up under your ministry a healthy legacy they can pass on to those who come behind them.
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THE INTERPRETATION PROCESS

And now the end has come. So listen to my piece of advice: exegesis, exegesis, and yet more exegesis! Keep to the Word, to the Scripture that has been given to us.

Karl Barth

Understanding the expositional process—as well as some of the things necessary to develop an expository preacher—are only beginning points in the preaching journey. The principles we’ve discussed up to this point have to be put into practice for expository preaching to take place. And that practice begins with study of the text of Scripture in order that the preacher actually has something to say.

The phrase “Thus saith the Lord” frequently has been used to summarize the preaching event. In one sense, preaching simply is speaking on God’s behalf. Such a task has huge ramifications! Every word the preacher speaks, whether he attributes it to God or not, can be received by the audience as being the mandate of heaven. What a responsibility! The implications, then, demand that the preacher does everything within his power to ensure that his sermons reflect accurately what God actually has said. In other words, an extremely close relationship must exist between the text of Scripture and the sermon.

Consequently, the expositor’s first and highest responsibility in dealing with the biblical text is to discover and interpret—as much as possible—what the Holy Spirit was saying when He inspired a particular passage of Scripture. To accomplish this task you’ll need to study—or exegete—your preaching text in order to understand God’s voice correctly. To find God’s voice, we recommend the expositor asks and answers four successive questions about the specific passage: What does it say? What does it mean? What’s the central idea? What’s the theological purpose?






WHAT DOES IT SAY?

We begin the interpretation process by answering the question, What does the text say? This stage is fundamental in the process, because we cannot determine what Scripture means until we know what Scripture says. Consideration must be given to several elements when investigating what a passage says, not the least of which is finding a passage to preach in the first place!

Step 1: Choose Your Text

The way you choose a preaching passage largely will depend on whether you want to preach on a specific subject or you want to preach through an extended portion of the Bible, like a Bible book. So you may arrive at your preaching subject from any number of places. While sermon ideas can originate from almost any arena, you have to make sure your subject is addressed substantively by some biblical text. Several of the most common sources for finding sermon ideas are discussed below.


• The Bible. The biblical text itself obviously provides the richest and safest treasury of appropriate preaching subjects. As long as the passage is treated rightly, you can choose any Bible passage and be sure that you have a legitimate word from God (even if you don’t have a warm, fuzzy feeling!). Texts that inform the great doctrines, stories about real people, and numerous spiritual and practical themes all provide rich material for general exposition.

• Human Needs. Human needs are another fine source for sermon ideas. The problems and struggles that people face on a day-to-day basis often are directly addressed in the Word of God. The preacher must constantly be a student of the human experience through his daily encounters with people, counseling situations, church-related activities, and current events on a local, national, and worldwide basis.1



Several words of caution need to be offered on this point, however. Make sure the Bible speaks to the human need you want to address. Remember, do not dare to put words in God’s mouth! Also, make sure that particular human need is shared by a significant number of people in your congregation. Some human situations are better addressed in individual or small-group contexts. Finally, do not turn your pulpit into a therapy session. Though counseling has a legitimate place in Christian ministry, it is distinct in many regards from the preaching event. Everyone would agree that one of the worst things a pastor can do in a counseling session is to “preach” to the person who has come for counseling. At the same time, an equally detestable act is for that pastor to go into his pulpit and conduct large-group counseling. The primary purpose of the preaching event is not to ask a lot of questions but to give a lot of answers.


• Congregational Situations. A third arena from which sermon ideas can be drawn is congregational situations. Part of the prophetic office and gift has always involved addressing the corporate life of God’s people with His Word. As the pastor leads his congregation, certain situations will arise from time to time that need to be addressed with a message from God. These situations might involve crisis, tragedy, or disobedience. Whatever the case, you as pastor will want to bring God’s perspective to bear on the situation. The corporate life of the body of Christ frequently will drive the preacher into the Word in search of God’s voice.

• Personal Experience. The preacher’s personal experience will also provide him with a wealth of possible preaching ideas. To be sure, the preacher never speaks on the authority of personal experience but on the authority of God’s Word. His personal experience, however, may serve as a springboard to discovering what God says about a particular issue. Personal devotions, spiritual victories and failures, crises, flashes of inspiration, reading, and general lessons about life all may serve as a seedbed for preaching subjects. As the Word of God is allowed to measure and evaluate each experience, the personal flavor heightens the preacher’s understanding and passion regarding the subject.



In considering all the possible arenas in which sermon ideas may be discovered, you must keep one important truth in mind:

A sermon idea is not necessarily equivalent to biblical truth!

The preacher of the gospel has not been called to speak on every issue under the sun. He has been called to proclaim God’s truth as it is revealed in Scripture. Consequently, just because you have a sermon idea does not necessarily mean you have a preaching subject. Always take your sermon idea to the biblical text to see whether God has spoken on that particular subject in some definitive way. If He has spoken, then locate the relevant text or texts and move ahead with your preparation process. If He has not spoken, then avoid sacrificing your preaching ministry on such a subject.

Furthermore, if you think the Bible addresses a particular subject in a text but discover in your study that the text does not say what you thought it said, then you have two options: (1) set your subject aside and preach the text, or (2) find another text that truly addresses the topic. The action you must avoid at all costs is making a text say something it does not say.

As opposed to starting with a topic in mind, you may determine to preach through a Bible book or an extended portion of one. Once again, going through the Bible books chapter-by-chapter and paragraph-by-paragraph will be the best preaching you do. If you preach multiple times a week in a pastoral context, we encourage you to dedicate at least one of those preaching times to such a study. Other preaching times may be given to general exposition on doctrine or other Bible topics. The systematic approach, however, is foundational for the local church pastor. Essentially, all of the principles for systematic exposition of a Bible book apply to general exposition from different passages.

Instead of finding a sermon idea and locating a text that addresses it, the first task in systematic exposition is determining which book of the Bible to use. The following guidelines will be helpful in this task.


• Choose your book carefully. Your best starting point will be with a book that is relatively simple and comparatively short. Don’t start with Revelation or Ezekiel! Choose a practical book rather than a doctrinal one. For example, think about the book of James, which has only five chapters and abounds with practical application to today’s world. Or you might want to use Philippians, which has only four chapters. There are few doctrinal nuts to crack, and you can move on to something else in four to six weeks if you get in trouble!

• Choose your book according to need. Ask yourself, “What do my people need?” As you study your congregation, you will see many areas where they need Bible teaching and admonition. Find a Bible book that addresses those needs. This approach enables you to preach to the problems of your people without singling out individuals. As you proceed through a book of the Bible, the people will expect you to interpret and apply the book as it stands.














AVOIDING BOOK BOG-DOWN

A Personal Testimony

One of the reasons I took several years to get into the expository method was an unfortunate experience in my first pastorate. My home pastor preached through books of the Bible. I really enjoyed hearing that method. In my first rural church, I decided I would follow suit. However, I was an eighteen-year-old boy. I owned only one book beside the Bible. I had never done more than speak at a few youth gatherings. I decided to begin a series of messages through the book of Romans. I had no commentaries on Romans. All I had was a Bible and an eager heart.

The first week I read and read and reread Romans 1. Although I struggled, a twenty-minute message was prepared from the first chapter. The next week was even harder. It was all I could do to get something to say from the second chapter. Those sixteen weeks, preparing one message per chapter through Romans, were the most miserable weeks of my life. I was scared away from book-by-book preaching for many years. I tell you this to urge you to choose the book carefully.

—Jerry Vines




• Choose your book prayerfully. Just as you ask God to lead you to prepare one message, so you should ask Him to lead you to prepare a series of messages from a book in the Bible. Go to Him in prayer and see if there is a particular book He wants you to use. If so, He will direct you accordingly, and you can be confident of His guidance to the particular place in His Word. If not, you can be confident that He gives you the freedom to preach from any part of the Bible. Whichever is the case, your people will be edified and blessed.



One other matter in beginning a book series needs to be noted. The introductory sermon is highly important. That message helps prepare the people for the entire series. Here the pace is set for all the messages. Sometimes a bird’s-eye view of the book is a good way to begin. Arouse as much interest as possible in the book. Whet their appetites, but don’t give them the entire message of the book in the first sermon. Throw in just enough tidbits to create a sense of anticipation.

As you preach through books of the Bible, you and your congregation will experience together a new adventure in Bible study. Both preacher and people will be caught up in the awareness of coming in contact with the very mind of God. You will discover that God is alive and is speaking in your day. The people to whom you introduce the expository method will rise up and call you blessed.

Step 2: Study the Background

Whether you are preaching from a single passage or systematically through a Bible book, always begin with the “big picture” of the preaching text. Such a picture is gleaned from a thorough background study of the book in which your passage is located and that book’s relationship to the rest of the Bible.

A common problem in expository sermonizing is that too much exegesis has failed to “map the route between the actual determination of the authentic meaning and the delivery of that word to modern men and women who ask that that meaning be translated into some kind of normative application or significance for their lives.”2 The expositor, therefore, must bridge the gap between exegetical studies and the preparation of a message that will be helpful and practical to contemporary listeners. The only way to accomplish this task is first to understand the historical side of the bridge. The historical setting, the customs of the times, the political and religious conditions all are involved in an adequate understanding of a passage of Scripture.

To do a background study, consult six to eight good sources on each of the areas discussed below. These might include commentary introductions, Old and New Testament surveys, Bible dictionaries, Bible encyclopedias, Bible handbooks, and selected study Bibles. As you read each author’s treatment of the subject, summarize helpful information from each work. Then step back and compare your summaries to see where the weight of the evidence lies. Look for common emphases, helpful insights, and pertinent details. Record these observations in a concluding paragraph under that particular category. Follow the same procedure for each of the following categories of background information.

Biblical Context

The expository preacher should have a working knowledge of the various books of the Bible. Knowing the particular stage of revelation of a particular passage affects proper understanding. God’s truth is unfolded progressively throughout the Bible, and failure to recognize that is the cause of many tragic misinterpretations. Bible doctrine is not built on Old Testament revelation alone but on the entire revelation of God. Consequently, we must be keenly aware of the stage of revelation in which our particular Scripture passage is found.

A book’s location in the canon may be crucial for understanding its nature. Bible books often are divided into certain categories that provide clues to their respective makeup. The first seventeen books of the Bible (Genesis through 2 Chronicles) are historical in nature. The next five books (Job through Song of Solomon) are books of poetry. The last seventeen books of the Old Testament are books of prophecy (Isaiah through Malachi). In the New Testament, the first five books (Matthew through Acts) are historical. The next twenty-one are letters (Romans through Jude). The last book (Revelation) is apocalyptic in nature.

Authorship/Speaker

Determining who wrote the book under consideration, whenever possible, can be tremendously helpful. Ask yourself, Who is the speaker? Who wrote the words I am reading? What kind of person was he? Because each writer wrote in the context of his personality, environment, and culture, understanding these factors frequently will provide the key to understanding the meaning of certain passages.

For example, knowing that Matthew was a tax collector is helpful information. His practice of dealing with details probably contributed to his detailed notes on the Sermon on the Mount. As a Jew, Matthew naturally sought to relate Old Testament prophecies to the coming of the Messiah.3 Such information becomes important when you try to determine the reason for his detailed genealogy (1:1–17) and other attempts throughout the book to prove that Jesus of Nazareth had the legal right to the throne of Israel.

As you begin to deal with individual passages within the book, you also will want to ascertain the particular speaker in each passage if the individual is different from the author of the book. For instance, to remember that Jesus is the speaker in the Sermon on the Mount is as important—or more important—as understanding that Matthew recorded the words.

Date

Knowing the time period in which a particular book was written can help the expositor avoid gross misunderstanding. Ask, What is the importance of the subject matter being written at that particular time? The date of Isaiah, for instance, will determine whether the material (especially chapters 40–66) is viewed as messianic or reflective. Words in 1 John take on an entirely new significance when you learn that they were written during a period when Gnostics were claiming special knowledge. John’s emphasis upon “know” appears in a different light altogether. Although the time of writing is not as crucial as some other aspects of the background study, awareness of where the book fits into history can provide some important clues for understanding. The date of the book is especially important for understanding passages that deal with specific cultural settings.

Setting

Knowing something about the people who first read the passage also is pertinent data. Matters such as the place of writing and the reason for writing often make the text come alive. Ask, To whom were these words originally addressed? What do I know about the people? Why was it important for them to read these words? For example, to know that Paul’s second letter to Timothy was written to a struggling young pastor highlights the many exhortations and words of encouragement in the book.

Be concerned about the place in which the passage was written or takes place. Ask, Do we know where it was written? Is there any significance to that particular place? When you know that Bethel means “the house of God,” the fact that Jacob spent the night at Bethel (Gen. 28:10–22) has increased significance. To know that the letter of Second Timothy was written from a prison dungeon from which Paul likely was never released helps the emotion and passion of the writer to surface.

The occasion that called for the verses to be written is also important. Try to determine the circumstances surrounding the book’s writing. Paul’s letter to the Galatians becomes more intelligible when we understand that his apostleship was under attack. We are better able to understand the change from his normal introduction when we know this information. Be interested in the purpose of the passage. Ask, What is the writer trying to accomplish? What truth is he seeking to convey? What error is he seeking to correct? What encouragement is he trying to give?

Knowing the writer’s particular interest is always important. Don’t attempt to expound a book of the Bible without first understanding the basic truths and emphases that are made. Know the plan of each Bible writer in putting his book together. To understand that Paul, a Jewish Christian, wrote Ephesians to Gentiles who were feeling inferior makes the first three chapters of the epistle make so much more sense. When you understand the author’s plan and his approach, many otherwise obscure details will become understandable.

Organization

Determine how your Bible book is organized. To illustrate, imagine yourself looking at a block of wood. Pick up the block and turn it from side to side, over and over. Examine it carefully. Upon close examination you will find certain natural divisions in the block. When the natural divisions are found, crack the block of wood at those places. Perhaps you find two, maybe three, maybe four natural divisions in the wood. Following the natural divisions, you are able to crack the block into those sections and divide it according to its nature.

An entire book of the Bible, such as Romans, can be analyzed like a block of wood. A careful study of the sixteen chapters of Romans reveals three main divisions, just like the natural divisions in the wood block. Chapters 1–8 group together, chapters 9–11 make up a second group, and chapters 12–16 comprise a third group. The first division (1–8) may be labeled doctrinal; the second division (9–11) parenthetical; and the third division (12–16) practical. This gives us a neat, simple analysis of the entire book of Romans.

Now back to our block of wood. Take one of the smaller sections, such as chapters 1–8, and look further for natural divisions. Look for the natural divisions of subject and thought patterns. Again, crack the block of wood into these smaller divisions. Likely, you will find three major subdivisions, which might be labeled sin (1–3), salvation (3–5), and sanctification (6–8). Each of these subdivisions may be broken down into even shorter preaching passages, which will enable you to see how your particular preaching text is related to the larger organization of the book. When the process is over, our block of wood is now in neat piles of kindling. The observations you glean here likely will set you on a solid path toward good interpretation.

Special Subjects

Other background subjects germane to individual books may arise as you begin your study. For example, some familiarity with the political and religious conditions during the time of Judges will make that book much more understandable. In Judges 21:25 we are told, “In those days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was right in his own eyes.” This statement illuminates all of the material in the book. A study of First Corinthians may lead you to investigate the mystery religions. The backgrounds of Colossians and First John may prompt you to read up on Gnosticism. Do as much background study as possible. All these details will combine to enhance and inform even your general reading of the biblical text. Furthermore, once you have done a background study on a particular book, you will need only to review and update it next time you preach from that book.

Step 3: Consider the Literary Genre

Another factor that’s essential in determining what a text says is the nature of the literature, that is, its literary genre. Not only must the expositor consider the reality that God spoke, but he must consider how God spoke His words in every given text of Scripture. Steven Smith reminds us that


Scripture is the Word of God presented in the voice of God. Preaching is re-presenting the Word of God by recapturing the voice of God. Therefore to capture the meaning of God’s words we must present the Word of God in the voice of God. To say it negatively, to capture the words of God without the voice of God is to miss the meaning of the text. Scripture is God’s Word in God’s voice.4



Consequently, if we’re going to determine the right meaning of the text so we can represent the voice of God accurately, then we have to know its literary form. Why? Because that’s the particular voice God chose to speak his words.5

The word genre is a French word that simply means “form” or “kind.” It refers to the different categories or types of literature found in the Bible. In the Old Testament we find literature characterized by historical narrative, poetry, wisdom, and prophecy. In the New Testament we also have some historical narrative literature, but it is accompanied by the Gospels and the Epistles, as well as apocalyptic material. In every text of Scripture we study and preach, we must first give consideration to its respective form to determine “How does its form affect its meaning?” before we dive into its content to determine “What did it mean?”6 In other words, the form of literary genre establishes the ground rules with which we engage the contextual evidence needed to rightly understand the meaning of any given text of Scripture. Kevin Vanhoozer said, “What writing pulls asunder—author, context, text, reader—genre joins together.”7 Literary genre is the indispensable antecedent to all the other pieces that go into interpreting a text correctly.

To expand on this idea further, it is helpful to think of our approach to literary genre in the Bible as a game. Each different kind of game has its own set of rules. Robert Stein explains it this way:


Think for a moment of a European soccer fan attending his first (American) football and basketball games. In football the offensive and defensive players can use their hands to push their opponents. In basketball and soccer they cannot. In basketball players cannot kick the ball, but they can hold it with their hands. In soccer the reverse is true. In football everyone can hold the ball with his hands but only one person can kick it. In soccer everyone can kick the ball but only one person can hold it. Unless we understand the rules under which the game is played, what is taking place is bound to be confusing.

In a similar way, there are different “game” rules involved in the interpretation of the different kinds of biblical literature. The author has “played his game,” that is, has sought to convey his meaning, under the rules covering the particular literary form he has used. Unless we know those rules, we will almost certainly misinterpret his meaning.8



So for the expositor to interpret and preach a text of Scripture accurately, he needs to play by the same rules as the author of his text. And the genre of the text is the way we know what rules the author is observing. In this way, literary genre serves as a kind of covenant of communication, a binding agreement between author and reader (and preacher) about how to communicate.9

This covenant is serious business when it comes to accurately reflecting God’s voice. To ignore literary genre in the Bible is to violate our covenant with the biblical author and with the Holy Spirit who inspired his message. Scott Duvall and Daniel Hays point out,


If you stop and think about it, you are constantly encountering different genres in the course of ordinary life. In a single day you might read a newspaper, look up a number in a telephone directory, order from a menu, reflect on a poem, enjoy a love letter, wade through instructions on how to get to a friend’s house, or meditate on a devotional book. When you meet these different genres, you know (whether you are conscious of it or not) that you need to play by certain rules of communication, the rules established by the genre itself. If you fail to play by its rules, you run the risk of misreading.10



And if we misread the text, then we most certainly will speak incorrectly when we preach. In other words, we will say what God did not say. Because the form or genre of the text is connected to the content of the text—and thus the meaning of the text—we must consider literary genre a crucial mooring for expository preaching. The meaning of the Bible is at stake, and therefore, the voice of God is at stake!

A book’s location in the canon often is the clue to its type of literature. When you’re studying a particular book of the Bible, take note of where it is in the canon and the types of literature contained in it. Become familiar with the seven literary genres in the Bible (see Chart 1).


CHART 1









SEVEN LITERARY GENRES IN THE BIBLE

1. Prose. This form is the normal daily speech of mankind. Most of the conversational texts in the Bible as well as the Epistles fall into this category.

2. Poetry. One third of the Old Testament is poetry. Old Testament poetry doesn’t rhyme. Rather, the expressions contain a parallelism of ideas and rich imagery. The Psalms and the Song of Solomon are among the poetic books of the Bible.

3. Historical Narrative. This type of literature is present in the four Gospels and in the book of Acts, as well as in several books in the first part of the Old Testament. These sections recount God’s activity with man in story form.

4. Wisdom. Much of this literature is reflective and philosophical in nature. Such books as Proverbs and Ecclesiastes fall into this category.

5. Apocalyptic. This kind of literature—while arguably the most complicated—is rich in symbolism. We are specifically told that the book of Revelation is written in this manner (see Rev. 1:1). Parts of Ezekiel and Daniel also contain such material.

6. Prophetic. Although prophetic material can be considered a species of prose, this literature has a nature of its own. Making up approximately 22 percent of the Bible, prophetic material is largely sermonic in nature and can have both immediate and future relevance.

7. Parables. Parables are a type of comparative literature that utilizes story. These stories contain an element of reality and are intended either to clarify a spiritual truth or deliberately leave the hearer with a certain amount of confusion.



Step 4: Read and Meditate

Once you see the big picture of the book from which you will be preaching, the fourth step in your investigation is to read the Scripture. At this point, no reference books will be consulted. No word study will be done. The process involves only you, God, and His Word. You merely are giving yourself to a thoughtful and thorough reading of your text. Often the preacher rushes on to do the technical work and passes over the simple, apparent truths of the passage. Moulton comments:


We have done almost everything that is possible with these Hebrew and Greek writings. We have overlaid them, clause by clause, with exhaustive commentaries; we have translated them, revised the translations, and quarreled over the revisions.… There is yet one thing left to do with the Bible: simply to read it.11



As you read, jot down insights that you glean. Approach your reading in the following ways.

Read Prayerfully

Because the Bible is the inspired Word of God, your reading should be done with the deepest reverence and dependency. The same Holy Spirit who inspired men to write the Bible will illuminate your mind, assisting you to understand what you read. Before you read, pray for guidance. As you read, remain in an attitude of expectant prayer and allow this exercise to be a time of communion with the Father.

Take your prayerful reading a step further than just asking God to speak to you. As you begin to glean what the Holy Spirit is saying in a book or passage, pray the truth of the text for yourself and for those who will hear you. Such a practice helps you in three ways. First, you begin to internalize and personalize the truth that you will proclaim. Second, you begin early in the preparation process to identify the text with your listeners. Third, you engage in the most powerful kind of prayer—that which is according to the will of God. This kind of reading and praying lays the foundation for some powerful preaching!

Read Repeatedly

If you plan to preach through a book, read that book again and again before starting your series. G. Campbell Morgan often read a Bible book fifty times before starting his expository work. As you read the book over and over, you will begin to get a feel for the content, a sense of the author’s flow of thought, and an awareness of the main arguments.

Once you have read the book enough to get an overall impression of its contents, begin your week-by-week work with a particular preaching paragraph. Normally you will find several verses that seem to hang together and give promise of a helpful message for your people. The paragraphs will vary in length according to the flow of ideas in them. You may find help at this point in a good reference Bible that divides the text into paragraphs. Many Greek New Testaments also have the text divided in this way. You may or may not use these paragraph divisions, but choose your passage based upon the author’s unified thought blocks.

Once you’ve determined your preaching passage, read it repeatedly as you did the entire book. If you’re able, translate the verses from the original language and read that translation over and over again. If your knowledge of the biblical languages is more limited, find several reliable English versions and use them. Some of the more literal English translations include King James, New King James, English Standard, American Standard, and New American Standard.

Read Carefully

Don’t be in a hurry. Take as much time as is necessary. Read the text as a traveler. The traveler journeys slowly in order to absorb everything available to his senses. He looks at the magnificent scenery, the interesting sights, and the people of the land. When the journey is over, he knows where he has been and what he has seen. The preacher must read his Bible this way. As you read, revisit the information you dug up in your background study. Learn to ask questions of your Scripture passage. The six words who, what, when, where, how, and why are indispensable tools as you read. Answer as many of these questions as possible with the information you learn about authorship, date, purpose, occasion, audience, and the like.

Read Contemplatively and Imaginatively

When reading your passage, stop from time to time and put your mind to work on it. Allow your thoughts to travel down many avenues. Chew on the passage as a cow does its cud. Give time for subconscious incubation. During the reading process, take time to meditate and allow your mind sufficient time to really work into the passage.

Also use your imagination as you read. Imagination can take a familiar truth, bring it to life, and give a new sense of impact and excitement.12 Put yourself into the passage and imagine you are actually there. Role-play the different characters involved. Read the verses aloud and try to imagine the tone of voice and the inflection of each speaker.

Don’t go to the extreme of being frivolous or concocting details that become determinative for understanding the passage. Simply allow yourself to live what is being taught. Employ sanctified imagination by clothing the passage with contemporary points of reference. If you are reading the parable of the prodigal son, bring him into the contemporary culture. Visualize him as he gets into his Lexus and drives away from his father’s west Texas ranch on his way to Las Vegas. The use of imagination can make the difference between a good preacher and an average preacher.

Read Purposefully

As you read, remember that you are moving toward a particular purpose, that of finding out what the passage means and how it applies to you and your congregation. While you don’t want to move too quickly to your sermon, some preliminary work here can prove helpful later on. See if you can begin to identify the subject of the passage. In a preliminary way, your reading should point you toward discovering the unifying theme and basic structure of the passage.

The unifying theme is the central idea that controls, or drives, the whole thought of the passage. The structure is determined by those natural divisions in the text (remember the block of wood?) that likely will serve you well later as a sermon design. Normally, the unifying theme and main divisions will become clearer later in the process, but don’t hesitate to begin looking for them at this point. Many times a clear design begins to emerge after a few readings.

Read Obediently

Once you begin to get a preliminary idea about the gist of the passage, one final approach should be employed in your general reading. Read the text obediently. As you read the Scripture, your own heart will be confronted with many truths. The preacher must never confront his people with Bible truths that he himself has refused to face in his own life. The Bible admonishes, “Be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves” (James 1:22). Studying the Word of God in order to preach it to others is a deeply searching matter. The pastor’s own life will be rebuked, challenged, and expanded weekly. Be willing to allow your soul to be exposed to the teachings of the Word of God.

Step 5: Make Observations

Bible study in some ways is like sitting down for a meal. You expect to eat something you enjoy, but also something that’s nourishing, substantive, and appropriate for people your age. How disappointing it would be to show up at a friend’s house for a dinner party with those expectations, only to be served a helping of baby food! Yet that’s what happens when many people approach the Bible and never get past a surface reading of it. They settle for the mush of baby food and never get to the real meat of the meal that’s appropriate for their maturity level. If you’re going to feed on the meat of God’s Word and help others to do the same, you’re going to have to dig for it.13

Digging beneath the surface begins with serious observation of what is actually in a passage of Scripture. As you read the biblical text, become even more intentional, making as many observations as you can about the passage’s content and makeup. Make observations about sentences, paragraphs, and larger discourses. Print out an enlarged, triple-spaced copy of your text and make markings all over it. You can do the same thing on an iPad or other tablet that allows you to draw on PDFs. Develop your own style, system, and codes for the observations you make. (See Appendix 1 for an example of marking the text.)

Here are just a few basic areas to observe as you move toward a discovery of what your passage actually says.

Look for repetitions of terms, phrases, clauses, or sentences; for example, 1 Corinthians 13: with the word “love.” The word “therefore” always will point us backward or forward. The word “but” is often a corner word in Scripture. You are walking down one road in Scripture, then you come to this “corner” and suddenly find yourself on another road. In Ephesians 2:1–3, for example, Paul makes a radical change in verse 4, where we read, “But God …” What a change! Quite frequently these kinds of clues will be the hinges upon which turn beautiful interpretations and explanations.

Look for other kinds of movement in the passage as well. Sometimes transitional statements conclude one argument and introduce another. Also be aware of any change of person speaking or being spoken to. Look in the passage for any progression or successive stages of argument. Often a change in time, location, or setting will be a clue to understanding a text, especially in the narrative passages in the Bible.

Purpose clauses, indicated by words and phrases such as “that,” “in order that,” and “so that” frequently point toward a natural flow of thought and a very good sermon design. Philippians 3:8–11 contains a couple of purpose clauses that are followed by lists of desired conditions. Sometimes the purpose clauses are progressive; they reveal different stages culminating in a particular intended goal. Ephesians 1:15–23 and 3:14–19 both contain successive series of purpose clauses that lead to a more mature knowledge of God.

Other helpful information can surface with careful observation of the text. Be watching for any naming of examples or instances. Look within the passage for illustrations of the truth that is being presented. Sometimes a passage will give a cumulative selection of ideas or teachings. Often, ideas are compared or grouped together in a passage. Look for contrasting ideas. Sometimes a passage will give cause-and-effect relationships. Sometimes your reading will reveal a rhetorical question used effectively. For example, Malachi’s repeated use of “How have … ?” is an important clue to determining what he is saying.

Be looking for what details the particular Bible writer has selected and how those details are arranged. In the four Gospels, no single writer includes all the details in the life of Christ. Ask yourself: Why did each writer choose to include what he did? What purpose is he seeking to accomplish by the inclusion or exclusion of certain details?

Sometimes the writer himself will give us a clue as to the meaning of the passage. John, for example, tells us why he included the particular miracles in his gospel (John 20:30–31). The reader is helped if he will remember John’s purpose as he reads each of the miracles recorded. In his first letter, John states several reasons for that epistle’s composition. These reasons provide vital clues to the meaning of his material. John also gives the key to the meaning of Revelation at the very beginning of that book (see Rev. 1:19).

The importance of this step of observation can’t be overstated. The bottom line is that we must do everything we can to mine from God’s Word—as much as is humanly possible—its inexhaustible riches. Again, Duvall and Hays’s exhortation is needed:


The first step in tackling a biblical text is to make as many detailed observations as possible. We want to dig deep and to see as much as possible.… As you get into a text, observe as many details as possible. Spend time in the passage. Each sentence in the Bible has dozens and dozens of details just waiting for you to observe. Look carefully at the text. Read it over and over! Observe. Write down your observations. Read it again. Look some more. Write some more. Which observations have you missed? There are more yet to find. Don’t quit! Keep digging!14



When you think you’ve seen everything, look some more. Look! Look! Look!






WHAT DOES IT MEAN?

After determining what the passage says, we turn our attention to answering the question, What does the text mean? This question takes us into the area of interpretation. At this stage, your expository work will become very detailed. Every conceivable method of interpreting the meaning of your particular passage needs to be explored. Don’t leave any stone left unturned. Remember, your purpose is to find—as much as possible—the Spirit’s intended meaning of the Scripture passage. Don’t ever be satisfied simply with what you think the passage means. Paul said we are to divide the Word of truth rightly (cf. 2 Tim. 2:15), which means to cut it straight. The term was used in classical Greek of a surgeon’s use of a knife. The least deviation meant death to the patient. You are dealing with issues of life and death with those who listen to you preach. So diligently pursue the right meaning of your text in the following ways.

Step 1: Consider the Context

A key ingredient in determining the meaning of a passage of Scripture is contextual analysis.

The word “context” comes from two Latin words: con, meaning “with” or “together,” and texere, which means “to weave.” So context is that part of a discourse in which the passage under consideration is woven.15 Many doctrinal errors occur because the context of a Scripture passage is ignored or misunderstood. Carson says, “A text without a context becomes a pretext for a proof-text.”16 So you have to determine how your passage fits in with the overall context of the book in which it is found, as well as with the total revelation and message of the Bible. Exposition demands that we see the part in relationship to the whole.

To accomplish this task, first revisit any notes you made during the investigation stage of your interpretation process. Your background study, general reading of the Bible book, closer reading of the preaching text, and your observations all will contribute to your understanding of the immediate and larger context of the passage. Your background study may have turned you on to particular theological or doctrinal developments as well as to historical and cultural nuances. Your repetitive reading certainly provided you with an awareness of the flow of the book and the connectedness of its component parts. Your observations may have revealed connections to what comes before and after your passage. All of this information will help you to see your particular preaching paragraph in proper perspective.

Next, consider a bit further the connection your passage has with its immediate context. No member or part of an organism, however minute, can be explained adequately apart from its relation to the whole. Even so, every paragraph of Scripture has a connection with its totality. Carefully consider the verses immediately preceding and following the passage. Never lift a paragraph or individual verses from their contextual setting. A paragraph must be studied in relation to the thought that runs through an entire section. Sometimes a text will appear to be totally unrelated to what has been previously said. Careful examination, however, will reveal that the idea is indeed related in some way. The following chart suggests four possible connections:
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CONTEXTUAL CONNECTIONS

Look for these four types of connections between a passage and its immediate context:

1. Historical. Look for connections of events or facts in the passage. Certain times of the year, for example, can give insight into the meaning of a Scripture passage. If the events in a particular passage occurred during the Passover, you should gather some information on the Passover. Then you can determine the significance of such a reference.

2. Theological. Some doctrine may be stated in this particular section. Your preaching paragraph may be an integral part of this theological argument. Paul’s statement “You have fallen from grace” in Galatians 5:4 easily becomes a proof text for a whole new system of theology unless it is considered in its proper context. Paul is arguing that someone who embraces justification by the Law must be prepared to keep the whole Law in detail in order to maintain salvation. That person cuts himself off from the system of grace, which Paul here simply describes as “grace.” Thus, the reference is not to the personal experience of God’s free, unmerited mercy and life but to the gospel system of salvation in Christ.

3. Logical. The writer may be building a particular line of truth. The paragraph under your consideration may be part of this development.

4. Psychological. Something stated in the verses prior to the paragraph under consideration may have led the author to the particular thought now being expressed in your preaching paragraph. 17



At this point, broaden your review of the passage’s context. If you have not already done so, consider the entire chapter in which the passage is located as well as the surrounding chapters. Look for the same kinds of connections as before. Then review the context of the entire Bible book to see if your background study informs the passage in any way.

As the final step in considering the context, study your passage in relation to the whole revelation of the Bible. Barnhouse illustrated this by picturing an inverted pyramid. “I believe that the only way to understand any given passage in the Word of God is to take the whole Bible and place the point of it, like an inverted pyramid, on that passage, so that the weight of the entire Word rests upon a single verse, or indeed a single word.”18 See the particular passage you’re studying as a point on a straight line. The entire revelation of the Bible is like an inverted pyramid that is brought to bear upon that single point. Consequently, if your interpretation of a particular passage contradicts the clear teaching of the whole Bible, you may safely assume that your interpretation is astray.

This understanding is very helpful in explaining the meaning of certain obscure passages in the Bible. What is obscure must be interpreted by what is clear. That which is briefly mentioned must be interpreted by that which is distinctly, clearly, and abundantly expressed throughout the Word of God. Never allow yourself to be robbed of the value of what you do understand by something that you do not understand. The one is founded upon knowledge; the other is based upon ignorance.

Step 2: Examine the Structure

Looking at the context prepares the expositor to examine the structure of the text. Consider the block of wood discussed earlier. You have “carved out” the entire book; now try to carve out your particular passage in the same manner. Look at your passage as a smaller block of wood to be divided into its natural divisions. Finding those natural divisions actually will give you a head start on sermon construction. Now imagine yourself as a novice mechanic in an auto parts store. As you look for a part for your car engine, consider the exploded diagram found in the automotive reference book. This diagram shows each part of your motor separately as well as how each one fits with the whole motor. Because each item is labeled, you’re able to locate your part quickly and determine how it fits into your engine. Look at your text as an exploded diagram. As you study it, explode the whole into constituent parts and label each one. This process of study gives you an overall view of the contents of your text.

For this task, utilize what has been called variously a structural diagram, block diagram, mechanical layout, or syntactical display. The idea is to recreate the text visually, phrase by phrase, in its exact word order. This exercise helps to show the relationship of various ideas in the text in graphic form.19 Such a representation enables you to see the thought flow of the biblical writer as it was given by the Holy Spirit. Again, the best way to approach this task is to use the original language. If you haven’t gained mastery of Greek and Hebrew, be sure to use a literal English translation like the ones mentioned earlier.

Because of the distinctive nature of the various literary genres, ideas are communicated through language in different ways. The structure of the discourses found in Bible speeches and epistles, for example, must be viewed differently from that of narrative or verse. Therefore, analyzing the structure of a text may require different approaches. The general guidelines in Chart 3 should be employed for the primary Bible genres. Examples of each process may be found in Appendix 2.

You may choose to modify your approach in order to accomplish the same purpose. For example, try to determine the core of each sentence in your preaching paragraph by identifying the main subjects, verbs, and objects. Lay out the entire paragraph in visual form by diagramming each sentence. This representation will enable you readily to see the structure of each sentence. Indent, underline, or circle such clues as repetitions, comparisons, and progressions; then, tie them together by drawing lines from one to another.20

The layout will give you a picture of the entire passage. Often such a visual re-creation will help you to see the unifying theme and supporting divisions very quickly. The procedure is especially helpful in showing the repetitions that occur as well as the relationship of each section to the whole paragraph.

One of the expositor’s most difficult assignments is analyzing the manner in which the supporting propositions in a paragraph relate to one another around a single theme. Some kind of structural analysis often supplies many clues that lead toward the discovery of this single idea. Time spent doing such work will pay rich dividends. Frequently, a sermon design will begin to appear at this point in the interpretation process. Your best preaching will be done when your sermon design flows directly out of the structure of the text. Remember, if the Bible is the inspired and inerrant Word of God, preaching should reflect that revelation as closely as possible.
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SCRIPTURE STRUCTURE

The following general guidelines should be employed for identifying the structure of the primary Bible genres. Examples of each process may be found in Appendix 2.

FOR PROSE

• Begin independent clauses in the paragraph at the left margin of a page.

• Place supporting phrases, clauses, and words directly under (or over) the words to which they relate.

• Vertically line up any series of parallel words, phrases, or thoughts.

• Place connectives (and, but, or, etc.) in brackets above or adjacent to the respective clause.

• Place parentheses around italicized words and forms of address.

FOR STORY

• Begin each verse of the story at the left margin of a page.

• Underline and label the major components (setting, scenes, characters, plot, etc.).

• Circle connectors and other transitional indicators (and, then, but, now, etc.).

• Divide the text according to movements in the plot (life situation, conflict, climax, resolution, application).

FOR POETRY

• Begin each verse of the poetry segment at the left margin of a page.

• Identify the type of Hebrew parallelism within each verse, and vertically line up any series of parallel ideas.

• Divide the text into groups of ideas, mood changes, or other apparent shifts of thought.





Step 3: Study Key Words

Once you have a handle on the structure of the text, give attention to specific words and the relationships between words in the text. Word studies can help the expositor determine the literal meaning of the text by revealing the simple, plain, obvious, and literal sense of the words, phrases, clauses, and sentences of the passage. Never minimize the use of a particular word. Jensen said, “Just as a great door swings on small hinges, the important theological statements of the Bible often depend upon even the smallest words, such as prepositions and articles.”21

At the same time, don’t ever approach word studies as if they were an end in and of themselves. The correct meaning of biblical words must be guided and determined by their context. Gordon Fee says that the aim of word study “is to try to understand as precisely as possible what the author was trying to convey by his use of this word in this context.”22 We don’t determine merely the meaning of biblical words, but try to discover what the biblical writers meant when they used them. Expository preaching often gets a bad rap at the hands of preachers who wax eloquently on in-depth word studies that were completely disconnected from their context.23

Therefore, follow these seven steps when doing word studies. First, choose words purposefully. Not every word in your passage merits deeper study. The meanings of many words in your text will be clear and plain to the average reader. Others will demand more consideration. Duvall and Hays suggest four guidelines for intentionally choosing words to study: (1) Look for words that appear critical to the passage; (2) look for words that are repeated; (3) look for figures of speech; and (4) look for words that are unclear, puzzling, or difficult.24 If you’re able, try to identify these words by reading your text in the original language. Greek especially abounds in beautiful word pictures. A veritable treasure-house of preaching material may be found in the meanings of some of these words. If you don’t have a working knowledge of the original languages, simply identify the words in a good English text and utilize some of the many tools available to help in word studies.

Second, look up the meaning of each word you’ve identified in the original languages. Use lexical aids, theological dictionaries, and other tools. Find the definition of each term in the passage and exactly how it is used in the present context. Sometimes the original meaning of a word is absolutely essential to the interpretation of the passage. Also look for root meanings to determine the presence of any preaching suggestions.

Third, determine how each word was used by the person who wrote it. Many times this usage can be discovered by comparing it with other passages where the writer used the same word. Be aware that the same words frequently can have different meanings in different books of the Bible and by different authors. Each writer may have a particular way in which he uses a word.

Fourth, determine the grammatical use of each word. See if a particular word is used in contrast with other words in your passage. The contrast between “flesh” and “Spirit” in Romans 8:5–8, for example, provides a fruitful preaching passage.

Fifth, be aware of cultural usages of each word. Your background study may have enlightened you to particular cultural terms used in the book you are studying. Be aware of special idioms and rare words employed in your text. Every language has particular modes of expression and methods of phrasing that are peculiar to that language. In Genesis 2:17, for instance, we read, “You shall surely die.” Literally translated, the phrase means “a dying you shall die.” This expression is an idiom, peculiar to the Hebrew language, that affects our understanding of this passage. Additionally, insight sometimes can be gained even by finding a word’s usage in extrabiblical literature.

Sixth, determine the biblical emphasis on each word. Using an exhaustive concordance, check the number of occurrences in the Bible. Try to find how the word is most frequently used. Compare Old and New Testament usage. See how much import Scripture places on the term.

Seventh, analyze figurative language. Figures of speech add warmth, color, and life to any language, including that of the Bible. Always begin by taking words in their literal meaning. A good rule of thumb to follow is that when the plain sense of Scripture makes common sense, don’t look any further unless the immediate context—studied carefully in light of related passages and fundamental truths—clearly points otherwise.25 (See Chart 4 for a fuller understanding of figurative language.)
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FIGURING OUT THE FIGURES

HOW DO I KNOW IF IT’S LITERAL OR FIGURATIVE?

• Does the literal understanding create a mismatch in the sentence? (In the statement “God is our Rock,” the animate subject God is identified with the inanimate predicate noun Rock.)

• Does the literal understanding make the statement absurd or contradictory to the rest of revelation or the usual order of creation? (“The mountains clapped their hands.”)

• Does the writer seek a heightened feeling or some dramatic emphasis? If so, the language may be figurative.

• Is there an example and/or corresponding explanation of the figure of speech elsewhere? In the same sentence? (e.g., We’re told “the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God” [Eph. 6:17].) In the same passage? (The “seven golden lampstands” in Revelation 1:12 are defined in verse 20 as the “seven churches.”) In the same book? (The “Root of David” in Revelation 5:5 is identified as Jesus in 22:16.) In other writings by the same author? (Paul’s employment of athletic and military imagery is best understood by reading his usage throughout his writings.) In another passage of the same literary genre? (A hint to the meaning of the sealed scroll throughout Revelation can be found in the apocalyptic literature of Daniel 12:8–9.) In another part of the Bible? (The “light of the world” metaphor in Matthew 5:14 is clarified in John 8:12.)

WHAT DO I LOOK FOR?

• Simile—an imaginative comparison usually using so, like, or as; e.g., “As the deer pants for the water brooks, so pants my soul for you”; “He will be like a tree firmly planted by the streams of water” (Ps. 42:1; 1:3, NASB).

• Metaphor—an implied likeness in which so, like, or as is omitted; e.g., “You are the salt of the earth”; “You are the light of the world” (Matt. 5:13–14).

• Paradox—a seemingly absurd or contradictory statement that catches the attention; e.g., “Whoever would save his life will lose it; but whoever loses his life for My sake will find it” (Matt. 16:25).

• Hyperbole—an exaggeration used to emphasize a point; e.g., “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God” (Matt. 19:24).

• Synecdoche—a part used for the whole or the whole used for a part; e.g., “All the world should be registered” (Luke 2:1).

• Metonymy—one noun exchanged for a related noun; e.g., “They have Moses and the prophets” (Luke 16:29) referring to the books these men wrote.

• Irony—words used to convey the opposite meaning; e.g., “The man has become like one of Us” (Gen. 3:22).

• Euphemism—an exchange of earthy words or concepts for gentler ones. (“Saul went in to attend to his needs” (1 Sam. 24:3) referring to going to the bathroom.

Portions of this chart are adapted from Walter C. Kaiser, Toward an Exegetical Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1981), 122–24.





Sometimes the words cannot be taken literally, as when an understanding proves to be absurd and inconsistent with the other parts of the sentence. Other times, the literal understanding does violence to the nature of the subject being discussed. When this occurs, look for a figurative meaning in the terminology.26 Ask yourself: If I take the meaning to be literal, will this be consistent with the general content of the passage? Does a literal meaning coincide with the historical material or the doctrinal subject found in the passage? This process will help you to avoid some absurd interpretations.

After you have thoroughly considered selected words and phrases in the passage, give some attention to grammar. Words do not occur in isolation but in relation to one another. Look to see if the verbs are in the past, present, or future tense. Be sensitive to the relation of the words to one another. If you are unable fully to understand the syntactical relationships of the passage, check a good word-study resource. The way the words are put together may reveal the author’s meaning.

Step 4: Check Cross-References

One of the best methods of interpreting Scripture is to allow Scripture to interpret itself. A learned Bible scholar gave a copy of his commentary on Matthew to his gardener. A few days later the scholar asked the man, “What do you think about my commentary on Matthew?” His Bible-taught gardener replied, “Doctor, the Bible sure does throw a lot of light on your commentary!” A good way to let the Bible throw light on your passage is to check cross-references. This task will enable you to discover what other passages of Scripture say about the subjects discussed in your passage.

At this point, the concept of contextual analysis is carried to its practical application. You are drawing from the entire Word of God what is said about any particular subject. If the theme of your Scripture passage is grace, find out what other texts have to say about grace. Check the word grace in your exhaustive concordance, topical Bible, or some other specialized tool. Read all the references on grace and allow Scripture to interpret Scripture. Also, consult a resource like The Treasury of Scripture Knowledge (2nd edition, Hendrickson, 2002), which lists about 500,000 Scripture references and parallel passages for most Bible verses. Very few passages in the Bible cannot be explained or made much clearer by other passages.

Step 5: Apply Principles of Revelation

Next determine how the text under consideration relates to the rest of biblical revelation. A failure to do so can cause the expositor to go astray in adequately expounding what the passage actually means. Several principles can be applied to help you rightly understand your text.

The antecedent revelation principle is paramount to accurate interpretation. Most passages of Scripture contain theological content that has its roots in previously given revelation. So a thorough examination of biblical theology is essential. As you consider the antecedent revelation, Kaiser has suggested looking for several clues: (1) Look for terms that already have acquired particular meanings, especially related to salvation (e.g., seed, servant, rest, inheritance, kingdom, gospel, mystery); (2) note references to previous events (e.g., the Exodus, the epiphany on Sinai, the outpouring of the Holy Spirit); (3) consider direct or indirect quotations that might have bearing on the new situation (e.g., “Be fruitful and multiply …” and “I am the God of your fathers”); and (4) notice references to God’s covenants and promises, especially regarding their contents, what has been added, and details (“I am the Lord your God, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt”; “I will be your God; you shall be my people, and I will dwell in the midst of you”).27

The ethnic division principle is important for understanding the primary audience and determining proper application. In 1 Corinthians 10:32, the entire human race is divided into three categories: the Jew, the Gentile, and the church. All Scripture is addressed to one of these three categories. Always ask when reading a passage, “To whom was this written?” Much misinterpretation is due to a failure to distinguish between passages written specifically to the Jews and those written to the church. Although all Scripture has bearing on our lives, not all is necessarily addressed to us. The ethnic division principle will help you avoid misapplying the many Old Testament prophecies addressed to the nation Israel. Literal promises were given to the Jewish people, and they have been or will be fulfilled literally. Although those things written in the Old Testament are helpful for our learning and bring patience and comfort to our lives (see Rom. 15:4), we must not appropriate promises that were given specifically to the Jewish nation.

The first mention principle reminds the interpreter that often the first time a subject is mentioned in Scripture is the key to its meaning. In Genesis 3:1, the Bible mentions the serpent, or Satan, for the first time. We are told that he is very “cunning.” This reference sets the tone for scriptural information on Satan throughout the Bible. Furthermore, the first mention principle becomes important throughout the entire book of Genesis. Consequently, some scholars have referred to Genesis as the seed plot of the Bible.

It becomes necessary to employ the full mention principle when subjects are given one comprehensive treatment somewhere in the Bible. A fairly comprehensive understanding of faith can be gained from a careful study of Hebrews 11. Love is mentioned quite comprehensively in 1 Corinthians 13. Sometimes God declares His full revelation on a particular subject in one place in the Bible.

The proportionate mention principle calls the interpreter’s attention to the amount of space given in Scripture to a particular theme. Because truth out of proportion can become error, we must be sure that we magnify those truths that Scripture magnifies. We also must avoid dwelling on truths that are mentioned only briefly. Many false doctrines, and even entire denominations, have resulted from failing to maintain this balance.

The repeated mention principle reminds the interpreter that sometimes God’s truth is revealed in an evolutionary fashion in the Bible. Often the Holy Spirit will first give only the bare outline of a subject. Then, as the subject is repeated again and again, added details are included. The reader will be fascinated to see how the recurrence of certain truths adds new information throughout the total revelation of the Bible. Many, many doctrines open up like a flower throughout various passages of Scripture.

The gap principle often sheds light on otherwise confusing passages. On occasion God ignores certain periods of time, leaping over many centuries without comment. Isaiah 61:1–2, for example, obviously is messianic in nature. These verses give a beautiful picture of the characteristics of the ministry of our Lord. In verse 2, Isaiah says the Messiah would come “to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord, and the day of vengeance of our God.” But between the phrases “to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord” and “the day of vengeance of our God” many centuries would pass, as indicated by Jesus’ use of the prophecy in the synagogue in Nazareth (see Luke 4:17–20). When He came to the phrase “to preach the acceptable year of the Lord,” He closed the book and said, “Today, this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21). By so doing, Jesus clearly indicated that His first coming fulfilled only the first part of the prophecy. The second part will be fulfilled when He comes again.

The salvation/fellowship principle frequently helps the interpreter to determine whether a passage should be applied to Christians, non-Christians, or both. Scripture distinguishes between being in God’s family and in God’s fellowship. If a Scripture passage deals with salvation, we understand the verses in one way. If the verses have to do with the matter of fellowship, however, we understand them in another way. This principle is important in accurately interpreting such passages as John 15. Is this a salvation or a fellowship passage? If we are dealing with a salvation passage, then the verses suggest that a person can lose his or her salvation. But that implication most surely contradicts one of the greatest, most fundamental truths in the entire Scriptures. Obviously, then, the passage is about the matter of fellowship. Jesus is not talking about the loss of salvation. He is speaking about maintaining fellowship with Him, an activity essential to bearing fruit.

The interpretive statement principle basically gives us the meaning of the passage in one purpose statement, editorial comment, theological judgment or interpretive declaration. The statement “Now there arose a new king over Egypt, who did not know Joseph” in Exodus 1:8 provides a telling commentary on Israel’s conflict with Pharaoh and points to the meaning of the passage. The explanation that “these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ” in John 20:31 is helpful in determining the meaning of many passages in that book, especially the miracle passages. The comment “In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes,” found in Judges 17:6 and 21:25, provides a sad commentary on the spiritual climate in Israel reflected in that book. The note in 1 Kings 11:6 that “Solomon did evil in the sight of the LORD, and did not fully follow the LORD, as did his father David” highlights a theological implication often overlooked in the life of the wisest man who ever lived. Matthew’s numerous references to Jesus’ fulfillment of Old Testament Scripture suggests his purpose in writing.

The threefold principle recognizes that God’s great truth of salvation is presented in a threefold way: justification presents the past aspect, sanctification presents the present process, and glorification sets forth the future dimension. A person can be biblically correct in saying, “I have been saved; I am being saved; I will be saved.” Looking closely at a passage to determine which stage of the salvation event is being referenced can prevent the expositor from creating doubt and confusion in the minds of the listeners. Paul’s instruction, for example, to “work out your own salvation” (Phil. 2:12) could suggest the need to earn one’s salvation, if the particular stage being referenced is not clarified.

The recurrence principle will serve you well as you interpret passages in which a subject is repeated from a different viewpoint and with a different purpose. Failure to understand this principle of interpretation has caused some to miss the intent of Genesis 1 and 2 and view a contradiction between the two chapters. In Genesis 1, the Holy Spirit sets forth creation from a chronological point of view. The emphasis is upon God’s creative power. The name used for God emphasizes His majesty and might. In the Genesis 2 account, the same subject, the creation, is presented from a different viewpoint. The emphasis here is not upon chronology but theme. God’s grandest creative work, the creation of man, is given the prominent place. The name used for God emphasizes His covenant relation to man. No contradiction exists between the two accounts, only an instance of the recurrence principle.

The narrative purpose principle will not only help you find the meaning of story passages, but protect you from hermeneutical gymnastics and off-base application. It’s vitally important to determine if the story you’re studying is told as an example or warning, a norm or an exception. Look carefully to see what limitations should be placed on it. When compared with other texts dealing with sin in the church, the Ananias and Sapphira story in Acts 5:1–11 appears to be an exhortation for unity and purity in the church as opposed to a disclosure of the normative way in which God deals with erring members in every situation.

Step 6: Consult Bible Commentaries

After you’ve followed these first five steps, it’s time to consider the observations others have made about the same passage in commentaries. The use of Bible commentaries is mentioned last because such sources must not be allowed to sway you unduly. Our goal is to reduce subjectivity in the interpretation process as much as possible. Because commentaries are written by other human beings, they bring a high degree of subjectivity to the table.

At the same time, commentaries can provide a rich resource of information that God has taught other servants who have traveled before us. The men listed in Nehemiah 8:4, 7 no doubt served as a team of Bible scholars who assisted Ezra in interpreting the Law and helping the people to understand it. It’s the height of arrogance to think you don’t have anything to learn from godly individuals who have studied certain parts of the Bible for many years. Consulting multiple commentators is like bringing a team of learned Bible consultants into your study and conversing with them around your table. Don’t be afraid to use the commentaries written by faithful saints. Avoid the temptation, however, to consult them prematurely so that they become crutches upon which you lean.

Commentary work should be done in similar fashion to background study. Instead of categorizing your work by various elements of background information (i.e., authorship, date, etc.), break your passage into verses or even phrases. Then consult six to eight commentaries on each verse or phrase. And don’t forget—all the study you’ve done up to this point in the process makes you one of the commentators sitting around your table! Include your discoveries in the mix. That way you reduce the subjectivity to the greatest degree, while seeing where the weight of the evidence lies.

Be sure to consult a balance of quality critical, pastoral, and devotional commentaries. Critical works will provide insight into the technical aspects of the biblical language. Pastoral works will offer sound exegetical help with a view toward application. Devotional works will convey introspective thoughts about the passage. As you read each, summarize helpful information from each author. Then step back and compare your summaries as you did in your background study. Look for the common emphases, helpful insights, and pertinent interpretive details. Record these observations in a concluding paragraph under that particular verse or phrase. Follow the same procedure for each verse, group of verses, or phrase.

What others have written on a Scripture passage provides several benefits. Commentaries can serve as checkpoints for your own interpretation. If your interpretation leads you far afield from respected expositors, carefully revisit your conclusions. To be sure, from time to time your understanding will differ from most or all of the commentaries. If you arrive at an interpretation that is diametrically opposed to the consensus of reputable commentaries, however, let that be a red flag that you carefully heed.

Very often commentaries will shed additional light on your passage. God does not give all insight to any man; His truth is the property of His church. Furthermore, when it comes to biblical truth, the expression “There is nothing new under the sun” (Eccles. 1:9) certainly applies. So look for helpful insights on your Scripture passage from a variety of sources. All truth that God gives to mankind can be used in preaching truth to others. Commentaries also will help you think through the truths you confront in Scripture. They will trigger your thinking.

Several warnings about commentary use should be heeded. First, don’t lift another man’s expressions of thought and merely place them in your message. Take his insights into the fertile soil of your own mind, allow them to become part of you, and then express them in a way that is consistent with your own understanding and personality. Second, avoid becoming enamored with a particular Bible commentator. Sometimes you will find a writer whose views so closely coincide with your own thinking that you find yourself constantly referring to his work. Don’t allow yourself to become a slave to any man. Even the best Bible expositors may occasionally go astray in their interpretations, so don’t single out any of them. Third, discipline yourself to bring every commentary to the judgment of Scripture. Even though you may benefit from the writings of a particular man, don’t regard them as the final word on the Scriptures. Fourth, don’t restrict yourself to reading only those commentators with whom you agree. Your own thought processes may be stimulated by reading authors who take an opposing view. Their conclusions may either provide helpful insight or serve to confirm your conviction about the interpretation you’ve found.






WHAT’S THE CENTRAL IDEA?

Once you’ve completed your interpretation work, it’s very important to summarize it in one potent sentence. You need to answer the question, What’s the bottom line? Simply put, you need to crystallize in your mind what the biblical author is talking about, and what he’s saying about what he’s talking about. In essence, this is a statement of the author’s subject (what he’s talking about) and complement (what he’s saying about what he’s talking about) in the passage. We really can’t claim to understand a passage until we can state its subject and complement accurately in one sentence. We call this summary sentence the central idea of the text or the CIT.28

Understanding the CIT

Developing the CIT is not only important for crystallizing the meaning of the text in your mind, but also for bridging the gap between your exegesis and your sermon. A good expository sermon is always developed from the central idea of the passage on which it is based. If the preacher’s responsibility is to communicate what God has said already, then the central idea of any given sermon must reflect the central idea intended by the author himself. As McDougall rightly said:


Our task is NOT to create our own message; it is rather to communicate the author’s message.

Our task is NOT to create a central theme; it is rather to



1. find the author’s central theme

2. build a message around that theme, and

3. make that theme the central part of all we have to say.29



Consequently, you need a one-sentence statement that summarizes the central idea of the Scripture passage you’re planning to preach.

Understanding the nature of the CIT will help you with its development. The central idea of the text is defined as follows:


Def’ǝ-nish’ǝn

Central idea of the text (CIT) n. A fifteen- to eighteen-word past-tense statement interpreting what the text meant then.



This definition contains several words that provide clues for developing a good theme statement. The fifteen- to eighteen-word parameter is intended merely to be a guide for being concise yet thorough. If you find yourself with less than fifteen words, you likely are not saying enough. If you have more than eighteen words, you likely are saying too much and should make an attempt to be more concise. Avoid being legalistic, however. Just say what needs to be said. The term past-tense is a reminder that the big idea of a given text is the same today as it was when the Holy Spirit first inspired it. At this point in the expositional process, you simply are concerned with synthesizing that meaning. The word interpreting describes the primary purpose of the CIT, which is to summarize the meaning of the text when it was inspired by the Holy Spirit. The word then underscores why the Holy Spirit originally said it and reminds us that any significance for contemporary culture begins with a right understanding of historical meaning.

Finding the CIT

Just as you’ve worked hard to discover the mind of the Holy Spirit in your text, you’ll need to labor to capsulize the central idea in a good sentence. At this point, revisit the insights you gleaned from every part of your study. Review especially the conclusions you drew regarding each verse or thought block in the passage. As you synthesize this material, ask yourself, What’s the bottom line? Finding the answer to that question isn’t always easy, but it’s worth the effort. If you will take the time to give your best thought to the search, that unifying idea eventually will surface. Consider four primary ways for accomplishing this task:


1. Deduction from exegesis. In many Scripture passages the CIT isn’t directly stated in the text itself. It will have to be deduced from your study. Take time to think through your passage and the study you’ve done of it. Force yourself to process carefully all that you discovered in your exegesis. Your previous reading and studying of the passage should give you sufficient clues to identify the CIT in a potent sentence.

2. A single statement in the text. Sometimes one sentence in the text will contain the nucleus of the text. Contrary to the traditional approach to basic English composition, the main thought of a paragraph in the biblical languages is not always found in the first sentence.30 For example, after Paul established growth in Christlikeness as the goal of the church, he called upon the Ephesians to stop acting like the rest of the Gentiles and start acting like Christ (4:17–32). The central idea of this passage is found in 4:22–24, where he tells them to put off the old man and put on the new. The CIT might be stated as “Paul instructed the Ephesians to stop acting like their fellow Gentiles and start acting like Christ.”

3. The larger context. At other times the CIT may be found sandwiched between two related ideas.31 In 2 Timothy 1:3–2:2, for example, Paul conveyed the main idea that Timothy was to be faithful in passing on the gospel to the next generation. In 1:3, Paul referenced the investment of his own forefathers. In 1:5, he noted the investment of Timothy’s grandmother and mother. Then, in 2:2, Paul charged Timothy to invest the gospel in faithful men who would be able to pass it along to others. In between these related ideas are several exhortations, or ways, to stay the course faithfully amid suffering. The CIT might be worded “Paul charged Timothy to faithfully pass the gospel to the next generation in the face of opposition.”

4. Recurring ideas. The recurrence of certain words also may hold the clue for which you are looking. You may be able to discover the author’s emphasis by noting a particular idea (or group of ideas) that continually surfaces.32 When the mantle of leadership was passed from Moses to Joshua in Joshua 1:1–9, God instructed the new leader three times to be strong and courageous (1:6–7, 9). This repeated exhortation serves to highlight the central idea. A good CIT might be stated thus: “Because of His faithfulness, God encouraged Joshua to be strong and courageous in leading the Israelites into Canaan.”



Once you’ve identified the CIT, summarize it in one brief, pointed sentence. Write it down in your own words, using the guidelines noted above. Some seasoned preachers have become so accustomed to grasping the essence of the passage mentally that they have moved beyond the point of writing it down. The process has become second nature to them. Don’t be too quick to move in that direction, however. Be intentional about finding the central idea of the text and expressing it in a well-written sentence.

The importance of identifying the CIT cannot be overemphasized. Many preachers—including some who are quite proficient in sermon preparation—surprisingly never take time to write out a one-sentence statement that summarizes the central focus of their text. This failure may be attributed to several factors. First, stating the main subject of a Scripture passage may be the most difficult area of sermon preparation. To do the necessary word study, to gather the needed background data, and to study the contextual considerations is not difficult. But to pull together in one succinct statement the essence of a paragraph of Scripture can be a most rigorous assignment. Second, most pastors are extremely busy. Some are preaching several times a week. Others are bi-vocational and have secular jobs in addition to sermon preparation. That demand places severe strain on the time available for preparation; so many men simply find it difficult to find time to think through each sermonic passage in this manner. Third, some preachers simply are lazy and refuse to do the hard work of identifying the subject of the text. Don’t fall prey to any of these temptations. Work hard to identify and articulate your passage’s central idea.






WHAT’S THE THEOLOGICAL PURPOSE?

At this point (if not before!), you’ll probably be tempted to begin sermonizing—taking all this information, organizing it, finding illustrations, and figuring out how it applies to your people. But shallowness and even heresy can result if you venture into those waters too quickly. Now that you’ve investigated the passage to determine what it says, interpreted it to find out what it means, and from this constructed a good CIT sentence, you need to ask and answer one more question: What does the passage say about God, about Jesus, and about mankind?

Just like the CIT, identifying your passage’s theological purpose will prove to be crucial when you begin to develop your sermon, especially as you apply your text to contemporary listeners. Robinson says, “Application must come from the theological purpose of the biblical writer.”33 To be faithful to this truth, it’s helpful to see right application as being done along a continuum, from theological implications to practical application:

[image: ]

We’ll explore the practical application later, when we move further into the sermon development process. At this point in our discussion, however, attention needs to be focused on developing a solid foundation by determining theological implications and timeless truths.

Theological Implications

Before you can rightly apply your text to the modern world—and particularly your specific audience—you need to determine why God put it in the Bible in the first place. You need to discover the theological implications that grow out of it. To determine theological implications, focus your attention on answering two important questions about your text:


1. What biblical doctrines and theological tenets are informed by this text? Look to see what the text teaches us about foundational doctrinal issues like the character of God, the nature of salvation, and the depravity of man, that element of humanity that rebels against the glimpse of God.34 Be sure to look for some glimpse of God in every Bible passage, such as Creator or Sustainer.

2. Where does this text stand in relation to Christ and the gospel? As noted earlier, every text stands in relation to Christ in some way. It either points forward to Christ, speaks directly of Christ, or reflects back on Christ. Determine how your passage relates to God’s larger story of redemption through the gospel. The expositor can’t afford to neglect to determine where his passage intersects with Christ and the gospel. Whatever you do, don’t leave the study of your text and move on to sermon preparation without identifying the Christocentric and gospel-driven nature of your passage.



The importance of asking and answering these questions can’t be overstated. It’s at this point that many preachers hurry to be relevant and end up building application on a weak theological foundation. Remember, the only thing that will change people’s lives is the truth of the gospel found in God’s Word. Take time to make sure your message to modern listeners is based upon solid theological assertions.

Timeless Truths

Preachers always get into trouble when they try to be relevant without a good theological foundation. In an effort to avoid irrelevancy, many become involved in spiritualizing a passage, giving a “Bible editorial” on some selected passage of Scripture, or looking for a few moral lessons that can be drawn from the verses. All of these inadequate attempts to derive practical lessons from the Scriptures can be avoided. Look for the timeless truths in the Scripture passage you are studying—truths that issue forth from the theological implications you discovered. Seek to answer the question, What truths in this text are true for all people of all time?

The Bible addresses in some way all the major issues of life—human identity, the reason for existence, the future, guilt, love, marriage, relationships, death, eternity, and more. Although specific guidelines for each subject are not always delineated, Scripture speaks to these issues as they relate to the redemption of mankind and the transformation of individuals into Christlikeness. Thus, the expositor must address these issues from the timeless truths he finds in his Scripture passage.

As you move through your passage, you will draw from its verses rebukes, challenges, appeals, and encouragements. Because these and other issues are timeless, God’s desired responses to them are timeless. This kind of “preliminary application” is vital—more important than the secondary application made to the nuances of each generation or specific congregation. In other words, what God has to say to all people of all time is foundational for what He has to say to each individual time period or situation.

To identify the timeless truths, continue to ask certain questions of your passage, this time concentrating on matters that relate to all people of all time. What message did the biblical writer intend for the original readers (or hearers), and what message did the Holy Spirit intend for those He knew would read or hear later? Why would the Holy Spirit have included this account in Scripture? What implications of this passage are true for all people of all time? What issues in the passage have bearing on the life of every person in every generation? Finding these timeless truths will help you relate in a practical way to your congregation.

Truth is truth whenever and wherever found. The great theological truths that spoke to the hearts of Bible people can speak to our own day as well. As you find these timeless truths, state them in principles that apply to the needs of all people of all time, including those of your contemporary audience. Kaiser called this process “principlization.”35 You are identifying spiritual principles that will help bring people to God through Christ and mold them into His image.

To help identify spiritual principles, we suggest you use something like the “Principle Pyramid” (see Chart 5).

The use of this tool helps ensure that the biblical situation and the contemporary situation are related at the points the preacher connects them. The expositor should climb “The Principle Pyramid” until he reaches the text’s intent. In other words, you need to increasingly move toward the principle underlying the text. Sometimes the connection between biblical and modern worlds will be specific and concrete. Some texts don’t need to be abstracted. The biblical statement is the principle that needs to be applied. To identify those situations, look to see if essentially the same biblical idea can be found in different strata of biblical literature that cross different time frames and historical situations. If so, you probably are dealing with a principle right there in the text.36

At other times, however, the connection to modern day will need to be carried to an abstract principle. Sometimes a biblical statement is a culturally conditioned particularization intended for the people, time, and place described in the text. In those cases, we need to “strip the text of its cultural specifics in order to get at the principle behind it.”37 Use your interpretive study to determine whether the text needs to be stripped of cultural nuances, thus determining how far up the ladder you need to move.


CHART 5









PRINCIPLE PYRAMID
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Adapted from Haddon Robinson, “The Heresy of Application,” Leadership (Fall 1997): 24.



Move up the pyramid toward a more abstract principle by asking two questions: (1) What does the text teach us to do in relation to what it says about God? (2) What does the text teach us to do in response to our own fallen condition? The answers to these questions obviously will issue from the theological implications gleaned earlier in the process.

Faithfulness at this point in your journey will prove fruitful in your sermon. Later, when you put together the introduction to your message, you may seek to arouse interest in the hearers by indicating some of the human needs and responses that surfaced in your timeless truths. You may state your main divisions in such a way as to speak to those human needs or to exhort your listeners to some corresponding action. As you develop each division, you may apply the principles of the text to the unique situations and circumstances of your particular listeners. When you bring your message to a close, you may gather all the practical ingredients of the passage and relate them to your hearers in one final, stirring appeal to their hearts. This way, your sermon will not be driven by specific, changing situations of the human experience but by God’s timeless truth.







PAUSING FOR SELF-APPLICATION

A Personal Testimony

The exegetical process can and should become a deeply soul-searching experience for the preacher. Week by week—as I prepare expository sermons—I am personally confronted with God’s truth which I’ve found in the passage of Scripture I’m studying. I must face God’s truth in my own heart and life. I must never deal in unfelt truth. I can’t preach to others what hasn’t been first preached to myself. To do so is to face the danger Paul expressed in 1 Corinthians 9:27, “Lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified.”

All through the week as I dig into my Scripture passage my study becomes a meeting place with God. Often I find my heart rebuked by the truths that become increasingly apparent to me throughout my study. I am driven to honestly face the ramifications of the truths I uncover. When I have applied the truths of God’s Word to my own life, I am then better able to apply them to the lives of my people.

—Jerry Vines
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UNIFYING AND OUTLINING

If a man did not know how to preach, he might choose a paragraph which is pure gold, and yet bring out a sorry substitute for a sermon. Like Aaron, the would-be biblical preacher might complain: “I cast it into the fire, and there came out this calf!”

Andrew Blackwood

Good exegesis should culminate in good homiletics. Exegesis draws out the meaning of a passage and correctly represents it. Homiletics takes that representation and packages it in a clear and persuasive manner. The process of exposition begins with solid exegesis and winds up with an appealing sermon, one in which the preacher confidently can claim, “Thus saith the Lord.” To accomplish this goal, the expositor must maintain a high degree of similarity between text and sermon.

If you’ve done your analysis work correctly, all the necessary biblical data with which to build an effective expository sermon are before you—material that can be put together to present a message from God to your people. Analysis, however, is not the end of your work. Attention now must be turned to organization. You’ve dissected the text through the process of analysis. Now you must put the pieces back together in an orderly, systematic manner by organizing them in an attractive, usable means with which to communicate God’s Word.

In chapters 5 and 6 we will propose five steps for organizing the results of your exegetical work into an expository sermon: unifying, outlining, amplifying, introducing, and concluding. We’ll deal with the first two steps in this chapter, and then the final three in the next chapter.






UNIFYING

Moving from your text to your sermon is like crossing a bridge. A bridge is connected to both sides, providing an avenue to move from one side to the other. As you make the journey from text to sermon, you want to keep yourself rooted in the right interpretation of the historical text. You need to bring the truth of the text into the contemporary world. Bridging the chasm between Bible study and sermon begins with the task of unifying all of the exegetical material you’ve uncovered. Unifying your material involves identifying your primary audience, developing a proposition, determining your sermon’s purpose, giving it a title, and designing an outline. These five components will help you organize your sermon into an attractive, usable form with which to communicate God’s Word. As you develop each component, you’ll be moving gradually across the bridge from text to sermon.

Before we get started, take note of this bit of practical advice. We recommend you use some kind of summary sheet like the one found in Appendix 3 to record the work you do in unifying your material. All of the material we cover in this chapter can be recorded on one sheet of paper and serve as a record of the “big picture” of your sermon. Having this summary sheet will serve you well in accessing and reviewing your messages.

The Primary Audience

Only two kinds of people live in the world—those who are spiritually lost and those who are saved. Although some passages of Scripture address issues that are equally applicable to believers and unbelievers in Jesus as the Christ (Matt. 16:16), most texts address either the people of God or unregenerate mankind. The expositor must be very clear in his mind regarding the primary audience of his particular text so he ultimately will be able to relate it rightly to the modern audience.

Much poor theology and subsequent confusion has arisen because a preacher has failed to clarify the kind of listener who is being addressed. For example, if the intended audience of Jesus’ teaching on fruitless branches in John 15:6 is not clarified, the suggestion of losing one’s salvation easily can be entertained. Both believers and unbelievers can become confused. Likewise, pointing out that Ephesians 2:8–9 initially was written for Christians can help those listeners learn an exciting concept that often is overlooked due to the passage’s secondary (but most frequent) evangelistic application.

So the first step in unifying your biblical material is to identify the primary audience. Why? Because the primary audience of your passage should dictate the primary audience of your sermon. As you move through the process of sermon development, do your best to let the primary intended audience of the text inform the application of your sermon. It’s always best to relate a text to the same kind of people as those to whom the words originally were written or spoken. Certainly it’s possible to preach an evangelistic sermon from a passage originally intended for the people of God and vice versa. Your best preaching, however, will come when the Holy Spirit’s original intent is preserved as much as possible, including the nature of the audience that first received or heard it.

On your summary sheet (for format, again see sample summary sheet in Appendix 3), write down some designation of the primary audience you’re targeting in your sermon. Some have distinguished the two possible audiences in a text as either Unbelievers or Believers. Partnering terms like Lost/Saved or World/Church could also be used. Any of these sets of terms can be used to designate the primary audiences of both Old and New Testament passages, as most texts are addressing either the covenant community or those outside of it. Recognizing that a few selected passages in the Bible may simply address moral issues related to all mankind, you might find it needful to use a third description, like General audience. This designation refers to both believers and unbelievers. However, use this third option only after you’ve exhausted all possibilities of designating the intended audience by one of the first two descriptions.

The Proposition

When a songwriter writes a song, he or she usually works out the refrain before writing the different verses that accompany the refrain.1 All the verses, then, support and develop that refrain. For the preacher, the next step in moving from Bible study to sermon development is to transform the CIT developed in your analysis (see chapter 4) into one sentence that becomes the refrain of your message.

During his Yale Lectures in 1912, John Henry Jowett said, “I have a conviction that no sermon is ready for preaching, not ready for writing out, until we can express its theme in a short, pregnant sentence as clear as a crystal. I find the getting of that sentence is the hardest, the most exacting, and the most fruitful labour in my study.”2 Experts on formal speech preparation—including most homileticians—strongly emphasize the importance of having a central subject, or main object, of a public speech. For the preacher, this central subject springs from the central idea of the biblical text, the CIT.

Through the years various homileticians have used different terms to describe Jowett’s “pregnant sentence.”3 However, in most discussions the word proposition has been used at some point to describe the concept. We like this term because it’s a statement of what you are “proposing” to the audience regarding the given text of Scripture. When a man makes a marriage proposal to a woman, he’s putting something weighty on the table. He’s saying, “I want to spend the rest of my life with you, and I will love you unconditionally. I’m willing to give my entire self to you, and I’m asking you to do the same to me.” A proposal is no trivial matter; it’s a matter of covenant weight. In like manner, when we put God’s Word before people, we’re proposing to them what He has deemed eternal and supernatural. And we want them to say “yes” to it. Whatever God says to people through His Word is weighty stuff!

So what exactly is a proposition? It’s important to understand its meaning and function, as well as its relationship with your exegetical work. We can define the proposition as follows:


Def’ǝ-nish’ǝn

proposition n. A fifteen- to eighteen-word present- or future-tense application of the CIT to the contemporary context.



This definition ought to sound familiar, because it’s very close to the way we defined the CIT in the previous chapter. In similar fashion, it contains several words that provide clues to developing a good thesis statement for your sermon. The fifteen- to eighteen-word parameter again serves as a guide for striking the balance between conciseness and comprehensiveness. Avoid legalism, but let the word count hold you accountable. The terms present tense and future tense help us to bring the Holy Spirit’s original intent from the biblical world into the modern world. The word application reminds us that we no longer are looking to discover meaning but simply to apply the previously determined meaning to the current situation. The phrase contemporary context presses us to communicate the original idea to our audience in an understandable way.

The Relationship of the Proposition to the CIT

The similarity of the proposition to your CIT is very important. The sameness helps to ensure that you bring the meaning of your text into the contemporary world so that it becomes the meaning of your sermon. In other words, the movement from CIT to proposition makes sure that your sermon says what the text says—what God says. So begin the process of formulating your proposition by looking closely at your CIT. Identify those components that need to be contemporized. Such elements may include certain biblical names, dated terminology, specific circumstances, and cultural nuances. For example, consider how some CITs mentioned in the previous chapter might be applied to the contemporary setting:

CHART 6






TURNING THE CIT INTO A PROPOSITION

TEXT: Ephesians 4:17–24

CIT: Paul instructed the Ephesians to stop acting like their fellow Gentiles and start acting like Christ.

PROPOSITION: Christians should stop acting like the lost culture around them and start acting like Christ.

TEXT: 1 Timothy 1:3—2:7

CIT: Paul charged Timothy to faithfully pass the gospel to the next generation in the face of opposition.

PROPOSITION: Christian leaders must faithfully pass the gospel to the next generation even in the face of opposition.

TEXT: Joshua 1:1–9

CIT: Because of His faithfulness, God encouraged Joshua to be strong and courageous in leading the Israelites into Canaan.

PROPOSITION: The people of God can have strength and courage to serve Him obediently because of His faithfulness.

Notice that in each example above the italicized type represents components that have been contemporized from the CIT to the proposition. Remember, here we are intent upon moving from then to now without losing the Holy Spirit’s intended meaning. Be careful to communicate that meaning in language that is relevant to your listeners.

When you’re moving from CIT to proposition, the degree to which you need to contemporize may vary. For example, when the CIT applies to anyone at any time, the proposition may be very similar (if not identical) to the CIT. Other CITs simply will need to be personalized. The truth being taught may be applied directly, but the author/speaker and the listeners/readers need to be translated to your situation. Further still, some propositions may be less tied to the wording of the CIT as long as the same truth is conveyed.

Work hard at formulating your proposition. Work it, rework it, and then work it again until you have the best possible wording. The language of the proposition should be both winsome and compelling without being sensational. Does it sparkle? Does it grab hold of a listener’s mind? Can I remember it easily? Is it worth remembering? Does the language communicate effectively to modern men and women?

The following are some helpful checkpoints for evaluating sermon propositions.4 Use these qualities to evaluate the ones you formulate:

[image: ] Promising. The proposition should indicate the course of the discussion that is to follow, promising information that the sermon must fulfill. It must be deliverable!

[image: ] General. A good proposition should be a generalization reflecting the timeless, universal truth of the passage.

[image: ] Simple. Generally, the proposition should be a simple sentence.

[image: ] Clear. The proposition should be very clear.

[image: ] Comprehensive. The proposition should comprehend the entire thought of the message—it is the gist of the sermon in one sentence.

[image: ] Important. The proposition should be important enough to deserve the elaboration that follows in the main body of the sermon.

[image: ] Sermonic. The proposition should express or imply some response or change on the part of the audience.

Moving from an intensive analysis of the historical text to a creative statement of its relevance for contemporary listeners could be the most difficult work you do in the expositional process. But when the idea rises in the preacher’s mind “clear and lucid as a cloudless moon,”5 then he has the message to be preached.

Benefits of a Clear Proposition

Having a clearly stated proposition in mind produces several benefits that build upon one another. Here are four key ones:


1. Structural foundation. A well-worded proposition will assist you in organizing your entire message. Critics of expository preaching often say that expository sermons lack discernible structure—no clear-cut beginning, no carefully prepared points, no identifiable conclusion. Identifying the main thrust of the passage will give the sermon focus and clear direction. When you formulate a good proposition based on your CIT, you can develop your outline with purpose, develop your introduction because you know where you’re going, and build your conclusion because you know where you’ve been.6

2. Mental organization. Good structure built around a proposition will provide you with a better understanding of the truths you will be sharing with your people. The proposition will crystallize in your mind the single, controlling idea of the sermon. Robinson says, “A sermon should be a bullet, not a buckshot. Ideally each sermon is the explanation, interpretation, or application of a single dominant idea supported by other ideas, all drawn from one passage or several passages of Scripture.”7

3. Intentional sermonization. Clear comprehension of the sermon’s proposition will help you cut unnecessary material from your sermon. More than likely, at the conclusion of your analysis you will have more material than you possibly can include in one sermon. Too much detail—or the wrong choice of detail—can cause you to miss the controlling purpose of the Scripture paragraph. A well-thought-through proposition will help you remove unnecessary material by giving you a standard by which to determine what you let into your sermon. It will enable you to choose those parts of the paragraph that make your big idea the clearest and most emphatic.

4. Directed reception. Developing a good proposition will also enable you to give direction to those who eventually hear your message. They will be able to understand with greater ease what you’re saying, because you give them a point of reference for the details of your sermon. People who come to listen to you have given you some of their valuable time. They deserve to have a well-arranged, thought-through message, including a mooring upon which to tie the specific truths and applications you give them—all anchored to the truth of God’s Word.



As you develop your proposition, keep in mind what is happening. Because you have been called as a preacher to speak “Thus saith the Lord,” you have analyzed a text of Scripture in order to know the mind of the Holy Spirit and discover precisely what God has said. Then, you capsulized your discovery in one concise, yet thorough, statement we’ve called the CIT. At this point in the process you’re not coming up with a new statement, but rather transferring your CIT into the here and now in order to develop a sermon. In reality, this process ensures that what you are proposing to your people in a sermon is actually the same as what God is proposing to them in His Word. Such is the essence of expository preaching—you are exposing the very mind of God to contemporary culture.

The Purpose

Seeking the Bottom Line: Audience Response

Dwight Eisenhower always incorporated what he called the “QED” in his speeches. The letters stood for quod erat demonstrandum—the bottom line.8 After formulating your proposition, begin to think about your sermon’s purpose. Every message ought to have a specific purpose aimed at a particular group of people. This purpose defines what you want the audience to take away with them—what you want them to do.

Like the proposition, the purpose of your sermon ought to be informed by the CIT. At the same time, do not confuse the proposition with the purpose. The purpose of your message is what you desire in terms of audience response. You know what the sermon is about, including its central thrust. You even know the primary audience to which it should be applied. But what do you want your listeners to do about that subject? If the preacher doesn’t know what he wants the people to do about the message, he can’t expect them to do anything. Many sermons never give the faintest notion about what the preacher expects from the listeners. If people are going to respond favorably, they have to know what act of obedience is being required.

Building on this idea, we may define the sermon’s purpose as follows:


Def’ǝ-nish’ǝn

purpose n. A brief statement of what the preacher desires by way of response from his primary audience.



Elements of the Purpose Statement

Consider the nature of this purpose statement. It should be a concise, simple sentence. It should identify what specific action you want your listeners to take. It should specify whether you are primarily addressing believers or unbelievers. God can and does speak to both the lost and saved through the same preaching event, but a specific target will give your application clarity and pointedness.

The actual wording of the purpose statement will vary according to the nature of the sermon. The purpose statements for most sermons directed at unbelievers will be similar, since the primary action for which the preacher is calling is commitment to Christ. The purposes of sermons addressed to believers, however, will tend to vary in more areas. Chart 7 presents some possible purpose statements developed from the propositions noted earlier.

CHART 7






WHAT’S THE PURPOSE?

TEXT: Ephesians 4:17–24

CIT: Paul instructed the Ephesians to stop acting like their fellow Gentiles and start acting like Christ.

PROPOSITION: Christians should stop acting like the lost culture around them and start acting like Christ.

PURPOSE: I want these Christians to commit to replace worldly ways with Christlike qualities.

TEXT: 1 Timothy 1:3—2:7

CIT: Paul charged Timothy to faithfully pass the gospel to the next generation in the face of opposition.

PROPOSITION: Christian leaders must faithfully pass the gospel to the next generation even in the face of opposition.

PURPOSE: I want our church leaders to become intentional about discipling the people for whom they are responsible.

TEXT: Joshua 1:1–9

CIT: Because of His faithfulness, God encouraged Joshua to be strong and courageous in leading the Israelites into Canaan.

PROPOSITION: The people of God can have strength and courage to serve Him obediently because of His faithfulness.

PURPOSE: I want church members to know that our faithful God will give strength and courage as we obediently advance the gospel.

Notice the correlation between the italicized words. The purpose statement gets more specific with certain aspects of the proposition. The target groups are narrowed, and the action being proposed—the desired audience response—is defined more precisely. You will discover that these details in your purpose statement may change slightly each time you preach from a particular text without changing the timeless truth of God’s Word reflected in your CIT and proposition.

When you think about the purpose of your message—especially those sermons addressed to Christians—consider several possibilities. Sometimes your purpose will be to inform people about the vital doctrines in Scripture. You will tell them about these doctrines in order to lead them to be more grateful to God for what He has done for them, to build these truths into their daily habit patterns or to communicate them to others. Sometimes you will purpose to comfort your people with a positive message from God’s Word. These sermons will seek to encourage and strengthen them in times of need. At other times your purpose will be to challenge the people with the call of Scripture to total surrender or complete dedication. Whether you seek to inform or to inspire, motivate or challenge, encourage or rebuke, get the purpose of your sermon clearly in mind.

The Title

The next aspect of unifying your Bible study material is to give a title to your sermon. The CIT capsulizes the mind of the Holy Spirit in the text. The proposition applies that truth to the contemporary situation. The purpose states the desired response from the listeners. The title pulls it all together in a memorable, attention-getting way.

Purposes of the Title

The most important issue regarding the sermon title is not when the title is conceived but the reason for having a title in the first place. The title of a message differs from the subject and the purpose. A title has a threefold purpose:


1. Attention. The sermon title is primarily designed to get attention. It is the primary public relations agent for the sermon. You are seeking to arouse interest on the part of those who may hear your message.

2. Reinforcement. The title also provides a shorter, looser rendition of the sermon proposition, which can reinforce the thrust of the message in the listeners’ minds.

3. Memory. The sermon title serves as a mooring to which the listener may tie the content of the message for easy recollection. After a sermon is heard, a well-worded title may help to jog the listener’s memory of the sermon’s substance.



Because of the title’s public relations benefit, every effort should be made to get it in front of people prior to the preaching event. Perhaps you can list your sermon titles on your church’s website, or send them out on social media or bulk email. You may include them in a weekly church ad, newsletter, or special mailings. Church marquees also can be used for publicizing sermon titles. If you’re able to prepare far enough in advance, next week’s title may be printed in this week’s bulletin or order of service. Even sermon titles printed in the current day’s bulletin or listening guide can arouse interest in the minds of people preparing for worship. Stating the title at the beginning of the message also can help gain attention at the moment of delivery. All of these ways will serve as advance publicity and stimulate interest in the upcoming sermon.

Additionally, sermon titles can be important for archiving and finding podcasts. These labels are often one of the primary ways listeners remember and find podcasts that they’ve downloaded. Consequently, well-crafted titles can help people go back and access the proclamation of God’s Word and benefit from repeated hearing. And, they can help individuals point others to the exposition of supernatural truth by passing along a memorable sermon title.

Developing Effective Sermon Titles

Several qualities make for effective sermon titles. Use the following characteristics as benchmarks in the development of your titles:


• Tantalizing. Develop titles that whet the appetite of potential listeners. Just as a good advertisement causes a listener to crave a piping hot pizza at lunchtime, so your sermon title should cause people to want to hear your message.

• Brief. Capsulize your sermon in a word, phrase, or short sentence. Make it easy for people to remember. “Seventeen Reasons Why the Modern Church Is Not Getting the Job Done as It Should Be Getting It Done” is not a good title. “The Breakdown of the Modern Church” would be a better effort. As much as we might appreciate the contribution of our Puritan brothers from the past, one area in which we don’t need to emulate them is lengthy, detailed, laborious sermon titles!

• Catchy. Try to capture the gist of the sermon in a catchy word or phrase that will stick in the listeners’ minds. Good titles will grab the attention and not let go.

• Appropriate. Make sure your title has integrity and is in good taste. Avoid sensational and offensive wording as well as ridiculous suggestions. Titles such as “Seven Dips in a Muddy Pond” for a sermon on Naaman the leper really becomes absurd.

• Deliverable. Do not promise more than you can give in a message. Neither “The Second Coming” nor “How to Solve All Your Problems” are good titles—the former because it is too broad and the latter because it is impossible to achieve. Some preachers have lost credibility because the substance of their sermon did not fulfill the enormous claims of the title.

• Related. Each title must be related closely to the proposition of the sermon. Do not promise something that the Word of God does not provide.



A variety of kinds of titles can be used to label sermons. The particular type should be employed based upon the nature of the message, the occasion, and the audience. Here are a few examples:


[image: ] Key word or phrase—a word or phrase that describes the essence of the sermon proposition

Title: “First Team Christianity”

Text: Ephesians 3:14–21

[image: ] Imperative statement—a statement that emphasizes an action or command that the sermon will put forth

Title: “Go for the Gold!”

Text: 1 Corinthians 9:24–27

[image: ] Interrogative statement—a probing question, which the sermon promises to address

Title: “What’s So Amazing about Grace?”

Text: Titus 2:11–15

[image: ] Declarative statement—a statement of claim, which the sermon proposes to support

Title: “The Yoke’s on You!”

Text: Matthew 11:28–30



Be aware that an idea for a sermon title may be conceived at any point in the sermon preparation process. You may or may not have your title at this point in sermon organization. You may not find it until the end of all your preparation. On the other hand, a good title may flash into your mind in the midst of your study as you do your expository work. At any rate, at least attempt to hang a title on your sermon before you begin to structure your message.






OUTLINING

Many pitfalls exist along the road to good expository preaching, not the least of which is trying to move from a unified theme to a good sermon package ready for delivery. Anyone who has preached much at all knows the frustration of digging up exciting truth from God’s Word and then struggling with how to communicate it to people. What we’re talking about here is good sermon structure. Without clear, logical development and organization, a sermon doesn’t have the effect and power it should. Herbert Spencer said, “When a man’s knowledge is not in order, the more of it he has, the greater will be his confusion of thought.”9 Avoiding that confusion demands understanding the necessity of sermon structure and knowing how to develop it.

Understanding the Outline

Get the Point!

The traditional term used to describe the structure of the body of a sermon is the outline. The outline of a sermon can be defined as follows:


Def’ǝ-nish’ǝn

out·line n. The arrangement of the main body of a sermon according to two or more points that support the development of the proposition and help listeners make the journey through the given text of Scripture.



The divisions of an outline frequently are called points. The term divisions may be more appropriate, however, when the structure is characterized by something that more closely reflects the nature of the given text. In other words, sometimes the “points” of the outline actually don’t make points! Instead, they simply serve as descriptions, categorizations, movements, scenes, or some other idea. Regardless, the major issue is not what we call them, but that they effectively help listeners journey with the preacher through his Bible passage. We’ll simply use the term points because of its familiarity. The points of the outline are developed, supported, clarified, and applied with subpoints or other supporting material that expound the given text.

The most common methods of outlining use some type of enumeration for organization purposes. While many traditional approaches involve arranging the main points by Roman numerals (I, II, III, etc.)—possibly even followed by subpoints using A, B, C, and so forth—such developments can feel very rhetorical and academic. Outlines are best developed using a simple 1, 2, 3, etc., and minimizing—if not totally avoiding—subpoints. You want to be careful not to chop the wood into so many pieces that it clutters the minds of the listeners! At the same time, it can be helpful to use subpoints for your own purposes of organization and recall, but not necessarily use them in the delivery of the message. Of course, you can choose to use any number of organization and enumeration methods, including bullet lists. Find the method that best fits your particular text and is comfortable and functional for you.

Good design will enhance the preacher’s ability to communicate the CIT, proposition, and purpose. Outlines are like road maps, enabling us to view where we are going and keeping us on the proper road as we journey toward our desired destination. They are the burrs that lodge themselves in the minds of our listeners.10 An outline also may be compared to an arrow. The shaft must be straight, the point must be penetrating, and the feathers must be in just the right proportion to steady the arrow in flight.11

Advantages and Dangers of an Outline

The outline of your message, then, is an extremely important part of its organization. Good organization requires the development of main points before you add explanation, argumentation, illustration, and application to your message. A well-planned outline enables you to place all of these added ingredients into your message in the most appropriate and beneficial places. Excellent sermon outline gives the preacher several advantages:


• Arrangement to the analysis. An outline will help the preacher know how to organize his exegetical information and determine where each piece fits best.

• Unity to the sermon parts. An outline ties the different parts of the message together. Each point can be related to the others as the proposition of the sermon is unfolded.

• Structure for the preacher. An outline keeps the preacher on course and enables him to summarize better what he’s said for a final impression upon his listeners.

• Guidance for the listener. As the message is delivered around an outline, the hearer can better follow its logical unfolding, much like following the voice instructions on a GPS.

• Pace for the sermon movement. Because the message is a journey step-by-step through a passage of Scripture toward an effective climax, an outline gives listeners a sense of expectancy and anticipation.



Along with its advantages, several dangers may await when outlining a sermon. First, if your outline is very noticeable, it can become distracting from the substance of the sermon. Your outline is just the skeleton of the sermon. Be careful that the bones of your message don’t protrude to the point that the flesh is missed. Second, some outlines may become overly sensational. Although a sermon outline should be clear and appealing, avoid the temptation to make it too clever or shocking. You may acquire a reputation as a skillful sermon designer but fail to give usable information to your people. Third, an outline can easily be imposed upon a Scripture passage. If you have a propensity toward a certain number of points, for example, you may impose more or less than the Bible text dictates. Fourth, preachers are tempted to word outlines from a speaker-orientation rather than a listener orientation that helps your audience navigate the biblical material. Make your outlines listener oriented, creating outlines that employ terminology and structure that’s geared toward making it easy for hearers to follow.

Creating the Outline

You may already have a preliminary outline in mind before you reach this point in the expositional process. Sometimes the natural divisions will begin to emerge during your general reading of the text. Those occurrences are so rewarding, especially when your initial observations later are confirmed in your thorough analysis. Sometimes the outline gradually emerges as you come to the conclusion of your exegetical work. But most of the time you’ll find yourself at this point looking more intently for an outline.

If you have difficulty and find yourself at the point of mental paralysis, don’t waste your precious study time. Move on to some other aspect of preparation for a while, such as looking for illustrations or thinking about specific application of the certain truths in the text. The main points may very well emerge later. Also, as you create an outline for your sermon, be sure to include it on your summary sheet. (A sample appears in Appendix 3.)

Locating Natural Points in the Bible Passage

As an expositor, your first task in creating an outline is to identify the natural points in your passage of Scripture. This characteristic has been considered a distinguishing mark of expository sermons. Rather than impose an outline upon the text, the expositor allows the structure to emerge naturally from the passage at hand whenever possible.

Getting your main points from the passage itself dictates the number of points you will use. Some homileticians over the years have championed adamantly that all sermons have three points. The old joke “He had three points and a poem” is characteristic of many preachers. A sense of balance and beauty does seem to characterize sermons with three points, but don’t allow yourself to fall into a numerical trap. The number of points will vary according to the substance of the passage. You may have two points or three or more. If you exceed four, in most cases your preaching text may be too long for one sermon. And be sure not to force points from the text if they’re not present.

Some preachers seem more gifted than others in being able to divide a passage into its main points. Martyn Lloyd-Jones discussed the obvious gift of Alexander Maclaren, the famous Baptist expositor in England. According to Lloyd-Jones, Maclaren seemed to have a kind of golden hammer in his hand with which he could tap a text, and immediately the text would divide itself into sharp, crisp divisions.12 But most of us have to work hard at designing the main points of our messages. Don’t hesitate to tarry at this task when necessary.

The more practice you gain in creating sermon outlines, the more your creative juices will flow. Because homiletics is the art of preaching, you should employ your artistic tendencies to create sermonic masterpieces. Room exists for a great deal of variety and originality in the arranging of sermon outlines because of the variety of literary genres in Scripture. Some outlines will be like ladders. Each point moves to the next like the rungs of a ladder. Other sermon outlines will look more like a beautiful diamond. The proposition of the sermon is approached from several angles so that each facet of the idea’s beauty may be seen. Still other sermon outlines will appear like a skyrocket. The message begins on the ground, rises to magnificent heights, bursts into pieces, then gracefully comes to earth again.13

Creating Effective Outlines: Seven Approaches

You will spend the rest of your ministry discovering and experimenting with various ways to create effective sermon outlines. The following is a list of some of the more common approaches to outline development, with a brief description of each one:14


• Key Word. This approach is best employed when the text contains two or more parallel ideas that relate to the same theme. Each point of the outline addresses one of those parallel ideas. A “key word” is used to unify the ideas together as a whole.

• Analytical. This approach is typically used with longer texts that can be divided into multiple facets of one theme. In other words, the passage is analyzed and organized into various parts of the subject, with each point addressing one of those parts.

• Textual. This approach is often used with shorter passages of no more than one or two verses that stand on their own merit without doing disservice to the larger context. Multiple approaches can be used to develop the verses into multiple points.

• Problem-solving. This approach uses each point of the outline as a solution—or steps to a solution—to a particular life problem or question.

• Comparative. This approach is used when the heart of the preaching text is a simile or metaphor. The points of the outline reflect spiritual truths discovered in an examination of the various facets of the single truth portrayed in the figure of speech.

• Syllogistic. This approach uses a basic form of reasoning traced back to Aristotle. Each point of the outline successively moves from a major premise to a minor premise to a conclusion.

• Inductive. This approach moves from specific instances to a general truth. The proposition of the sermon, therefore, isn’t revealed until the end. Each point of the outline addresses necessary details that build toward that revelation.

• Narrative. This approach serves to enable the preacher to tell a single story with a spiritual point. The sermon points are used to develop any combination of familiar aspects of story like scenes, characters, plot, conflict, climax, and resolution.



With all of the possible ways to develop sermon outlines, however, the novice preacher would do well to master a few basic methods before experimenting with other forms. James Braga wisely counsels:


While the student is learning homiletics, it would not be wise for him to exercise this liberty. On the contrary, the beginner should apply himself rigidly to the rules until he has mastered them thoroughly. There will come a time later in his ministry when, under the leading of the Spirit of God, he may disregard some of these principles.15



Warren and David Wiersbe concur: “The beginning preacher would do well to submit himself to the disciplines of the homiletical rules until he has discovered and developed his own unique approach. You can break the rules once the rules have broken you.”16

Consequently, we recommend you master three foundational approaches to identifying the natural points of a text and creating corresponding expository outlines. Doing so will help you to get a grasp on the basic rules and principles for outlining. These approaches are the analytical method, the key word method, and the sermonic plot method (narrative). Having them in your expository toolbox will give you what you need to be able to create sermon outlines from any text in the Bible. All three of these approaches are intended to focus the preacher’s attention on the structure dictated by the text.

Outlining with the Analytical Method

Possibly the most common type of structure utilized in expository sermons is the analytical method. Although not limited to it, this approach is especially helpful when preaching from texts of two or more paragraphs in length. It involves analyzing your proposition and breaking it down into component parts that are both representative of the content of the text and conducive to easy understanding. Each major point normally reflects some category or subtopic of the primary subject. You should be able to use this approach to create expository sermon outlines from almost any passage in the Bible.17

The analytical method is very easy to use. Many possibilities usually exist in every preaching paragraph for dividing and categorizing the content. To create outlines using the analytical method, just follow these simple steps:


1. Revisit your structural diagram and note the major aspects or facets of the text into which the proposition can be divided.

2. Formulate your major points based upon some unique quality, characteristic, or category of the proposition.



It may be helpful to see some simple examples in order to get the idea in your mind. Take a look at the following outlines (Chart 8) based on the analytical method and see if you can identify different categories in each one that describe various segments of each text:

CHART 8






SAMPLE OUTLINES USING THE ANALYTICAL METHOD

TEXT: Matthew 3:1–6

OUTLINE:

1. A New Order (v. 1)

2. A New Mindset (v. 2)

3. A New Condition (v. 3)

4. A New Opportunity (v. 4)

5. A New Identity (vv. 5–6)

TEXT: John 3:1–21

OUTLINE:

1. The Must of the New Birth (vv. 1–3)

2. The Mystery of the New Birth (vv. 4–15)

3. The Means of the New Birth (vv. 16–21)

The combinations of categories in these two outlines are obvious. In the first one from Matthew 3 you see an order, a mindset, a condition, an opportunity, and an identity. Each point reflects a different component part that characterizes the ministry and message of John the Baptist. In the second outline from John 3 you see the must, the mystery, and the means. Again, each point is about a different aspect of Jesus’ message about being born again.

To summarize, within each analytical outline you will have some combination of an assertion, a reason, an example, a rationale, or a command. Or you may have a combination of different actions that are described, such as an explanation, an excuse, a defense, or an intent. Each point of your outline is describing a different aspect or facet of your text.

Outlining with the Key Word Method

Another approach to creating outlines that will serve you well is the time-tested key word method. This approach is especially helpful when the preaching text is no more than one paragraph in length, although it sometimes can be used with longer texts. In contrast to the analytical method, this approach calls for the use of a plural noun as the key word that characterizes all of the main points. The main sections of the message are arranged around this plural noun, using a lead-in sentence and creating parallel structure with logical, orderly development.18

Like the analytical method, the key word approach is relatively simple. To employ it, follow these basic steps:


1. Revisit your structural diagram and identify natural divisions and parallel ideas at the heart of your proposition. Look for any primary series of parallel or progressive ideas, like a list of reasons, examples, commands, steps, phases, etc.

2. Identify the key word that best summarizes the list.

3. Build your introduction and lead-in sentence around the key word.



Consider the following sample outlines, along with their corresponding key words and possible lead-in sentences:

CHART 9






SAMPLE OUTLINES USING THE KEY WORD METHOD

TEXT: Colossians 2:8–23

KEY WORD: Substitutes

LEAD-IN: “In this text, the Bible reveals four false substitutes for Christ that people embrace.”

OUTLINE:

1. Intellectualism (vv. 8–10)

2. Ritualism (vv. 11–17)

3. Mysticism (vv. 18–19)

4. Legalism (vv. 20–23)

TEXT: Titus 2:11–15

KEY WORD: Benefits

LEAD-IN: “According to this passage, the following three benefits await everyone who receives God’s amazing grace.”

OUTLINE:

1. Salvation (v. 11)

2. Education (v. 12)

3. Anticipation (v. 13)

TEXT: Hebrews 4:12

KEY WORD: Qualities

LEAD-IN: “In this text, the author provides five qualities of God’s Word that merit our obedient response to God’s rest.”

OUTLINE:

1. Living

2. Active

3. Sharp

4. Piercing

5. Discerning

Let’s take a closer look at the last outline above. While you must always be careful about preaching on only one verse, this outline of Hebrews 4:12 can help us understand how to create a key word outline. After careful analysis of the passage, the following proposition might evolve: God calls His people to enter His rest so they won’t be disciplined by His powerful Word. If you look at the structure of the verse you’ll quickly notice a series of qualities (key word) that describe the power of God’s Word. The author of Hebrews says it’s “living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart” (Heb. 4:12). With the outline above, we can analyze the proposition of the passage according to the qualities (plural noun) listed in the verse. Information from our analysis regarding the meaning of each quality then would be used to support the treatment of each one.

As you can see, this approach produces several benefits: (1) Your main points are kept in one category; (2) the plural noun form of the key word points you in the direction you intend to follow throughout the development of your message; (3) your sermon now has a sense of unity; (4) the singular form of the key word helps to construct your main points in a parallel manner; (5) this key word allows you to test your main points to see if they fit with the other points in your outline; (6) The main points of your sermon are tied together; and (7) The key word will help you memorize the main points of your sermon.19 Koller summarized by saying that the great value of the key word method is that it “opens a corridor down the length of the sermon structure, with direct access from the front entrance to every room, instead of leaving the preacher and his hearers wandering uncertainly from room to room.”20

The key word method also will help keep you from using empty, meaningless words to describe your points. For example, preachers should always avoid using the word things as the key word in the outline of the sermon (although it is very common!). “Today, I want to tell you three things about getting your life on track” doesn’t give the listeners anything concrete on which to hold. The word is much too general. The key word method will force you to look for specific words to help move your listeners through the main points of your message.

Outlining with the Sermonic Plot Method

A third approach to creating outlines—the sermonic plot—is especially helpful when preaching from narrative, or story, passages. Because 80 to 90 percent of the biblical text is in some kind of narrative form, preachers need to have some skill in organizing sermons from these texts. If expositors truly aim to allow the structure of the text to inform the structure of the sermon, then developing outlines based upon the nature of story needs to be at least considered for many sermons. Whereas the analytical method and occasionally the key word method may be used with narrative passages, neither of the two best takes into account the natural qualities of story.

The common denominator of most stories is plot. Robert Roth wrote, “Stories begin once upon a time. They move through episodes to a climax and then come to an end.… Stories move. They have a plot.”21 Most biblical stories are no different. They contain the common elements of a life situation, episodes or movements, tension, climax, and resolution. The sermonic plot approach, then, is a way of allowing these natural qualities of story to form the major points of the expository sermon based on a narrative text.

Technically, these kinds of outlines don’t infringe on logical arrangement, organization, propositional treatment, or even how the sermon looks when it’s outlined on a page. What is different, however, is the progression of thought and movement from one point to another. As Calvin Miller noted, “Narrative sermons have a linear, not an Arabic numeral, outline.”22 Consequently, your outline from a narrative text may progress something like this:

Introduction → Scenes → Resolution → Conclusion

Or, as Miller described it:23

Once Upon a Time → Event → Event → Happy Ever After → Application

Similarly, Eugene Lowry—who espouses a much broader theology and homiletic than we embrace, provides a pattern for creating sermon structure based on story material that can easily be adapted for expositional purpose. The pattern can be expressed as five movements: 24


1. Upsetting the Equilibrium (Oops!)

2. Analyzing the Discrepancy (Ugh!)

3. Disclosing the Clue to Resolution (Aha!)

4. Experiencing the Gospel (Whee!)

5. Anticipating the Consequences (Yeah!)



In the first movement, upsetting the equilibrium, the preacher simply introduces the problem in the story. In the second movement, he diagnoses or analyzes that problem. In the third movement, the preacher introduces the solution to the problem. In the fourth movement, he brings the gospel to bear on the problem. And in the final movement, anticipating the consequences, the preacher applies the gospel resolution to contemporary life.25

Regardless of the terminology one uses, the sermon—like the text—moves from an introduction (or setting) to a series of events (or scenes) in which tension evolves, to a resolution of that tension by way of God’s truth, and finally to the application of that truth to the contemporary hearers. Many variations of the sermonic plot outline are possible for just about every narrative passage. Once you’ve identified the major movements in the text and the major components of the story, you should be able to identify a good outline rather quickly. So to outline a sermon using the sermonic plot approach, simply follow these guidelines:


1. Look at the flow of the narrative passage and note connectors and transitional words that indicate movement (and, then, now, but, however, etc.).

2. Identify the basic elements of plot in the text (setting, scenes, tension, resolution, characters) as you reflect back on your analysis work.

3. Formulate the major points of your sermon according to the movement from one element in the story to another.



Take a moment to look back at the literary representation of Mark 4:35–41 in Appendix 2. In the English Standard Version, notice the connectors and, and, but, and, but, and and at the beginnings of verses 36–41, respectively. These words are hints to the movements between the elements of the plot. An analysis of the text reveals that the passage emphasizes the deity of Christ and the subsequent faith people should have in Him. Verses 35–37 merely describe everyday events around the Sea of Galilee. The connectors and (vv. 36 and 37) serve as transitions between the various descriptive elements. These verses present the setting of the story. The connector but in verse 38 introduces the tension, or conflict. The problem in the story is not the storm—that happened regularly on this sea. The problem in the story is that Jesus, who professed to be something more than mere man, was asleep during the storm, seemingly unconcerned about the fate of the crew. Next, the connector and at the beginning of verse 39 introduces the resolution to the problem: Jesus tells a real, live storm to sit down and be quiet! Finally, verses 40–41 (but … and) describe Jesus’ application of His deity to the disciples’ lives, as well as their reflection on His identity.

Based on the previous discussion, several ways of structuring a sermon from this text emerge. The preacher simply needs to determine which way best communicates the truth of the passage regarding the deity of Christ without compromising the integrity of the narrative literature. Consider the following as one possible development:

VERSES | POINT

35–37 | Identity Assumed

38a | Identity Confused

38b | Identity Questioned

39 | Identity Revealed

40–41 | Identity Realized

Just for practice, you might see if you can take this passage and outline it using Miller’s and Lowry’s developments discussed above.

Keep in mind that using the elements of plot to outline sermons from narrative texts doesn’t imply an inductive approach to preaching. Many proponents of a contemporary narrative homiletic suggest that because story is inductive by nature, then the sermon should be inductive. This assertion, however, overlooks the reality that contemporary preachers haven’t been called merely to retell the biblical story, but to explain it. Consequently, feel free to use a sermonic plot outline to structure your sermons from narrative texts, but don’t neglect your responsibility to expose God’s truth through deductive reasoning. The two elements together can be a powerful combination. Additionally, keep in mind that the analytical method—and sometimes the key word method as well—also can be used to outline narrative passages, giving you numerous tools to use in navigating this wealth of biblical literature.

Maturing the Outline

Once you’ve created your outline, you’ll want to take some time to mature it. Maturing your outline should involve at least these three phases: clarification, reiteration, and transition. You should first work to express each point in the clearest way possible. Next, you should consider reinforcing your points by means of various reiterative tools. Finally, you need to give a sense of cohesiveness to your points by developing good transitional sentences.

Phase 1: Clarification

There are three phases in maturing your outline. Phase 1 is clarification: Express each point in the clearest and most understandable form possible. Work toward tightening the outline so that it’s conducive to oral communication. Several qualities discussed below will help you in expressing your points in a clear form. Exceptions to these qualities certainly exist (especially with some narrative outlines), but you can use this checklist as a guide for developing clear structure. Four fictitious outlines have been provided to illustrate the discussion. The respective outlines (Chart 10) are referenced in the ensuing discussion along with the corresponding qualities.

CHART 10






COMPARING FOUR OUTLINES



OUTLINE #1

1. God Is Good

2. God Is Great

3. Let Us Thank Him for Our Food

OUTLINE #2

1. God Is Good

2. God Is Great

3. God Is Provider

OUTLINE #3

1. Go into All the World

2. Baptism

3. What to Do with New Converts

OUTLINE #4

1. Go into All the World

2. Baptize the Converts

3. Instruct the Disciples





Here are eight qualities that can benefit any outline, shown with varying degrees of success in the above outlines:

1. Parallel structure. Make sure all the points in the same sermon are grammatically parallel. Avoid mixing together phrases, imperative statements, and declarations. And be sure to put all your verbs in the same tense. These simple efforts will provide a sense of unity and symmetry as well as help your listeners follow you more easily. Compare outline #1 with #2 and #3 with #4. Note the difference in parallelism.

2. Mutually exclusive. Keep your points related to the CIT and proposition, but be sure each one is discrete and independent of the others in content and development of the central idea. In #1 or #2, for example, the preacher would need to make sure that the material in the first two points regarding goodness and greatness was not repeated in the material in the third point on provision.

3. Application-oriented. Use the present and future tenses as much as possible. Avoiding the past tense gives a sense of application to those who listen. The present and future tenses will help you get from the Bible world to the world of your listeners with a more contemporary ring. Without regard to the nature of the texts or the purpose of the sermons, #4 is better than #2 because of its application orientation.

4. Complete sentences. Your best outlines usually will be ones in which each point is a concise, complete sentence. Most outlines will be more effective, memorable, and relevant if they are worded in complete thoughts. Besides not being parallel with the first point, the second two points in #3 are not as effective as the first because they are sentence fragments instead of complete sentences.

5. Progressive. Develop a gradual heightening of interest in your main points. Avoid becoming unduly occupied with any single point and failing to give adequate attention to the others. Doing so will hinder any sense of movement in your sermon and foster declining interest on the part of your listeners. Consider how #4 progresses from one point to the next in a logical manner.

6. Climactic. Move your main points toward a climax. Most Scripture passages build toward a climax and, consequently, will lend themselves naturally to such an outline. Keeping your proposition in mind, word each point so that its contribution to the outline is underscored. Notice how #4 builds toward the climax of maturing disciples.

7. Assertive. Try to word each main point as a declaration instead of a question. The preaching event is intended to answer questions, not ask them. Although interrogatives may be used on rare occasions, work toward giving your people answers to questions that arise from the text and help in applying those answers. Both #2 and #4 are examples of assertive outlines.

8. Simple. Concentrate on developing strong main points with an intentional effort to avoid subpoints. Work toward holistic communication. Emphasize how the parts relate to the whole without distracting the listener with too much structural detail. You can use subpoints for your own purpose of developing your text, but avoid announcing them to the people any more than is absolutely necessary. Both #2 and #4 are good, simple outlines.

Phase 2: Reiteration

Phase 2 in maturing your outline is reiteration. Once you’ve clarified your major points, always look to see if they can be reworded in such a way that keeps reinforcing the proposition. When a sermon’s structure can be expressed in an easy-to-follow, striking way, the truth of God’s Word has a better chance of being firmly planted in the heart.

Reiterative patterns have taken a bad rap in our day, largely due to the way that many preachers have used and abused them. So it has a tendency to be a bit of a controversial subject. The criticism, however, seems to come mostly from other preachers, homiletics professors, and seminary students. It doesn’t usually come from the people who listen to our sermons every week. Why? Because they’re helped by reiteration when it’s used well. It helps them travel the journey through the text and its exposition. We are helped in our lives by the same patterns and recurring signposts. For example, if we’re driving down the interstate and need to know the speed limit, we know to look for a white sign. If we get hungry and want to know what restaurants are at the next exit, we know to look for a blue sign. When we get ready to get off at our exit, we know to look for a green sign that has our exit name and number on it. Sameness and the symmetry of informative signposts helps us make the journey. That’s what can happen when people are being taken on a journey through a text—they can be helped by common signposts that give them something for which to look and listen.

Consequently, many effective expository preachers both past and present have utilized reiteration in sermon development. The kind of symmetry utilized in reiteration can give major points “a beauty and force of expression.”26 George Sweazey observed:


A sermon will be better grasped and remembered if the titles of its points have some sort of correspondence. They may have a similarity in sound, or in the first letter.… Such devices might seem fatuous, but even the best speakers use them because they can make the difference between a speech being lost and its being followed and remembered.27



When the preacher words his major assertions as beautifully as possible, listeners are assisted in loving and responding to the truth.28

Even biblical writers used reiterative tools. “Playing games with the alphabet was not too childish for the Psalmist,” Sweazey noted.29 Some evidence of reiteration even exists by Paul in the closing verses of Romans 1. Reiterative patterns have played a prominent role in literature, especially in poetry, by such prominent figures as Chaucer, Spenser, and Swinburne. Certain phrases that occur in common speech have evolved as a result of such devices as reiteration and alliteration: “might and main,” “life and liberty,” “wrath and wickedness.”

Hall and Heflin identify four particular reiterative patterns that enhance understanding and response:30


• Alliteration. This pattern is the repetition of consonant sounds, like beginning a word with the same letter and even the same first syllable. Look back at the outline from John 3 in the discussion of the analytical method on page 199. These outlines employ alliteration using the beginning letter. A caution, however. Alliteration is often overused I (Jerry) freely acknowledge my guilt!

• Assonance. This pattern of assonance usually employs words that have similar endings, especially the repetition of a dominant or concluding vowel, or a vowel and consonant combination. Look again at the discussion of the key word method. The sermon outline from Colossians 2:8–23, on page 200, is characterized by assonance. Each word closes with the same syllable, ism. The sermon outline from Titus 2:11–15 in the same discussion is made up of words that all end with the syllable tion.

• Repetition. Repeating certain terms highlights key concepts. Once again, the analytical outlines from Matthew 3 and John 3 on pages 199, as well as the sermonic plot outline from Mark 4 on page 204, all contain key words that are repeated for emphasis. The terms “New,” “New Birth,” and “Identity,” respectively, are repeated in order to call attention to the focus of each message.

• Parallelism. This pattern uses some similar form in each major point and has already been addressed in the discussion regarding clarification. It characterizes all of the outlines cited above. All points in each sermon are grammatically parallel, providing a sense of unity and symmetry while helping the listeners to follow more easily.



Proper employment of reiterative patterns enhances communication, but their misuse distracts listeners and deters response. Nothing is as poor as a poor attempt at a reiterative outline. For example, consider the following outline from Matthew 24:35–44:


1. A Pertinent Contrast

2. A Pointed Comparison

3. A Paradoxical Crisis

4. Our Prospect Comparable

5. The Practical Challenge



Several flaws immediately are apparent. The first three points parallel one another, but the last two are not parallel. The first three points use adjectives that begin with p. The fourth uses a noun that begins with p and an adjective that begins with c, in contrast to the nouns that begin with c in the first three points. In addition, the wording is simply awkward and not conducive for the way we talk! The fifth point then jumps back to the structure of the first three. The fourth point does not include the tension of the other points.

Another example of a poor reiteration is found in Kaiser’s outline on Nehemiah 6:1–19:


1. A God-Given Sense of Direction (6:1–4)

2. A God-Given Spirit of Determination (6:5–9)

3. A God-Given Heart of Discernment (6:10–14)

4. A God-Given Demonstration of Approval (6:15–19)31



Notice that the first two points are parallel in structure and employ alliteration and assonance. The third point has no alliteration consistent with the words sense and spirit in the previous two points, nor does it share the assonance. The fourth point is even worse. This point uses a word that begins with d and shares the assonance of the three previous points, but that word is out of place in the sentence structure.

Learning to recognize dangers and advantages in using reiterative patterns can help you avoid throwing the baby out with the bathwater. You can learn to use reiteration patterns with integrity and in a way that is helpful to your listeners. As you develop your sermon outlines, keep in mind both the dangers and benefits of using reiteration in your sermon points, as described in the chart “Rehabilitating Reiteration.”


CHART 11









REHABILITATING REITERATION

THE DANGERS OF REITERATION

• Abuse. Preachers who use reiterative patterns sometimes demonstrate a tendency to manipulate the subject matter in order to make the content fit a desired outline. Such employment is an abuse of God’s Word and hinders the proclamation of the truth of the text.

• Addiction. Some preachers become so addicted to the use of reiteration that their outlines become burdensome for the hearers. Many who become overly interested in alliteration not only alliterate the main points but also the subpoints (and even further!). Such use can be very annoying for those who must listen.

• Arrogance. Like excessively referring to the meaning of Greek words, some preachers use reiterative patterns to display their ingenuity and cleverness. After a time, audiences will detect such arrogance and react against the entire message.

THE BENEFITS OF REITERATION

• Interpretation. A reiterative outline frequently is fitted to good interpretation, making reiteration conducive to sound Bible exposition. For whatever reason, the natural flow of a Scripture passage often lends itself to a certain outline with reiterative qualities.

• Instruction. Outlines that are characterized by reiteration tend to guide listeners through the journey of the sermon more easily. A reiterative structure enhances the listener’s navigation through the biblical text. Points that are easily recognized give people clear instructions about the information for which they are to listen next.

• Internalization. Reiterative outlines can aid the memory of both preacher and audience. Reiterative patterns also have a way of making the main points of the sermon stick in the minds of the listeners. Impressions are created upon their minds that will not be forgotten quickly.





The expositor should never feel compelled to use reiterative patterns in sermon outlining. At the same time, the abuse of such devices by some is not an adequate reason to reject them altogether. In fact, the vast majority of the people who sit in our churches appreciate and welcome the added assistance. So use good reiteration if you intend to use it at all. If a particular pattern comes naturally from the Scripture passage or seems to fit it well without being forced, do not hesitate to employ it.

Phase 3: Transitions

The final task in maturing your outline is to determine how best to move from one point to the next. Such movement can be accomplished with transitional statements. A good sermon will have clear, smooth transitions between its major points.

Phase 3, transitions, will assist you in maintaining a logical development in your train of thought. They give evidence that you clearly understand each section of your sermon and know how one section moves logically to another. Transitions alert your listeners that you are moving from one thought to another.

The development of transitional sentences will vary somewhat depending upon the particular sermon outline. The transition from introduction to main points is perhaps the easiest, especially when using the key word method. Your introduction should conclude with a transitional sentence using the key word that moves naturally into your main points. Consider the lead-in sentence from the Colossians 2:8–23 outline in the discussion of the key word method (p. 202), along with some possible transitional sentences between each point.


Lead-in: In this text, the Bible reveals four false substitutes for Christ that people embrace. The first false substitute noted by Paul is …

1. Intellectualism (vv. 8–10)
Transition: In addition to intellectualism, another false substitute for Christ is …

2. Ritualism (vv. 11–17)
Transition: The next false substitute for Christ mentioned in this text is …

3. Mysticism (vv. 18–19)
Transition: The final false substitute for Christ discussed in this passage is …

4. Legalism (vv. 20–23)



Because of the nature of the analytical method, developing good transitional sentences may take a bit more work. Analyzing the proposition and breaking it down into component parts normally produces categories or subtopics that are not as conducive to easy movement from one point to another. With patient and thoughtful attention, however, the expositor can move smoothly through an analytical outline. The sermon from John 3 on the new birth noted earlier might follow this movement:


Lead-in: In this passage, the new birth is considered from three standpoints. Notice, first of all, …

1. The Must of the New Birth
Transition: Now that we’ve looked at the Must of the New Birth, consider …

2. The Mystery of the New Birth
Transition: In addition to the Must and the Mystery of the New Birth, this text reveals …

3. The Means of the New Birth



The unique nature of the narrative genre requires the expositor to move from one point to another with even greater skill and intentionality. Being true to the structure of narrative literature demands transitions that least break the flow of events, especially when dealing with Bible stories. Therefore, specific attention should not be called to the actual points to the same degree as in the other outlines. Although the preacher is not simply retelling the story, he must work toward maintaining its natural movement. This task means that the transitional statements themselves carry the weight of the sermon’s structure. For example, the sermon from Mark 4:35–41 mentioned earlier might be outlined as follows:


Lead-in: The story of one group’s discovery of Jesus’ deity begins with their assumption of His identity.



POINT | TRANSITION

Identity Assumed (vv. 35–37) | But just as the disciples were getting comfortable with who they thought Jesus was, He did something out of character …

Identity Confused (v. 38a) | When Jesus didn’t act the way the disciples thought He should, they began to question His actions …

Identity Questioned (v. 38b) | The disciples’ question provided Jesus with the perfect opportunity to reveal His identity …

Identity Revealed (v. 39) | Having seen Jesus do something only God could do, the disciples suddenly became aware of who Jesus actually was …

Identity Realized (vv. 40–41) | If Jesus is really God, imagine how that truth impacts anything and everything you face in life today …

The quality of your transitional statements is crucial. Poorly worded sentences can confuse listeners as well as cause them to miss the movement of the sermon. Use the following checklist of characteristics for developing good transitional sentences:

[image: ] Inconspicuous. Broadus says that transitions from one part of a sermon to the next are best when they are least noticeable. He further states that ideal transitional statements enable the constituent parts of your sermon to fit together perfectly.32 Formulate statements that serve their purpose but do not call attention to themselves.

[image: ] Simple. Usually transitions can be written as a single sentence that alerts your listeners that you are moving from one thought to another. Often, helpful words such as again, moreover, furthermore, next can make helpful transitions.

[image: ] Smooth. Practice vocalizing your transitional statements between each point. This exercise will help you test the structure of your outline. If your points follow a logical sequence, movement from one point to another should be smooth. If you encounter trouble connecting each major point, you may need to revisit your transitions and possibly even your outline.

[image: ] Varied. Avoid using predictable transitions between every point, especially excessive use of numerical notations. Vary the way you introduce each section. Listeners tire of “first,” “second,” and “third.” Instead, try saying, “The next mark,” or “An additional mark,” or “A further mark.”

[image: ] Brief. Transitions usually can be made very quickly. In addition to the words noted above, terms or short phrases such as next, let us consider, further, I call your attention to, in addition to, or consider will move the listener rapidly to your next thought.

Most preachers give little attention to transitions, relegating them to mere afterthoughts. On the contrary, transitions essentially are the glue that holds all the material of your message together. They briefly forecast the next thought, quickly summarize the previous thought, and show the connection between one thought and another. A good transitional statement is like a sign that says “This Is the Way—Follow Me.”
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[image: ]

AMPLIFYING, INTRODUCING, AND CONCLUDING

A scaffolding is essential in putting up a building, but when you look at the completed building you do not see the scaffolding; you see the building.… The same thing precisely is true of the human body. There is the frame, the skeleton, but it must be clothed with flesh before you have a body. This is equally true of a sermon.

D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones

Like the developing human body, a sermon is not capable of realizing its full potential until it matures. Some homileticians refer to this maturing process as “putting meat on the bones” of the message. Preachers often make the mistake of presenting only the bare framework of a sermon as the substance of their messages.

This practice is as unpalatable to a listener as unwanted bones are in a good fish dinner. The people want and deserve more than just an outline. They need other information that will intentionally support, amplify, and drive home the truths you’ve discovered in the Scripture. Remember that in chapters 5 and 6 we’re following five steps for organizing the results of your exegetical work into an expository sermon. In chapter 5 we dealt with the first two steps, unifying and outlining. Now we need to put meat on those bones in the last three steps by amplifying, introducing, and concluding the sermonic message.






AMPLIFYING

After the preacher has unified the theme of the Scripture text and structured it with a good outline, the time has come to amplify the major points with the necessary exegetical and supporting information. This process of amplification will help add the support needed in your sermon outline to expose the mind of the Holy Spirit in the passage. Amplifying your message involves determining three things: (1) what material needs to be exposed in the sermon; (2) what function each bit of material needs to serve; and (3) how the expositional material should be developed.

Determine the Necessary Material

Expositors must always be intentional about what they let into their sermons. Every word, sentence, and paragraph must have a purpose for being there. Time constraints, short attention spans, the need for relevance, and other factors all demand that we say something substantive every time we open our mouths. This reality means that you will need to take great pains in determining exactly what material from your exegetical study needs to be in your sermon. Why? Because not all the material you’ve gathered in your study of the text is necessary. Avoid taking all of the technical baggage to the pulpit. As some rogue woman said about her scholarly pastor, “If he doesn’t Hebrew-root you to death, he will strangle you to death with Greek participles!” Most of the people to whom you preach likely will not be interested in the technical details of your study, especially if they aren’t absolutely necessary for them to understand the point of your message. Do all the spade work of exegesis in your study and then glean the preaching riches for your sermon.

As you revisit the results of your exegesis, you probably will be hesitant to exclude any of the information you worked hard to discover. Be absolutely unyielding, however, in eliminating irrelevant material. Any material that doesn’t definitely amplify what you’re seeking to say from the text must be discarded rigorously. Use only what applies directly to the proposition at hand. If you acquire information so good that you must use it, file it away for ready reference and use it to support another message.







“DISSERTATION” OR “GOOD STUFF”?

A Personal Testimony

Believe it or not, one of the most helpful things I’ve ever learned about sermon preparation I learned when I was preparing to write my dissertation for my PhD at New Orleans Seminary. My doctoral chairman, Dr. Chuck Kelley, told me to get two folders, one labeled “Dissertation” and another labeled “Good Stuff.” He told me that when I started researching my subject in the library that I was going to dig up all kinds of interesting information. But he warned me that not all of that information needed to find its way into my dissertation. He said that whenever I dug up something related to my topic, I needed to ask the question as to whether it helped me prove my thesis.

“If it does,” he said, “put it in the ‘Dissertation’ folder and use it in your report. If it doesn’t, then put it in the ‘Good Stuff’ folder and come back to it later and use it at some other time in your ministry.” Then he looked at me sternly and said, “But whatever you do, don’t let it in your dissertation if it doesn’t help you prove your thesis!”

The same thing is true for sermon preparation. Not all of my exegetical material needs to find its way into my sermon. Assuming I’ve developed a good proposition that applies my preaching text, I have something to help me determine what parts of my exegesis actually need to be in my sermon. So for every bit of my exegetical information I must ask whether it helps me get my listeners to the proposition. If it does, then I include it in my sermon. If it doesn’t, then I file it away for use at another time in my ministry. But regardless of how interesting and informative it is, I can’t afford to let it in my sermon!

—Jim Shaddix



To help decide what exegetical material is necessary for a sermon and what should be held back for another day, the preacher must have a determinant. That determinant is his sermon proposition, which was developed from the central idea of the text (CIT). For every bit of exegetical information uncovered in the interpretation stage, you must ask the following question:


The Content Question

Is this information absolutely necessary—or at least extremely helpful—in supporting the proposition of this sermon.



Ask this question as you thoroughly go through all of the exegetical material gathered from your exegesis. If you drew substantive conclusions from your consideration of the background material and each verse or group of verses in the text, you should be able to revisit those conclusions and complete this work.

After determining what exegetical material is needed to get your listeners to your proposition, organize that material according to each major point you developed in your outline when you moved from exegesis to sermon structure. You may even want to use a separate sheet of paper for each major point of your sermon, noting all the exegetical information necessary for a particular point on the respective page. Following this process will yield much fruit and help to ensure that everything you say in your message has a legitimate purpose.

Once you’ve gathered all the necessary information from your exegesis, begin to develop it as the body—or exposition—of your message. This task can be accomplished by employing four functional elements. John Broadus, reflecting on the influence of rhetoric on late nineteenth-century homiletics, identifies them as explanation, argumentation (proof), illustration, and application.1 The use of these functional elements in the construction of your sermon will ensure intentional content. Make sure everything you say in the main body of your sermon fits into one of these categories.

Continue using those separate sheets of paper for each major point of your sermon. Under each point identify elements of the text that you will need to explain, argue, apply, or illustrate. As you proceed, be aware that the functional elements often overlap. Developing sermon content isn’t as simple as “explain-illustrate-apply” as some have suggested. Sometimes you will explain with an illustration. At other times you may apply with an illustration. Just try to think in terms of the primary purpose for which you are using each bit of material. Follow the guidelines below to develop your material.

Explain What Is Unclear

Explanation is the process of making something clear or plain and, therefore, more understandable.2 As we noted in chapter 1, explanation is foundational for expository preaching and is its primary distinguishing factor. It is the element that vaults the supernatural truth of God’s Word into the mind of the listener, thus enabling life change. Of the four functional elements, Broadus says explanation is “among the primary functions of the preacher.”3

Consequently, explanation is the most important of all the functional elements. In one respect, the other functional elements—argumentation, application, and illustration—are servants of explanation. These other elements all hinge on a proper understanding of truth. You are able to argue a point only after the facts are understood rightly. You can apply to the life only that which is properly comprehended. You never just illustrate; you illustrate something, and that something is a right understanding of God’s truth. Argumentation, application, and illustration all depend on explanation of God’s Word. Though argumentation and application both can be made using illustrations, the primary role of all three elements is to serve explanation.

The use of explanation in the sermon is tied almost exclusively to the various details of the biblical text under consideration. From time to time, however, this functional element may be used in conjunction with certain nonbiblical information. To determine what material needs to be explained, simply ask the following question of all of your necessary exegetical information:


The Explanation Question

What information in this text won’t my audience immediately understand?



Asking this question will help you avoid explaining things in your message that don’t need to be explained. Many words, phrases, and concepts in the biblical text are obvious when they are read in the English text. They simply mean what they say. Other meanings are less clear and need explanation if the audience is going to grasp the mind of God in the passage. But the expositor impairs his preaching and wastes valuable time when he explains the obvious or the unimportant.

Again, most of your explanation will be taken from the exegetical material you gained during your study of the passage. Give your people some explanation of the meaning of the passage based on word studies, syntactical and grammatical nuances, relevant doctrines, background information, and contextual considerations. You can explain your text through several means:


• Presentation of Facts—information drawn from the study of the text. “There are three different words in the language of the New Testament that are all translated with the English word ‘know.’ The word used in this verse means to know by experience.”

• Theological Statement—a conclusion or assertion. “Jesus is the only way to heaven.”

• Narration—a story based on the setting, characters, and action of the text. “Several hours before daylight, Jesus woke up before anyone else and went to a deserted place in order to be alone with the Father.”

• Cross-Reference—a supporting parallel passage. “Some help in identifying which rock Jesus was referring to in Matthew 16:18 can be found in 1 Peter 2:1–8.”

• Comparison—relation to a familiar concept. “One jot and one tittle would be similar to one serif and one period.”

• Visual Aid—object or other visual augmentation. “Putting on the new man in Ephesians 4:24 describes the same action as my taking off this jacket I’ve been wearing and putting on this new jacket.” (Actually remove and replace the old jacket as you speak.)

• Oral Interpretation—reading the text as the biblical author or speaker likely intended it. “Come to Me [emphasis], all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I [emphasis] will give you rest. Take My [emphasis] yoke upon you and learn from Me [emphasis] …”



In addition to these means, be aware that you’re always helping to explain your text when it’s attached to a well-designed outline, which is helping your listeners to navigate the text with you. Regardless of which means you’re using, be sure to always present your explanation in an appealing, nonpedantic manner that demonstrates your desire for the listeners to understand the text.4

Argue What Is Objectionable

Regrettably, explaining aspects of the text to some listeners isn’t enough. We no longer live in a day when people believe something just because the Bible and the preacher suggest it. In other words, just because people understand an assertion doesn’t mean they automatically believe it. Consequently, as modern culture becomes more steeped in pluralism and relativism, preachers of the gospel will need to become more skilled in the art of argumentation. When we talk about argumentation in preaching, we’re simply referring to the act of persuading with the intent of changing an attitude or action.

Though argumentation in general sometimes involves controversy and dispute as much as reason and discussion, the functional element in preaching aims at the latter two qualities.5 These skills call for a keen sense of discernment. The expositor must identify issues that might hinder the audience from embracing the proposition and then discuss them in a logical fashion in the spirit of Christ.

Expositors should work on anticipating objections their listeners may make to the truths presented. To determine what aspects of the passage need to be argued, ask the following question of all your necessary exegetical information:


The Argumentation Question

What assertion(s) in my text won’t my audience immediately agree with?



As you ask this question, be sure not to raise objections that no one else would raise! Furthermore, always determine to show respect and consideration for those who may hold views contrary to your own.

Whereas most of your explanation is taken from your exegetical material, argumentation normally is built upon logical reasoning. John Calvin and Charles Finney, both of whom were trained in law before they began to preach, employed argumentation effectively. The apostle Paul, having been trained in ancient oratory and rhetoric, also was competent in the art.6 The following models of argumentation will help you as an expositor to argue your assertions in an effective way:7


• Authority—Citing someone whom the audience considers authoritative. “You can trust what the Bible says. Billy Graham has become known over the years for saying, ‘The Bible says … ’”

• Rebuttal—Tactfully and diplomatically showing an argument to be erroneous or false. “Many of you parents encourage your children to memorize the Sunday school memory verse but you refuse to hide God’s Word in your own hearts. One day, your children will grow to assume that if it’s not important for Mom and Dad, then it’s not important for them.”

• Direction/Stages—Direction involves showing that a contention is not necessarily wrong, but it might lead to undesirable consequences. “Taking one drink may not be sin in and of itself, but statistics show that the chances of a social drinker becoming an alcoholic are very high.” Stages involves leading to a conclusion in a progressive manner, when a more direct approach might be rejected. “Many people accept the fact that Jesus is God. And most would agree that God is eternal, meaning He’s still around today. And everybody knows that God is Lord over everything. That makes Jesus Lord over your life right now.”

• Causal—Showing how a cause leads to an effect or an effect is the result of a cause. “Since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God.” And, “No one would dispute that the intricacies of a Pentium computer chip suggest that someone made it as opposed to its just happening by itself. Likewise, the intricacies of our universe suggest a Creator.”

• Hierarchical—Appealing for something lesser in light of a greater example, or something greater in light of a lesser example. “If that widow gave everything she had, then surely you and I can give a tenth of our income.” “If sinful human fathers give presents to their children, then it follows that a perfect and good God will give good things to those who ask Him.”

• Compatibility—Showing that two things either are or are not compatible. “You say that you don’t pursue God today because religion was forced on you as a child. Let me ask you something: Didn’t your parents have to force you to brush your teeth as a child? Certainly! But you still brush your teeth today, don’t you? So being forced to do something beneficial as a child isn’t necessarily a logical excuse for rejecting it as an adult.”

• Pragmatic—Among a variety of pragmatic arguments, appealing to personal interests, prejudices, or emotions is one of the most common. “Some practical reasons also exist for giving financially to kingdom work. Your grandchildren are going to need a church where they can be nurtured and where their children can be nurtured. Right now is the time to be laying the foundation for that provision.”

• Model/Antimodel—Appealing for action that is like or contrary to a given example. Model: “Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus.” Antimodel: “You believe that there is one God. Big deal! Even the demons of hell believe that much, and they tremble when they think about it.”



As you employ argumentation, remember one other important truth. A defense lawyer in a court of law doesn’t have to prove his case beyond refute. He needs only to establish reasonable doubt in the minds of the jurors. Similarly, the defender of the faith in the pulpit doesn’t have to prove his point beyond rebuttal, but merely bring his listeners to the place of at least entertaining the possibility that his assertions are valid. Such is fertile soil in which the Holy Spirit does His convincing work.

Apply What Is Relevant

Just because the preacher explains the text clearly and makes a convincing argument doesn’t necessarily mean the listeners will make the connection between the biblical text and their lives. Even though the Bible is relevant regardless of what people may think, its inherent relevancy doesn’t guarantee that every person understands that it’s relevant. The responsibility of the preacher, then, is to establish that relevancy in the minds of his listeners through application.

Broadus describes application in preaching as “that part, or those parts, of the discourse in which we show how the subject applies to the persons addressed, what practical instruction it offers them, what practical demands it makes upon them.”8 Here the preacher does the work of linking the importance of the truth of the text with the hearers’ specific situation and need. He urges them to accept what has been stated and act upon its counsel.9

Like the other functional elements, not every part of your text will need to be applied. Be intentional about picking your spots for practical application. To determine what truths in your text needs to be applied, simply ask the following question of all the biblical material you’ve determined to explain and/or argue:


The Application Question

How are the truths in this text relevent to my particular audience?



To say it another way, after you’ve done everything you can to expound the meaning of your passage, ask yourself, So what? What does this have to say to my people?

Application Development

To answer the application question you’ll first need to revisit the theological purpose you discovered at the end of your Bible study process. Do you remember the application continuum below?

[image: ]

As part of your interpretation of the Bible text, you’ve already identified some theological implications and timeless truths, things that are true for all people of all time. Now is the time to review that material and see if it can be practically applied in specific ways to your particular audience.

Sometimes the best application of a text will be limited to its theological implications and timeless truths. The preacher will be able to say no more with regard to relevance without stretching the text. Certain truths issuing from the theological implications will serve as the primary application of the passage. And you should never feel guilty about that. Theological implications and timeless truths are application, even though they may not have immediate and practical expression in people’s lives! In many cases, however, you will be able to apply the truth rightly in practical ways. With each individual text, you must determine how far along the continuum you can go and still make application with integrity.

Determining how far along the continuum you can go is only half the battle in making good application. Once you know what material can and should be applied practically, you’ll need to handle that information carefully as you bring it to bear on the lives of your modern listeners. Robinson says, “More heresy is preached in application than in Bible exegesis.”10 His statement underscores the struggle many preachers have in knowing how to take a text and determine its practical application for today’s listeners.

Failure at this point easily can lead the preacher to say, “Thus saith the Lord” when in fact the Lord did not saith! Although the expositor’s exegesis may be orthodox, such heresy in application affects the listeners adversely. Robinson observes:


One effect is that you undermine the Scriptures you say you are preaching. Ultimately, people come to believe that anything with a biblical flavor is what God says.

The long-term effect is that we preach a mythology. Myth has an element of truth along with a great deal of puff, and people tend to live in the puff. They live with implications of implications, and then they discover that what they thought God promised, he didn’t promise.11



The way to avoid this danger is to allow your exegesis to drive your application. You don’t have the right to make a passage mean something today that it didn’t mean in principle in the biblical world. Once that meaning is determined, however, you have a better chance of applying it rightly.

As you revisit your interpretive study, identify the answers to some important questions. What did you discover about the writer’s theological purpose? What Bible doctrines are at play? What timeless truths did you determine the text revealed? What human conditions are addressed by the text that are characteristic of your people? The answers to these and other questions will provide the parameters for any practical application you make to the contemporary context.

With these answers firmly in mind, you can begin to explore contemporary equivalents of them for your congregation. But be aware that a growing tension exists as you move toward specific and practical application of theological implications and timeless truths. You will find yourself wanting to have a “Thus saith the Lord” about specific things in people’s lives, but you can’t always have it.12 Freeman warned, “Here we enter hazardous waters, and caution is in order.”13 Although you have biblical authority for proclaiming the principles in a biblical text, you can’t speak with the same authority regarding exactly how those principles are to be implemented in the lives of the listeners unless Scripture delineates such. To do so is to put words in God’s mouth.

Regarding specific application of scriptural principles, Robinson challenges preachers to make a distinction between the principle of a text and the many possible applications of that principle. He suggests saying something like “This is the principle, and the principle is clear. How this principle applies in our lives may differ with different people in different situations.”14

To help with this tension, consider distinguishing between various types of implications from a text by categorizing them as necessary, probable, possible, improbable, and impossible.15 For example, consider some various applications of the command “You shall not commit adultery” in Exodus 20:14:


• Necessary. You can’t have a sexual relationship with a person who isn’t your spouse.

• Probable. You ought to be very careful of strong bonding friendships with a person of the opposite sex who isn’t your spouse.

• Possible. You ought not to have lunch alone with a person of the opposite sex who isn’t your spouse.

• Improbable. You ought not to be in a room alone with a person of the opposite sex who isn’t your spouse.

• Impossible. You ought not to have dinner with another couple because you’re at the same table with a person of the opposite sex who is not your spouse.



An honest treatment of the text reveals that only the “necessary” implication can be preached as “Thus saith the Lord.” While you may have strong convictions about all or most of the other implications above, you can’t present them as the words of God. “Too often preachers give to a possible implication all the authority of a necessary implication, which is at the level of obedience.”16

Application Attributes

Naturally, application is ineffective if done poorly. Because many preachers give no thought to the quality of the application in their sermons, what was intended to draw listeners in ends up driving them away. The following characteristics will help you make effective application:


• Personal. Use first- and second-person plural pronouns (“we,” “us,” “you”). Such employment will make the truth of the text strong and direct. Avoid merely using the first-person singular pronouns (“I,” “me”), which lessen—and sometimes nullify—the force of the application.

• Varied. Use a combination of both direct and indirect application in each sermon. Though direct application is safest and best, do not hesitate occasionally to apply truth indirectly. In 2 Samuel 12, Nathan used both approaches in confronting David. His initial story about the rich thief was indirect, but his final application was direct: “You are the man!” A study of the teaching methods of Jesus reveals the use of both methods.

• Decisive. Call your listeners to some action, whether immediate or delayed. After all, obedience is the object of the sermon. Good application helps them to see that the message is intended to make a difference in their lives.17

• Appealing. Don’t hesitate to exhort. Make an appeal to your listeners. Much modern preaching is too impersonal. Some of the best application you’ll ever do will be the times you earnestly plead with your people to believe something or to act in a certain way.



Application Placement

Depending upon each individual sermon, application can be placed strategically at two primary places. It can be restricted to an extended section in the conclusion of the sermon, immediately before a call for action. Application also can be made by way of key sentences and discussions throughout the message. Within the body of the sermon, strategic links can be made between truths that have been explained and their relevance to the lives of listeners. Lloyd-Jones says:


It is important that you should have been applying what you have been saying as you go along. There are many ways of doing this. You can close by asking questions and answering them or in various other ways; but you must apply the message as you go along.18



So, application can be immediate as the sermon develops. Such employment usually is best, because listeners can see relevance throughout the sermon instead of having to wait until the end.19

Application Preparation

Effectively applying biblical truth in sermons will be a growing process throughout your entire ministry. Intentionally develop your ability to determine exactly what biblical material can and should be applied, as well as to apply that material with integrity. Constantly be preparing to make proper application. Several practices will help enhance this skill.


• Apply the truth to your own life. Foundational to preparing to be a good applier of Scripture is the practice of personal application. Always make sure you’re obeying what God is saying in the text to you. Nothing will be more beneficial in applying the text to others than having engaged it yourself.

• Study people. Learn all you can about people today. Read widely. Get yourself outside of commentaries and lexicons and into the worlds where your people live. Read movie reviews in order to stay current in the entertainment world. Stay in tune with music trends. Visit airports, malls, and other places just to watch people. Do everything you can to be a student of modern culture. Biblical truth is best applied when you know as much as possible about contemporary man. Your knowledge of man as he lives life today makes possible a positive flow between the Bible world and the modern world. This awareness will enhance your ability to preach the eternal Word in such a way that your people get the message.

• Read relevant literature. Read current literature that is relevant to the text from which you’re preaching. If you’re preaching on the Beatitudes, peruse some books—both religious and secular—that tell people how to be happy.

• Visualize your listeners. To help you determine contemporary equivalents to the shared human conditions, try visualizing specific members of your congregation. Ask yourself, What do these theological implications and timeless truths have to say to John Smith or Pam Jones or Billy Foster? As Alexander Maclaren studied the Scriptures during his sermon preparation, he placed across from his desk an empty chair. He imagined a person from his congregation sitting in the chair and carried on a dialogue between himself and that imaginary person.20 Such a practice can help keep you aware that you’re preparing your message for real people.



Illustrate What Is Dim

The fourth step in amplification is to illustrate your sermon material. To illustrate means to enlighten or make clear.21 The verb form comes from the Latin illustrare, which means “to cast light upon.” 22 Likely, you’ve identified in the exposition process some words, concepts, and even points of application that potentially could be a bit dim in the listener’s mind. Consequently, you should take some time at this stage to intentionally enhance parts of your content with additional light, especially those concepts that may run the risk of being a bit cloudy or vague.

Illustrations are mental photographs that illumine the ideas of our messages. We’re preaching to a visually minded generation. Today, we must factor in the evolution of personal computers, tablets, smartphones, the Internet, digital cinema, interactive media, and other technological advances that surely have heightened people’s visual learning propensities. Consequently, the importance of illustrations in a sermon becomes apparent. We have to make our sermons as lifelike as possible. Through the pictures produced in the minds of our hearers by illustrations, we can make the abstract come to life. The mind-set of today’s modern congregations makes the intentional use of illustrations a psychological necessity.

Illustrations can carry force at different places in your sermon. Sometimes you’ll want to begin your sermon with an illustration. At other times a strong illustration in your conclusion may seem especially appropriate. Most often you’ll find yourself amplifying one or more of your main points with an illustration just as soon as you state the point. At other times you’ll find it best to wait until the end of the point to use one. But wherever you put them, don’t ever feel compelled to use an illustration for every truth you present. Be intentional about your use of illustrations by determining what material actually needs to be illustrated. To help you determine what needs to be illustrated, ask the following question of all your amplified material:


The Illustration Question

Which assertion(s) in my sermon need additional light?



Asking this question will help you use illustrations at strategic points instead of at the same place in every message. Now let’s consider some other factors that will help us use illustrations purposefully to cast additional light on God’s truth.

Illustration Purposes

Illustrations, by nature, have an object. You don’t just illustrate; you illustrate something. Illustrations are servants of the other functional elements. They cast light on various facets of explanation, argumentation, and application. Overlooking this reality has caused many preachers and teachers of preaching to overrate and/or abuse the use of illustrations. If illustrations—as some have suggested—are the most remembered parts of our sermons, then it’s imperative that they be strongly related to the truths they’re intended to illuminate. So it’s important to think about the five primary purposes illustrations serve in their servant role:


• Clarify. Illustrations primarily help listeners understand what is being explained.

• Intensify. A simple, to-the-point illustration can drive home a truth and make it stick in the minds of the listener, thus enhancing memory.

• Apply. Illustrations help build bridges to your hearers. By means of an illustration you can create an awareness of need, stir emotions, and move people to action.

• Attract. Though people may not be especially interested in what you have to say, you can create interest and a favorable hearing by means of a well-presented illustration. All preachers have experienced the power of an illustration to hold the attention of the audience or to regain lagging attention.

• Argue. Illustrations can demonstrate the validity of one contention and the fallacy of another.



Illustration Qualities

Look for several qualities when choosing illustrations. The presence of the following attributes can be the difference between an effective illustration and an ineffective one:


• Familiar. A good illustration clarifies the truth you’re communicating. The unknown is interpreted by the known. Consequently, if your illustration involves something with which your listeners are familiar, it will help them understand what you’re trying to say. If not, the illustration probably won’t be effective. A preacher sometimes uses illustrations from rural life when preaching to suburban congregations. His people will miss the point completely if they don’t understand the particulars involved.

• Frequented. The frequency with which people will encounter the subject of an illustration after it’s used is often overlooked. Many preachers have the false impression that phenomenal, almost unbelievable, stories make the best illustrations. A cursory look at the illustrations used by Jesus, however, reveals His use of simple things common to everyday life. The genius of His method wasn’t just the familiarity people had with what He said, but also the regularity with which they would see them after His teaching, thus reminding them of the truth. Everyday items such as a vacuum cleaner, a car, or a computer often will prove to be the most effective illustrations, because people will encounter them after the sermon is over and be reminded of the scriptural truth that was illustrated.

• Persuasive. Illustrations pry open the heart’s door. Often a truth that’s initially resisted can gain persuasive traction with a simple illustration that sparks an emotional connection. This doesn’t imply that the speaker be melodramatic or sentimental. There’s no value in telling a tearjerker just to work up the audience. A good illustration, however, will get to the hearts of the people. Once truth has been presented, most decisions are made in the heart, not in the head.

• Colorful. Make use of simile and metaphor. Use the mechanism of parable. Flavor your illustrations with historical or biographical references, and an intelligent awareness of the contemporary world. Touch your people where they live by using illustrations taken from their life experiences.

• Appropriate. Illustrations can be inappropriate because they don’t match a particular audience or because they’re crude or disrespectful. Neither has any place in the preaching event. Be sure every illustration is appropriate, in good taste, and actually illustrates your point. An illustration is no good if it’s interesting, yet inappropriate to the circumstances of the venue.

• Believable. An illustration that sounds farfetched will immediately produce questions in the minds of your hearers. If you’re using an imaginary illustration, just say so. Be absolutely honest about your illustrations.

• Visible. Object lessons often are viewed as elementary and, therefore, relegated to children’s sermons. But if the preacher’s charge is to expose the text by explaining and applying it in the clearest fashion, he will do well periodically to consider appropriate visual illustrations. While they can be overdone, the power of visual aids can’t be overestimated with any age group. Language alone doesn’t have to carry the weight of creating a picture in the mind if, in fact, the actual picture itself is available.



Illustration Sources

Work hard to find variety in your illustrations, especially if you’re preaching to the same people on a regular basis. Telling the same illustration several times can sap it of its vitality and appeal. Good illustrations actually can be found anywhere, so stay alert for them. Keep handy a document on your smartphone or some other place to record them. We begin with four fruitful sources of illustrations.

First, the Bible. God’s Word is a fruitful source of sermon illustrations. The many life experiences—good and bad—of real people across the ages serve as examples of every facet of life as well as the relationship between God and man. In addition, the use of biblical illustrations helps to deter the trend toward biblical illiteracy. Illustrating New Testament truths with Old Testament experiences highlights the Bible’s unity and underscores its relevancy.

In addition to Bible stories, the original words of Scripture are a good source of sermon illustrations. The Greek language is especially useful. Many Greek words are picturesque, the meanings of which serve as whole illustrations. Dig these out in your word studies during the study of the passage.

Second, current events. Some of the best illustrations will surface in your reading of the daily newspaper, weekly magazines, and other literature that reports current events. Such references connect the Bible with contemporary culture and establish its relevancy in the minds of the listeners. Even after you have chosen illustrations throughout the week, always be willing to sacrifice them to events that may appear in the Saturday or Sunday morning paper. Being the most recent events, they typically will be uppermost in people’s mind.

Third, personal experiences. Your own life experiences (or the experiences of others) provide one of your best sources. Do not hesitate to use them aptly to illustrate Bible truth. Your people can immediately identify with them.

Several words of caution need to be noted, however. Be modest when relating personal experiences. Boastfulness will cause your audience to be resentful and resistant. Be careful not to refer to family members too frequently, as that can be annoying. Do not violate a confidence by taking matters told to you in private and using them as the basis of a sermon illustration. This mistake can be very painful to the one whose confidence is broken. And do not tell something that happened to another person as if it happened to you. You could be very embarrassed by such an act.

Fourth, sermons. While listening to other preachers, you will often find illustrations you can use effectively in your own sermons. Whenever you listen to another preacher, have paper and pen on hand. As you later use such an illustration, be careful to give credit without being too specific. Stephen Brown observed that citing the details of the source can dull the edge of the illustration. Always note the complete source in your own notes, but do not feel constrained to reference it in detail when you preach.23 An ethical guideline is simply to make clear that this is not your story. Brown’s counsel should be applied to the use of all illustrations, not just those obtained from other preachers.


Here are other resources you should consider:

• Personal Reading. Reading in a wide range of topics will bring you across many illustrations for your preaching. As you read inside and outside the fields of theology and biblical studies, illustrations will surface that can illuminate biblical truth.

• Nature. Constantly keep your eyes open to the world of nature. Jesus was a master at using such illustrations. He referred to the fig tree, the lilies of the field, the soil, the wind, and other aspects of nature to cast light on spiritual truth.

• Language. Most illustrations are in the form of anecdotes—short narratives about interesting people or situations. The use of language in other ways, however, can also serve as illustrative material. Look back at the material on figures of speech in chapter 4 to see some language tools that can provide powerful support.

• Statistics. Digging up cold, hard facts about your subject can be valuable when trying to explain, apply, argue, or even illustrate a point.

• Internet and Email. Modern technology serves the busy pastor well at many points. One such helpful tool in the search for illustrations is the Internet. In a matter of seconds, the touch of a search button can yield numerous stories and facts related to just about any subject. In addition, being on the email lists of selected friends will bring your way a plethora of contemporary stories, poems, jokes, and other information, all of which can be stored instantly for easy access.

• Illustration Sources. We save this for last because normally you won’t find enough usable illustrations in sermon illustration books or websites to make them worth the time and money. Many of the illustrations in these places are canned and outdated. If you insist on using an illustration book or Internet site, make sure it contains timeless illustrations and is updated regularly.



You probably remember several outstanding sermons you’ve heard. As you reflect on those sermons, you probably can remember some illustrations used in them. Someone has suggested that people remember our illustrations but not anything else in our sermons. While we shouldn’t ever be satisfied with such a veiled compliment, it’s true that illustrations can make or break the sermon. To say the least, the use of a suitable illustration can be the difference between an average and an outstanding sermon. So using effective illustrations can benefit the overall impact of your sermon. Choose them well and place them purposefully to maximize their effectiveness.

Develop the Exposition

Exposition involves the act of presenting, explaining, or expounding facts or ideas, usually involving commentary and interpretation. That’s precisely what you’ve been doing—fleshing out what needs to be exposed from your text in your sermon, what needs to be explained and argued and illustrated and applied. As we’ve already said, this material is often called the body of the sermon and is the heart of the expository message. This is where you engage your listeners with the text of Scripture. Using the functional elements and related homiletical devices, you’ve organized your passage of Scripture around your sermon outline. But your work of amplifying isn’t done. You now need to develop that material in an organized way so that it serves and features the supernatural text that you’re preaching.

Dive into the Text

This development can be likened to the activity in a backyard swimming pool. For some preachers, the text is merely a diving board and the pool is the sermon. These preachers jump off of the text into the sermon and never return thereto. Other preachers use the text like pool furniture. They swim around in the sermon but make only casual and periodic visits to the Scripture text. The expositor, however, uses the text as the pool itself. He jumps off the board into it and takes his listeners with him for a swim. The text is the sermon.

Before you leave the amplification process you need to spend some time making sure your text is the central feature of your sermon. Regarding the central role of the text in the sermon, Stowell’s counsel to twenty-first-century preachers must be heeded:


The text must be preeminent in our preparation and presentation. Sermons that deal only lightly or obscurely with the text cannot achieve the purpose of bonding people to God and His Word. Nor do they carry the long-term power necessary to effect life-changing proclamation. Power is not in the clever creations of the communicator but in the intrinsic truth of the Word of God. It should concern us that increasingly preaching in America today is seen more as a self-help values lecture (with periodic tips of the hat to Scripture) than a clear exposition of the truth of the authoritative Word of God.… when the church gathers as the body of Christ, it is to be taught the Word of God. That is the true source of transformational growth and development to the glory of Christ.24



The primary part of your sermon, then, is a swim in the biblical text where you immerse both yourself and your listeners in God’s truth. Like a tour guide, you’re taking them on a journey through this passage of Scripture.

Develop Each Point

So you need to develop the material under each point of your sermon in such a way that God’s Word is on display for your audience to behold and believe. To help develop the exposition part of your sermon, follow the steps below:


1. Revisit the amplification material you’ve developed according to explanation, application, illustration, and argumentation.

2. On separate sheets of paper or documents for each major point, begin to organize the results of all your amplified material.

3. Arrange every item you’ve identified in a logical way that moves your listeners through the text and develops the proposition of your sermon.

4. Using as many complete sentences as possible, write out your thoughts as if you were speaking directly to your audience.



Be aware that the ideas you record will have to become complete thoughts either now or at the moment of delivery. In the next chapter we’ll discuss how to express your thoughts in an effective style.

One other important quality of the exposition needs to be considered: focus. Stick to your theme; stay focused. Don’t let the audience get sidetracked from the main message by your meandering. You may have two, three, or four points, just as you might map out different routes by car, train, or plane, but you still have only one destination—one proposition.25

Avoid confusing your audience with information that isn’t relevant to and necessary for the development of your proposition. Instead, keep hammering home that one idea. In so doing you will enable God’s glorious truth to be the feature of your message.






INTRODUCING

The next step in building your sermon is to prepare the introduction. The introduction is the initial part of the sermon in which the preacher is attempting to gain a hearing from the audience. In essence, you have to buy the right to take your listeners to the next step. The introduction, therefore, should be intriguing, gaining listener interest and seizing their attention.

Preachers and homileticians differ on when the introduction should be prepared. Though each preacher may have his own preference, the best place seems to be after you’ve amplified your material in the body—or exposition—of your sermon. Most of us find it rather difficult to introduce something before we know fully what we are introducing! For this reason an argument could be made for even waiting until after you’ve developed your conclusion to develop your introduction! But once you’ve developed your exposition, you have a more informed perspective regarding how to introduce it.

Purposes of the Introduction

The introduction of the sermon should be very intentional, so take time to prepare it well. Adrian Rogers, longtime former pastor of Bellevue Baptist Church in Memphis, Tennessee, had a helpful formula for putting together a sermon introduction with purpose. Rogers thought in terms of the following four words:


• Hey! Get the attention of the listeners in the introduction. Catch the essence of the sermon in a sentence. Gain their interest.

• You! Indicate that the subject matter at hand applies to the listeners. “This is for you! I have something you need to hear.”

• Look! Give some information about the subject to come. Briefly show what will be shared with them in more length and depth in the message.

• Do! Tell them what they are expected to do as a result of hearing the sermon.



Even if you don’t adopt or develop a catchy way to be intentional, you should always work to accomplish the following goals at the outset of your message:

First, as Rogers argued, gain your audience’s interest. In the first few minutes of the sermon you either have your listeners with you or you don’t. These early minutes will determine the mood of your audience. We can’t assume that those who sit in your congregation are automatically interested in what you’re going to say. You have to create that interest. Try to write a strong opening sentence that prepares people for a strong introduction. Songwriters use what they call a “hook” somewhere in the song to catch the listeners’ attention. Use that first sentence to place a “hook” in your introduction and arouse the interest of your hearers.

Second, introduce your text. If an expository sermon is intent on exposing the truth of a text, then the introduction to that sermon should introduce the preaching passage to some degree. At the same time, setting up the text in detail should be done only selectively. The danger of textual overload in the introduction is that it can become very boring to those who regularly listen to expository sermons.

Third, state your proposition. You know what you want to say, but those who sit before you have no idea what you want to say. In your introduction let your audience know the proposition of your sermon, and maybe even the central idea of the text as well. The introduction lays the big idea before the people and prepares them for its development. Emory A. Griffin says:


Is it wise to present this main point at the start of the message, or would we be better off to wait until the conclusion? We’d do well to follow the advice of a successful country preacher. When asked the secret of his success he replied, “It’s simple. I tell them what I’m going to say. I say it. Then I tell them what I’ve said. Let people know where you are headed right from the start. This way they will have a mental hook on which to hang all the illustrations and evidence you can muster to support your thesis. If they don’t know where you are headed, they might unconsciously twist an example you give and see it as bolstering a different point of view.26



While some narrative texts may be served better by an inductive development in which the proposition is not stated until the conclusion, most passages naturally will call for a strong, clear statement of purpose at the beginning of the sermon. Several brief, well-worded sentences of introduction usually can make this theme unmistakably clear.

Fourth, establish the relevancy. The chances of gaining interest will be greatly enhanced if the preacher establishes the relevancy of the sermon in the minds of his listeners. Be sure to gain a favorable hearing by showing the audience that your message is important for their lives. Your purpose is to move the listeners to action, to help them make certain decisions on the basis of your sermon. That goal can’t be accomplished if they aren’t inclined favorably to the importance of your sermon. Someone has said there are three kinds of preachers—those to whom you cannot listen, those to whom you can listen, and those to whom you must listen. A good introduction will help you be the latter.

Fifth, promise the “Take Away.” The introduction should display the fruit of listening to your people on a regular basis. As you discern both their expressed needs and the needs that lurk beneath the surface, incorporate them into the launchpads of your sermons. The introduction should establish in word and attitude your empathy and care, as well as a statement of what benefit the listeners will be able to “take away” from the sermon.27

Sixth, state your expectations. The conclusion—especially your call for response—actually should begin with the introduction. Early in the sermon make clear where you’re going, what you expect of the audience, and how you want them to respond. Begin in the introduction to drive toward the call for action, keeping your purpose in mind throughout the development of your exposition. No paragraph of Scripture is without a personal appeal to the heart. Find that appeal and begin pressing it home at the beginning of your sermon.

Qualities of the Introduction

The nature of your introduction is another important feature to beginning a sermon well. Building certain qualities into the opening of your sermon will heighten its effectiveness.


• Brevity. In most cases, the introduction should be short. A preacher can easily get carried away as the sermon begins. Avoid every word that isn’t absolutely necessary. Several years ago the distinguished senator and orator Albert J. Beveridge suggested, “If you can’t strike oil in three minutes, you should quit boring.”28 An elaborate, lengthy introduction may promise your listeners more than you’re able to deliver. R. G. Lee used to talk about preachers who built chicken coop sermons on skyscraper foundations. An introduction is the porch, not the house. Make it long enough to introduce the subject and no more.

• Variety. Make use of a variety of introductions. When your listeners know you’re going to begin each sermon the same way, they won’t give you their attention. Choose just the right kind of introduction for the message you’ve prepared. Because texts, audiences, and occasions vary, the sermon introductions that serve each one should vary as well.

• Relevancy. Turn the introduction quickly toward the needs of the hearers to establish relevancy. The introduction should arouse in them a sense of need. You can’t sell them something they don’t know they need. Paul O’Neil, a writer for Life magazine, once wrote in vivid fashion: “Always grab the reader by the throat in the first paragraph, sink your thumbs into his windpipe in the second, and hold him against the wall until the tag line.”29 If you can begin with felt needs in your introduction and then connect them with spiritual answers throughout your message, you’ll be far along the road toward being an interesting preacher.

• Tension. Introductions should have a sense of tension. Create the awareness that your sermon will complete what you’ve begun in the introduction. Indicate that the questions you’ve raised in the introduction will be answered in the exposition of your Scripture passage. Show the people that the needs you’ve identified in your introduction will be given Bible solutions in the message. The introduction sets the pace for the entire message.

• Appropriateness. The introduction also sets the mood for the sermon. Texts and corresponding subjects vary in mood—some are happy and optimistic, others more serious in nature. Match the mood of your introduction with the text and its subject. You don’t want to begin in a frivolous manner when you’ll be discussing something serious.

• Conviction. The audience should be aware from the very beginning of the sermon that you yourself are interested in the subject matter. If you’re interested, the congregation likely will be interested as well. Put yourself into the introduction with your best thought and energy. Some preachers seem to care very little whether or not they’re heard. Their messages seem to be soliloquies, intended for themselves alone. They might as well be preaching to the trees and stars. The preacher who’s interested in communicating God’s Word to people will be most interested in securing their attention. The majority of people who come to hear you preach really want to attend to what you say. Be sure you don’t stifle that desire in the opening minutes.



Types of Introductions

Several kinds of introductions can be effective. The particular type you employ should depend upon your text, purpose, and audience.30 You may use a straightforward statement of a contemporary problem and how the biblical text addresses that problem. Or you may come up with your own quotable line or “zinger” that will jolt the listeners. Just be sure the statement is not so startling that everything thereafter is anticlimactic. Other introductions may make use of a well-worded question or series of questions that get to the core of a human need or situation, followed by a statement of how the biblical text reveals God’s response to that dilemma.

Still other messages may begin with an illustration in the form of an anecdote or parable from contemporary life or history. The narrative could expose the central idea of the text or the proposition. An especially good beginning might involve a personal experience from your own life to which you apply the given text and set up your proposition. Life situations and real-life stories also can be used to get to the essence of a text effectively. Great introductions may also include a positive believe-it-or-not case history from your own congregation or a feature story clipped from a magazine reflecting Christian values.

Introductions also may center on a felt need. Powerful beginnings can be built around a sympathetic reference to a need expressed by many listeners and a promise to show how the biblical text addresses that need. A current news item that’s on people’s minds can highlight the contemporary focus of the biblical text. An offbeat story, sharp quotation, editorial, or description of a key sporting event from the daily news can launch your message. Even periodically taking the paper into the pulpit and reading from it can be effective.

Narrative material provides another strong beginning. A dramatic retelling of the story line of the biblical text with a “you are there” flavor—followed by a statement of connection to the parallel contemporary situation—often will seize listeners’ attention. Or you may use a textual introduction that involves a direct statement of the biblical text or a clearly stated paragraph describing its context, followed by application to contemporary life. Finally, a quotation from a person well-known to your listeners, followed by a statement of how the biblical text relates to that quote, can catch the listeners’ attention. However, avoid a long quotation that rambles on for a paragraph. Narrow it to one or two sentences at the most.

Development of the Introduction

Once you’ve determined the type of introduction that is best for a particular message, you can develop your sermon beginning. The following five-step process is suggested for building effective introductions.


1. Agonize and empathize. Spend time meditating on your exposition and conclusion, including your invitation. Also, empathize with your people by reflecting on their life situations. Wrestle with these realities until you are able to identify the major point or points of intersection.

2. Verbalize. Write out your thoughts word for word, exactly as you would like to convey them to your people. “Writing is the expression of refined and polished thought.”31 Even if you do not write out in full the other parts of the sermon, write out the introduction to ensure a strong, clear beginning.

3. Criticize. Once you have written your introduction, put it to the test. Go back and see if it accomplishes the six purposes discussed earlier: gains interest, introduces the text, makes the proposition, establishes relevancy, promises a “take away,” and states expectations.

4. Editorialize. Based upon your critical review, make any changes or refinements needed.

5. Memorize. Commit the final product to memory so that you will be able to look your people in the eye and establish communication. Your memorization may not be word-for-word, but repeated readings and oral recitations will fix it in your verbal memory patterns.32



Never underestimate the importance of toiling over the introduction. This crucial part can make or break your message. Spurgeon says, “You must attract the fish to your hook, and if they do not come you should blame the fisherman and not the fish. Compel them to stand still awhile and hear what God, the Lord, would speak to their souls.”33 Introduce your sermon as if it were life or death to your hearers—because it is!

Potential Pitfalls of an Introduction

As you develop your sermon introduction, beware of several undesirable ways to approach it. Avoid the following at all costs:


• Hem-and-haw. Prepare well so you don’t beat around the bush in your introduction. The preacher who isn’t really sure what he’s going to say evidences that he’s prepared neither the exposition of the sermon nor the introduction. He’s unclear in his thought and his speech. An audience will notice this lack of preparation very quickly and will respond with corresponding inattention.

• Apologetic. Don’t introduce your message by telling the people how poorly you’ve prepared or how little you know about the subject. Probably you’ll never feel as prepared as you would like. But when a speaker makes excuses, “he is not taking out an insurance policy in case he flops; he is only planting in his audience’s mind the likelihood of his failure.”34 If you’re not prepared, they’ll know soon enough! And don’t apologize for the nature of the subject you propose. If your sermon truly is expository, no apology is needed for any truth found in the Word of God.

• Trite. Don’t fill your introduction with meaningless statements that don’t point toward your subject. Make your introductory remarks weighty. You’re seeking to arouse attention. You have to give your listeners enough substance in your introduction to merit that attention. If you’re trite, they won’t be impressed. Usually, praise for the audience is trite. If you need to praise the audience or someone in it, use that praise in the middle of your sermon to support a point. Churchill contended that praise in the introduction of a speech comes off as flattery, whereas the same praise in the middle of the speech comes off as sincerity.

• Funny. Humor can be used effectively in the sermon, but jokes rarely serve the preacher well at the beginning. Unless you have the wit of a late night talk show host, you run the risk of burying your sermon and embarrassing both yourself and your audience. Again, if you’re able to use jokes well, you’re usually better off saving them for the body of the sermon where they’re unexpected and can help make a point.35

• Pedantic. Don’t introduce your sermon in an academic way. A belabored, routine beginning will quickly bore your listeners. Your introduction should be characterized by freshness and variety.

• Misleading. Avoid promising something you either don’t intend to deliver or can’t deliver. When a preacher proposes one subject and preaches on another, people feel betrayed. Introduce your subject, then stick to it.








CONCLUDING

The final step in organizing your sermon is the development of your conclusion. The conclusion reinforces the proposition and reviews its relevancy. Your sermon shouldn’t just dribble away into nothingness. The main theme of the message needs to be brought to completion. Greek orators sometimes called this part of a public oration “the final struggle which decides the conflict.” For this reason, Broadus said that—rhetorically, psychologically, and spiritually—this component “is a most vital part of the sermon.”36 At this juncture in the preaching event, your listeners are deciding on the issues at hand. So like a lawyer during closing arguments, you’ll want to bring to focus as clearly as possibly the timeless truths exposed in your message. Striking while the iron is hot, you’ll want to drive home the proposition and bring the whole thrust of the message to bear on your listeners.

Development of the Conclusion

Despite its important role, the development of a good conclusion often is neglected. Sometimes the preacher may run out of preparation time, causing him to tack on a thoughtless summary to the message. Other preachers are faced with time limitations in the delivery of their sermons due to media deadlines, or just the expectations of the congregation. So the preacher may jettison his message prematurely. Still other preachers neglect foundational work on the sermon like unifying the theme or logically developing the main assertions. Consequently, they find it difficult to arrange a strong conclusion.

None of these breakdowns is a good excuse for finishing poorly. Preachers have a responsibility to bring every sermon to an intentional close. While sermon conclusions may accomplish more than one purpose, each one will likely be characterized by one primary element. Five common types to get you started in the development of good conclusions are:


• Recap: A brief review of the sermon proposition and points;

• Illustration: An anecdote that underscores or highlights the proposition;

• Application: One or more ways in which the listeners can live out the truth of the text;

• Quotation: A telling statement by a relevant source that drives home the proposition; and

• Question: A thought-provoking question that forces the listeners to ponder the proposition



Concluding with Appeal

Regardless of the primary type that characterizes your conclusion, it should always include some plea or exhortation for the listeners to act on the message. The gospel of Christ innately demands a response from those who are confronted with its claims. Larsen rightly says, “The gospel is an invitation to which sinners are to RSVP. A response is called for.”37 So the sermon conclusion must involve some climactic call for listeners to commit themselves to acting on the truth that has been preached before they walk out the door. Once you’ve exposed the listeners’ minds to the truth of God’s Word, you need to finish by compelling them to act on it.

Proclamation of God’s truth implies this final call for decision. Whether or not people are asked to respond with some immediate, public indication of their decision is a different matter. We’ll discuss that kind of appeal in chapter 9. But for now, suffice it to say that you must uncompromisingly appeal for your listeners to act on the message of the text. Every sermon should be intent upon fostering change in the lives of people. The entire message should move toward this purpose. We don’t preach merely to hear ourselves talk or simply to convey information. We preach for a response. We are calling for a verdict. The conclusion is the final opportunity you have specifically and formally to call for that verdict. So be sure to finish your sermon with a passionate exhortation for your listeners to go and practice what they’ve heard.

Dos and Don’ts for Conclusions

As you develop a conclusion that includes a sincere appeal, you’ll want to incorporate certain qualities and avoid certain pitfalls. Let the following dos and don’ts guide you in your journey:


• Do reflect your exposition. Repetition is an important method of amplifying truth. A time-tested sermonic model has been “Tell ’em what you’re going to tell ’em, tell ’em, and tell ’em what you’ve told ’em.” Even if you don’t repeat your points exactly in the conclusion, you should try to repeat certain phrases or words that summarize the main thrust of your exposition.

• Don’t moralize. Don’t conclude your exposition by saying, “The moral of this sermon is …” This unclear thinking is too general and vague to be effective. It also is inaccurate to call an application of God’s Word a “moral” lesson. It is a valuable life truth for every listener.

• Do fit the exposition. Some conclusions have little to do with the material they supposedly culminate. If your sermon is one of encouragement, conclude with encouragement. If your sermon is corrective, conclude with firm correction. If your sermon is doctrinal, conclude with clear recapitulation.

• Don’t keep going when you’re through. Don’t press on after a good stopping point. William Jennings Bryan’s mother leveled with him after an evening’s address with the painful words “Will, you missed several good opportunities to sit down.” Don’t let your sermon unravel at the end like a ball of yarn. When you’re through, clip the loose ends, neatly tie them together, and leave your people with a well-developed message.

• Do be clear in thought and expression. Vagueness has no place in concluding the exposition. Your listeners must be able to understand without question what you’re saying. If you’re just beginning your ministry, be sure to write out your conclusions word for word, even when you don’t prepare a full manuscript. This practice will force you to clarify what you’re saying.

• Don’t quit until you’re through. The exposition should be developed fully before you move into the conclusion. Occasionally, every preacher will reach the climax of his sermon prematurely. At that point, the rest of the sermon is downhill. Careful organization and a sense of timing are the keys.

• Do reserve some strength and energy. Don’t preach so that you expend all you have before you reach the conclusion. Because the conclusion should include some form of appeal, reserve enough liveliness to carry your sermon to its proper ending. Broadus criticized energetic speakers who exhausted themselves before they reached this point and ended up “panting and hoarse and with no banner but a moist handkerchief.”38

• Don’t drag it out. Brevity is an important quality in conclusions. Say what you want to say. Say it briefly. Say it pointedly. Then be done.

• Do be relevant to your immediate audience. Direct your remarks to the people who are present. Why direct your thoughts to people who aren’t there? Make use of the second person pronoun often. Appeal to individuals for a definite response. The conclusion should leave the people with a deep sense of personal responsibility. They should know beyond question what action they’re being called on to take.

• Don’t introduce new material. Systematic exposition especially lends itself to the temptation to conclude this week’s passage by taking a peek into the green fields of next week’s text. Such a practice will rob your sermon of force and power. Reserve any necessary comments about next week’s sermon for the conclusion of the entire service.

• Do mix it up. Summarizing every message in the same way robs your sermon of the positive benefits of an unexpected ending. This rut can let your listeners know you’re wrapping up before you want them to know. Do something different. Be unpredictable. Keep them guessing.

• Don’t tell ’em you’re coming. Normally, you should not begin the conclusion by saying, “In conclusion …” or, “Finally …” That completely destroys the element of surprise. The people shouldn’t have to be told you’re wrapping up the exposition. And that concluding transition may cause many to close their minds, thinking, Sermon’s over, and so miss the key concluding thought or action step.



A Final Word

Before leaving this crucial issue of organizing your sermon, one more element needs to be addressed. As you develop the introduction, exposition, and conclusion of your message, be sure to consider the need to support each of these parts with additional material. Although you need to be very careful not to overload your message, you want to make sure there are no gaps in your development. As you explain, argue, apply, and illustrate in the body of your message, and as you develop a purposeful introduction and conclusion, see if you notice any areas that could use an additional hand. Be extremely careful, however, not to add material if it’s not needed.

Assuming you find some areas that need support, don’t limit your search to your own creativity. Totally original thinkers are few and far between (and not many of them are preachers!). Vance Havner once said, “At the beginning of my ministry I determined I would be original or nothing. I soon found out that I was both.”

Your commentary work can provide good support material. During your interpretation process, you consulted a variety of them and noted certain statements that amplify the truths of your passage. Revisit your notations of information that might provide help to your sermon. Also, as part of your Bible study you considered some sermons that other men have preached on your passage. Read or listen to some more of them to see if you can find helpful material.

Another source from which to draw supporting material is previous work you’ve done on other sermons or Bible studies. Now is the time to look at some of your “overflow” material. Earlier we noted the necessity of saving certain unneeded information from your analysis to be used for later times. Develop some way to organize sermon material you’ve gathered, maybe by topic or by Scripture reference. Certainly, computers provide infinite ways to store, organize, and access the fruit of previous study. Find some easily accessible way to organize the used and unused material from every sermon you prepare so you can use them as a resource for the message you’re currently developing.

In all of these efforts be careful how you borrow material. Plagiarism is rampant in almost every aspect of our society. Via the Internet, students and preachers alike now have access to complete research papers and entire sermons with the click of a mouse. Remember that the lifting of material word-for-word is improper. Be sure to give proper credit whenever you quote another preacher or writer. Jay Adams asserted that borrowing is permissible when you give new organization, new integration, and new expression to the materials you’ve read. He suggested that you mix the materials through your own mind, add them to your own experiences, then present them in your own way.39
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF PREACHING STYLE

Give me the right word and the right accent and I will move the world.

Joseph Conrad

The preacher speaks the Word of God in the words of men. That makes preaching the most important kind of public speaking known to mankind.

The expression of the sermon ultimately is manifested through oral communication during the delivery of the message, including important elements of nonverbal communication. But your first attention should be given to the quality of your verbal expression before you ever open your mouth. Some preachers work on style as they write out a full or partial manuscript. Others just work on style mentally as they review their message in their head. We encourage you to do both. Your effectiveness at the point of delivery largely depends on your intentional development of expression before delivery. The following is a discussion of some ways to improve your preaching style so it will serve your message.






UNDERSTANDING STYLE

Many homileticians have shown a tendency to disparage rhetorical studies that relate to sermon delivery. Few textbooks on the subject give much help in this area. Rhetoric, generally defined, is the art of using words effectively in speaking to influence or persuade others. This definition obviously suggests that rhetoric is a legitimate area of study for the pastor who desires to preach effectively. The obvious dangers involved in the study of rhetoric must not deter the preacher from investing time in this field. Broadus defines rhetoric as the art of extemporization, appropriate expression, and moving appeal.1 His description underscores the importance of style, which is one of the five basic canons of classical rhetoric outlined by Quintilian in his Institutes of Oratory.

Style essentially is the preacher’s characteristic manner of expressing his thoughts.2 But style also involves the way the preacher’s self is being expressed. Sweazey contends that effective style is a combination of the preacher’s personality and craftsmanship. In addition, the preacher has to combine his skills of expression with “a message he [is] burningly eager to express.”3

Because of its rhetorical role, style must have regard for the time in which it’s employed, following the customs and tastes of different peoples and different ages. Kooienga even describes it as the manner in which the preacher chooses to bring the message to a particular audience. He contends that style is dictated by rhetorical principles shaped by preaching’s distinctive task. The style of preaching, according to Kooienga, takes the shape of one of three intentions: instruction, persuasion, or movement to response. In other words, a sermon’s intention in view of the given audience should dictate the particular style that the preacher employs.4 One of the great characteristics of Christian preaching is its ability to adjust to the people in a given context and relate itself to them effectively.5

Style also is a matter of the heart. Elizabeth Achtemeier asserts that words flow naturally in a pleasing rhythm when the heart of the preacher is engaged with a passion to communicate the Word of God to his congregation. When the heart is engaged, she says, even words become concrete and pictorial. In summary, Achtemeier writes, “Style is the man!”6

All preachers have a style, whether good or bad. Your verbal style is your choice of words that express the truths of your sermon. The power of these words can’t be overestimated. The words you choose can render your sermon powerfully effective or miserably inept. Robinson says, “Of all people an expository preacher professing a high view of inspiration should respect language. To affirm that the individual words of Scripture must be God-breathed and then to ignore his own choice of language smacks of gross inconsistency.”7

Broadus agrees, highlighting the obvious value of good sermon style:


Style is the glitter and polish of the warrior’s sword but is also its keen edge. It can make mediocrity acceptable and even attractive, and power more powerful still. It can make error seductive, while truth may lie unnoticed for lack of it. Shall religious teachers neglect so powerful a means of usefulness?8



The man of God who wants to be an effective communicator has to give attention to the use of words in sermon style.

At the same time, we must approach style with a healthy and humble perspective. Like delivery, style actually isn’t something we cultivate to make our preaching more effective. It’s something we cultivate to prevent our preaching from being ineffective. The supernatural Word of God doesn’t need our polished style to make it more potent. We have a responsibility, however, not to dull the Word’s sharpness with our poor style.

So if you’re serious about not dulling our Lord’s sharp, two-edged sword, work hard at purging your sermons of poor style. Some of the more common qualities to be eliminated are:


• Verbosity. Using too many words to express your thoughts can hinder the desired effect and actually produce weariness on the part of the listeners. Most of us preachers are guilty at this point and need to work hard at eliminating every unnecessary word.

• Lack of clarity. Sentences that are too long, ideas that are poorly arranged, phrases that are too complicated all cloud the truths you intend to convey.

• Circumlocution. This error involves saying many words but never really saying what you intend to say. This defect is almost always fatal. The words promise the point but never seem to arrive.

• Dullness. Words that lack dramatic or alluring quality don’t arouse a sense of interest and expectancy.

• Roughness. Absence of flow and rhythm, jerky sentences, clumsy phrases, hesitant expressions all will leave listeners feeling unsettled and confused.

• Sameness. If sentences are all the same and movement is always predictable, listeners can be lulled to sleep. Variety needs to be present in what the preacher says and in the ways he says it.









HOW DO YOU TEACH PREACHING?

A Personal Testimony

If I’ve been asked that question once, I’ve been asked it a thousand times by people in churches where I’ve been introduced as a guest preacher. They’re curious about how something that’s a call and a gift (Eph. 4:8, 11–12) from God can actually be taught. My answer is always the same: I like to think of what I do not so much as teaching guys how to do something, but how not to be a distraction from what God is doing.

In 1 Corinthians 2:1 the apostle Paul said, “And I, when I came to you, brothers, did not come proclaiming to you the testimony of God with lofty speech or wisdom.” Paul wasn’t saying he preached in Corinth without any speech or wisdom. A cursory reading of the Acts narrative and Paul’s thirteen epistles indicates otherwise. What he said was that he didn’t preach with “lofty” speech or wisdom. There’s a difference. In the language of the New Testament the word “lofty” means “to rise above” or “to reign supreme over.” Paul said he didn’t preach in a way that his words or the way he formulated them in his mind rose above or reigned supreme over God’s Word. Apparently he believed it was possible for preachers to do just the opposite—to let their words and their wisdom raise God’s Word above their own.

Based on Paul’s confession to the Corinthians, it’s important for us preachers to understand something: We can’t make God’s Word any more powerful than it already is. But we can distract from its power by the things we say and the ways we say them. Teaching preaching is not intended to help men become more polished orators, but to help them learn how to stay out of the way and not be a distraction from God’s supernatural and powerful truth.

—Jim Shaddix



The following discussions are intended to help you—not to become a polished orator—but merely to eliminate some stylistic potholes that can distract your listeners from hearing from God.






PLANNING FOR CREATIVITY

All preachers have faced times when they can’t seem to get the sermon to “come together.” They find themselves mentally paralyzed. In reality, you and I may do all the necessary spade work, amplify the message well, yet still lack the creative spark that makes the sermon unique and effective. The solution to such a dilemma is found in allowing sufficient time for incubation. This brooding process allows time for your gathered material to mature by letting your creativity in on the action. And this cooperation is absolutely essential for effective preaching style.

Several interesting studies have been done on incubation and the creative process. Rollo May, in his book The Courage to Create, defines creativity as the process of making or bringing into being. He points out that we use many different expressions to describe creativity. Such phrases as “a thought pops up” or “an idea comes from the blue” or “it suddenly hit me” all indicate different ways of picturing the experience of creativity. Somewhere beneath the level of conscious awareness, ideas break through into our experience. May describes the phenomenon:


Often when one works at a hard question, nothing good is accomplished at the first attack. Then one takes a rest, longer or shorter, and sits down anew to the work. During the first half hour, as before, nothing is found, and then all of a sudden the decisive idea presents itself to the mind. It might be said that the conscious work has been more fruitful because it has been interrupted and the rest has given back to the mind its force and freshness.9



Some of the most significant breakthroughs in all areas of life will take place in this manner. Four phases have been suggested as being necessary for the creative processes to develop fully.10

Phase 1: Separation

After you’ve studied your text and organized your sermon, separate yourself from your journey for a time. In other words, leave your desk and engage yourself in other activities, whether they be recreational or some other aspect of your ministry that is less cognitive. The subconscious mind needs time to work on the content that’s been assembled.

This time is important for the germination and maturing of main ideas. Your preparation and intensive labor up to this point may have led to a kind of mental indigestion. You need some time for rest and recreation, and your mind needs time to digest and assimilate the gathered information. Though the amount of this time may vary, the subconscious mind will use it to rework and sometimes reorganize your sermon material. This rest or change of activity will release you from intensive effort and allow the creative impulse free reign. Eventually, new ideas will emerge.

This time of separation is important for the Holy Spirit’s work. All through the preparation of an expository sermon, the preacher must feel keenly his dependence upon the Spirit. The divine Inspirer is the only one who can give the preacher understanding and insight into Scripture’s meaning and application. Perhaps those times when we allow the subconscious to work on the sermon are those occasions when we open our lives to the direction of the Holy Spirit in new and meaningful ways.

Phase 2: Meditation

Before returning to the mechanics of sermon preparation, spend some time meditating on your work. This activity may take place subsequent to or concurrent with the separation discussed above. As you meditate on your Scripture passage and amplification material, you’re preparing the way for the creative process. You can meditate on the fruit of your research at many times when you’re not in your study—while you relax, walk, jog, or drive. Allow your mind to travel freely down the many roads of your passage. Try to avoid familiar roads you’ve already traveled. Look for different, out-of-the-ordinary entrances into the text. You will often be amazed at what these brief times of meditation can do.

As you meditate, put your imagination to work on the Scripture passage as an additional positive step toward creativity. Imagination is the capacity of the mind to receive a bombardment of ideas and impulses that well up from the subconscious mind. Imagination provides the capacity to “dream dreams and see visions.”11 You’ll be amazed at the insights and concepts that will emerge from the subconscious if you will allow your imagination time to work on your Scripture passage.

One way to strengthen the imagination is to improve your habits of observation. Spurgeon was noted for his ability to speak in picture language. His sermons literally abounded in sensory imagery. A contemporary of Spurgeon, E. L. Magoon, once wrote, “He has rare powers of observation, recollection, assimilation and creation.… He seems to have opened his eyes to nature in all its varieties; to science in all its discoveries, and to literature in all its departments.”12 Today’s preacher can enhance his own preaching considerably by improving his powers of observation.

Improving observation can be achieved in a variety of ways. Here are some helpful hints:


• Broaden your sight. Increase the breadth of what you’ve seen and observed. Take opportunities to visit art galleries and museums. Read literature that abounds in imagery. Poetry is especially good in this regard.

• Look, don’t just glance. Make the effort truly to look at things, not just glance over them. Take an object and examine it carefully. Notice every possible detail. What kind of materials were used in making it? What is its shape? How big or small is it? What is its color? Its texture? Look at the object from every conceivable perspective.

• Listen, don’t just hear. Stand on a busy street corner. Listen to all the different sounds. Listen to voices as people crisscross around you. Listen to the sounds coming from stores nearby. Exhaust every sound that comes to your ears.

• Feel, don’t just touch. Pick up an object. Hold it in your hand. Feel the object. What is it made of? How does it feel? Is it smooth or rough? Touch the object in every possible way.



These activities are not something to be done for only a day or two. Rather, to achieve maximum results in improving your imagination, make such habits of observation a way of life.

One more word about meditation needs to be noted. Make sure some of your meditation time is done on your knees in communion with God. This is a reminder of both your desperation for the Holy Spirit to attend your sermon preparation and your dependence on His teaching role (John 14:26). Remember to saturate your entire sermon preparation with prayer, doing as much as possible on your knees. Someone has said, “Work without prayer is atheism; but prayer without work is presumption.”







PLANNING FOR CREATIVITY IN WEEKLY PREPARATION

A Personal Testimony

In addition to brief snatches of meditation time, more extended periods should also be allotted for incubation to take place. In recent years I’ve found a helpful way to allow time for the creative process to work. I begin my sermon preparation on Monday morning. I plan to complete it at the end of my Friday morning study time. But I devote Thursday mornings for alternate study. My attention is turned to outside reading, writing projects, and a variety of other study activities. I don’t consciously give thought to the study of my sermons on that day.

Later on that Thursday afternoon or at night, in a different place, under a different set of circumstances, I look again at my sermon. Many times I’m thrilled to see how much clearer the passage is after some time away from it. Very often, the sermon outline arranges itself in a much more logical, clear manner. The sermon thesis appears in sharper focus than previously.

—Jerry Vines



Phase 3: Illumination

As you separate yourself from the mechanics of sermon preparation and meditate on your work, moments of illumination will occur. These moments are windows of insight. This dynamic flows out of periods of study, matures in the hidden subjective levels of thought, and springs into life with startling suddenness. Such moments frequently will be accompanied by a deep sense of satisfaction and confidence.

Moments of illumination may come at these breaks between your study and finalizing your message. An idea may emerge unexpectedly, without effort, often during times of relaxation, recreation, or even while you’re attending a meeting. Sometimes the experience will occur while driving to work. Other times you may awaken in the middle of the night with a burst of insight. You may even have a moment of inspiration in the shower! Whenever it takes place, your subconscious mind will work on the sermon, bring it all together, resolve the problems, and present the solution as a much-needed gift to your conscious mind. The time or place makes no difference. Consequently, be sure you always have on hand some means of recording creative moments when they come.

Phase 4: Verification

Subconscious work, flashes of inspiration, and other creative work can’t go unchecked. The creative idea must be developed and elaborated in terms of the surrounding context to ensure its validity. When the creative moment comes, quickly verify its accuracy in relation to the facts you’ve found in your interpretive study. While creative ideas may lead you to adjust your outline or even restate your central idea and proposition, always check your inspired concepts against the facts you’ve discovered in your exegesis. This process enables you to validate the accuracy of your moments of illumination.






WRITING WITH STYLE

Another seedbed for developing effective preaching style is writing your sermon. Think of your message as a construction site. A crew has just finished framing a house on top of a strong foundation. Lying around the site are all the necessary materials to fill out the structure and finish the home. Until that work is done, the facility isn’t ready to be inhabited. Similarly, while your sermon is beginning to take shape at this point, it’s still not ready to preach. You’ve studied the text and discovered what God is saying. You’ve unified the theme with a succinct proposition and logical outline. You’ve put meat on the bones with the functional elements. You’ve written out a good introduction and conclusion. And you’ve even given sufficient opportunity for the creative process to unfold. Your message now is more than just a set of facts. With the raw materials necessary and the spark of inspiration provided by the Holy Spirit, you finally are ready to “build out” your expository sermon.

Writing the Message to Some Degree

Putting the finishing touches on your sermon demands you write it out to some degree. One of the perennial discussions in homiletics is whether the preacher should write out his sermon in a full manuscript. Some preachers do and some do not. Many evangelical preachers preach multiple times each week, making it difficult to write out each message in full. While developing a word-for-word manuscript for every sermon may not be realistic for every pastor, the practice certainly is a worthy goal. By doing so, you are able to formulate your thoughts and be intentional about your expression.

Writing out your sermon is not a determinant of what degree of notes you use when you actually preach the message. Regardless of whether you use no notes, a few notes, or a full manuscript when you preach, writing your sermon in full as part of your preparation process is a healthy practice for developing good style. The great expositor Martyn Lloyd-Jones believed that young preachers especially would do well to discipline themselves to write at least one full sermon manuscript per week during the early years of their ministries:


Certainly it was what I did myself during my first ten years in the ministry. I tried to write one sermon a week; I never tried to write two. But I did try to write one for the first ten years. I felt that writing was good discipline, good for producing ordered thought and arrangement and sequence and development of the argument and so on. So my particular practice was to use both the written and the extempore methods.13



Even if you don’t use your manuscript in your delivery, writing enables you to work on ways to improve your style. The practice also serves to clarify your thinking and test the sermon for its practical application to your people.

Key Qualities of a Written Sermon

As you write out your sermon, work hard to employ the following qualities that contribute to effective oral communication:


• Relational. Use language that connects with your audience. Confusion will abound if a preacher fails to understand his hearers. Avoiding such confusion demands that the preacher “acquaint himself with the point at which his hearers are, and begin from there, and not from uninformed assumptions about the situation.”14 Relational language consists of terms and themes with which your audience can identify. Such familiarity heightens the possibility of positive response.

• Appropriate. Effective preaching style follows the customs and tastes of different peoples and different ages. That sensitivity should be reflected in your manuscript. One of the admirable characteristics of Christian preaching is its ability to adjust to the people of a given time period and to relate to them effectively.15 Use words appropriate to the occasion. Be keenly aware of your audience, as well as the type of message you’re planning to deliver. Choose a level of vocabulary fitting the time, place, and purpose of the gathering. Use one level of word selection for a sermon to children or young people and another level for a message to the senior adult group.

• Conversational. Because preaching is an oral event, your written sermon should be expressed in accepted conversational English as opposed to formal written English. In other words, express your sermon the way you talk in a conversation with another person, not the way you write a term paper. It’s okay to split your infinitives and end sentences with prepositions. Feel free to use contractions. Include sentence fragments. Employ appropriate slang terms and other expressions of popular speech. To help with this task, some preachers find it helpful to even dictate their sermon notes into a recorder or to a secretary, and then transcribe them or have them transcribed afterward. This practice enables them to “talk out” their sermons and then refine the manuscript. After reading and listening to many speeches as a young lieutenant, Winston Churchill recorded this key lesson about speech: It must be geared to the ear.16 So write your sermon for the ear, not for the eye.

• Personal. As you write your sermon for listeners, remember that they are real people. So use personal words and sentences. Personal words are personal names, personal pronouns, words of definite masculine and feminine gender, and words of definite personal description such as “men” or “children.” Personal sentences are questions, commands, sentence fragments, exclamations, sentences addressed directly to the audience, and also direct or indirect quotations.17 Frequent use of personal references makes speech more dramatic, thereby increasing human interest.18 Use words that create a sense of rapport with your audience. Talk to your listeners, not at them. Use the personal pronouns “we” and “you” to put persuasion in your application and appeal. Use “we” instead of “church leaders” and “you” instead of “church members.” Be careful not to use “I” to note accomplishments or give instructions.19



About Partial Manuscripts

If—for some reason—you find it difficult or impossible to write out a word-for-word manuscript, at the very least try to develop your sermon in some written form that will help you to refine your preaching style. A common alternative is what’s been variously called a partial manuscript, sermon brief, or full-sentence outline. These forms normally consist of writing introductions, conclusions, illustrations, and selected other material word-for-word, exactly how you would anticipate saying them. But then you only write summary paragraphs for each major point in the body of the message. This approach enables you to write in full certain ideas about which you want to be deliberate and pensive and to work specifically on crucial sections of the sermon.

Writing only part of the message can have its advantages. It can prevent you from becoming too concerned about exact wording at the moment of delivery and help you avoid the danger of overpreparation. It is possible for the sermon to be so overdone that it becomes a means within itself.

Whatever you do, make sure you mature your skeleton outline into particular words that convey complete ideas. If you don’t, the result will be a sermon that is indefinite, abstract, and wordy. Your good content will lack a style that’s most effective in getting the text of inspired Scripture from the printed page into the hearts of the hearers. A sermon is more than a disjointed compilation of Bible facts and practical applications. Some degree of thoughtful sermon composition that utilizes the basic ingredients of effective style needs to be done.






INCORPORATING ELEMENTS OF STYLE

As you write out your sermon, keep in mind the significant difference between the oral and written use of words. The writer has an advantage in that written words may be reviewed by the eyes of the reader. The oral communicator, on the other hand, has to use words that can be understood at the moment of hearing. Certain elements of preaching style are crucial for helping the preacher ensure that this happens. In the composition of your sermon you should strive to be simple, clear, forceful, interesting, and appealing.

Simplicity

Strive to be as simple as possible in your speech. A healthy goal is to work toward preaching so that the children in the congregation can understand what you’re saying. One of the greatest compliments you’ll ever receive is when a mother says, “Billy likes to hear you preach because he can understand what you say.” Martin Luther once said:


A preacher should have the skill to teach the unlearned simply, roundly and plainly; for teaching is of more importance than exhorting. When I preach I regard neither doctors nor magistrates, of whom I have about forty in the congregation. I have all my eyes on the servant maids and the children. If the learned men are not well pleased with what they hear, well, the door is open.20



When the little children can understand the words you use, you do not have to wonder if the grown-ups are getting it. If you put the cookies on the bottom shelf, the young can enjoy them as well as the mature.

Simplicity can be achieved in several ways. Consider the following characteristics:


• Short words. Words don’t have to be long and complicated to be effective. Notice how short and simple are the immortal words “Four score and seven years ago”; “The Lord is my Shepherd”; “To be or not to be”; “We have nothing to fear but fear itself.” A study of the sermons of Dwight L. Moody revealed that approximately 79 percent of the words he used were one-syllable words, 16 percent were two syllables, and only 4 percent were three syllables.21 Undoubtedly, that’s one of the biggest reasons the common people of Moody’s day heard him gladly. Think with the theologians and scholars, but talk to the common man.

• Few words. Use only enough repetition to convey your assertion adequately. Beyond this point, people will become bored. Select words with a definite purpose in mind. Some preachers toss words around so freely that there is nothing left to be used when something really big is to be described. Government agencies are famous for the complexity of their directives. The rule seems to be “Never use a hundred words if a thousand will do.” A plumber once wrote a government bureau in Washington to inform them that he had discovered clogged drains that could be cleared by using hydrochloric acid. The bureau wrote back: “The efficacy of hydrochloric acid is indisputable, but the corrosive residue is incompatible with metallic permanence.” How much easier it would have been for them to say, “Don’t use hydrochloric acid. It messes up the pipes.”22

• Plain words. Avoid loading your sermon down with pompous terms. Lighten up your expression with one-syllable equivalents. Use “so,” not “therefore.” Use “but,” not “however.” Use “still,” not “nevertheless.” Leave out heavy words such as “notwithstanding” and “inasmuch.” Plain language is void of certain forms that Adams calls “word wax.”23 To avoid word wax, remove unnecessary superlatives such as “greatest,” “best,” “most phenomenal,” and “quintessential.” Refrain from using the additives “such as,” “and so forth,” and “in the next place.” And avoid weasel words, which unnecessarily qualify what you say.



The words of a sermon should be simple rather than artificial, technical, theological, and impressive. Complicated words may impress a few people but will confuse the majority of them.

At the same time, be aware that simple language doesn’t mean you have to avoid all unfamiliar Bible terminology. The unbelieving world will never be able to understand Bible language on the surface. The words of the Bible are special to those who know and love the gospel. So the preacher has the responsibility to teach people the meaning of Bible terms. But this task can be accomplished with words that are simple and easy to understand. When you have to use big words, just explain them clearly. The sermon has to be spoken in words the people know.

Clarity

At the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War, a general said to his officers, “Remember, gentlemen, that any order that can be misunderstood will be misunderstood.”24 The same is true for preaching. As we’ve already noted, spoken communication must be instantly intelligible to the hearer. The reader has the luxury of being able to pause to ponder the meaning of a word. The listener, on the other hand, doesn’t have the same luxury. He or she must understand in an instant what’s being said. Consequently, Broadus contends: “The success of a message depends on its being understood. If the message is not grasped, then all else is lost. Clarity has to be the beginning point and the most important point of style.”25

Preachers often are amazed at what some people think they heard them say. The preacher has to be understood if people are expected to respond. Kooienga says that “a sermon designed to persuade stumbles without the light of clarity.”26

Clear words will lessen the degree of misunderstanding and, therefore heighten the possibility of a positive response to God’s Word. So try to employ the following qualities in your preaching to achieve clarity:


• Specific words. The correct choice of a word can make the difference in conveying your thoughts. Mark Twain once said that the difference between the right word and the nearly right word is the difference between lightning and a lightning bug. Strive for accuracy. Use words that convey your meaning correctly. Avoid words that can refer to a variety of qualities or feelings. Such words as “nice,” “wonderful,” “terrific,” “fine,” “cute,” and “pretty” say little. Your words will have more weight when you say “Waycross, Georgia,” instead of “a small Southern town.” To say, “A fox terrier chased the boy,” is clearer than to say, “A dog chased the boy.”

• Simple sentences. Your sentences should be short. Make them as uncomplicated as possible. Rudolf Flesch asserted that clarity increased as sentence length decreased. He determined that a clear speaker averaged seventeen or eighteen words in every sentence and never allowed any sentence to exceed thirty words.27 Also, eliminate run-on sentences. Learn to use an abundance of periods in your speaking.

• Active voice. The passive voice robs your sermon of life and action, turning colorful words of aggression into aloof suggestions.28 Don’t say, “The Word should be preached.” Instead say, “Preach the Word!”

• Word combinations. Give attention to the way words are put together. Some words fit together, whereas other words don’t. When words clash, understanding is difficult.



Clarity is indispensable for the decisional end of preaching. Obscure language deters people from response.

You would be wise to listen carefully to advertisements on radio and television. Read the ads in magazines and the words on billboards. Advertisers are interested in selling a product. They want to get their message to the people as clearly as possible. Preachers can learn much about clear communication from them.

Though you rarely should resort to the slang of commercialism when preaching God’s Word, you should aggressively attempt to use clear words.

Force

Force, or energy, is the quality of propelling your thoughts into the minds of the listeners. This quality doesn’t at all carry the negative connotations that accompany the idea of someone being forceful and pressing in where they aren’t welcome. It’s actually a very good thing in the preaching event. Force in preaching happens when your heart, demeanor, and language all noticeably impact the people who hear you preach in a positive way. God’s truth will energetically grip their hearts.

Actually, force in preaching begins with some intangibles that need to preface the writing of a sermon manuscript. You need to make sure your attitude is conducive for communicating in an energetic way. The following heart qualities will add force to your preaching even before you write the sermon:


1. Belief in your subject. You have to believe what you’re saying is important if you desire to make an impact on your audience. Forceful speaking is prefaced by the speaker’s enthusiasm about his subject.29 Reflect back on your prepared message—as well as your calling to preach—and see if your conviction about their magnitude is evident. A passion for the truths you’re preaching may be the most important and effective intangible quality in your sermon.

2. Respect for your listeners. A healthy attitude toward your congregation is a must. Lack of respect for the congregation usually will be manifested in the pulpit through negative force. Sweazey observes that because most preachers are better schooled than their listeners in the subjects on which they preach, they may come to think of the congregants as underdeveloped in their knowledge and primitive in their views. He encouraged preachers humbly to be aware of their listeners’ abilities and character. If in private you think of your people as clods or deficient Christians, that attitude will come out in your sermon.30 Similarly, be extremely careful not to fall prey to the common tendency to take out personal frustrations on the audience. Discouragement, resentment, impatience, hostility, sarcasm, and other attitudes are easily detectable by the congregation, and these elements can quickly alienate them.

3. Enjoyment of preaching. Your personal enjoyment of preaching, as well as your relaxation, confidence, and spiritual vitality will all serve to build bridges of communication between you and your listeners.31 Because the emotional response to a sermon is connected closely to the emotional response to the preacher, you need to cultivate a deep love for preaching and a subsequent affection for your people. Develop a compassion for God’s call on your life that’s coupled with a desire to meet the deepest spiritual needs of the people who listen to you preach.32



In addition to these intangibles, certain language also is helpful in enhancing forceful, energetic preaching. As you write your sermon manuscript, take time to pray over and evaluate your language, being aware that achieving force likely will demand that your linguistic style vary with the occasion. Force easily can be manifested with a negative character that will hinder rather than enhance the sermon. So formulate your words with a humble heart that’s broken for your listeners. As you do, consider using the following kind of language in your manuscript.

Imperative Language

The use of imperative language as a way to enhance style is often overlooked in contemporary preaching. If the preacher has good rapport with his people, however, he buys the right to speak frankly with them and challenge them to action. Seek to use words and phrases that explicitly call for action or response. Without being arrogant or authoritarian, speak with language that clearly demands that listeners either embrace a truth or act on a truth. Both intentions imply an aggressive response on the part of hearers. So don’t be afraid to be personal and direct. Use the second-person pronoun “you” often. This quality will let your sermons have greater impact on your listeners.

Imperative language is related to the call for action. The aim is what we desire the truth of the sermon to do to the hearer or what we desire the hearer to do in response to the truth. The ultimate purpose of true preaching is to lead people to make some kind of change. This change manifests itself as the listeners act in some new way or embrace some new concept. The preacher should use language, then, that calls on listeners to dedicate all their time, talent, and even personality to God.33

Jesus and the apostles frequently used imperative language. Such language caused listeners to recognize Jesus’ teaching as authoritative, distinguishing it from the teaching of the scribes.34 Achtemeier charges:


Let us never mistake doubt in the pulpit for humility. Sometimes preachers are so worried about taking notice of every point of view and so fearful of imposing their own thoughts on their people, that they preach a gospel framed in the terms of “it may be.” … We know whom we have believed, and there is no doubt about his victory. Only if our style conveys that certainty can our people have any hope at all.35



Be aware that imperative language can have a negative impact in some situations. Lewis says the imperative sermon is often unwelcome, authoritarian, and futile.36

Emphatic Language

Forceful expression also can be enhanced through the use of emphatic language. Emphasis can be gained in several ways.

Be judicious in your choice and placement of words. Not all thoughts are of equal importance. Stress the truly important things. The big things in your sermon should be really big. The things that ought to be emphasized should be emphasized. One way to emphasize words is by their placement in the sentence. Normally, putting a word at the beginning or the end of a sentence emphasizes it.

Incorrectly placing emphasis on some words can reduce the emphasis on what you’re really intending to say. This can even happen when reading the Scriptures. For instance, in Luke 2:10 we read: “Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people” (KJV). To place the emphasis upon “behold” is to give wrong emphasis to the sentence. It’s not that the word “behold” doesn’t have a role in the sentence, but that emphasizing the word unduly takes away from what the sentence is intending to convey. Other throwaway words are “and,” “for,” and “saying.” To emphasize these words is to throw off balance the intended meaning of what you say. Use strong nouns and verbs. Avoid overworked words and hackneyed expressions. Avoid using superlatives indiscreetly and qualifiers unnecessarily.

The preacher can emphasize a particular thought by the amount of time he devotes to it. Restatement is a positive way to increase the clarity of your message and underscore what you’re trying to say. Again, words stated on the pages of a book are capable of being revisited by the reader. In spoken style, the preacher must ensure that his listeners have clearly heard what he wants to say.

One way to restate an idea is simple repetition, or saying the same thing again and again. Often a repeated phrase packs a significant punch. In 1963, Martin Luther King Jr. delivered a message at the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C. that has become world famous, built around the repetition of the phrase “I have a dream.” Repetition of a particular phrase periodically throughout the sermon can create force and help the message build to a tremendous climax.

Another way to employ restatement is rewording, or repeating a thought or phrase with an air of freshness. Be constantly on the lookout for new ways to say what you want to say. A catchy literary device may help you give what you’re going to say a new, interesting twist. While preaching on the Bible word “glory,” for example, you might discover the Bible teaches that the glory of God is behind, above, before, and within the believer. In trying to convey this comment in a fresh way, you might consider using the familiar tune “Old McDonald Had a Farm.” You might say, “For the believer there is glory everywhere. There is glory here, glory there; here a glory, there a glory, everywhere a glory, glory.” You would be saying what you wanted to say in a fresh, new way.

Like just about everything else, too much restatement can turn on you. So be careful not to overuse restatement. Too much restatement becomes tiresome and actually lessens the emphasis intended.

Memorable Language

If force is the quality of propelling your thoughts into the minds of your listeners, then the more memorable your words, the more forceful your communication. While people’s memory of our sermons is not the ultimate determinate of their effectiveness, it does serve to attach certain truths to their consciousness and provide a seedbed for life change. So it’s important to think about how we can go about saying things in ways that have the best chance of finding a lasting resting place in people’s minds.

In The Sir Winston Method: The Secrets of Speaking the Language of Leadership, James Humes identified five ways notable leaders made their words memorable, including Winston Churchill, Franklin Roosevelt, John Kennedy, and Martin Luther King.37 Preachers who desire their words to be vaulted into their listeners’ hearts and minds would do well to consider these tools in stylistic expression:


• Contrast. President Kennedy said, “If a free society cannot help the many who are poor, it cannot save the few who are rich.” British Prime Minister Churchill said, “If we open a quarrel between the past and the present, we shall find we have lost the future.” The Beatitudes and Proverbs ring with such paradox and contrast. Poor Richard’s Almanack is filled with adages using antonyms such as rich/poor, spender/saver, old/young, dark/light, mountain/valley, present/future, and winter/summer.

• Rhyme. President Lincoln said, “Let us have faith that right makes might.” President Nixon said, “Let us move from the era of confrontation into the era of negotiation.” Moms in the nursery and songwriters have the patent on rhyming. They use rhymes because they forever ring in the ear.

• Echo. President Franklin Roosevelt said, “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” President Jimmy Carter said, “America did not invent human rights, but in a sense, human rights invented America.” President Kennedy said, “Ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country.” This technique requires repeating a word or phrase.

• Alliteration. Martin Luther King spoke of a day when people “will not be judged by the color of their skin, but by the content of their character.” That statement, spoken in 1963, remains powerful today, partly because of the alliteration of those key words color, content, and character. As we’ve already noted, alliteration can and has been abused by preachers and politicians. But used rightly, it does ring a bell in the memory and makes for forceful speech.

• Metaphor. Churchill said of the Soviets, “From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic an iron curtain has descended across the continent.” Roosevelt said of Nazi Germany, “When you see a rattlesnake poised to strike, you do not wait until he has struck before you crush him.” Good metaphors can grip people’s hearts.



Witty Language

Sharp and clever language—like epigrams and witticisms—can also help propel your thoughts into the hearts and minds of your listeners. An epigram is a bright or witty thought tersely or ingeniously expressed. Similarly, a witticism is a witty saying, sentence, or phrase. Although these devices are often overlooked when discussing preaching force, they’re actually some of the oldest and most effective forms of energetic expression. Even as early as 200 BC the Greeks were using epigrams that had brevity and unity of thought. Much later, noted writers like Sir Thomas More, Ben Johnson, George Bernard Shaw, and Oscar Wilde used them.

Epigrams can be used very effectively to point out failures, to prod people to action, to puncture pride, and to cause laughter. Both epigrams and witticisms may be sarcastic, satirical, or humorous. They may express criticism or praise. These tools can help communicate truth in a brief, pointed, catchy manner. They can enliven the message and sharpen its applications. They provide color. Familiar truths may be stated in different ways. They can capture your meaning in a brief statement. For instance, “A faith that can’t be tested can’t be trusted” says a great deal about faith in one brief sentence.

Epigrams and witticisms also can help your listeners better remember what you’re trying to say. They give your hearers something to turn over in their minds. The truth is more understandable to them. Instead of saying, “Possessions can wreck a life,” try saying, “It isn’t wrong to have possessions; it is wrong for them to have you.” By means of these devices you can even destroy an unsound argument, using only a few words gently clothed in tasteful humor.

Certainly, epigrams and witticisms shouldn’t be just cute or funny. They should be used only when they’re pertinent to what you are saying. Some speakers are especially gifted in wording epigrams and witticisms, yet just about anyone can use them effectively. Listen for them in the sermons of other preachers. Look for them in your regular reading. They can be found in many sources.38 As you run across epigrams and witticisms, keep a record of them. You might even try memorizing a few every week.

Interest

Interest is the quality that secures and holds people’s attention. Sweazey describes it as the quality of being other than dull. The greatest fear that many preachers have is of boring their listeners. Someone who buys a book clearly has some initial interest. In contrast, the preacher may have someone listening out of habit, not interest. The preacher needs to create that interest. Careful attention to certain stylistic features will help strengthen your ability to hold people’s attention.

Identification with Real Life

The ability to identify with real life is one factor that will directly affect your ability to communicate with interest. As you expound the theological truths in your text, allow them to address subjects that portray God and mankind’s relation to Him. Talk about the meaning of the cares and sufferings that people know. Achtemeier aptly says that “simple words about these things get down to the nitty-gritty of our people’s lives and deal with them in the profound terms with which God has dealt with them.”39

Don’t be afraid to relate some of your own personal experiences that reflect your understanding of real-life problems and challenges. Achtemeier warns that “if preachers have not known God to deal with those things in their own lives, their preaching will not dip below the surface of sentimentality.” You can avoid such an impression by carefully relating personal experiences with God along your spiritual journey. While these testimonies should never dominate the sermon, they can heighten interest because people can identify with them.

Be aware that your pastoral experiences can make your sermons appear to be more relevant to the congregation. Staying in close contact with your flock prevents you from speaking to your congregation as a technician who’s an expert in religion. Instead, people will perceive you as a loving friend who knows them, cares about them, and enjoys them.40

The use of contemporary language also heightens interest. The conviction that religious matters deserve a special style usually is a major hindrance to an audience’s interest in a sermon. The use of words from the nineteenth century or from older versions of the Bible such as “wrought,” “even so,” “like unto,” “beseech,” “nigh,” and “hast” can communicate to listeners that biblical truths are as archaic as the words being used to convey them. Kooienga notes that a preacher who delights in employing this kind of verbiage “risks making his sermon a museum piece.”41

Vivid Language

Vivid language is interesting language. Certain words conjure up meaningful images in the minds of your people. They reach out and grab the interest of the listeners. This kind of expression has several key features:


• Suspenseful. Words are more vivid when they carry a feeling of suspense. They arouse a sense of uncertainty. Sometime try presenting arguments on the other side of your sermon as though they were your own. This approach immediately will make your words come to life. Keep in mind that a reader is able to look at the previous sentences and even anticipate the words to follow. A listener doesn’t have that privilege. So, you have to use words that build a sense of excitement, expectancy, and eagerness.

• Climactic. Effective style has a sense of eagerness about it. Try arranging your thoughts in order of their ascending power. This effort eases mental fatigue and provides a method of measuring your final conclusions.

• Energetic. Words are more vivid when they’re energetic. Don’t mistake energy for fury. Simple, specific words phrased effectively will provide tremendous energy. Give your statements a sense of movement. Let your words indicate that you’re going somewhere.

• Concrete. The use of concrete rather than abstract words will make your sermon more vivid. Talk about “heaven” instead of “paradise.” Refer to “a burning hell” instead of “eternal punishment.”

• Varied. Don’t allow your sentences to get into any kind of pattern. Vary their length and type. This will help you maintain high interest on the part of your people and help create in them a sense of expectancy and suspense.

• Figurative. Use figurative language to make connections with your listeners. The sermon should have comparisons and contrasts because listeners have to be able to understand what’s being said in relation to ideas and concepts that are familiar to them.



So, instead of saying, “The beggar walked down the street,” say, “The beggar stumbled down the busy street.” This kind of vivid expression will allow your words to get up and walk.

Visual Language

Visual language paints pictures in the minds of the listeners, enabling them to see what they hear. An Arab proverb states, “He is the best speaker who can turn the ear into an eye.”42 The human mind is more like an art museum than a chalkboard. The preacher who desires to communicate in an interesting way should use words that have sensory appeal.

Language that appeals to the senses is colorful. The sounds of words, for example, are important in transmitting your message. The combination of the sounds of vowels and consonants to help achieve a particular effect is called “tone color.”43 For this reason, some prefer the term “color words.”

Colorful pictures painted in the mind not only interest people, but they move them. One picture may be worth a thousand words, but words themselves can paint powerful mental pictures. Jesus painted pictures with His words that called images to mind. He talked about seed sown in the soil, about a treasure hidden in the field, about tares (weeds) sown among wheat. Use words to help your listeners call to mind the same images you have in yours. Listen for the sound suggestiveness of words. Speak of the hum of bees, the thud of a log, the buzz of flies, the moaning of the wind. In listening to words you will notice that their very sound sometimes conveys the meaning of the word. The word “smooth” is slow and quiet. The word “sharp” is abrupt and to the point like a knife. Think of “slow” and “swift,” “bright” and “drab,” “crisp” and “soggy,” “gloomy” and “radiant.” Think of the images they paint in your mind.44

Work hard to speak in the language of pictures. Try your best to lay aside words that are colorless and abstract. Good preachers help people to live out what they’re saying. They portray the truth with such vividness that the people feel as if they themselves actually are involved in what’s going on.

Beauty

Your sermon style should have some degree of beauty or elegance. In many ways a sermon properly composed is a work of art. Beauty in preaching isn’t a quality that you can create, but one that simply results from an effective use of the other elements of style.45 As you employ those other qualities, beauty and elegance will be the natural outflow.

Although this artistic expression primarily stems from the other elements of style, some small steps can be taken to ensure its presence. For example, sermons need a sense of rhythm and smoothness. In effective style, the words selected should glide easily on the preacher’s lips and fall pleasantly upon the listeners’ ears. Some combinations of words are difficult to articulate smoothly. For this reason, you will do well to experiment with different ways of saying what you want to say. For instance, “John the Baptist taught repentance” is harder to say smoothly than “John the Baptizer taught repentance.” The latter expression removes the problem of using a word that ends with a t just before one that begins with t.

Beauty also will be informed by your perspective of God. When God is seen as a God of incomparable glory and majesty, language conducive to worship will be used to describe Him. A realization of your love for Jesus Christ will enable words to flow in some semblance of eloquence and harmony. Your language will mirror the engagement of your heart.46 These touches of beauty throughout the message make it much more appealing to those who listen. Give your sermon a touch of art.






BEING PERSUASIVE

As you work on expressing your thoughts, remember that your ultimate goal is persuasion. Like some other expressions of language previously discussed, persuasion has taken a bad rap because of frequent abuse. But persuasive preaching should always employ ethical methods to induce people to make the right decisions and do the right things. In one sense preaching aims to persuade the hearers to act upon the truth that was shared. Persuasion is the overlapping point of all the functional elements as they are expressed in the actual delivery of the message. That means you need to give attention to persuasive expression as you write your sermon.

Understanding the Role of Persuasion

Many of the older textbooks on preaching, such as Broadus’s classic work, have a great deal to say about persuasion as a part of sermon preparation and delivery. In more recent years, however, many homiletical writers have devoted little attention to persuasion. Perhaps one reason persuasion is more likely to be ignored today is that people are persuaded on the basis of different considerations. Lengthy and technical arguments don’t seem to move people to action in the twenty-first century as much as they did in previous generations. They now are swayed more by feeling.

Though some methods may need to be adjusted, the techniques of persuasion definitely still have a vital place in effective pulpit communication. The wise preacher will learn to use many of these techniques and avoid resting his case with a single appeal. The preacher is wasting his time when he attempts to persuade people merely on the basis of obligation or duty. Scolding or fervent entreaty will benefit little. If the preacher uses a combination of persuasive techniques, however, he may be able to help those who listen to him see and feel for themselves something that is most desirable and worthwhile for their lives. He will have accomplished his desired intention when his listeners join him in saying, “I am persuaded.”

Avoiding Manipulation

As we’ve already noted, some people question the validity of any use of the techniques of persuasion in preaching. They question the moral and ethical basis for the use of persuasive techniques. This contention, however, may be a reaction to the preachers who have become more like manipulators than persuaders. These preachers have taken the following attitude: “I don’t care what method I use, just so it brings people to Christ. If it works, then fine. The end justifies the means.”

Unfortunately, this kind of reasoning jettisons an ethical approach. To take the position that any method of influence is good if it has positive results is questionable at best. Such manipulation certainly should raise concern among the righteous. Remember that the preacher is not merely involved in influencing behavior. The goal is to influence character and change lives. The techniques of persuasion you employ must be in keeping with larger, more complex, and nobler purposes.

At this point you might be tempted to say, “I won’t try to persuade at all.” But this position is untenable for the sincere Christian preacher. You’re commanded by the Lord Jesus Himself to win men and women as disciples of Christ. For this reason, you can’t refuse the responsibility to persuade others. But neither can you look on a person as just another trophy on your shelf. This form of manipulation merely uses people as part of a numbers game. You must never seek to persuade others in order to make yourself appear successful.

If we’re not careful, we who preach the gospel can find ourselves buying into the manipulative techniques of some commercial advertisers. We may be tempted merely to “show them only the silver lining.” Shading the truth and failing to present the total picture is often seen in the testimonies of the successful, famous, or beautiful people who have become Christians. The impression is given that to come to Christ will make a person one or all of these things. Such a method of persuasion is untrue to the gospel. Very often becoming a Christian means losing wealth, fame, and other perks of this world. Methods of manipulation that promise worldly success are unworthy of the sincere preacher who desires to bring people into the Christian life.

As you learn the techniques of persuasion, don’t forget the words of Paul: “But we have renounced disgraceful, underhanded ways. We refuse to practice cunning or to tamper with God’s word, but by the open statement of the truth we would commend ourselves to everyone’s conscience in the sight of God” (2 Cor. 4:2).

Using Legitimate Techniques of Persuasion

Preachers must always keep in mind that persuasion and manipulation aren’t synonymous terms. Manipulation is persuading people based on no truth or half-truth. Legitimate—or righteous—persuasion is when we seek to induce people to embrace the gospel based on the truth of God’s Word. Several legitimate means of persuasive application are available to you as you preach, including the following five ways.

Quoting the Scriptures

The Bible is authoritative by nature and, therefore, persuasive and powerful. Billy Graham, the man who preached to more people than any other in the history of Christianity, often used the phrase “the Bible says” in his sermons. Much of Graham’s effectiveness was due to the persuasive way he used the Word of God to support the substance of his messages. Such an employment of Scripture combines application with the elements of explanation and even argumentation to persuade listeners to act on the message. As you prepare your sermon for delivery, make sure you place heavy emphasis on biblical authority.

Using Logical Reasoning

Aristotle called the element of logical reasoning logos. It answers the audience’s question, “What do you mean?” As you utilize certain approaches to explanation and argumentation, you will be helping your listeners understand the Scripture by appealing to their logic. A variety of logical appeals to reason already have been discussed in other aspects of the sermon preparation process. For example, facts and statistics may be helpful in influencing people to make a desired commitment. Anticipating and answering objections that might arise in the minds of your listeners is very persuasive. Also, a well-organized sermon will be more persuasive than one that is unorganized.

The human mind thinks logically. If you are able to present your message in a clear, logical manner, it can be highly persuasive. Give your sermon one final look regarding these areas.

Making an Emotional Appeal

Aristotle called emotional appeal pathos. It answers the audience’s question, “Is it significant?” Be sure that there is ample emotional content in your sermon to reach out and grab the heart. Whitesell said that people are not moved so much by lengthy or involved arguments as they are by illustrations, humor, and emotion. He maintained that people are more likely to be moved by emotions than reason.47

Certain emotional appeals have great strength. For example, realities like the Christian life and heaven should be presented in such a positive way that listeners will want to pursue them. The psalmist put it quite well when he admonished: “O, taste and see that the LORD is good” (Ps. 34:8). Even the appeal to fear is not unworthy in and of itself. Certainly, no unreasonable, excessive or manipulative use of fear should be used. But fear is an emotion of the human heart. The Bible presents in the plainest terms the dire consequences of the life that rejects God: “It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God” (Heb. 10:31).

You also should appeal to love. In one sense, all persuasion is an appeal to love—love of self, love of others, or love of God. On the basis of love we appeal to Christians to serve and please Christ, and we appeal to all people to love God based upon His love for us. John wrote, “We love because he first loved us” (1 John 4:19). Paul said, “For the love of Christ controls us” (2 Cor. 5:14). Don’t be afraid to appeal to the emotions that God gave all human beings.

Including Fresh Imagination

The Christian persuader may cease to be himself for a few moments and adopt the view of the character he is portraying. This technique enables the persuader to create in the minds of his listeners certain desirable or undesirable pictures. By inducing our listeners to imaginatively share with us a new position or pattern of thought, we stand a better chance of influencing them in that direction.48

We already have discussed some of the uses of imagination in effective preaching. The imagination is a powerful persuader, and by role-playing we can activate the imaginations of our listeners. If we can get them to live out in their own imaginations the truths we are seeking to convey, we will be better able to change their attitudes and behavior. Check to see if there are places in your message where you might strategically use role-playing or some other imaginative technique to persuade the audience.

Personal Testimony

The testimony of the preacher—if he’s credible—can also provide strong personal appeal. The endorsement of a “satisfied customer” is powerful. Also, let the people know you’re a real person. Don’t be afraid to admit your failures. People are more responsive to a person who conveys human warmth and reality. Realizing the pastor is human and subject both to temptations and failures reminds the audience that everyone is subject to sin, failure, and loss.

Be careful, however, not to turn every sermon into a personal testimony. You may choose to augment your own testimony with the testimony of others. Personal accounts of answers to prayer, salvation experiences, and God’s work in the lives of individuals can be used most effectively in sermons. A good store of information about Christian personalities throughout history and on the current scene can be used to persuade others.

Before leaving this issue of legitimate persuasion, one more technique needs to be mentioned. But it’s one you can’t write on the pages of your manuscript. It’s the intangible quality of personal character. Aristotle called this element of character ethos. It answers the audience’s question, “Why should I believe you?” When you finally get to the point of delivering your message, your own modesty, sincerity, intensity, and willingness to yield to the authority of Scripture will add substantially to its credibility. Though these qualities don’t add to the content of the message, your sincerity is a factor in amplifying the sermon’s main assertions. Pause to evaluate whether you’re ready to preach with a sincere heart.






USING HUMOR

The Appropriateness of Using Humor

One final way of enhancing your message through stylistic expression is by including humor. We save this one for last simply because it’s not a nonnegotiable of good style. Humor can and should be used only by preachers who either can do it well, do it naturally, or both. If being funny doesn’t come naturally to you, or you don’t have the ability to be funny, your sermons won’t be substandard if you avoid using humor. At the same time, preachers who do have a natural sense of humor, or who can develop the ability to use it well in public speaking, will do well to incorporate it into selected sermons when it can be used to serve the text of Scripture. So if that’s you, then look to see how you might use humor as you write out your sermon.

Some people consider the use of humor in the pulpit to be making a joke of sacred things. Though we definitely don’t want to joke about or speak lightly of sacred things, humor can have a legitimate place in the preaching event. Scripture places its approval upon appropriate expressions of humor. Proverbs 17:22 says, “A joyful heart is good medicine.” Proverbs 15:15 says, “the cheerful of heart has a continual feast.” Certainly, we shouldn’t strip ourselves of this God-given faculty. If we leave laughter and humor to the comedians and amusement places of the world, we’re in a sad state. This isn’t an appeal for an overly lighthearted or frivolous approach to preaching. Rightly used, however, humor can be another tool in preparing effective messages.

Humor can serve several purposes in a sermon. First, the ultimate purpose of sermon humor is not to get laughs but to drive home a point in an entertaining way. Humes says, “What entertains endures—longer.”49 The best television commercials employ humor, not simply to get laughs but to sell products. Second, humor can be used to break the tension of the moment. People can’t maintain attention for a long period of time. Neither can they endure highly emotional material indefinitely. Humor can provide needed relaxation that buys the right to be intense at other points. Third, humor can tear down barriers that people may have erected between themselves and the preacher. Although you normally should avoid beginning your message with detached humor, your listeners are more likely to be receptive if you can get them to laugh.

Josh McDowell identifies several kinds of humor that can be employed in effective communication: exaggeration, deliberate understatement, sudden change of thought, surprise thoughts, afterthoughts, the twisting of ideas, misinterpretation of the facts, intentional errors, restatement of a well-known quotation with a humorous twist, pantomime, poorly timed gestures, facial grimaces, anecdotes, impersonation of a character, and clever wording.50

Cautions When Using Humor

Five cardinal rules should be followed when employing humor in a sermon:


1. Avoid opening jokes. Jokes before your sermon almost always will rob you of a stunning introduction. Laughter reaped by such beginnings usually is perfunctory.51 Breaking down barriers and establishing rapport between speaker and audience usually can be accomplished with a confident, powerful introduction as opposed to ice-breaking humor.

2. Turn jokes into anecdotes. Simple jokes in sermons are usually tacky and awkward. Wit and humor, on the other hand, can be helpful when used rightly. Jokes are fiction, while anecdotes are possibly true at the very least. Weave jokes into anecdotes in the body of the sermon when they’re not expected. That way, if they don’t reap laughter, they still serve their supporting purpose.52

3. Use good timing. Learn to time the punch line. Avoid running past the punch line and causing the people to miss the humor altogether. When you ultimately deliver the sermon, watch the response of your audience and adapt to it. Sometimes, your remark after their response can be funnier than what you said at first. Also, don’t announce your efforts at humor. To signal the impression you’re striving at humor will usually ensure that you aren’t humorous.

4. Make humor realistic, relevant, and retellable. Humor should add to your sermon, not detract. Make sure your humor is believable, appropriate to the subject at hand, and tasteful. Don’t tell something funny just for the sake of telling it. Make the humor point toward what you’re trying to communicate, and never be crude.53 If you’re going to take advantage of anyone in your humor, be sure it’s yourself.

5. Stay within your level of ability. Humor needs to be natural. If you’re going to use it effectively, let it be spontaneous. If you can’t employ humor naturally, don’t try to use it. Most of us do have a humorous side to our personality that should be developed. Even if you can’t locate the witty person within you, a sense of humor normally can be cultivated. Don’t fail to see the humor in your own life. To be able to laugh at yourself is a sign of maturity. Very often, the humorous things that happen to you can be used effectively in your sermons.



Many of God’s great preachers have used humor effectively. Warren Wiersbe, who is quite a humorist himself, observes the following about Dwight L. Moody and Gypsy Smith: “These men were not comedians; they were ambassadors—but joyful ambassadors. And because of their sanctified humor they were able to touch men for Christ. Not every preacher can do this, but those who can use humor should not bury their talent.”54

We certainly shouldn’t dehumanize ourselves or our listeners when we come to the house of God. Laughter is a part of life. Humor is natural to man. God has given us the ability to laugh. Seize that privilege in your preaching when it’s appropriate.






EVALUATING STYLE

With this discussion in mind, take some time to review the sermon you’ve composed. Don’t be too hard on yourself by thinking you must immediately fashion sermons that are gems of effective style. Some preachers are unusually gifted in composing sermons, but all of us can improve. As you read and evaluate, pay attention to your way of speaking. Are your sentences too long and involved? Are your words specific and clear? Is there a simplicity and vividness about what you say? Are there some tools you could use at particular points that would enhance your style? An epigram or witticism? Maybe some humor? As you read your sermon or at least go over it in your mind, think about what you’re wanting to say, giving careful attention to the qualities of good style.

Obviously, no preacher can begin at once to be a master in his use of words. Several avenues are available, however, to help you begin.


• Be a wordsmith. Constantly enrich your vocabulary. Study the dictionary and thesaurus. The plots will be boring, but you will increase your word power! Increase your own store of picture-building words.

• Study local connotations. Take time to learn the local connotations of words in every context in which you preach. Those connotations will affect how the people receive what you say. If the words you use are understood by the listeners in the way you understand them, you’ll be able to communicate effectively.

• Learn from other speakers and writers. On an ongoing basis, spend time studying the style of others. Read the works of good writers and observe their use of words. The works of master authors are especially helpful in learning to use words effectively. Listen to effective preachers. Notice how they use language. Give attention to the kinds of words they use.

• Listen to yourself. Record your sermons and listen to them after you’ve preached. To do so isn’t prideful or arrogant if your goal is to improve. Check your sentence structure. Listen to the words you use. Always be working to improve the way you say things.



The preacher who wants to be more effective in sermon style has to spend time working on his writing as well as his speaking.
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PROPER USE OF THE PREACHING INSTRUMENT

The voice, strained and fatigued, instinctively sought relief in a rhythmical rise and fall.… They were commonly zealous and sometimes great men who fell into this fault, and it was often imitated by those who followed them … mistaking the obvious fault for the hidden power.

John A. Broadus

Preaching doesn’t actually happen until the sermon is delivered to a group of people. We may understand what preaching is, study a text, and write a message based on it, but the sermon isn’t finished until it’s preached. Now that we’ve developed a firm grasp of the process for developing an expository sermon, it’s time to turn our attention to the actual delivery of the message.

Good sermon delivery doesn’t begin with determining what degree of notes to use, how to dress, or even whether or not to move around while you’re delivering the message. Good sermon delivery actually begins with a proper understanding and use of the primary physical resource that God has provided for you to be able to preaching. God has prepared a marvelous instrument to help you convey His Word to the audience: the voice.

The voice is the quality or tone of sound you produce when you speak. Some people have referred to the voice as the queen of the instruments. This royal instrument has the clarity of the trumpet, the brilliance of the violin, and the melody of the oboe. The voice is unsurpassed in its ability to express with depth and meaning the intended message of its user. This brilliant instrument is the common property of every person. The words people use every day are colored with the voice’s emotional undertones, its energy, and its powers of persuasion. The expression we discussed in the last chapter ultimately will be given wings to fly by means of the voice.

Using the vocal instrument to its maximum capabilities in the preaching event involves learning to play it well. Playing your voice begins with understanding how it works. Then you must master certain skills that enable you to use the voice to its greatest potential. Finally, you must constantly be working toward voice improvement and voice care. The effective practice of sermon delivery begins with learning how to use the preaching instrument well.







MY WAKE-UP CALL

A Personal Testimony

The words hit me like a laser beam. “You will have to be completely silent for the next two weeks. You have a nodule on the anterior third of your right vocal cord. Surgery is the only way to remove it. I’m not sure when you will be back in the pulpit. Perhaps ninety days or longer.”

For several years I had experienced some degree of hoarseness. I had never thought much about it. But for several weeks the hoarseness had become rather pronounced and persistent. I could not finish a sermon without getting so hoarse I could hardly speak above a whisper. In the morning in normal conversation I found myself getting hoarse, so I went to a throat specialist.

I was totally unprepared for what he said. The thought of surgery on my vocal cords frightened me. Would the surgery be effective? How long would I be out of the pulpit?

The days ahead were emotional and traumatic. I really didn’t know what to do. A member in my congregation recommended that I contact Dr. Stephen Olford, who had experienced similar difficulties. Dr. Olford gave me the name of a throat specialist in New York City. Dr. Friedrich Brodnitz confirmed that I did have a vocal nodule, but he didn’t recommend surgery. He said surgery would remove the nodule only for a while. I needed to correct the habits that had produced the nodule. If I didn’t start speaking differently, another nodule would form. He recommended that I return home and find a competent speech pathologist.

That is exactly what I did. Dr. Sam Faircloth, a speech pathologist in Mobile, Alabama, helped me determine the abuses that had created the nodule in the first place. When those abuses were corrected the nodule disappeared within a matter of weeks—without surgery! From that day until now I have had no recurrence of the problem.

What seemed the worst thing that ever happened to me actually was one of the greatest blessings to come my way. I’m able to preach several times every day without strain. Unless I have a cold or some problem with allergy, I never experience hoarseness. In the course of my recovery from vocal problems, I became very interested in the subject of speech itself. Reading books on speech almost became a hobby for me.

The results of my journey and study make up the material in this chapter. I’m genuinely interested in helping my fellow preachers learn to be more effective in the delivery of their sermons. My primary qualification for sharing this information is that I’m a preacher. I preach many, many times each week. My life is spent either in the pulpit or preparing for the pulpit. The contents of this chapter have been hammered out in my own ministry. To be sure, I don’t perfectly demonstrate what sermon delivery ought to be. I’m still in the process of learning.

I did settle one issue, however, during the time I was experiencing my vocal problems. A particular question kept nagging me. If I’m preaching in the power of the Holy Spirit, why, then, is the Holy Spirit abusing His own temple? I discovered some good news. You can express the deepest feelings of your faith and your ministry with power and fervor without abusing your voice. Understanding certain aspects of sermon delivery will enable you to preach with all the fervor of your soul and still maintain a healthy voice.

—Jerry Vines








UNDERSTANDING THE VOICE

The average person knows little about the vocal mechanism. Such an oversight may be acceptable for persons who aren’t professional speakers, but it’s neglectful for those who are. Professional speakers—especially preachers—should know something about the nature and function of the vocal mechanism.

The Nature of the Vocal Mechanism

The man God calls to preach is assigned to communicate the eternal Word of God in his own words. Those words are produced by a complex vocal mechanism. For this reason the preacher’s voice may be considered his God-given tool. A great deal of the effectiveness of your message depends on the manner in which you handle that mechanism. In addition, knowing more about the voice will assist you in guarding its health.

How much do you know about your vocal mechanism? Do you know the location of the vocal cords? Are your vocal cords suspended vertically or horizontally? Few preachers really know much about the structure and function of the mechanism that produces speech. Even fewer know how to employ it effectively or how to care for it adequately.

Some people believe that too much knowledge about the vocal mechanism may upset the balance that’s intuitive in the speaking process. That fear is unfounded. Certainly, we shouldn’t allow ourselves to become so occupied with the mechanics of delivery that the tool becomes a hindrance rather than a help. However, any person can use a tool more effectively if he understands how the tool is designed. The baseball pitcher can become even more effective when he learns as much as possible about his pitching arm, the baseball, and the factors that make for good delivery. The same truth applies to the preacher and a working knowledge of his voice.

FIGURE 1






PARTS OF THE VOICE
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A working knowledge begins with the basic aspects of the vocal mechanism (see Figure 1). Probably you can name most of the more common body parts involved: nose, throat, voice box, vocal cords, windpipe (trachea), and lungs. You also have a diaphragm, sinuses, and many muscles related to the throat, voice box, and chest cavities. It’s interesting that the organs used for speech are the same organs used for breathing. Some evolutionists theorize that speaking came as an incidental result of the function of breathing. Creationists, however, don’t share that view. We understand that the faculty for speech is a divinely designed function that makes possible man’s communication with his fellow man. Observing the dual functions of speaking and breathing is a fascinating study.

The Function of the Vocal Mechanism

To understand the function of the vocal mechanism, take an imaginary tour through the vocal organs, reviewing Figure 1. As you’re sitting quietly reading this book, your mouth is probably closed and you are inhaling through your nose. When you’re more active, including when speaking, air also enters the body through the mouth. The tongue is a part of the mouth, and it’s much larger than you might suppose. Don’t be offended when someone says that your tongue is the biggest thing in your mouth!

The air moves gently over your tongue down into the throat. In the back of your mouth cavity you also have adenoids. They form a cushion behind your soft palate. On each side of your tongue are tonsils. You may or may not still have them. If infected, the tonsils can become greatly swollen and hinder the free use of the voice.

When air leaves your nose or mouth and goes to the throat, it enters the respiratory tract. The air goes from there into the trachea, or windpipe, then passes into the chest by means of pipelines called bronchi. You have one main bronchus, which divides into three secondary bronchi for each lung. The lungs fill most of your chest. Room is left for your heart and the esophagus. The chest cavity is actually a cage formed by your breastbone, ribs, and the spinal column. When air is pushed from the lungs through the pressure of the diaphragm, the process is called exhalation.

Air leaves the lungs by means of exhalation and passes back through the bronchi and the windpipe until it arrives at the voice box. The proper name for the voice box is the larynx (pronounced lar´ingks). The larynx is a remarkably complex organ. The method of suspension used in its construction anticipates the use of springs in much of our modern technical design. The larynx consists of several muscles and cartilage.

Our primary interest is in the vocal cords. They’re actually folds of muscle tissue suspended horizontally in the larynx. The two vocal folds are attached in front of the voice box to the thyroid cartilage. These folds, like wings, meet at the front of the throat. They always touch each other at that point. In the rear of the voice box the folds are connected to muscles that make it possible for them to be opened and closed. Normal folds have a smooth, glistening surface. They’re covered above with folds of mucous membrane called false cords or folds.

Sound is produced when the folds are brought together and air pushes through them. Contraction of the muscles in the vocal folds makes them thicker, shorter, or more tense. This tensing of the vocal folds makes speech possible. When air blows through the vocal folds, the resulting sound is called phonation. This sound is carried through the throat into the mouth cavity. At this point the sound is amplified by the cavities of the mouth, nose, and throat. The amplification of sound is known as resonation. The human voice is unique because its resonating cavities can be altered partly. Only the nose is a rigid, unalterable structure. The throat, mouth, tongue, and lips all can be changed by muscular action.1 This action forms the sound that is produced into words. Thus, the process of speech—“voice or voiceless breath, modified by articulation—has occurred.”2






PROTECTING THE VOICE

Playing the vocal instrument demands that the preacher master his voice. Such mastery involves certain skills necessary for proper use, skills to (1) protect the voice, (2) improve voice quality, and (3) integrate your voice. We look first at the skills to protect your voice.

Learning to relax the body and especially the vocal mechanism is crucial in the high-tension work of pastoral ministry. Proper breathing and articulation also are essential for effective speech. Integrating the various factors of good vocal production such as rate, volume, phrasing, and pause is crucial for maximum use of the voice. Mastering each of these skills will help protect your voice and help it become music to your listeners’ ears.

The Threat: Tensions for the Preacher

More than ever, adults are facing modern pressures. Although ongoing conveniences have their advantages, they also have brought definite liabilities. Smartphones and emails can follow businesspeople and parents even on their vacation, should they chose to consult their messages. The average person works more hours than ever. Typical Monday through Friday traffic renders expressways anything but express. Pressure to succeed and produce in the twenty-first-century marketplace adds to the level of stress. Those living in this century are vulnerable to high blood pressure and heart attacks. The ulcer has almost become a status symbol.

More and more industries and businesses are recognizing the necessity of proper relaxation on the part of their employees. Overall productivity is increased when organizations assist their personnel in alleviating as much job tension as possible. All across the world a whole lot of emphasis is being placed on proper exercise, stress management, and quality leisure time.

Identifying Preacher Tensions

The preacher isn’t immune to the tensions of the times. The average pastor experiences as many or even more tensions than do his people. Certain tensions are common to the territory of the preaching ministry. If you’re going to learn to relax, you must first learn to recognize some of the factors that contribute to your stress. Here are seven, four of which can affect your speaking voice.

First, normal life stresses are a reality for the preacher. The preacher isn’t exempt from the normal struggles of life as a member of a complex society. He faces the stress of making a living, the pressure of providing adequately for his family, as well as the constant push to succeed in his occupation by leading his church to grow.

Second, kingdom idealism is a daily struggle. The man of God studies his New Testament and sees clearly what God expects of the church and the individual. On the other hand, the preacher sees his church as it actually is. More than anyone else he’s keenly aware of its shortcomings as well as his own. The level of living he observes in his people too often is far below the biblical standard. Thus the preacher encounters the disparity between the ideal and the real, a pressure point that can create tremendous frustration and anxiety.

Third, emotional struggle is a challenge. Preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ is the most vital part of the preacher’s life. Deep within are feelings of love, gratitude, and longing for the Lord Jesus and for those who need to know Him. These emotions have to be expressed as we preach.

Fourth, the preacher can abuse his voice. If a preacher doesn’t understand how to use his voice correctly, abuse can create nagging throat problems. This tension is especially a problem for persons brought up in the southern part of the United States, where a distinction often is made between preaching and just talking. The preacher’s verse in that part of the woods is “Cry aloud and spare not.” No sincere preacher from the South wants to be a dry, lifeless preacher. Many people in that part of our country believe that if you can speak above a whisper on Monday morning, you must have compromised on Sunday! Preaching in the South—and other places where there are similar cultural expectations—is an all-out, heartfelt, top-of-your-voice affair that can place tremendous strain on the throat.

Fifth, congregational difficulties are a frequent reality that can lead to vocal difficulties. You may encounter problems with your voice due to a difficult pastorate. Most congregations are pleasant and congenial, but you may find yourself in the midst of a people with unusual spiritual problems. Animosity may exist among the members, or the church staff may be bickering, jealous, and selfish. Preaching in this kind of atmosphere can bring tremendous physical and spiritual tensions on the preacher. Although you may not be aware of it at first, vocal difficulties can arise that stem from the tensions of the pastorate.

Sixth, adequate church facilities can put strain on your voice. The church auditorium may be a speaker’s nightmare. Many churches don’t allocate enough funds for purchasing or operating good sound systems. In some buildings, getting adequate sound is not even an option with a good sound system. Designed for architectural beauty rather than speaking and hearing ease, some facilities simply are acoustically inadequate. In churches with ornate horseshoe balconies with massive pillars, the look may be pleasing but the sound bounces unevenly above and below the overhang. Such poor physical facilities increase the difficulty of being heard, thereby increasing the pastor’s tension.

Seventh, an uptight personality can add subtle tension. You may protest: What, me uptight? You may not be aware of the tension, but any of these first sixth tensions—remember, they are common pressures of the Sunday sermon—can contribute to an uptight demeanor, which in turn will affect one’s voice. If you’re tense vocally, chances are you are tense in many other ways. Make careful evaluation of the causes of that tension. Take a good look at the circumstances of your life. Honestly face your negative attitudes and unspoken fears. Evaluate your attitude toward the pastorate where you serve. You may need to develop new methods of coping with your personal and pastoral difficulties. Such self-examination may be the first step in learning to speak in a relaxed manner.

Recognizing the Tension

A person’s tension makes it difficult to perform adequately. The accountant battles tension headaches. The baseball pitcher struggles with a sore arm. The pianist with stiff fingers can’t play well. The artist with tense hands cannot paint as he desires. The preacher is no different. Tension inevitably will force him to grapple with throat problems. When you have undue tension in your life, you can’t expect to speak with a clear, consistently pleasant voice.

Many other signs of undue tension may surface in the preacher’s life. Excessive tension may be manifest in an uncomfortable nervousness, inadequate breathing habits, a jerky rhythm in speaking, or an unusually fast delivery.3 The preacher who’s speaking with ease and in a relaxed condition will indicate the same in the vitality and quality of his speaking voice. Without relaxation the voice can’t be well coordinated, free in its function, and vibrant in its expression.

These various tensions mean it is likely your voice will at times—or even regularly—be under stress. So how can you protect this key instrument as you serve as God’s messenger?

The Solution: Relaxing

The solution to the pressures that threaten your voice is to master techniques that will loosen you voice constraints and keep your speaking instrument relaxed.

Apply Proper “Muscle Tonus”

Proper relaxation is the first step in developing a well-coordinated voice. The muscles in your face, tongue, jaw, chin, throat, and neck affect the muscles that control your vocal folds. Unless you accomplish muscular freedom, your speaking will be tension bound.4 Understand, however, that you don’t want total relaxation of all muscles related to speaking. Using the vocal mechanism for speech is an active function of the body. Any action of body muscles is dependent upon some degree of tension. Physiologists call this “muscle tonus.” Every biological function is dependent on a proper balance between tension and relaxation. The vocal mechanism depends on use of the right muscles and the application of a proper degree of muscle tonus.

Friedrich Brodnitz, an authority on the proper use and care of the voice, maintains that most voice troubles result from exaggerated muscle activity. Correcting this problem requires a reduction in the hyperfunction of the muscles that relate to the vocal mechanism.5 If the muscles of the throat and mouth become too tense, the vocal mechanism will be cramped. The result will be poor speaking quality. The voice will sound strained because it actually is strained. In addition to a poor, unpleasant sound, vocal health problems inevitably will result. The speaker will tend to place the voice in a wrong pitch and to speak louder in order to overcome the lack of sound produced by such a restricted mechanism.

The muscles of the voice box are in two general groups. Some are located inside the larynx. They directly control the vocal folds. They move the larynx and enable it to function. These muscles are called the intrinsic muscles. You need not concern yourself about manipulating them, for merely thinking of speaking alters them to their task. They operate without conscious thought.

The second group of muscles is called the extrinsic muscles. They are on the outside of the vocal mechanism, around the throat. If the extrinsic muscles are unduly tense, the intrinsic muscles can’t function properly. Our purpose is to relax this outer set of muscles enough to allow the inner muscles to function without being in a cramped position. Stevenson and Diehl summarize the goal: “Speech … is not complete relaxation, but tonus. Tonus is that delicate balance of tension and relaxation—neither too much nor too little—appropriate for what has to be done.”6 Individuals who speak publicly on a regular basis must be aware of visible laryngeal strain in the muscles of the throat area.

Learn Proper Techniques

You can eliminate muscle tension before you speak. Appendix 4 offers several exercises that help you to be relaxed when you preach. Familiarize yourself with them and practice them often.

In addition to these exercises, be sure to dress in such a way that is conducive to relaxation. Select a shirt with a loose collar when you preach—even if you do wear a tie on Sunday mornings. Keep in mind that the throat has a tendency to enlarge during the heat of delivery. For this reason, your collar should be as loose as possible.

Read about relaxation. Continue to learn to relax. This practice will facilitate your ability to use every aspect of your vocal mechanism correctly. You also will discover that other facets of vocal mechanics contribute to relaxation. The next two skills, for example, relate the role of good breathing and the place of proper articulation in effective vocal delivery. These two activities are important in maintaining a relaxed throat. Improper breathing and poor articulation greatly increase the tension in one’s voice box.






IMPROVING VOICE SKILLS

Breathing

You can improve your vocal skills while aiming for a relaxed voice by learning proper breathing. Of course, breathing is done unconsciously by our autonomic nervous system, as well as consciously (e.g., when we dive underwater and choose to hold our breath), making it a rather unusual bodily function. In the normal course of our daily activities we don’t consciously tell our bodies to breathe. During most normal conversation we don’t have to instruct our lungs to supply the necessary air. For speaking or preaching, however, breathing must be consciously controlled. The key to a smoothly functioning vocal mechanism is proper breathing.

Understanding Proper Breathing

As soon as we begin to project our voice, we have to be sure we have sufficient breath to complete our sentences without gulping or losing the final words. In addition, we need to have enough air and control of that air to sustain—and maybe amplify—our voices during the sentence. This air supply has to be taken in and expelled without disturbing our flow of speech. We should gradually propel our breath in a relaxed manner, completing each statement in the most effective way possible.

Correct breathing is closely related to speaking with relaxation. Breathing correctly greatly relieves muscle tension in the throat. If a speaker doesn’t have an ample supply of air, he’ll find himself squeezing for air at the throat. This effort can do great damage to his voice.

Many writers minimize the importance of breathing. For example, Adams says, “Breathing is not a problem at all for most speakers. Shoulder raising habits and exercises in so-called diaphragmatic breathing are useless in improving one’s breathing for speech. In the first place, all breathing is diaphragmatic.”7 His approach is somewhat simplistic, however. The large number of preachers who encounter voice difficulties causes one to question his conclusion. Failure to breathe properly creates several problems for the speaker. A sufficient supply of air is essential to achieve the necessary volume. Proper breathing will also permit a person to speak at length without undue fatigue or an aching throat.8

Actually, there are two kinds of breathing that are very different from one another. We need to breathe one way for our physical, biological needs and another way for speech. Reviewing the operation of the respiratory system assists in understanding proper breathing for speech.

Respiration provides the power source for speaking. The lungs themselves provide no power of movement but respond to changes that are made in the size of the chest cavity. During inhalation the muscles of the chest lift the ribs upward and outward away from the lungs. During this motion, the diaphragm moves downward from its dome-shaped position. The result of this action is a rush of air from the nose down the windpipe through the bronchi to the lungs. When exhalation occurs, the diaphragm returns to its dome shape. The rib muscles relax themselves, and the rib cage returns downward and inward as air is thrust from the lungs.9

Breathing for speaking can be accomplished in two different ways. The diaphragm divides the chest cavity into two main sections, the clavicle area and the abdominal area. The clavicle area is the upper chest. Breathing may be accomplished by pressure from the clavicle area. This process is similar to the breathing of an athlete during competition. The upper chest is expanded in a relatively short and quick period of time. Such breathing places pressure upon the entire throat area. Tension is created in the throat as well as the voice box. Prolonged speaking using clavicular breathing will give one a constricted tone, a weary sounding throat, and a hoarse voice.10 Vocal difficulties inevitably will result from such breathing.

The best breathing for speaking is abdominal breathing. The earlier writers and voice teachers referred to this as diaphragmatic breathing. That term is somewhat misleading, because all breathing essentially is diaphragmatic. All breathing is not abdominal, however. During expiration, the abdominal muscles should do the work. The slow relaxation of the diaphragm ensures smooth control of expiration, but the conscious control of the abdominal muscles makes this possible. In correct breathing for speaking, we must consciously be aware of the action of our abdominal muscles.

You can easily tell if your breathing is clavicular or abdominal. Place your hand upon your upper chest. Inhale and quote John 3:16. If your upper chest expands when you inhale, you are breathing incorrectly. Then place your hand upon your abdomen, inhale, and quote John 3:16. If your abdominal muscles expand, you are breathing correctly. Undue tension in your throat as you exhale also will alert you to improper breathing. If your voice is breathy, weak, or has a harsh quality, you likely are breathing incorrectly.

Be aware that breathing abdominally doesn’t mean you must always take long, deep breaths. Such deep breathing can cause unnecessary tension in your throat just as much as clavicular breathing. You only need to breathe deeply enough to maintain a sufficient amount of air for good speaking and good support. The amount of air that remains in your lungs after you exhale is residual air. The maximum amount of air you can exhale as you speak is the vital capacity available for speaking. You should breathe only deeply enough to complete your sentence with good support and emphasis.

Practicing Proper Breathing

If you have been breathing incorrectly, begin immediately to change your method of breathing for speaking. The new method will seem unnatural to you for a while. As you learn to breathe more deeply utilizing the abdominal muscles, you may even experience some dizziness. That dizziness will mean that you haven’t been utilizing your full lung capacity. Dizziness will disappear after a few days.

You can establish new breathing habits by means of good breathing exercises. The exercises in Appendix 5 are designed to assist you in controlled breathing for speaking and in maintaining an adequate reserve supply of air. They will train you to get the most economical use of breath as you speak.

Breathing correctly will help you maintain a good, strong vocal mechanism and will support the other vocal delivery skills discussed below. Don’t expect to be able to breathe correctly after going over these exercises a few times. Very often good breathing habits must be developed over a long period of time. Practice the drills in Appendix 5 in your study. Practice them while you drive your car (once you get over any dizziness!). Practice them as you walk on the sidewalk. Use the method of proper breathing when you read aloud from printed material. However and whenever you do it, you will replace poor habits with good habits only by practice. These exercises should be practiced daily until proper breathing for speaking is as natural to you as normal breathing is for living.

One of the best ways to improve breathing habits is to observe close-up good speakers who have adequate vocal power and breath control. Notice the expansion of the lower chest cavity as they inhale. Notice also that the chest cavity decreases gradually and slowly so that a reserve of breath is constantly maintained, providing good support of the vocal tone. Also notice that the well-coordinated speaker seems to have a reserve of breath that enables him to release air when he feels the need for emphasis.

Good posture is also necessary to proper breathing. Stand erect as you practice proper breathing. The concentration of muscle tension should be at your belt line rather than your throat. Practice inhaling quickly and unobtrusively.11 One of the primary purposes in learning to breathe correctly is to enable you to replenish your air supply quickly, without disturbing your flow of words. Learn to take your deepest breaths between sentences. Along the way you might want to take little “teacup” breaths as well.

Learning to breathe correctly may be somewhat frustrating at the beginning, so be sure to practice outside the pulpit. Don’t try to change your method of breathing during your sermon next Sunday! You have enough to think about while you preach without being burdened with altering breathing habits. The process will be like learning to change gears in a car. The experience is a jerky, frustrating one. During your sermon isn’t the best time to learn to breathe correctly. Instead, practice during informal conversation as well as through drill work. As your breathing improves, the process will become as natural as shifting into high gear on the open road.

Articulating

The process of producing sound for speaking is composed of four facets: breathing, phonating, resonating, and articulating. We have discussed the importance of proper breathing in producing adequate breath support for speaking. Phonation has to do with the actual producing of the sound as the breath passes through the vocal folds. Resonation is concerned with the alteration of the sound by the cavities of the mouth, throat, and nose. Both phonation and resonation are complex physiological functions. Problems in these areas are the concern of a medical specialist. Due to the complexities involved, this book can’t treat adequately all of the factors involved in the two processes. Some preachers may very well have difficulties in either producing or amplifying sound. If you have trouble in these areas, consult a good speech pathologist or throat specialist. For the most part, phonation and resonation can’t consciously be improved through the procedures recommended here.

Articulation, however, is a skill that can and must be mastered by the preacher. The preacher who wants to communicate the Word of God effectively will be concerned about this facet. If he fails to articulate his words properly, the ability of the congregation to understand what he’s saying will be greatly diminished. One congregation complained about its preacher: “For six days a week he is invisible, and on the seventh he is inaudible.” Take pains to ensure that those who listen to you can understand what you’re saying. Learning to articulate properly will significantly improve your sermon delivery.

Understanding Articulation

Articulation is the process of forming the sounds that characterize connected speech. The air that vibrates in the mouth and nose is modified by the tongue, the lower jaw, the lips, and the hard and soft palates.12 This process transfers mere sound into speech sounds. Articulation is synonymous with enunciation, but should not be confused with pronunciation. Pronunciation has to do with the correctness of the sounds and accents in spoken words. Articulation, on the other hand, has to do with the shaping of those sounds by the lips, teeth, tongue, and hard and soft palates.13

Articulation is a key ingredient in achieving maximum relaxation during sermon delivery. Actually, proper breathing and proper articulation work together. As we’ve already seen, adequate breath support prepares the vocal mechanism to function in a relaxed manner. Likewise, articulating words properly will enable you to speak with a minimum of tension in the extrinsic muscles.

Three basic speech elements are related to articulation: vowels, diphthongs, and consonants. Vowels are sounds formed in the resonating cavities as air flows through the mouth. For our purposes, think primarily in terms of the letters A, E, I, O, U. The vowels give color to the sounds of speech. Diphthongs are sounds produced by a combination of two vowel sounds occurring in the same syllable and blending continuously from one to the other without interruption.14

The consonants might be regarded as the bones of speech. Whether you say “Good morning!” to the paper carrier or “Good night” to your wife, you can’t communicate by means of vowel sounds alone. Hardly any sounds are expressed without using consonants as well as vowels. Actually, without consonants there would be no speech. The correct articulation of the consonants does more to assist in adequate vocal communication than any other factor.

Consonants are produced in three zones of articulation. The first zone is found between the lower lip and the upper front teeth. Consonants in this group are: P, B, W, WH, F, V, and M. The second zone is found between the front teeth, the tip of the tongue, and the hard palate behind the teeth. This group includes: T, D, TH, R, S, SH, ZH, Y, and N. The third zone is formed by the back of the tongue and the soft palate. Included in this group are these consonants: K, G, and NG.15

Sometimes consonants are explained in terms of the positions of the articulators as they are produced. Those consonants produced by the action of the lips are called labials. The labials also are divided into two groups according to the vocal mechanisms used to produce each one:


THE LIPS ALONE

W as in wind

WH as in which

M as in meat

P as in pork

B as in bee

THE LIPS AND THE TEETH

F as in father

V as in very



Consonants produced by the tongue primarily are called linguals. The linguals are divided into four groups, according to the vocal mechanisms used to produce each one:16


THE BODY OF THE TONGUE AND THE HARD PALATE

S as in so

Z as in zebra

SH as in show

N as in no

L as in lip

R as in row

THE TIP OF THE TONGUE AND THE HARD PALATE

T as in tip

D as in do

N as in no

L as in lip

THE TONGUE AND THE TEETH

TH as in thick or that

THE TONGUE AND THE SOFT PALATE

C as in cat

K as in king

G as in get

NG as in sing

Y as in yes



Improving Articulation

The preacher can improve his articulation in several ways. For example, stop your reading for a minute and say each of the letters in the three consonant groups discussed above. As you say them, notice where each sound is produced. This practice will help you learn to place each consonant in its proper position for good articulation. Notice that the tongue, jaw, lips, and hard and soft palates assume different positions in relation to each other as the consonants are produced.

One of the biggest needs in articulation is to develop greater flexibility in the tongue, lips, and jaw. Laziness in any of these areas will greatly hinder proper articulation. Diehl and Stevenson provide several helpful suggestions for eliminating stiffness in the articulators. First, purse your lips and move them in all possible directions. Next, draw the lips back and forth and then purse them. Stick your tongue out as far as you can. Touch your lower lip and upper lip with the tongue. Move the tongue from side to side. Then rotate the tongue tip slowly around your lips from left to right. Rotate the tongue tip from right to left. Touch the tongue tip to the center of the upper lip, the lower lip, then each corner of your mouth. Lift the tongue tip to the hard palate, then slowly relax it until it is flat in the mouth.17

Perhaps you’ve noticed that chewing is a function quite similar to speaking. The same muscles used for speaking are used in chewing. Maybe you’ve also noticed that you can speak and chew at the same time. Though talking with your mouth full is not considered good etiquette, chewing and speaking at the same time can be helpful in developing flexibility in the articulators.

Try this exercise sometime. Imagine you have your mouth filled with food. Then begin to chew like a savage. As you chew with exaggerated movements of the mouth, tongue, and teeth, slowly begin to add speech. This exercise will do wonders in correcting stiffness in your articulators. The approach was popular among German speech therapists in correcting vocal disorders. Although the method hasn’t gained wide acceptance in the United States, it can be helpful in relaxing the lips, mouth, and tongue.

A helpful mental exercise for improving articulation in sermon delivery is to imagine you’re plucking words off your lips as you might pluck the notes off a guitar string. Voice teachers sometimes refer to this practice as “placing the tone.” In the strictest sense, waves of sound can’t be directed or placed. However, psychologically there seems to be some advantage to this approach. To think in terms of the words being plucked from the lips has a tendency to relax the throat muscles. This relaxation enables the vocal mechanism to function with a minimum of constriction.

Additional drills to help you practice articulation can be found in selected books on speech communication and public speaking.18 Spend some time each day going over a few of these drills. As you practice them, overexaggerate the motions of your articulating organs. Think about what sounds you’re forming. Again, don’t work on articulation during the delivery of a sermon. You might become so involved in proper articulation that you overarticulate. This extreme can be as detrimental to your delivery as poor articulation. Gradually work on this area of speech production, but don’t feel frustrated or fret as you practice at this approach. It takes time to change bad habits.






INTEGRATING THE VOICE

As you’ve studied the mechanical aspects of delivery, you may have experienced a common apprehension. Perhaps you know a preacher who studied speech with the result that his sermon delivery actually was made worse rather than better.

All of us are anxious to convey the gospel truth with the fervor and excitement deeply embedded in our souls, and vocal training doesn’t have to hinder that result. Rather, attention to the mechanical aspects of delivery can assist the preacher in making his delivery more powerful. His sermons still can be on fire. As he preaches, the thunder can clap and the lightning can crack. For this end to be realized, though, the vocal variables have to be used properly. When the preacher uses the vocal variables correctly, his sermon delivery will be lively and dynamic. Such employment of the vocal variables is called integration.

Understanding Integration

The vocal aspects of delivery, built on the foundational elements of good breathing and proper articulation, must be integrated correctly if sermon delivery is to be effective. At this point, most delivery problems that plague preachers become apparent. Eight particular variables are especially important and demand keen integration if the message is to have maximum impact. These variables should be considered as four couplets based upon the relationship between each pair: rate and pace, volume and stress, pitch and inflection, and phrasing and pause. Practical guidance regarding how to integrate these in actual delivery will be discussed in chapter 10. For now, here’s an introduction to each variable.


• Rate and Pace. Rate has to do with the speed with which we speak. The speech rate may be measured by the number of words spoken divided by the minutes that elapse during the speaking. Each person has his or her own rate of speaking. Acceptable rates normally vary between 120 and 160 words per minute. Pace is related to rate of speaking and gives the sermon a sense of movement. Some people refer to this movement as fluency.

• Volume and Stress. Volume is the amount of sound you use to say what you say. Volume is essential because, if the preacher can’t be heard, then nothing else matters. Stress may be considered the intensity or the force we use—the emphasis on the words that count in what we’re saying.19 Certain ideas in every sentence are primary. Other ideas take a more subordinate place. Failure to distinguish properly between the important and the unimportant causes our speech to lack emphasis and clear meaning.20

• Pitch and Inflection. Pitch has to do with the movement of the voice up and down the scale in different registers with various inflections. Essentially, this quality is the melody of your voice.21 Proper use of pitch is a vital factor in increasing the attractiveness of sermon delivery. Inflection is a change of pitch within a syllable or word. By means of inflection the preacher may express a question, convey sarcasm, express conviction, or suggest doubt. Good inflection greatly enhances the understandability and the interest of what the preacher says.

• Phrases and Pauses. We actually speak our sentences in a series of words organized into units of thought. We group both words and sentences by thoughts. These word groups are called phrases. A phrase might be described as a continuous utterance bound by pauses. Phrases aid us in expressing what we want to say, and they aid the listener in understanding what we say. Phrasing is one of the most important tools of the preacher. Pauses are the punctuation marks of speech. They are the commas, periods, and exclamation points of our language. Robert King defined pauses as momentary silences that communicate meaning.22



Certain exercises will help you improve your integration of the vocal variables in preparation for sermon delivery. One of the most helpful exercises is to read Scripture aloud. In addition to their obvious spiritual value, reading the Psalms is an excellent way to develop proper breathing, phrasing, pitch change, and rate. Take a short psalm. Study its content. Determine how to phrase it well. Mark where your pauses will be. Determine where you need to change your pitch. Ask yourself where you should speed up or slow down your delivery. The Psalms lend themselves quite well to this kind of drill.

The text of First Samuel is particularly helpful for developing proper integration of rate, phrasing, and inflection. Read several of the chapters. Again, be sure each of the vocal variables reflects the meaning of the text. Luke is a good portion of Scripture to use in improving pitch, inflection, phrasing, and pause. As you read the gospel narrative, take note of its descriptive dialogue. These kinds of exercises will help you master phrasing and pause, as well as increase your ability to speed up or slow down your rate of speaking.






HELPING YOUR VOICE

The subjects considered thus far have given some basic information needed to point you toward improvement in sermon delivery, at least as far as your voice is concerned. Actually, every person called to the ministry should avail himself of every opportunity for special training in the areas of voice and speech. In a perfect world, all ministerial students would be required to take a couple of courses in voice as part of their preparation for the ministry. If such training isn’t possible for you, however, make an effort on your own to train the voice God has given you.

Obviously, some preachers are blessed with voices of finer quality than others. Nothing can be done about the size or texture of the vocal folds. Wise is the preacher who doesn’t try to speak in a deeper voice than his optimum pitch allows. Wiser is the preacher who uses the voice God has given him to the fullest level of efficiency. Even if you never become a master of all aspects of sermon delivery, with hard work you can improve your delivery considerably over a period of years by giving attention to your voice. The following five suggestions are offered to help you improve your voice.

1. Study Voice Production

Study carefully the basic processes involved in voice production. Reread the previous sections on vocal skills and use them as a starting point for increasing your understanding of the principles of voice production. Learn all you can about your voice, an effort that will help you be a better communicator. A study of the vocal mechanism will help you discover any vocal problems you may have. By making this discovery, you will be able to reduce or remedy those problems on your own, or you will realize the need to consult an expert. Good throat specialists and speech pathologists are available in most areas.

2. Evaluate Your Voice

A personal study of your own voice can be productive. Such a study is easier for preachers today than ever before, thanks to ongoing technological advances. Do whatever you can to have your sermons recorded. While filming is helpful for evaluating all aspects of delivery, playing back an audio recording actually is more functional for evaluating. Audio alone forces you to focus on the voice. Additionally, with audio alone you can do your evaluation in more places, such as in the car as you drive, thanks to compact disc, Bluetooth, smartphone, and podcast technologies.

Be prepared for a surprise when you first hear yourself speak! You probably won’t sound on a recording as you sound to yourself while you’re preaching. When you listen to yourself on a recording, you’re hearing how you sound to the ears of others. When you are actually preaching, you’re hearing the sound of your voice through the bones and nerves of your mouth and head. You’ll notice a major difference. Don’t let yourself become discouraged. You’re probably not as bad as you may sound to yourself. And you may not be as good as you sound to yourself, either!

Listen to every sermon you preach. As you listen, pay attention to the various aspects of delivery. Ask yourself, How could I have said that better? Stop the recording and rephrase it aloud. Some preachers find it helpful to have a little chart listing all the vocal variables mentioned earlier. Listen to your sermon, keeping the variables in mind. Rate yourself on each one.

For instance, is your volume too loud or too low? Does your delivery demonstrate good variety in volume? What about your rate? Are you speaking too fast or too slow? Do you vary your rate enough to avoid monotony? Do you stay in the same pitch too long? Is your inflection consistent with what you’re saying? What about your phrasing? Are your words grouped together well? Do you utilize pause in order to breathe correctly and to help prepare yourself for what you want to say next? The purpose here isn’t to evaluate the content of your sermon. Rather, you’re concerned about how the content was delivered. Constantly ask yourself, How could I have said this better?

You will be surprised how much this analysis can help to improve your delivery. If you don’t listen to yourself constantly, you’ll tend to lapse into poor vocal habits. Doing a week-by-week evaluation of your sermon delivery is vital. The time spent in the effort will richly repay you in the improvement of your preaching. The importance of all these variables during actual delivery will be underscored in chapter 10.

3. Study Effective Speakers

Another step in improving your voice is to study the delivery of good public speakers. Wiersbe writes, “There is both a science and an art to preaching, and you need to learn both.… The art of preaching is something you learn from a successful preacher, a role model.”23 He adds: “In one sense preaching is not taught—it is caught. Happy is that student who somewhere meets a teacher or preacher who lights a fire in his soul.”24

Select several preachers you consider to be superior in sermon delivery. Study their delivery. Listen to them, not for what they say but for how they say what they say. Learn from them. Be careful not to imitate their styles, but glean from them helpful ideas about how to improve your own delivery.

Some individuals in secular fields also can help you improve your delivery. Many of today’s television news anchors and commentators are well trained in the use of their voices. Some of the great political leaders of the past and present also are worthy examples. Listen to the speeches of Winston Churchill, Martin Luther King Jr., and Ronald Reagan. Learn from them. Great speeches of history are available on digital recordings and over the Internet for careful auditory analysis.

4. Establish a Program of Self-Improvement

Still another method to improve your voice is to begin a regular program of self-improvement. Numerous resources on voice improvement offer plans to follow, but you probably should develop your own plan. Certain ingredients in any program of sermon delivery should be followed. Study the vocal aspects of delivery one by one. Spend some time on the matters of volume and stress. Work for a while on rate and pace. Then spend some time working on phrasing and pause. Later, study the use of pitch and inflection. Work on proper breathing and correct articulation. Try to isolate any problems you may have in these areas. Locate whatever problems may be apparent. Work on one aspect of vocal delivery at a time.

A good way to improve your sermon delivery is to read aloud. By reading aloud you can check yourself on how well you’re using the various mechanical aspects of speech. In addition, you can check to see if you’re breathing properly, and you can work on your rate of delivery. Don’t read only prose. Reading good poetry is sometimes an excellent drill for practice in vocal delivery.

As noted previously, reading certain sections of Scripture can be helpful. But don’t neglect the reading of printed sermons. The sermons of Charles Spurgeon, R. G. Lee, and more recent expositors, such as Charles Swindoll, Warren Wiersbe, David Jeremiah, and Alistair Begg, are especially helpful. Try reading some of their sermons aloud. As you read them, practice all the aspects of delivery.

5. Practice Your Plan

Whatever plan you come up with, be sure to put it into action. After you plan your program, practice your plan. Then practice it some more.

Again, a word of caution must be noted. Remember that your efforts for improving vocal delivery should be done outside the pulpit. You’ll make a grave error if you try consciously to implement your growing knowledge of the vocal mechanism as you preach. The results will be disastrous. You’ll find yourself involved in mental gymnastics. The preacher who preaches without notes particularly has enough mental activity as it is! To carry to the pulpit the added load of thinking about all the aspects of sermon delivery is more than the normal mind can bear. Jay Adams counsels:


Such thoughts must not be allowed to come to mind during the delivery of the sermon itself. It is self-defeating for a preacher to think about the delivery he is using when preaching. Where proper practice takes place you will soon find new habits begin to bleed over into one’s speech.25



Do your practicing outside the pulpit. Through reading out loud and the use of the exercises discussed earlier, you’ll correct poor habits and develop proper habits of speech. Then put these new habits to work in your daily conversations. Through much practice the improvements will carry over into your pulpit delivery.

Sometimes a sympathetic friend can assist you, someone who genuinely is interested in helping you improve your delivery. If your wife is able to work with you in this manner, she may be a great help as well. But be sure to avoid trouble in the pastor’s home! If your wife can help you without you getting your feelings hurt, don’t hesitate to let her do so. If she can’t, then look elsewhere. Just make sure that it’s someone with whom you are comfortable, allowing them to point out flaws that you don’t notice in your sermon delivery.

Be sure to keep practicing until improvement comes. Don’t expect to have a brand-new speaking voice overnight. Many very gifted singers remain students of voice throughout their lifetimes. The preacher should look at improving his sermon delivery as a lifelong enterprise. Vocal improvements don’t come easily, just as you don’t correct faulty speech patterns in a few sessions. Work on improving your delivery weekly. Practice until good vocal habits become second nature to you.

Don’t become obsessed with sermon delivery, however. Despite its importance, delivery is only one aspect of your preaching assignment. To focus unduly on your sermon delivery actually can create problems for you during the preaching of your sermons. Bacon says:


The quality of the vocal instrument is important because flexibility of the instrument increases the range of things it can encompass. Nevertheless, experience has shown that too narrow a focus on such matters often produces an interpreter more concerned with his instrument than with his music.26



The preacher can become so interested in his voice that he fails adequately to convey his message. Your voice is a tool, not an altar.

You only have one voice. God has given it to you. Use that one voice to the fullest extent of its capabilities. Don’t be satisfied to allow your voice to be less than it can be by proper training and practice. Make your vocal instrument a help in communicating the Word of God, not a hindrance.






CARING FOR THE VOICE

Delivering a sermon is rigorous physical activity. Some have estimated that one hour of speaking is the same as six hours of manual labor. Virtually the whole body is involved in delivering a sermon. According to Stevenson and Diehl, speaking loudly the single letter b requires at least ninety-five different muscles.27 The weariness the preacher feels after a long day of speaking testifies to the tremendous physical exertion involved.

Today’s pastor carries a speaking load much heavier than his predecessors. Rapid growth, limited space, and the high cost of land and new construction are all factors that cause many pastors to preach multiple messages in a full church during the course of a week or a weekend. More and more churches are having multiple worship gatherings, and some are simulcast to multiple church campuses. And luncheons, special ministry meetings, teaching activities, community groups, and so on can fill the average pastor’s week with even more speaking responsibilities. All of these events make it important for the preacher to know how to adequately care for his voice.

Recognizing Vocal Disorders

Rigorous weekly speaking schedules cause most pastors to abuse their voices and, therefore, suffer from a variety of vocal disorders. A sore throat may be the preacher’s constant companion. Strain of the voice, allergies, and changes in temperature all work against the preacher’s throat. In addition, he may suffer hoarseness and chronic problems with his throat because of failure to use his voice properly. Many preachers can barely speak above a whisper on Monday morning. This reality is too common to be amusing.

Some vocal disorders are even more serious in nature. The pastor may suffer from chronic laryngitis. There may be varying degrees of hoarseness, huskiness, and throat fatigue on a weekly basis. These disorders can greatly hinder him in fulfilling his various speaking assignments. Bowed vocal folds can become a problem. Instead of remaining straight, the edges of the folds curve because of incorrect muscular function.

A still more serious problem the preacher may develop is the vocal nodule. Along with vocal polyps and contact ulcers, vocal nodules are among the most common voice disorders experienced by preachers. Vocal nodules are usually caused by incorrect use of the voice, although they sometimes are caused by allergies. The preacher should see the nodule as an extremely important danger signal.

Sometimes the nodule will disappear with a few days of voice rest. In more severe cases, some have recommended surgery. According to the experts in the field, however, surgery is not the best answer. The original cause of the nodules has to be remedied. (Recall Dr. Vine’s “Personal Testimony,” pages 284–85.)The only adequate way to deal with vocal nodules is a radical correction of all mistakes in the use of the voice.28 If you have a vocal nodule, immediately consult a throat specialist who works in cooperation with a qualified voice therapist. In fact, if you have a persistent voice problem, especially without associated medical problems, see your doctor as soon as possible even if your health care plan doesn’t cover it. Your voice is too valuable to your ministry for you to ignore warning signs.

Understanding Causes of Vocal Problems 

When voice problems appear, they are usually caused by one or more of three bad speaking habits:


• Inappropriate Force. Too much muscular force or force in the wrong places of vocal production may create problems. Preaching with too much volume over a sustained period of time may cause serious vocal problems. Abrupt onset of forced speech also is abusive to the voice.

• Wrong Pitch. Some voice disturbances come about because of wrong pitch. During the stress and excitement of sermon delivery, the muscles near the vocal folds may tense unduly. The voice becomes constricted, throaty, and harsh. This activity causes the pitch to go up. Under the influence of such prolonged nervous tension, this constriction focuses on the vocal folds, causing the folds themselves to be extremely tight and to bang together in an abusive manner.

• Incorrect Breathing. When the breath is not used as an adequate support for speaking, smooth coordination of the vocal mechanism is impossible. Failure to breathe correctly—and thereby maintain a sufficient supply of air during speaking—places too much tension on the muscles of the throat and voice box. The aim of adequate abdominal breathing is to expend a minimum of air for a maximum of vocal effort. When this kind of abdominal breathing doesn’t occur, voice problems may result.



Ensuring Good Vocal Hygiene

Your voice is a delicate, highly complex instrument. If your voice isn’t in good condition, you can’t use it to maximum benefit. Take every step necessary to ensure good vocal hygiene. More than a dozen suggestions will help you develop such a program:


1. Be sensitive to weather and climate. On humid days the air we inhale is warm. Enough moisture is in such air to keep our vocal mechanism in good condition. The dry, cool winter days are most dangerous for the voice. Some preachers are often involved in traveling from place to place on preaching assignments. In a day’s time a preacher may move from one climate to an entirely different one. Such transitions can play havoc with the voice. If you are traveling, try to allow for a day of rest before you are to speak. This interlude will give your vocal mechanism time to adjust to the new atmosphere.

2. Give attention to clothing. Some people feel that dressing heavily helps avoid catching colds. Actually, the opposite frequently occurs. Wear sufficient clothing to keep warm but not so much that you begin to perspire. Avoid tight collars or neckties.

3. Regulate the temperature in your house. The home is an important factor in your vocal health. Ensure that your home is properly heated. Also, be careful to have proper ventilation. A stuffy, overheated home can cause problems for the voice.

4. Develop good nutritional habits. Organize your eating around a diet of fresh vegetables, salads, whole grain bread, fruit, and dairy products. Avoid consuming milk or other dairy products just before you preach. These items have a tendency to accumulate mucus in the throat. Sweets also create mucus. The mucous membranes do better with a diet that contains few starches. In addition, be careful about the times you eat. Don’t eat a heavy meal before you preach. You may ruin a good sermon because you’re so full you can’t speak properly.

5. Drink plenty of water. Since the vocal cords are membranes, they need moisture. Six to eight glasses of water are recommended daily. Water is especially essential when taking decongestants or fighting vocal problems.

6. Get plenty of rest. Go to bed early the night before you preach. If at all possible, pastors should take their day off on Saturday. A day of relaxation and rest before your main preaching day is highly desirable.

7. Exercise regularly. A good exercise program can be helpful to your voice. Good muscle tone will be beneficial to the entire process of speaking. A body in good shape will assist you in preaching in a healthier manner.

8. Give proper attention to ailments. Numerous remedies have been suggested for sore and tired throats. Many doctors question the healing value of throat lozenges. Lozenges that contain eucalyptus may even be a hindrance, since the cool effect of the eucalyptus may create the impression that the throat is better than it is. The only value of throat lozenges for sure is that they stimulate the flow of saliva.

9. The best remedy for a sore, tired throat is to inhale steam in the shower. Get the water as hot as you can bear. Fill the bathroom with steam. With mouth wide open, breathe in the steam through your mouth and nose. This practice will have a soothing, healing effect on your throat.

10. Treat colds with rest. Rest your body so that it has time to fight the infection attacking your vocal organs. If you must preach even though you experience vocal problems, go as easy as you can.

11. Avoid using your voice excessively before and after you preach. Conserve your vocal strength. Don’t feel you have to sing above all the congregation during the singing portions of your worship gatherings. Use the singing times to warm your vocal mechanism, not to wear it out. After the gathering, you can do great damage to your voice by talking loudly and laughing uncontrollably. Your voice is already tired. To talk excessively after preaching merely places undue strain upon it. Keep your tones as subdued as possible.

12. Use your voice as often as possible. When you are free of vocal ailments (recall the warning in suggestion 10), you can speak regularly, even night after night. Many full-time evangelists have done so, and few of them ever experience voice problems. Spurgeon maintained the importance of frequent speaking: “Gentlemen, twice a week preaching is very dangerous, but I have found five or six times healthy, and even twelve or fourteen not excessive.”29

13. Limit caffeine intake. Preachers generally love their coffee. Although you don’t necessarily need to give up drinking coffee, you should limit caffeine consumption prior to speaking. In addition to coffee, avoid caffeine products, including tea, soft drinks, and chocolate. Caffeine dries out the vocal cords, as do citrus products such as lemons, oranges, and grapefruit.

14. Ensure quality acoustics. If it’s within your power to do so, by all means seek to have adequate sound reinforcement where you’re preaching. The building in which you preach can be a problem for your voice. As we’ve already noted, many buildings are designed for architectural beauty rather than for sight and sound. Poor acoustics can be devastating to the preacher’s voice.

15. Use quality sound equipment and personnel. The sound system can help or hurt the voice. Make every effort to have an adequate sound system. Churches today have no excuse for shackling their preachers with poor sound reinforcement. Good sound equipment can mitigate some of the problems of poor acoustics, and a good microphone can be a tremendous help in keeping the voice from being abused. The sound technician can make or break the preacher. He can emphasize the lower or higher frequencies of the preacher’s voice. He can completely change the way the preacher sounds. If a sound system and its operators are good, the preacher is given support during his speaking. If they’re poor, the preacher finds himself battling the microphone. More will be said about sound reinforcement in the final chapter.



One final suggestion. Ahem … minimize throat clearing. Clearing the throat is almost reflexive when one is experiencing mucus buildup or a tickling sensation. But throat clearing is very abusive to the vocal cords and doesn’t assist in relieving discomfort. It also is distracting for the audience. Avoid the temptation, for any attempt to clear the throat is counterproductive. Instead, drink water, or suck on a hard candy to control saliva buildup.
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PREACHING WITH HEART AND HEAD

The supreme test of a sermon is whether or not it communicates.

F. D. Whitesell

If you want to be effective in sharing God’s Word with your people, you need to have a keen interest in making sure your message connects with your audience. In other words, you have to be interested in communication. You can’t ever allow your sermons to become polished works of sermonic art that cause people to praise you for your gift of sermon preparation. Neither can you allow the sermon to exist only for yourself. Instead, you must ensure that communication between pulpit and pew is always maintained.

Some homileticians suggest that if a man learns to use his voice and body correctly, then he’ll be a good preacher. Such advice is good, but it doesn’t go far enough. Mastery of the mechanical aspects of delivery alone won’t make the speaker a good preacher. In fact, too much attention to technique can become a subconscious hindrance in the act of preaching.

Vocal and physical techniques have to be accompanied by an understanding of the mental dynamics that produce our flow of words, as well as the emotional and spiritual dynamics that inspire them. The delivery of a sermon becomes effective and compelling when the preacher understands how to preach from his heart and from his head. Both of these tasks are necessary for the sermon to connect with the audience.






PREACHING FROM THE HEART

From the outset to the conclusion of the preaching event, spiritual fervor must flow through a man. In chapter 2, we noted that this fervor is manifested in the anointing of God on the preacher’s life. At the moment of delivery, this fervor surfaces in the passion of the preacher for both the message and the listeners. Although each of these two passions has distinctive qualities, the two undoubtedly are bound together in an inseparable relationship when it comes to proclaiming God’s Word. When one is present, the other is surely close by. When one is absent, the other is unlikely to be manifested either. Thankfully, both ingredients are available to those who desire to preach with power. The passion that flows from your heart is the most significant factor in determining whether you connect with your audience.

The Nature of Heart Preaching

Passionate preaching flows from the heart. To a large degree the modern pulpit is devoid of passion. Few seem to have the element of heart in their preaching styles. We need a return to heart preaching. Perhaps some would use other terminology. Perhaps you would prefer the term sincere. Or maybe you like the word earnest. Whatever you choose to call it, we desperately need it! When the preacher’s heart is on fire, his speech comes as a volcanic flow. To be genuinely effective, preaching must be eloquence on fire. The preacher must preach from his heart as well as from his head. He must combine proper exposition with heartfelt exhortation.

Heart preaching issues from a broken heart. Modern preaching has become too dry-eyed. There needs to be a return to genuine, heartfelt weeping in the pulpit. Joel admonishes, “Between the vestibule and the altar let the priests, the ministers of the Lord, weep” (Joel 2:17). Many preachers have lost their capacity to weep. They’ve become so professional, academic, and intellectual that they don’t seem to feel what they say. There even seems to be an aversion to any expression of emotion in the pulpit. This affliction is not limited to liberal preachers. Many conservatives suffer from the same malady. Many of us are much too casual and matter-of-fact in our preaching.

Such preaching will not move modern men and women. In his early life Lloyd Garrison was cautioned by his friend Samuel May not to be too much aflame with his passion for abolition. May contended that people were “put-off” by his fiery spirit, that it was fearful to see, and caused some to shy away from listening to what he said. Garrison responded that he had “need to be on fire” because he “had mountains of ice to melt.”1

Sermons actually are born in the heart. Though the preacher gets his sermon from the Bible, he must bring it to life in his heart. Though he may prepare his message on paper, he must deliver it from his heart. A distinction needs to be made between preparing a sermon and the act of delivering the sermon. A man went to hear George Whitefield preach and asked if he could print his sermons. Whitefield replied, “Well, I have no inherent objection, if you like, but you will never be able to put on the printed page the lightning and the thunder.”2

Only heart preaching will stir others to action. A sermon is incomplete if there’s no heartbeat. The preacher can’t afford to communicate merely the contents of a message; he must also communicate his own heartbeat. In addition, he must stir the heartbeat of his hearers so they will act on the truths he presents to them. Only heart preaching will move the hearts of people. Congregations not only must be mentally stimulated by the sermon; they must be emotionally stabbed by it as well.

Undoubtedly, the role of the congregation in the preaching dynamic has to be considered. The listeners have to cooperate if the preacher is to preach with heart. Someone once said that the average congregation places its preacher in a refrigerator and then expects him to sweat. A cold, lifeless, indifferent congregation can greatly hinder the preacher who genuinely wants to communicate the message from his heart. But the preacher can’t let lack of response in the pew hinder him. Who knows? A weekly diet of heart preaching may thaw out cold hearts in the congregation. So many congregations haven’t heard heartfelt preaching in so long that they actually don’t know how to respond to it!

Perhaps the reason for the recoil against heart preaching is the extreme to which some preachers have gone. Many have preached with an insincerity that is obnoxious, if not embarrassing. The preacher who sheds crocodile tears and purposely stirs up his congregation to accomplish his own end isn’t a heart preacher. Such preaching is basic insincerity covered with a pretense of emotion. This kind of insincerity, however, shouldn’t cause us to abandon genuine earnestness and sincerity in our preaching.

The Legacy of Heart Preaching

A casual survey of preachers in the Bible indicates they preached not only from their heads but also from their hearts. Jesus was a heart preacher. He became so moved that He wept over those to whom He ministered. As He viewed Jerusalem, He wept. When He spoke to the disciples on the Emmaus road, there was such earnestness and fervor about His words that they declared: “Did not our hearts burn within us while he talked to us on the road, while he opened to us the Scriptures?” (Luke 24:32). Their hearts burned because His did.

The apostle Paul was a heart preacher. One of the early church fathers said he wished he could have seen three things: Solomon’s temple in its glory; Rome in its prosperity; and Paul preaching. Listen to Paul express the deep conviction of his heart: “I am speaking the truth in Christ—I am not lying; my conscience bears me witness in the Holy Spirit—that I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. For I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, my kinsmen according to the flesh” (Rom. 9:1–3). Those aren’t the words of cool logic. They’re words from the furnace of the soul.

Many great preachers of the past preached with heart. John Knox, who prayed, “Give me Scotland or I die,” was such a man. When he was old, he had to be helped to the pulpit. But as he prayed for the lost of Scotland, strength was given to him, and he almost shook the pulpit apart because of his burden for lost men. Hugh Latimer was a preacher of the English Reformation. Someone said of him: “He spoke from the heart and his words went to the heart.”3 Pulpiteers in recent history such as George W. Truett, Robert G. Lee, W. A. Criswell, Stephen Olford, and Adrian Rogers continue to move listeners even through their recorded messages. In addition to their spellbinding eloquence, these men demonstrated remarkable earnestness in their preaching. They could move audiences like leaves in a strong summer wind. Many young preachers have been shaped by such men who knew how to preach with heart.

This note of sincerity and depth of feeling has characterized the great preachers throughout the history of the Christian church. These men are the preachers who have gripped their listeners, stirred their souls, and moved them to tears. They didn’t do this merely by telling emotional stories. What they were saying came from their hearts. All of them were not necessarily the most scholarly men who ever preached. Their preparation and delivery may not have always measured up to the standards presented in this book. Nevertheless, there was something about them that riveted their audiences and moved them as they listened.

Five Marks of Heart Preaching

Like anointing, heart preaching is almost undefinable and, therefore, elusive. The best we can do is to look for common denominators that seem to be present in the lives of those who preach with such passion. The following marks are almost always present in heart preachers and serve as noble goals toward which we all can strive.

1. A Sure Calling

The preacher’s call must be definite. You must know that God has placed the burden of the Word of the Lord on you. As you carry this burden, God will cause your heart to break for those people to whom you preach. He will heighten your desire for their spiritual salvation and then their transformation into the image of Christ. The shepherding ministry is not one with many accolades, great financial gain, or exciting worldly recognition. Sometimes your calling will be all you have to get you through. The preacher who doubts his calling and wavers in his service to the Lord will find himself indifferent to a lost world and a weak church.

2. A Strong Personal Walk with God

As you solidify your call from God, maintain the sense of reality of that call by a strong personal worship life. Although this necessity has been mentioned in several other places in this book, its importance can’t be overestimated. As you spend time alone with God in Bible study and prayer, you will cultivate the reality of God in your life. Scientists may lose God in the laboratory, but you have to take care not to lose God in the sermon preparation process. Don’t allow the sacred truths you handle weekly to become unfelt truths. Let your sermons take possession of your heart on your knees before the Lord. Let their substance become real in your own experience. Preach your sermons to yourself first, in the presence of the Lord. Then, when you stand to preach, your message will not come merely from your notes or from your mind but from the depths of your heart and from God’s Spirit.

3. A Love for People

Though you must never fear men, you must desperately love them. Stott says, “It has to be admitted that some preachers enjoy thundering forth God’s judgments. They find a morbid satisfaction in seeing their audience writhe under the lash of their whip.… Sometimes preachers use the pulpit to preach Good Chidings rather than Good Tidings.”4

Ask God to give you a love for the people before whom you stand to preach. One of the best ways to learn to love people is to be a personal soul winner. Engaging lost people on a weekly basis and presenting the gospel will help you keep a warm, loving heart. You can’t expect to mount the pulpit on Sunday with passion if you haven’t been about His first business personally during the week.

Another way to learn to love people is to pray for the people to whom you preach. You may recall E. M. Bounds’s expression noted in chapter 2: “The preacher who has never learned in the school of Christ the high and divine act of intercession for his people will never learn the art of preaching, though homiletics be poured into him by the ton, and though he be the most gifted genius in sermon-making and sermon-delivery.”5

If people know you love them and are genuinely concerned for their souls, you can say most anything you want to say.







“YOU HAVE TO LOVE PEOPLE”

A Personal Testimony

I believe God was calling me to preaching long before I was listening. I was distracted by other attentions. But when I finally responded to his call during my third year in college, I found myself desperate to learn everything I could about preaching and pastoring. So I did what a lot of young ministry leaders do—I asked some seasoned men what I needed to know about what God had called me to do.

One of the men I posed that question to was my father-in-law, John Joyner. He’s one of my heroes in ministry leadership. He served faithfully as a pastor of smaller churches for over forty years. He never wrote a book and he never preached at his denomination’s national pastors’ conference. He just preached the Bible and shepherded his people. So I asked him: “What advice would you give to a young, aspiring preacher and pastor?” I’ll never forget his response. He said, “Jim, you have to love people. If you don’t do anything else, you have to love people.” He’s been in heaven for a number of years now, but I’ve never forgotten his words. And they’ve proved needful throughout my ministry as a preacher and a pastor. “You have to love people.”

—Jim Shaddix



4. Conviction about the Great Truths of the Bible

To be unmoved by the great truths of the Bible indicates that one has never really understood them. Who can be unmoved by the truth that God loves us though we have sinned against Him? Who can remain untouched by the truth that Jesus Christ was willing to incur God’s wrath at Calvary in our place? Can we talk about the lostness of men and not be stirred in our hearts? Can we look into hell with no emotion? It’s unthinkable that the preacher who believes and preaches these truths can be dull, boring, or apathetic. Don’t be like the boring preacher described by Lloyd-Jones: “The good man was talking about fire as if he were sitting on an iceberg.”6 The Bible isn’t a museum piece to be held up indifferently before people. Rather, the Bible is God’s living Word to living men. Proper comprehension and appreciation of Bible truths will enable you to preach with heart.

5. Personal Heartbreak

Throughout the Scriptures we find examples of God’s bringing blessing out of brokenness. The broken flask produced a fragrant odor (see Mark 14:3). Jesus broke the loaves of bread and blessed them (see Mark 8:6). Many great preachers have experienced a personal Gethsemane before becoming heart preachers. George W. Truett experienced the heartbreak of accidently killing a close friend in a hunting accident.7 Through his personal agony and heartbreak, Truett became a heart preacher. G. Campbell Morgan heard a gifted young preacher and commented to his wife that the young man was a very good preacher. His wife responded, “Yes, and he will be a better preacher when he has suffered some.”

When your heart is broken, you learn how to preach to others who have broken hearts. If you have known significant heartbreak in your own life, allow that experience to keep your heart pliable. If not, ask God to do whatever He needs to do to give you a soft heart. As John Newton said, preaching should break hard hearts and heal broken hearts.8 Those purposes are accomplished most effectively when you’ve been through your own valley.

A Call for Heart Preaching

We live in an emotion-centered generation. People listen to music that appeals to their emotions. Television, You Tube videos, computer games, virtual reality, and other forms of entertainment are designed to stir emotions and to create innumerable thrills and chills. These same thrill-seekers are passing churches in droves on their way to other places to have their emotional needs met. Though preaching should never be thought of as a form of entertainment, the questions have to be asked: Why should the preacher not present the genuine sources of emotional satisfaction? Why should the preacher present the ultimate answers to the problems confronting people today in an unemotional, lackadaisical manner?

In real preaching, the man of God delivers his soul. Country preachers have been known to say at the conclusion of their sermons: “Beloved, I have delivered my soul to you this morning.” This confession is very true in the matter of preaching. The preacher not only delivers his sermon; he also delivers himself. By means of his voice, his gestures, his intellect, and his heart, the preacher lays before the throne of God and the hearts of the people his very life. Consequently, sermon delivery isn’t so much the art of delivering a sermon as it is delivering the preacher. The genuinely effective preacher is one who puts everything he has into his sermon. When he speaks, his sincerity and enthusiasm generate sparks. That kind of effectiveness can’t be imitated, because sincerity and earnestness are impossible to manufacture. They come from deep within the heart and spirit of a preacher.

Heart preaching is the secret of eloquence. William Jennings Bryan defined eloquence as “the speech of one who knows what he is talking about and means what he says. It is thought on fire.”9 God has to create this eloquence in the heart of a man. As He does, this eloquence born in the heart will move men to action. Our purpose isn’t merely to present a Bible message for information. We preach in order to bring men to decision. Our purpose is to change behavior for the better, to bring men to obedience to God, and to lead them to accept the challenge of a Christ-centered life. Heart preaching works to this end.

While heart preaching is one of the intangibles in preaching, it certainly isn’t undetectable. People can spot a mile away whether you’re preaching from your heart. And it’s one of the most significant determinants of whether you’ll connect with them. If you do it, you’ll move them for God. When Cicero spoke to the people, it was said, “How well Cicero speaks.” But when Demosthenes spoke, the people said, “Let us march against Carthage.”10 Preacher, for the kingdom’s sake, preach with heart!






PREACHING WITH PICTURES

Heartfelt preaching will be complemented well when accompanied by a sharp mind. Good mental perception will free you to speak naturally and effectively. One way to use your mind to make your sermon come alive is by calling up mental images—or pictures—and experiencing the emotions of your message while you’re saying the words. In essence, you have to see what you say. This process of preaching with pictures is called mental visualization.

The Need for Mental Visualization

When some pastors preach, the people listen with rapt attention and offer an enthusiastic response to what’s being said. Their words are alive and vibrant. On the other hand, other pastors receive little response. People are moving around. These preachers talk on and on, but their words fall on disinterested ears. Some seem to be able to convey their message in an understandable and interesting fashion. Others seem to have little or no ability to generate a favorable response from the hearers. What’s the difference?

Certainly, some dullness in the preaching experience can be attributed to a basic lack of interest on the part of the listeners. We’re living in times where many people seem to have little or no interest in what preachers are saying. Yet there will always be people in every generation who hunger to know what God says in the Bible. So if inattention and lack of interest pervade, the problem usually lies in the pulpit.

Jay Adams has asked, “Why do you think it is that the average modern congregation is so unaffected and undemonstrative? Could it be—at least in part—because contemporary preachers by dull, lifeless, abstract preaching fail to appeal to their senses?11 Robert Kirkpatrick concurred, posing the following imaginary scene:


In colonial times in America, an official was appointed in each church, whose duty it was to maintain a keen lookout during the preaching for any member of the congregation who may have fallen asleep. When he discovered such a person, it was his further duty to take in his hand the long stick, one end of which was sharpened to a very fine point. With it he was to walk quietly down the aisle—and prod the preacher!12



The primary problem is in the preacher’s delivery. Many have observed a difference between actors and preachers at this point. Actors speak of fiction as if it were real; too many preachers speak truth as if it were fiction.

Certainly preachers don’t want to be dull and uninteresting. The average pastor is a deeply committed person who seriously desires to communicate God’s Word in an effective, interesting, and powerful manner. Why does this desire not communicate itself in the delivery of his sermons? At least part of the difficulty is his failure to understand the dynamics of mental visualization.

The Process of Mental Visualization

Understanding the mental processes of good speaking can do much to cure the preacher of lifeless preaching. Stevenson and Diehl say: “To be alive, a sermon must rise out of the real world of objects, events and persons; and it must throb with this world of color and sound. A living sermon goes back to the grass roots of human experience.”13 Behind the words we speak are mental images. If these images are alive to us mentally, then what we say also will be alive. Our speech will be in living color. This process involves four main elements: perception, sensory images, imagination, and words.

Perception

Perception is the process of taking stimuli from the world around us and attaching meaning to them. We perceive the tangible world through five primary senses. The visual—our ability to see—enables us to view the sky and the clouds. At ground level we see the lake, the trees, and the flowers. Visual stimuli bring all the objects of sight to the brain. The auditory is our ability to hear the countless variety of sounds in our world. We hear the noise of machinery. We hear the voices of other people, as well as their laughter and singing, crying and shouting. The olfactory sense brings all the fragrances and odors of our environment to our brain through the sense of smell. We smell the sweet rolls being baked in the kitchen and the smoke from the campfire. We smell the fragrant perfume worn by our wife. The gustatory sense—our sense of taste—enables us to enjoy the sweetness of honey or the bitterness of a crab apple. We taste the flavor of salt and the yeast of bread. Then, we use our tactile sense to touch the baby’s skin and sense its softness. We sense the coarseness of tree bark by a touch.

Sensory Images

Sensory images are those messages sent to the brain by means of our perception. All five senses constantly bombard our minds with innumerable stimuli. The continuity with which these images flow and correspond to each other in our thought processes is what earlier psychologists called the “stream of consciousness.”14 For purposes of speech, these sensory perceptions form two kinds of images.

First, memory images recall the previous sensory experiences that closely resemble the original perception. The pleasant sights and sounds of an outing in a beautiful country setting with a cool stream, green trees, and melodious birds singing create certain impressions upon our memory. Recalling these images of sound, color, taste, smell, and touch creates vividness and interest in the words we use. They enable us to re-create in our words those things we have seen and experienced.

Second, these memories are formed into creative images. Much as the ballet dancer gives creative interpretation of a text through new and imaginative movement, a speaker may take memory images and reconstruct them. Instead of saying, “The stream was a swift one,” the speaker may say, “The gurgling stream rushed happily on like a schoolboy bounding from the schoolhouse.” These images are new units of mental experience. They build on past original perceptions to combine and rearrange them into original and unique creations. Such detailed images allow listeners to experience the scene emotionally, and even personally, as if they are there as well.

Imagination

Imagination is the mental activity that takes these images and handles them creatively. The brain spontaneously and sometimes unconsciously rearranges the original perceptions we have had into creative images. We previously discussed the place of imagination in the stylistic development aspect of sermon preparation. Similarly, the preacher needs to understand its vital role at the point of delivery.

The role of imagination has long been understood as important to the ability of a preacher to present his sermon in an effective manner. Whitesell wrote, “Imagination is one of the most God-like capacities of man. It plays a significant role in all creative pursuits. The poet, the novelist, the dramatist, the musician, the painter, the sculptor, and architect would be sadly handicapped without the use of imagination.”15

The same thing can be said about the preacher. Every preacher must know how to use his powers of imagination effectively. By imagination he helps his people to see what he is saying.

Imagination is a marvelous gift of God. By means of imagination we’re able to conceive the invisible and make it visible to those who listen to us preach. Broadus has argued:


Without imagination the principles of preaching cannot be utilized in effective practice. It is regarded by many as the most important of all factors which go to make the preacher. Imagination is the imaging function of the mind. It is thinking by seeing, as contrasted with reasoning.16



Sensory appeals to sounds, odors, and tastes all add charm and subtle force to sermon delivery. If by means of words we can re-create experiences we’ve had that are common to our listeners, our words will be understandable and interesting. The imagination will enable us to do this. Imagination in delivery is the difference between a good and an average preacher.

While it’s true that imagination can run away with you, the greater danger is that you smother your imagination. You can analyze Scripture intently and so dwell on its contents that you stifle the lively imagery it creates in your mind. Wiersbe says:


A wise use of the principle of hermeneutics will give you information, but you need to add imagination if your ministry is to be effective. It has well been said that the purpose of a sermon is not to discuss a subject, but to achieve an object; and that requires a certain amount of imagination.17



Imagination can transform your sermon from being a dull lecture into satisfying spiritual food.

Words

Words are the symbols we use for the objects we perceive. They enable us to place the images we have organized in our minds into forms that can be shared with others. By means of words we are able to create in the minds of listeners the same images that are in our own. The discussion on style in chapter 7 contains detailed information on the use of words in effective expression.

The Power of Mental Visualization

Seeing what you say and saying what you see create a powerful sensory appeal in your words. As you speak, relive the mental images that flow behind your words. Respond so strongly to those images that your words help your listeners respond to them as well. Adams explains well a mathematical formula for the law of sense appeal: “Sense perception plus synthetic imagination plus realistic description equals sense appeal.”18 By perception we get the materials for our mental images. By imagination we organize and arrange them. By description we use words that convey pictures to the minds of our listeners. The result is sense appeal.

Jonathan Edwards had remarkable powers of visualization. In his famous sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,” he compared the unsaved to a spider or other loathsome insect suspended over the flames:


You hang by a slender thread, with the flames of divine wrath flashing about it and ready every moment to singe it and burn it asunder; and you have … nothing to lay hold of to save yourself, nothing to keep off the flames of wrath, nothing of your own, nothing that you have done, nothing that you can do, to induce God to spare you one moment.19



So vivid were his words, and so filled with sense appeal, that people grasped the pillars and pews of the church because they perceived themselves as sliding into hell.

George Whitefield also could paint pictures with his words. On one occasion he compared the lost sinner to a helpless blind beggar wandering on the edge of a precipice. He described the blind man stumbling forward, his staff slipping from his hands and falling into the abyss. Unconscious of his danger, the beggar stooped down to recover it. Carried away by Whitefield’s picture painting ability, a man in the congregation exclaimed, “Good God, he’s over!”20 Be sure that behind the words you speak lies an unending stream of mental images that are made vivid and alive by means of the imagination. This will make your sermon delivery much more powerful and involving.

When you understand and utilize the process of visualization, your sermon delivery will be helped in another practical way. To accurately reflect in your words what you see in your mind will enable you to use the mechanical aspects of delivery in a much less mechanical way. As the mind sees clearly each successive idea of the sermon, the voice tends to express itself naturally in such a way that the ideas will be conveyed correctly. Once you’ve learned to use your vocal mechanism properly, its various aspects become the willing servants of the mental images that call forth speech. You won’t need to think about volume and rate. You won’t need to phrase your words mechanically or consciously pause at certain times. You won’t need to think about how you’re going to inflect the words you say. All these acts will be dictated by the stream of sensory images in your mind. The result will be a most natural and effective delivery.






PREACHING WITH VITALITY

For a sermon to connect with an audience it must not only be born, but it must be born again. The average congregation today is much more informed than congregations in previous years. People are more demanding of their preachers than before. Visual media make clear to our people the ideas they present. Consequently, the preacher must present his ideas with as much clarity as possible. He not only has to think in pictures himself, but he has to enable his people to visualize what he’s saying as well. This “rebirth” of the message in their minds will enable them to become actively involved in the truths you’re conveying. As you visualize what you say, that visualization will energize your words as you speak them. Now that we’ve discussed mental visualization, let’s consider this next process, which is called mental vitalization.

Understanding Mental Vitalization

All preachers share a common experience from time to time. During sermon preparation, we discover truths in God’s Word that are profound and significant. These truths burn in our hearts. We anticipate that the sermon figuratively will set the people on fire, so we can hardly wait to preach it. We’re confident that we’re going to preach a barn burner! Then the day comes for us to preach. But when we preach, the fire doesn’t burn. The ideas that so excited us during preparation are now dull and lifeless. Ideas that leaped with life are now limp. The content of the sermon is there, but there’s no life, no lift, no leap. What went wrong?

Probably the letdown came because of a failure to understand the mental processes involved in vitalizing the sermon during delivery. Though the message may be alive during preparation, it’s possible to fail to bring it to life again on Sunday. Learning some principles of mental vitalization will help you get your sermon from the study to the pulpit without losing its life and dynamic. The sermon has to be born again. Steps have to be taken in the preparation time and just prior to delivery to ensure that the sermon comes alive again in the mind and the heart of the preacher.

As with visualization, preaching with mental vitalization relieves you of the necessity of concentrating on how to use your voice. While you’re delivering your sermon, you won’t have to be overly concerned about your mechanics. You are the master of your material instead of it being master over you. The content will dictate to the vocal mechanism how you say what you say. Such delivery will result in a conversational style of speaking, one that’s interesting to the listeners. Your message will be intense, compelling, captivating, and convincing. This kind of delivery will have a positive effect on your hearers.

Steps to Mental Vitalization

Several steps in sermon preparation come to bear upon mental vitalization at the moment of delivery. Consider each one carefully.

Ponder Your People

Think about the people to whom you’ll be preaching. You recall that Alexander Maclaren placed an empty chair before him as he prepared his sermons. That empty chair represented to him the people who would listen to him preach. It was a constant reminder that his sermon was being prepared for real people. While Maclaren’s method may not appeal to you or be practical, find some way to stay aware that you’re preparing the truths of Scripture to be delivered to real people. Older people concerned with health and dying will be listening to you. Busy men will be there, taking time from the hectic pace of the daily business world. Adolescents who are dealing with peer pressure and making crucial decisions in life will be listening to what you say. Keep them in mind.

Appraise Your Application

Remember the importance of applying the timeless truths of Scripture to the pressing needs of people today. Be constantly asking yourself, So what? What does this subject have to do with my people? Make your illustrations and applications understandable to them.

Familiarize for Freedom

Sermon delivery is alive to its finest degree when it’s as free from dependence on notes as possible. More will be said about various approaches to delivery in the final chapter. But regardless of which delivery approach you choose, you must give yourself to becoming very familiar with your material. Such familiarity will heighten the powers of mental vitalization.

To preach in such a way that makes your sermon come to life for your hearers, you have to be able to remember in a dynamic way what you’ve studied. In this sense, Rahskoph’s definition of memory is appropriate: “Memory is the process by which past learning becomes effective in the present.”21 The three main phases in this process are learning, retention, and recall.

The first phase of developing meaningful memory for delivery involves learning your material. Obey these three helpful “laws” for greater familiarity with and focus on your message:


1. The Law of Frequency. The more times the material is reviewed, the greater the familiarity at the time of delivery. Go over your material many times. Frequency of contact with the material will place the basic concepts firmly in your mind.

2. The Law of Proximity. The shorter the time span between review and delivery, the greater the familiarity at the time of delivery. For a Sunday morning message, go over your sermon notes on Saturday night and again on Sunday morning.

3. The Law of Intensity. The greater the mental energy applied in review, the more vivid the material at the time of delivery. Your best mental abilities need to be focused intensely and with all clarity on your material.



The second phase in preparation for free delivery is retention or preserving what you have learned during a latent period. Frequently repeating what you’ve learned will greatly aid retention. Obviously, you don’t have time to go over your material in the moments just before you preach. But you can review before that point, and the number of times you do will greatly enhance your powers of retention.

The third phase in this kind of preparation for delivery is recall. As you thoroughly assimilate the details of the message, you’ll be able to recall them with clarity and vividness. The idea is not to reconstruct the individual words but the concepts and principles of your sermon that will enable the words to flow smoothly.22

Master your Material

You should strive to become a master of each sermon you prepare. Several steps listed below can help you firmly grasp your sermon content.


Step 1. Deepen your understanding of your material so that you thoroughly know what you are saying.

Step 2. Have strong organization for what you want to say.

Step 3. Understand the logical relationships of the ideas in your message—know how the various ideas in your sermon fit together.

Step 4. Rehearse the thought sequences of your sermon one by one; speak them out loud; master the ideas and pictures; depend upon logical rather than verbal memory. You will be surprised at how many actual phrases and word sequences will come back to you when you know thoroughly the logical sequence of your concepts. When you are not trying so hard to remember the words, they will flow much better. Words cluster better around ideas and pictures than they do around attempts at memorization.23

Step 5. Distribute your review over several different times; always review the night before you preach and then again shortly before you preach.

Step 6. Overlearn your material. Be so familiar with what you are going to say that it is a part of you.



Internalize the Information

Your sermon has to be worked into your mind and heart before it’s ready for delivery. McFarland says, “What is in the well of your heart will show up in the bucket of your speech.”24 That assertion is another way of saying that good expression depends upon good impression. If the sermon isn’t alive to you as you deliver it, there’s little chance it will be real to the congregation. Robinson says, “An audience senses when a preacher reads words from the wall of his mind. Let a preacher agonize with thought and words at his desk, and what he writes will be internalized.”25

As you internalize, keep in mind that although you’re not forbidden to use ideas you glean from others, the thoughts of others must be made part of your own thinking and feeling. Too many preachers borrow thoughts from others but never digest them by reflection and meditation. As a result, the thoughts aren’t internalized. Be sure to live the truths of the sermon you’re preparing. The sermon must be preached to yourself before it’s preached to others (see “A Personal Testimony”).







INTERNALIZATION ITINERARY

A Personal Testimony

I have found certain practices helpful in internalizing my sermon material for the moment of delivery. In addition to the notes I prepare for filing purposes, I also prepare preaching notes. Normally these are written out by hand. They are as simple as possible. The key words of the sermon design are included. Certain quotations and essential data in the sermon are also included.

During this specific preparation time, I try to relive each part of the sermon in my imagination. I try to make the thoughts as vivid as possible. I visualize the mental pictures in my message. For more abstract concepts, I try to imagine pictures that will easily convey to me the meaning. For instance, if I’m talking in terms of progress, I may think in terms of a train moving along the track, making progress from station to station. If I’m discussing liberty, I may picture the Statue of Liberty or a liberated slave. This enables abstract concepts in my sermon to come to life.

After I’ve gone over each part of the sermon, attempting to live it out in my imagination, I speak the sermon to imagined hearers. I check the way I say certain parts. Does it sound right? Will this make the maximum impact upon those who hear it? Then, in my imagination, I become several of my prospective hearers. I try to imagine how they would respond to this particular sermon. This procedure enables me to make the sermon real in my own soul.

—Jerry Vines



Modes of Mental Vitalization

Two particular modes are involved in vitalized preaching—the intellectual and the emotional. The intellectual mode is the language of the mind. This mode is expressed by the words we use. If done well, the specific words used in sermon delivery will convey adequate intellectual content so that the listeners will be able to understand what the preacher is saying. The emotional mode, on the other hand, is the language of the feelings. The emotional mode is expressed by the way the words are said, muscle tension, and the overall mood created in delivery. The emotional mode doesn’t refer to emotional preaching but rather to the overall emotional communication that comes from within the deepest feelings of the preacher himself.

Stevenson and Diehl observe two levels of emotion expressed in the delivery of a sermon. Pathos, which already has been discussed, refers to the preacher’s attitude toward himself and others. Pathos is the deepest level of the preacher’s emotions. On the other hand, melism has to do with his immediate feelings about the particular sermon he is to deliver.26 All of us are more interested in some subjects than others. Our attitude toward the sermon will be communicated as we preach. If you’re alive to your sermon, your sermon will be alive to you.

When the intellectual mode and the emotional mode cooperate with one another, your message will be delivered with a great deal of effectiveness. When the emotional mode contradicts the intellectual mode, be aware that the emotional message is more readily accepted by the listeners.27 The preacher may have the right message, but the way he handles his message may cause his listeners to reject it.

This tension is why some preachers are able to preach on stern, negative subjects and still receive a favorable response from the listeners. Others may preach on positive subjects, yet create negative response. If the preacher conveys through the emotional mode a sense of empathy with the people, the listeners are much more likely to respond favorably. He may say nearly anything he wants to say if the people are convinced he loves them, is interested in them, and wants to help them.

Search your inmost heart about your deepest attitudes. Ask yourself these questions: How do I feel toward this message? What do I feel toward myself? What are my feelings toward the audience? If the answers to these questions are not good, do some heart searching before you deliver your message.28 The night before you preach and earlier the same day you preach, take some time to look again at the sermon as a whole. What’s your overall purpose? What do you want to accomplish? These considerations must be clearly in mind as you look to the time of sermon delivery.

Another helpful procedure is to pray the message to the Lord. On your knees in His presence, go over each part of your sermon. Can you ask the Lord’s approval on what you’re going to say? Is the sermon pleasing to Him? This practice is a helpful step as you prepare to preach with heartfelt emotion.

The Goal of Mental Vitalization: Remember Your People

The sermon will be alive as you deliver it if you have a definite desire to share its contents with your people. A sermon must never become a soliloquy. Too often ministers deliver a sermon as if it were merely a work of art. Because they’ve focused so much on the sermon, they’ve forgotten that the sermon was prepared to be delivered to a congregation. When a man preaches this way, his attention is turned away from the people. He has poor eye contact and is unaware of the reaction of his listeners. As a result, he’s unable to adjust his delivery to the changing responses of the congregation. You can avoid such a disaster and increase your desire to share your sermon with others in several ways:


• Remember your calling. Go back to the time when the call of God first came on your soul with force and freshness. To a certain degree, all of the emotions and high aspirations that filled your being at that time need to be alive in your soul every time you preach. You need to place yourself where the people sit. Be aware of all the different ages represented in your congregation. Become aware of the problems, the burdens, the heartaches, the hopes and aspirations of your people.

• Keep your heart warm and receptive. If you’re spiritually vital, your sermons will also be vital. Maintain a daily personal worship life. Through reading the Bible and daily contact with God in prayer, you’ll keep yourself in a position to be God’s effective spokesman to men.

• See each idea as you present it. The ideas of your message need to actually come alive in your mind. You need to see all you possibly can by means of your imagination. Imagination has previously been described as the ingredient that makes the difference between a good preacher and a poor preacher. Allow your imagination to work freely on the pictures your sermon content feeds to your mind.

• Create intellectual and emotional stimuli. Give your hearers as many intellectual and emotional stimuli as you can to make your sermon alive to them. They’ll be able by means of their imaginations to see, hear, touch, taste, and smell what you’re talking about.



Perhaps you’re describing the cross. As the scene comes alive in your own mind—based on your preparation and the exercise of your emotion—express what you see. Don’t let mental laziness cause you to think of how you saw the cross in your preparation time. See the scenes of Calvary during the actual moments of delivery. If you can re-create these images in the minds of your listeners as you preach, they’ll be stirred and moved by what you say.


• Watch the reactions of your people. Look at your listeners while you deliver your sermon. Their reaction will let you know whether or not they’re with you and understand what you say. See individuals as you speak.

• Provide adequate emotional support. Be sure to use a proper amount of emotional support for the things you say. By means of word color, gesture, and bodily tension you can support the intellectual content of your sermon. These practices will enable your message to be more than an intellectual presentation of a series of ideas. Through this method of sermon delivery you actually “flesh out” the truths of your sermon.



In summary, nurture a sincere desire to communicate God’s truth to your people. If this desire is present, you will use as many ways as you can to convey your message. The doctor who wants his patient to quit smoking will draw on all his knowledge of the dangers of smoking, will use every potential danger smoking may create, will paint every dark picture he can paint to warn the patient against smoking. The same thing is true of the pastor who earnestly desires to convey the great truths of the Bible to his people.






PREACHING WITH DRAMA

In addition to preaching from your heart, and visualizing and vitalizing the sermon, you’ll also want to incorporate an element of dramatic technique. While you should never try to embellish, exaggerate, or sensationalize a message from God’s Word, it does deserve some artistry. From the viewpoint of the dynamics of speaking, sermon delivery may be viewed as a science. From the perspective of effective communication with a listening congregation, the preacher has to be an artist. You have to utilize words and persuasion, as well as some drama, if you’re going to convey the truths of the Bible effectively. Robinson asserts, “While a preacher is more than an actor, he should not be less.”29 While artistry in the sermon begins in the writing phase discussed in chapter 7, it finds its ultimate expression at the moment of delivery.

Reforming the Preaching Event

Probably no generation has experienced such a vociferous attack on preaching and the church as has the present generation. During the final decades of the twentieth century, objections rose to the traditional Sunday morning sermon. Many people thought preaching had outlived its usefulness, wasn’t relevant to the present day, and only served to bore the people on whom it was imposed. The church needed to be marketed to masses, and the mention of sin and judgment was discouraged by many churches and some pastors.

Changes in the Message

Much of this criticism stemmed from a bias against the very nature of the Christian evangel itself. If people desired to eliminate the message of the gospel, no better way existed than to alter or silence the message in the pulpit.

Today, the direct attack on preaching from outside Christian circles has somewhat subsided. Yet in a postmodern America where both truth and relevancy are often questioned, both local churches and their leaders are increasingly under attack for speaking the truth. Even within pastoral ranks, however, the reaction against traditional preaching has brought about a new and subtle message. Many preachers are taking great pains to make their craft more relational and less confrontational. The prophetic aura of preaching frequently is replaced by the therapeutic atmosphere of a counselor’s office or the serenity of a popular coffee shop. New approaches of delivery often are employed to make preaching more entertaining and less monotonous.

In all fairness, we have to admit that some criticism against preaching—as well as numerous efforts to redefine it—have been due to the lack of interesting and stimulating pulpit delivery. The painful reality is that conservative, evangelical preachers have done much to invite the negative reaction of critics because of drab content and poor pulpit performance. Those of us who’ve been brought up in the church know what it is to endure a dead, dry, long sermon.

Relieving the Boredom, Touching the Listeners

As the pastor/preacher, you can do a lot to relieve the problem of congregational boredom by understanding the role of dramatic technique in sermon delivery. Although you’re not dealing in unreal subject matter or merely acting out something that isn’t a genuine part of your own life, you need to employ dramatic technique if you’re going to preach the meaning of your message in the most effective manner possible. Effective preaching has to utilize the techniques of drama if it’s going to be all God intends it to be. Your message may be well prepared. The points may proceed with the clearest possible logic. Sound principles may abound. All of these qualities are of little effect, however, if human life isn’t touched. No message will exert lasting influence unless it comes to bear upon the emotional lives of the people who listen to it.

Don’t ever forget that listening to a sermon preached from the Bible is an emotional experience. The old adage “A person changed against his will is of the same opinion still” is true. Logic and argument are only temporarily effective. Permanent change in the hearts of men can be accomplished only as the emotions are moved. What a person feels about what is said is much more determinative than some people may realize. Consequently, whether or not a sermon is accepted or rejected is largely due to the emotions that are produced in regard to it.

As the preacher, you are the controlling factor in the preaching situation. The architecture of the building, the makeup of the congregation, the nature of the song service, the general atmosphere of the speaking situation are all factors in the preaching event. The key element, however, is the preacher himself.

Understanding the Dramatic Arts

Remember, the preacher not only must convince the intellect, but he also must stir the emotions. This task can be done most effectively when he understands and practices the techniques of drama.

The dramatic arts include those areas of human expression that are vivid, moving, and compelling. The preacher may learn from them how to convey his sermon more effectively. The dramatic arts re-create experiences in the minds of the people who view them. For this reason, all dramatic art gives a primary place to feeling. The artist releases a variety of feelings in those who behold his work of art. The same holds true for the preacher. By use of words he fulfills the function of an artist. Whereas the artist creates feelings with paint on a canvas, the preacher does the same by his use of words. He stirs the imagination of his hearers. He makes visible for his congregation that which is invisible. He enables his listeners to receive information through vicarious experience.

The writer who effectively uses words enables his reader to go places he has never been before. By means of his writing skill he enables the reader to sense how others must have felt even though they may have lived many miles away and long centuries before. The preacher does the same thing with spoken words. As he stirs the imagination of his listeners, he brings home to them the meaning of events and experiences beyond the orbit of their lives. He transmits information and insight from himself to his listeners by inducing imagined experience.

By means of dramatic technique, the preacher gives his hearers an opportunity to react to life’s situations in terms of their own emotions. He can picture vice in such a way as to make it ugly to those who practice or consider it. Conversely, he can paint virtue so beautifully as to make it desirable even to those who do not possess it.

Much modern preaching misses the mark due to the lack of the dramatic element. Yet life itself is drama. People are involved in dramatic situations daily. People are loving and hating. They are struggling and surviving. They are living and dying. Life is not dull and drab. For this reason, to preach truthfully is to preach dramatically.30 We who preach God’s living Word to living people must do so in terms of real-life events. We preach a book filled with the experiences of people who actually lived, spoke, struggled, and faced eternity. No reason exists for the preacher not to be able to preach such a book in a vivid, exciting manner. Painters do it for their viewers. They see the world around them. Then, through the medium of their own souls, they pour out on canvas for all the world to see. The preacher must do the same when he preaches about events that changed the world two millennia ago and still change it today.

Study the life and ministry of Jesus. In the grandest sense of the word, He was a verbal artist. He enabled men to see truths and values they had long forgotten through parables, private conversations, and yes, sermons. He also taught by his daily actions. As He moved among men and women, He also stopped to observe playing children. From that point on, His disciples saw children as they had never seen them before. He stopped to talk with an outcast woman. Thereafter His disciples saw the hidden potential in the lowest of people. He stopped at the temple treasury to view a poor widow drop her two mites into the receptacle. From that day on, the giving of the least to the Lord was sanctified and magnified in the minds of His disciples. He spoke of the lilies of the field and forever painted them with indelible strokes upon the minds of His followers. You can and must do the same in the delivery of your sermon.

Incorporating Dramatic Technique

By means of dramatic technique the preacher helps his people see what they never saw before. As you work on the oral expression of your message, make sure you include elements that accomplish the following directives.

Capture Attention

You have to be able to capture the attention of your listeners. If you fail to gain attention at the beginning, the difficulty of gaining attention at other points along the way greatly increases. Every preacher should study the way a playwright designs his play. The playwright has an express purpose, an intended effect. The audience before whom the play will be performed always looms large in the design and fashion of the play. Make sure your sermon is arranged and built in the same manner. The people must be kept in mind throughout both the preparation and delivery processes.

Use Variety

A good play incorporates change, suspense, and surprise. The script is written to build to a definite climax. Throughout the play there will be alternating moods and differing rhythms of interest.31 Check to see if your sermon can be delivered with the same kind of arrangement in mind—including a great deal of variety.

Preaching is often an intense matter. For this reason, there must be variety and alteration in mood in the sermon. Neither the preacher nor his hearers can keep up a high level of excitement for an extended period of time.

Begin Strikingly

A sermon may be compared to a one-act play. Within a single span of time the play must present itself, move through its various ingredients, and come to conclusion. Though a sermon generally conforms to this pattern, the preacher generally doesn’t have the privilege of intermissions between his divisions. Therefore, you have to deliver your introduction with the definite purpose of securing and maintaining attention. Double-check your sermon beginning and see if you begin in a striking manner.

Build to a Climax

Drama is characterized by a story’s development toward a climax. The logical, orderly development of your sermon theme should create the same effect. This theme should be developed throughout your message with a gradual heightening of interest. For that to be achieved, movement constantly must be occurring. Don’t dwell on any single point longer than is actually necessary. Sometimes you’ll discover that you’ve lost your audience. Heads begin to move. Whispering and shifting around begin to occur. When these things start to happen, you may notice that you’re saying over and over what you’ve already made clear.32

Good drama rises to a distinct crescendo. Correctly done, a sermon too will reach a climax in interest and intensity. To achieve such a crescendo, be sure to include conflict and suspense. Whenever possible, include the element of surprise in your sermon. Adams said, “Cultivate in your sermons what is called “the surprise power. Don’t say what people expect you to say. Let your thunderbolt drop out of a clear sky.”33

Let there be a clash of forces throughout the message. In a good play there will be conflict between personalities. The outcome should remain in doubt until the conflict is resolved. The preacher can do the same in terms of the crucial issues of life and the answers people give to these issues. Depict persons who have lived on both sides of the issues raised. You can accomplish this scenario easily in a biographical sermon. The same technique may be used by introducing biblical or modern personalities into the various themes of your message.

A good play reaches its climax, then closes quickly. The same should be true of a sermon. All of us have experienced preaching past the best stopping point. When that happens, a definite letdown always occurs on the part of the people. When you reach your climax, bring your sermon to a graceful but quick close. Failure to do so will lessen the force and total impression of the message. You actually may undo what you’ve achieved earlier in your sermon. Wrap up the essence of what you’re saying in a few brief, summary sentences. Leave the message with your hearers and call them to act on it.

Making the Bible Come Alive

Using dramatic techniques can help the Bible come alive as you preach. The Bible isn’t a dead book, although some preachers make it appear that way. You can make Bible characters come alive through imaginative dialogue. Allow the Bible characters to speak. If you’re preaching on the three Hebrews in the fiery furnace, don’t just recount the facts of the Bible narrative. Put the three young men in the flames. Put words in their mouths. Let them speak in the language of today.

The effect of your sermon can be enhanced greatly through an understanding of how to use story material. Stories must be so told as to induce a feeling of reality among your listeners.

To induce this feeling, the artist uses allusion. He doesn’t paint every tiny detail of a tree or flower. Rather, he leaves enough detail missing so the viewer can fill in the details for himself. Do the same as you present story material. Listeners grow impatient with the person who gives us too many details. We want to use some imagination ourselves.

Learn the art of selection in storytelling. Certain items must be included, but others must be excluded if you’re going to be effective in telling stories. When drawing a picture of a character, use only enough description to activate the listeners’ imagination. Eliminate all details that aren’t essential. Describe the personalities in your story in such a manner that your hearers can see them. Use dialogue freely, a technique that makes elaborate explanation unnecessary.

Make use of slanting when telling a story for illustrative purposes. You perhaps are familiar with the use of slanting in news reporting. Such slanting isn’t considered justifiable when the purpose of the report is to be objective, but it’s considered perfectly acceptable in an editorial. A sermon is more like an editorial than a report of a fire or a robbery. There’s a point to make, a lesson to learn. While Jesus was on earth, His parables and teaching were not given simply to inform. He spoke to change lives, to present the kingdom of God that all might believe. Similarly, we’re not just preaching the facts, nor are we pretending to be objective. To the contrary, we’re preaching for a verdict, and it’s even necessary that we use slanted language in our descriptions of the characters in our illustrations so they’ll come alive for our readers.

As the preacher, you are chiefly responsible for your congregation’s interest or lack thereof. As you learn to use dramatic techniques in your preaching, you will observe a greater interest on the part of your people. You have a message that’s eminently worthy of being heard and received. So you must present that message in such a way that it will be interesting and appealing to those who hear you. Some would say the preacher’s job isn’t to make the gospel appealing, but to make it available. But we’re not faced with the luxury of such a choice. We’re called to greater effectiveness in delivery so we can make the gospel appealing as we make it available.

Work hard to make the Bible come alive in your delivery. You’ll discover that your listeners will be much more interested in your sermons.






PREACHING THAT COMMUNICATES

Some pastors and evangelists preach for years without understanding the psychological dynamics of the preaching event or speaking situation. Yet, to a large degree, the whole matter of effective speaking is essentially psychological. Much training for public speaking today seems to miss that point altogether, especially in the area of sermon delivery. Emphasis is placed on the arrangement of ideas, sentence structure, enunciation and diction, gestures, and so on. And all these matters are important. But the preacher may be aware of them—even use them effectively—and still be a failure in the pulpit. In fact, many preachers are wooden and unconvincing in their delivery. A basic understanding of communication theory, the motivational cycle, and the electricity between pulpit and pew can assist the preacher in avoiding such drabness.

The Theory of Communication

Communication theory explains how the process of communication takes place. Four factors are involved in the communicative process as they apply to public speaking:


• Source: the person who desires to communicate with others

• Message: the content which the source desires to communicate

• Channel: the words used to transport the message; also called the medium

• Receiver: the object of the communication, who must decode or interpret the message given



These four factors obviously apply to sermon delivery. The preacher is the source. He stands before a congregation, called of God to preach and gifted and empowered to do so. He takes the message from the Bible, puts it in his own words, and conveys it to the waiting congregation via the medium (channel) of spoken words. The persons in the congregation are the receivers, hearing the words delivered by the preacher and then decoding them in categories that are understandable to them.

Listeners respond both internally and overtly. In the average congregation, the overt reactions may not be as apparent, but they still are happening. The listeners may smile, laugh, wriggle, or yawn. These little clues let the preacher know whether he’s being understood. These clues also let him know if his message is being received favorably or unfavorably. At this point he’s not merely a transmitter but also a receiver. Similarly, the listeners aren’t merely receivers but are transmitters as well. You might think of a preacher, then, as a kind of “transceiver.” As he delivers his sermon, he’s at the same time responding to the feedback from his audience.

One final ingredient has to be added to the preaching situation. Because a congregation consists of more than one listener, audience interstimulation and response occur. People laugh louder in a group because of the laughter of others. The mere presence of others affects the behavior of the individual.

Much more is involved in being an effective speaker than might be assumed. You will be helped if you take the attitude that you and your listeners are participating in the preaching situation as a group. Your attitude can’t be “they, the audience, and I, the speaker.” Rather, your attitude must be “you and I.” You have to help your hearers sense that they are as much a part of the communicative process as you are. The idea is to create the feeling that “we’re all thinking this through together.” The more you make your listeners aware of their participation in what you’re saying, the better you’ll communicate.

The Communications Revolution

Our generation continues to witness a communications revolution. The field of cybernetics—the study of the mechanisms of human and electronic communication—highlights the dramatic changes taking place as a result of the development of an almost infinite variety of technical electronic equipment.34 Preachers who want to be heard have to give careful attention to what’s being done in modern communications. The secular world is serious about communication. Preachers can be no less serious. Those of us who stand before congregations week after week must be sure that we connect.

Negative Elements of the Revolution

In one sense, modern communication has brought a variety of competitors for the pastor. Of course, preaching always has had its competition. As the twentieth century dawned, the dramatist, the newspaper writer, the author, and the playwright all competed for the ear of the people. As we now journey through the early part of the twenty-first century, the communications revolution has added other significant competitors. John Stott spoke prophetically of our video generation when he noted five negative tendencies of television viewing near the end of the twentieth century.35 With the advent of modern mass communication media, including on-the-go video and Internet entertainment, all five outcomes exist today. They are:


• Physical Laziness. Beyond the simple TV set (once black and white and no larger than 32 inches) the large (now 40 to 70 inches), high-definition TV can keep us in our comfy couch at home, along with every conceivable entertainment device nearby. Even live worship services can be watched at home (or on video playback at a time more suitable to the viewer). Why should people bother to get in a car, battle traffic, and sit in a crowded building to hear a sermon? Without question, broadcasted worship services provide an opportunity for the sick and elderly to hear the gospel. In some parts of the country where there’s no clear-cut Bible witness, those media make it possible for people to hear the truth. On the other hand, worship-by-technology doesn’t provide fellowship, corporate worship and witness, or other scripturally mandated elements regarding the gathering of God’s people.

• Intellectual Laziness. People have a tendency to watch television, video, and Internet merely as a relaxer and entertainer. Knowing this, TV producers and writers create many programs that are passive for the public. This leads viewers to simply watch instead of analyze what they see and hear. Ironically, the increase in the number of cable channels available means programs with good intellectual content are more accessible than ever before. Yet the exciting dramas and relaxing comedies have the flash and fun to captivate listeners and dull minds.

• Emotional Insensitivity. People generally are shocked and concerned when first viewing the horrors of war, the miseries of poverty, and the brutality of murder. When these are viewed over a long period of time and at the click of a button, however, the emotions become jaded. The human personality can endure only a certain amount of pain and tragedy. The time comes when the individual is left with little or no feeling.

• Psychological Confusion. In the early decades of television, some characters and situations were nonrealistic, and others were fantasy-like. Today even more of the viewing matter on television, video, and the Internet deals with artificial, contrived subject matter. The families portrayed aren’t real. Their experiences may seem lifelike, but the viewer is aware that the events depicted on the screen are not actually happening. People who are exposed constantly to unreality will likely have difficulty in relating positively to truth as it’s revealed in Scriptures. Furthermore, the same people usually find it difficult to move from the world of fantasy to the real world, thus failing to make the proper distinctions between the two states.

• Moral Disorder. In the early decades of TV, sexual promiscuity and physical violence were less frequent and graphic. Today they are portrayed in television drama, movies, and video games as normal behavior. The impression is given that “everybody does it.” The additional impression is given that death isn’t real, and at times someone who dies is resurrected for the sequel, the next season, or a different show. Godlessness and immorality are popular. Faith in God and old-fashioned moral standards are castigated. Homosexuality and transgender preferences are showcased and at times exalted. Often husbands are portrayed as buffoons. This negative aspect of television, Internet, and video entertainment is especially damaging to children, who generally spend significantly more time viewing these media each week than adults.



As a result, sophisticated media have become competitors with the contemporary preacher. Rival voices call the preacher’s people to listen and to heed their appeals. Foolish is the preacher who fails to be aware of his competition.

Positive Elements of the Revolution

At the same time, modern communications media do bring numerous benefits. With satellite television allowing live reporting of international events, people have become knowledgeable about a wider variety of events and experiences. Internet websites bring news from around the world. Cable and satellite TV let viewers watch plays and live political events that otherwise wouldn’t be available. Via video, people have access not only to a variety of entertainment but also to a host of educational resources. No doubt, computers and other interactive devices heighten the qualitative value of both entertainment and education.

This wide exposure to ideas and events, along with the enhanced quality of modern communication, undoubtedly has an effect on the preacher’s assignment. It’s more difficult for people to listen attentively to sermons. As a result, the preacher has a harder time gaining and holding the attention of his people. Newscasters are attractive and fluent. The advantages of teleprompters, on-the-spot reporters, and guest experts aren’t feasible for most preachers. People listen to polished presentations on television, video and audio recordings, and podcasts. Then they come to church to listen to their pastor, who in turn faces a more selective audience than did previous generations of preachers. Cable and satellite television, with their proliferation of choices, heighten the prospects of more entertaining and more professional presentation. Furthermore, the sermons of well-known and especially gifted preachers are broadcast into the homes of church members every week, making it even more difficult for the average local pastor to “measure up.”

Preachers must acknowledge that their congregations have been affected, often negatively, by television and other technological advancements. We can’t assume that they’re anxious to hear what we have to say. We can’t be satisfied with average or below-average sermon presentations. If we don’t get with the modern communications program, people will turn us off in a heartbeat. A generation accustomed to the swift-moving images and infinite choices of contemporary media, including the lifelike modern video technology, will not tolerate a boring, lifeless, drab presentation of the gospel. Modern communication advancements challenge us to preach the gospel in the most attractive manner possible.

The Speaking Situation

Ultimately, the preacher delivers his sermon for the glory of God. Practically, however, he delivers his message for the sake of an audience. His purpose is to reach those who listen to him. Some men seem to have no awareness that anybody is listening while they preach. They’re so filled with their subject that they seem to have forgotten its object. When the preacher is focused on his subject matter, the bond of communication between himself and the congregation is broken. Remember that the subject matter is not the only vital aspect of the preaching situation. The audience is equally as important. In fact, you’ve been preparing your message all along with a specific audience in mind.

One task of the preacher in sermon delivery is to manage the speaking situation. Therefore, you have to learn to do audience-centered preaching rather than subject-centered preaching.36 In essence, you need to engage the audience in the preaching event by grabbing and holding their attention. Though gaining attention is largely dependent on your content, content alone won’t hold attention. If you concentrate on the audience during delivery and carefully adjust to their responses, you can manage the listening situation to a large degree and keep your audience involved. You can condense, expand, or vary your message as you proceed.

Keeping attention is one of the most important aspects of the preacher-audience relationship. The crucial question that has to be answered in the relationship is, Who’s doing the work? Attention takes work, and, if it is going to be maintained, someone has to do the work—either the speaker or the listener. The reality of the public speaking event is that the listener won’t do the work for very long! Since the average attention span is approximately only four minutes—a span that will vary from audience to audience and even from individual to individual—the preacher has to be thinking constantly about how to engage his audience and maintain their interest. He wants the people to hear what he has to say and then to respond to the truths. If his audience is not attentive, his goals in speaking to them can’t be achieved.

You will face several hindrances to maintaining audience attention. Using abstract words that are difficult to understand will tax the attention of an audience. In our discussion of stylistic expression in chapter 7, we noted that words having few syllables are easier for most people to understand. Hackneyed ideas and phrases also tend to lower the attention level. People soon tire of hearing the same things over and over again. The pedantic preacher who is too detailed will bore his audience. His ideas will seem to stand still. There will be no forward movement. Additionally, if your personality is colorless, your voice is monotonous, and your bodily actions are rigid, you will have a difficult time maintaining interest. The good preacher will take the initiative of doing the work—not only to catch attention but also to maintain it—by using a variety of techniques that are kept in flux during delivery.

Communication through Visual Images

One of the ways to enhance the attractiveness of sermons in our media-crazed culture is with the use of visual images. The power of visual media surrounds us in the twenty-first century. They are as close as our pockets and our wives’ purses. Smartphones and personal tablets have made visual images commonplace in daily life. The wise expositor will take this reality into consideration when he’s thinking about how to connect the timeless message of the ancient text to the chaotic lives of contemporary listeners.

Today visual aids enhance communication to listeners of every age, from preschoolers to senior adults. These visible assistants should be used to augment biblical exposition whenever helpful and appropriate. In addition to the traditional object lessons and dramas of yesterday, many new forms of visual augmentation are available, including computer-generated presentations and video clips to heighten the impact of a sermon.

Using Computer-Generated Presentations

Numerous software programs (such as the popular PowerPoint) are available today for developing computer-generated presentations that can help sermons take on new life. Presentations can be used to display the main points or assertions of your sermon, show illustrations or other kinds of art, or simply display the biblical text you’re referencing. Boldfaced type, italics, underline, or other highlighting features also can be used to call attention to selected material. Slides also can be used to guide listeners through an interactive fill-in-the-blank outline provided in the worship bulletin or order of service.

In addition to projecting major sermon points and Scripture references on an overhead screen, many pastors effectively use video and images in their presentations as well. Such visual aids can graphically depict emotions like those of an Olympic athlete who has just won a gold medal, or of people in deep anguish after a tragedy such as the 9/11 terrorist attacks. And when they’re appropriately attached to truths from the biblical text, they can greatly enhance the listener’s understanding of God’s Word.

Visual presentations need to be used well, however. Consider the following dos and don’ts of using digital slides in your sermon:


• Do make the title for each slide a brief slogan, punch phrase, or other one-sentence line.

• Don’t write an epistle on your slides. If you’re putting your outline on the screen, just display the major points or selected key ideas. Keep each slide simple and uncluttered.

• Do put the text in a font that’s clearly readable and set large enough to be seen from all points in the room.

• Don’t use any kind of directional stick or laser pointer. They’re too distracting.

• Do erase one slide before you move to the next one. Otherwise, it detracts from your talk. If you have a series of slides, consider placing black ones in between.

• Don’t read your sermon from the slides. Your audience can read. Remember, you’re preaching a sermon, not narrating a series of introductions to slides.

• Do, if at all possible, let someone with expertise develop your slides so they’ll be of good quality and so you don’t spend precious study time on technical matters. Similarly, allow trained personnel to control slide transitions so that you can be free to concentrate on your message.37



While presentation software is relatively inexpensive, the challenge today comes with the cost of projectors, screens, proper lighting, and other equipment to use the programs effectively. If you’re able to access this kind of equipment and your congregation is open to its use, the possibilities regarding the use of computer-generated presentations are endless.

Using Video Clips

Video clips are especially helpful for making connections with the contemporary world and establishing the relevancy of biblical truth. Numerous Internet sites, such as YouTube and Vimeo, provide a wealth of recordings that can be used to vault biblical truth into the hearts and minds of listeners. A brief video segment from a familiar movie or television program can go far in helping the audience identify with certain concepts. A clip from a documentary or a recent newscast might serve to bring the text into the contemporary world. Video segments depicting real-life scenarios can be used to introduce or summarize a message, as well as to illustrate or apply some point within the sermon.

Just as with computer-generated presentations, the use of videos in a sermon needs to be done with wisdom so that it’s always God-honoring. Use great discretion in your choice of clips. Don’t ever try to be sensational, and avoid going for the shock factor. Technological tools are never an excuse for crossing moral and ethical lines. Remember, you’re not just a communicator; you’re a Christian communicator. Additionally, make sure the video clips you use are high quality so as not to affect the sermon adversely. And video segments should never be left to the listeners’ interpretation. Make sure you always establish a clear connection with your point so that the wrong message isn’t communicated. Also, remember to show only a short segment of a TV program or movie. There is no copyright infringement when showing a brief scene. Keep it to five minutes or less, so the focus quickly returns to your message.

Using Visual Images Wisely

While modern technology provides some great tools for segmenting the preaching event, wisdom needs to be employed. These resources should be used, not overused and abused. Some pastors unwittingly use technological visual aids as substitutes for preaching. Instead of delivering biblical exposition, they simply deliver a presentation that’s nothing more than a series of comments sandwiched between slides or introducing and concluding a video. Such an approach not only falls short of the nature of preaching, but is also boring.

Visual aid resources sometimes are like medications—you can become overly dependent on them. The sermon is the oral projection of the truth of the biblical text served by the preacher’s personality, experiences, and ideas. It’s not a mechanical projection. “No inanimate screen can match a flesh-and-blood presentation.”38 The same is true for other nonhuman objects. The preacher is not a technician, simply introducing slides or other visual aids. Consequently, he must use visuals as a prop, not a crutch.

Always remember that visual images in sermons actually are just illustrations. For this reason, you should follow the same counsel in using them that we offered in the discussion of illustrations back in chapter 6. As you follow those guidelines and keep the above concerns in mind, take every appropriate opportunity to supplement your sermons with visual images. Such imagery can be used effectively to explain abstract ideas, argue controversial subjects, apply relevant information, and illustrate cloudy concepts, all the while offer a refreshing change of pace from the bread and butter of the spoken word.

The Electric Spark

Something exciting takes place between a speaker and the audience when genuine preaching occurs. He gathers his material in the study and sets it on fire in the pulpit. When a man speaks who’s been called to preach, whose soul is on fire with truth, who speaks to other men and women face-to-face and eye to eye, a kind of electricity flashes between him and his people. A beautiful teamwork occurs. Preacher and listeners lift each other up, higher and higher, until they’re borne as on chariots of fire to another world. In such a dynamic situation there’s power to move people, to change character and destiny. No other medium possesses such power.39

The electricity that flows between the preacher and his people is the distinguishing mark of many of the great Bible expositors. Although their content is superior and their voices appealing, much of their effectiveness is due to that personal electricity that flows between them and their congregations. This spark between preacher and people has to be present if preaching is to accomplish its intended end.

Because of this dynamic, a sermon isn’t to be regarded as something that exists on paper. Nor is a sermon a series of facts presented in an appealing or interesting manner. Neither is preaching ever intended to be a monologue delivered for its own sake. Preaching is a two-way exchange.

Many African-American brothers and sisters in our congregations have much to teach the body of Christ about genuine heartfelt worship. Their worship generally is unashamedly emotional and expressive. True audience participation occurs. They frequently talk back to the preacher, and many African-American preachers know how to pace themselves accordingly. So two-way communication is enhanced. This kind of response from the congregation can provide the preacher with inspiration and stimulation. He can soar to new heights as he delivers his sermon.

The sermon will be effective when we deliver our sermons to the heart. We must not preach over our people’s heads in flowery oratory or beneath their feet with trite expressions. We must go to their hearts with scriptural, personal application. To be effective, we must not merely preach before the people; we must preach to them. As we look at our people one by one, our whole demeanor and expression must indicate to them that we have a message from God for their personal benefit.

If no two-way communication occurs, preaching has no point. Lloyd-Jones recounts the story of a poor woman who left the service of a prestigious church in Scotland where a famous and scholarly preacher had preached. Someone asked if she had enjoyed the sermon. Her response was affirmative. She also was asked, “Were you able to follow him?” She replied, “Far be it from me to presume to understand such a great man as that!”40 While the story is somewhat humorous, it is mostly sad. If we fail to connect with our listeners, we fail.

Every preacher will be much more effective if he will learn to preach to his audience, not en masse, but one by one. Be aware of your hearers and observe their response to the message while you’re preaching. This awareness is heightened by your love for your people. Richard Cecil, an Anglican preacher in London, said, “To love to preach is one thing, to love those to whom we preach is quite another.”41
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KEYS TO EFFECTIVE PHYSICAL DELIVERY

And I, when I came to you, brothers, did not come proclaiming to you the testimony of God with lofty speech or wisdom.…. My speech and my message were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, so that your faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but in the power of God.

Paul the apostle (1 Cor. 2:1, 4–5)

Through the years, preachers and homileticians have debated variously the value of learning techniques of sermon delivery. Some believe that giving attention to delivery is a fruitless endeavor because such a study ignores the role of the Holy Spirit in preaching. But actually we don’t study effective delivery techniques to displace or even complement the work of the Spirit. Instead, we study sermon delivery so that we don’t hinder the work of the Spirit.

In chapter 7 we noted that the apostle Paul didn’t deny using speech or even wisdom in his preaching. What he denied was allowing his speech or his wisdom to rise above—or distract from—the truth of Scripture. So while it’s not possible for us to make God’s Word more powerful through our delivery, it is possible for our delivery to distract from it. When expositors understand this truth, they’re compelled to give attention to certain vocal and physical aspects of sermon delivery to make their Spirit-led messages as effective as possible.

How do we do that? This final chapter offers guidelines for effective physical delivery of the sermonic message.






AVOIDING THE FLATLINE

Probably nothing is more devastating to effective preaching delivery than monotony, or a constant tone or pattern without changes in pitch, volume, and emphasis. It can disengage an audience and put people to sleep. What a tragedy to do all the hard work of exegesis and sermon development, to be in the counsel of God and have His truth in your heart, but then prevent people from hearing what He’s saying because of your boring delivery.

People become inattentive and even put to sleep when there is a constant recurrence of the same patterns in the preacher’s vocal and physical variables. Think about it this way. You go to a hospital to visit a friend who’s just come out of surgery. You walk into the recovery room and find him hooked up to an electrocardiogram machine (EKG). As long as the line on the screen is going up and down (i.e., variation), then you and your friend can visit. Why? Because that line moving up and down means the heart is beating; your friend is alive. But if you walk in the room and that line is flat (i.e., flatline), then you’re too late to visit with your friend. Why? Because he’s dead!

That’s the way it is with your vocal and physical variables—variation and movement means life; flatline means death. To say it another way, variation and movement mean people stay awake, lack of variation and movement means they go to sleep.

We’ve already noted that the audience won’t do the work of listening very long. The way you ease their task of listening is to vary your use of certain vocal and physical qualities. So you need to be intentional about your delivery to maintain their attention. Again, the principle underlying such intentionality is variation. Put very simply, variation and movement maintain attention.

Variation and movement occur when certain vocal and physical variables are integrated properly. That means you need to be unpredictable as a speaker. Learn to use combinations in the vocal and physical variables. Vary the rate of your speech, slowing down or speeding up at different parts of your message to reflect, for example, seriousness, excitement, or urgency. Pause frequently. Use different inflections for your words. Match your volume with what you’re saying and what you’re trying to accomplish. Alter your pitch. Beyond vocal changes, there can be natural physical variations. Shift your weight from one foot to another. Vary what you do with your arms. Smile when you’re talking about joyful things. Look sternly at your listeners when you’re talking about serious things.

A combination of all these techniques will contribute greatly to preaching variety. Your delivery will be much easier to follow. The people won’t have to force themselves to listen. They won’t be able to keep themselves from listening.

As you work on your sermon delivery, you likely will identify one or more flatline areas in the vocal and physical variables. And some of the areas may be difficult to correct. Don’t panic. Just about every preacher will be flatline in something, whether it’s an unexpressive face, a steady volume or speaking rate, or one of the other variables. Being flatline in one or two variables isn’t going to make you a boring preacher who puts everybody to sleep. Problems will arise, however, when you have multiple flatline areas. Furthermore, some variables are easier to work on than others. If you’re naturally flatline in facial expressions, for example, there’s little you can do to improve that area. You’ll want to identify flatline areas that you have the best chance of addressing, and then work on those areas.

The counsel in the remainder of this chapter regarding the exercise of vocal and physical variables isn’t intended to be a quick fix for all the sermon delivery problems you may experience. These guidelines are offered simply to help you coordinate these variables properly so you can preach in an appealing, attractive, and compelling manner. Giving attention to these variables—adjusted appropriately throughout the message—will help you do the work of maintaining your listeners’ attention.






HOLDING THE LISTENER’S ATTENTION

Proper use of the vocal variables will go a long way toward solving the problem of monotony in delivery. Take away variety in volume, pitch, inflection, or phrasing, and what remains in the speech lacks luster and sparkle. Spurgeon said, “A preacher can commit ministerial suicide by harping on one string, when the Lord has given him an instrument of many strings to play upon.”1 Give careful attention to how you can avoid being flatline in the following vocal variables.

Rate

No hard-and-fast rules dictate the rate of delivery. Acceptability is determined when the listeners are able to grasp what the speaker says. Communication is hindered when the preacher speaks too fast or too slow, or when his rate is not consistent with what he’s saying.

The tendency of young preachers is to talk too fast. Indeed, a sermon should be delivered with excitement and vigor. But, in his enthusiasm, the young preacher may speak too fast to be understood clearly. Rapid delivery does communicate a sense of excitement, but any sound—no matter how exciting it may be at the beginning—will lose attention if it is continued without variation. Niagara Falls is hardly noticed by the people who live nearby.2 If you speak too rapidly, you won’t be understood, and you may leave your listeners out of breath.

Preachers talk too fast for other reasons also. Many speak rapidly because they’re quick thinkers and fluent speakers. Don’t radically change your rate if rapidity is natural to you. You might develop an artificial style that communicates something other than your personality. Instead, make an effort to slow down just a bit, and use other devices of speech to keep the rate from becoming difficult to follow. A wonderful help in regulating a rapid delivery is pausing, which will be discussed later.

Rapid speech rate suggests nervousness and lack of ease. Remember that every second doesn’t have to be filled with sound. Spurgeon warned:


Excessively rapid speaking, tearing and raving into utter rant, is quite inexcusable; it is not, and never can be powerful, except with idiots, for it turns what should be an army of words into a mob, and most effectually drowns the sense in floods of sound. It is an infliction not to be endured twice, to hear a brother who mistakes perspiration for inspiration tear along like a wild horse with a hornet in its ear until he has no more wind, and must need to pause to pump his lungs full again; a repetition of this indecency several times in a sermon is not uncommon, but is most painful. Pause soon enough to prevent that cough, which rather creates pity for the breathless orator than sympathy with the subject in hand.3



To speak at a frantic pace may convey to the listeners a sense of personal insecurity and uncertainty about your message.

The opposite tendency is to speak too slowly, a trait common to older preachers. As a person matures, the mind has a tendency to slow down. Thoughts normally don’t come as rapidly as they once did. Also, the older preacher may not have the physical vigor he once had. All of us have had the experience of listening to some dear brother who spoke so slowly that we found it difficult to stay with him. Our minds were constantly going off on little mental excursions. Avoid speaking so slowly that your listeners constantly have to work at listening to you.

The rate of your delivery becomes your helper when you use it with variety. Your rate should never be constant. To speak too fast or too slow all the time is deadly to effective delivery. Be constantly changing your rate according to the following determinants:


• Emphasis. Less important content may be spoken more quickly. The more important statements of your sermon may be slowed down for emphasis.

• Building Size. The size of the building in which you speak will have much to do with your rate. A smaller room will allow you to speak a bit faster. The larger the room, the greater the reverberation. In these situations, you have to be more deliberate as you preach.

• Mood. The intellectual and emotional content of what you’re saying also should guide you in the rate you use. Grief and contempt are slow. Joy and enthusiasm are faster.4



Pace

Your rate should never be allowed to remain constant. A sense of flow should characterize the entire message. Good delivery has a sense of pace. The sermon marches with a sense of movement.

Though you should change your pace throughout your message, try to avoid hesitation. Your rate needs to be suited to the desired meanings of particular words. The thoughts and emotions that you convey should alter pacing appropriately as you proceed through the message. Your sermon should never sound as if you’ve memorized it or as if you’re reading it. It should demonstrate the same flexibility in rate and pace as in your everyday speech. Changing pace is intended to keep your audience rested, refreshed, and anxious to hear more.

Pace can be changed in any number of ways. You may make a quick change in speech content. You may tell a story, a joke, or make a pointed remark. Just be sure your story or other element is related to the last thing you said before you shifted. You may direct a remark to some well-known individual in the audience. This technique never fails to arouse a lethargic audience—especially the dear brother or sister you address! Change of pace also may be achieved by lowering the voice in volume, pitch, or both. Pause, cough, tell a funny story, slap on the podium, raise your voice, whisper—but do something. W. A. Criswell once stopped in the middle of a sermon to give three cheers for the Baylor football team! He certainly had the attention of the people again.

Volume

If the preacher speaks with too much volume, he sounds unnatural and oppressive.5 Again, Spurgeon has warned:


Two or three earnest men now present are tearing themselves to pieces by needless bawling; their poor lungs are irritated and their larynx inflamed by boisterous shouting, from which they seem unable to refrain.… Be a little economical with that enormous volume of sound. In fact, too much noise stuns the ear, creates reverberations and echoes, and effectually injures the power of your sermons.6



Regrettably, preachers have a tendency to go to extremes in the use of volume. The preacher is either so soft spoken he cannot be heard or so loud the ears of the people are overwhelmed.

Variety, once again, is the key. Volume should be governed by content. A change in volume indicates the importance of what is being said. Volume may be a great help in giving proper emphasis to important ideas you hope to convey. Sometimes you should pull out all the stops. If you’re loud all the time, however, then nothing you say will receive appropriate emphasis.

At other times, a whisper can be even more effective than a loud exclamation. Vary your degrees of loudness. Try going from a whisper to a roar and from a roar to a whisper.7 Again, allow the content of your sermon to dictate the appropriate volume used. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that mere loudness is evidence of preaching in the power of the Holy Spirit. There are times when the Holy Spirit will utilize the full capacity of your vocal strength. But don’t forget that sometimes the Lord speaks in a still, small voice (1 Kings 19:12–13).

Stress

The use of proper stress can be just as effective as volume in conveying what you want to say. You stress a word by making it stand out in a phrase. You can do this by means of higher pitch, longer duration of tone, or increased volume. Choose the words that are to receive prominence in what you say and focus your attention on them. Give stress to the thought-bearing words in your sentences.8

Nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs usually carry most of the meaning and, therefore, need high intensity. On the other hand, conjunctions, articles, prepositions, and pronouns usually have lower intensity. As you listen to normal conversation, notice the words people emphasize. Notice how effective communicators stress certain key words.

Coupling volume and stress will enable you to be much more effective in your sermon delivery. Project your voice according to the size of the room in which you speak. Generally, you’ll need enough volume to reach every person in the room. Be constantly aware of your audience. Reach out to your people with every sentence you say. Give the sense that you know what you’re doing. Remember, volume and stress are your servants.

Again, variety is the key. Vary your volume. Give appropriate stress to the most important words in your sentences and phrases. De-emphasize nonessential words. Use volume and stress together to increase the “listenability” of your sermon. Sometimes use stress instead of volume for emphasis. Give a word a higher pitch with increased volume. Then speak a word on a lower pitch with less volume. But always subjugate volume and stress to the ideas you seek to convey.

Pitch

To use speech variation and movement effectively, you need to know the difference between habitual pitch and optimum pitch. Habitual pitch is the level on the scale at which you most often speak. Optimum pitch is the level at which your voice functions best. These two levels may or may not be the same.9 Each human voice has an appropriate pitch. This pitch changes naturally during the maturing of the voice. Once puberty has been passed, however, one particular pitch is best for your voice.

You can easily find your optimum pitch. Using a piano, sing down to the lowest note you can sing comfortably. Go up the scale five piano keys. This pitch usually will be the one you should use most of the time. Check recordings of your sermons to see if you’re speaking, for the most part, at your optimum level. Young preachers especially have a tendency to develop a habitual pitch different from their optimum pitch. They want to sound mature and impressive, so they push their voices into the lower registers. This habit puts an unhealthy strain on the vocal folds and creates an unnatural sound. Each preacher has to be willing to accept the voice God has given him. That voice then has to be trained and developed to its fullest extent.

You are wise to utilize as wide a variety in pitch as possible. A good preacher distributes his voice over a range of approximately two octaves. Don’t be content to stay within a restricted range.

Spurgeon described the importance of using the full range of your vocal instrument: “Brethren, in the name of everything that is sacred, ring the whole chime in your steeple, and do not dun your people with the ding-dong of one poor cracked bell.”10 Regarding the need for variety in pitch, he further appealed:


I have often in this room compared the voice to a drum. If the drummer should always strike in one place on the head of his drum, the skin would soon wear into a hole; but how much longer it would have lasted him if he had varied his thumping and had used the entire surface of the [drumhead]! So it is with a man’s voice. If he uses always the same tone, he will wear a hole in that part of the throat which is most exercised in producing that monotony.11



Fully utilize all the notes the Lord has given you in your vocal instrument.

Some older preachers used to give this kind of advice about pitch: “Start low, go slow; rise higher, strike fire.” This counsel was their way of saying that it’s normally good to start in the lower pitch levels, enabling you to rise in pitch as you warm to the sermon. To start in the very highest pitch leaves you nowhere to go later on in the message. Don’t be afraid to drop into the lower range at certain key points. Those ranges can be very effective. If you throw force into them, they’ll be heard along with your higher notes.

Before leaving this discussion, now is probably a good place to mention a common occurrence related to pitch. Sometimes preachers develop certain speech habits that make them very difficult to follow. These habits are called ministerial whines or tunes. Normally these whines or tunes involve a combination of pitch, rate, inflection, and volume patterns. The ministerial whine is sometimes developed by the preacher in an attempt to add authority and importance to what he says. The preacher’s voice sounds as if he has a steeple in his throat. Actually, he accomplishes the opposite of his intention. People are repulsed by such monotonous, pious-sounding speech.

All of us have had the experience of listening to a speaker with this kind of synthetic sound. You need to speak as a real man to real men. Rigorously eliminate from your delivery any inkling of or tendency toward ministerial whine. The availability of audio recording makes it inexcusable for you to be monotonous in your delivery. Constant monitoring of your sermon delivery will help catch any recurring speech patterns that cause your delivery to be dead, uninteresting, or offensive.

Inflection

The direction of inflection points to what you’re trying to say. For instance, a rising inflection indicates that the mind is looking forward. Rising inflections suggest question, doubt, uncertainty, or incompleteness. Consider these statements: “Is this your book?” “Are you going to town?” When “book” and “town” are said with rising inflection, question and uncertainty are conveyed.

Downward inflections generally are used to indicate that a thought is being completed. An inflection that falls toward the end gives the impression of certainty, emphasis, and strong affirmation. For example: “This is your pen.” A circumflex inflection indicates irony, innuendo, sarcasm, cynicism, or skepticism. Consider these statements: “Well, look who’s here!” “Who do you think you are?”12 A flat inflection indicates disappointment or disgust. Consider: “I can’t go.” “It is all over.”

The length of inflection is also important in conveying meaning. The most important word in a sentence usually is given the longer inflection. Length of inflection often will indicate the degree of importance of what is said. Intensity and excitement also are indicated.

Abruptness of inflection is also significant. A gradual change in inflection indicates calmness, repose, contemplation, and command. On the other hand, an abrupt change in inflection indicates excitement, intensity, and vigor.

Proper inflection of words may best be achieved through clear thinking about what you’re going to say. Your sermon should have enough mental pictures to create expressive inflection in your words.

Phrasing

Proper phrasing has been described as just a simple matter of starting where you should and stopping where you should.13 Most of us who speak frequently don’t find phrasing to be that easy. Much thought and effort must be given to properly arranging the words into good thought units. Some phrases may be spoken quickly with little force. Other phrases are more significant. They need to be spoken more slowly, with emphasis.

Effective speech must have distinction in its phrasing. The preacher whose sermons change lives will employ not only accuracy but also power in his use of phrasing. Group words together. Give proper emphasis to the main words in your phrases. Avoid not only the one-tone voice but also the one-tone mind. The one-tone approach makes all matters in your phrase of equal value—there’s no emphasis, no hurrying over unimportant details, no slowing up at more significant phrases. This approach simply is characterized by a steady drone. Avoid also the string-of-beads tendency. In this approach, one fact is strung along after another with no observable relationship between them. Keep your audience aware of the important facts in each phrase as you speak.14

Good phrasing and breathing are related. You have to learn to breathe before and after complete thought units. Breathing must be coordinated with phrases so that the thought unit will not be interrupted as you stop for breath. If you interrupt the thought unit, you likely will hinder good understanding of what you’re trying to say.

Pausing

Pausing can be very meaningful in the delivery of a sermon. Rudyard Kipling said, “By your silence you shall speak.”15 Every good preacher knows the value of a pause placed at just the right point. Pausing serves a multitude of purposes:


• It helps you keep your speaking rate from becoming too fast.

• It enables you to regulate your pace so that your sermon delivery is convincingly like that of conversation.

• It enables you to keep your pitch level from rising to a nervous squeak.

• It may indicate a change of topic.

• It encourages better stress and inflection on significant words and phrases.16

• It’s an excellent way to emphasize punch lines in humorous stories or statements.17

• Pausing allows the listeners to comprehend your preceding statement(s).



Be aware that pauses aren’t merely times of silence and shouldn’t be confused with hesitation. Hesitation is empty silence—the silence of frozen forgetting. Pausing is eloquent and meaning-conveying silence.18

Pausing helps you physically as well. It allows you opportunity to replenish your supply of breath. It also assists you mentally. When you pause, you look ahead to your next thought. And pausing also assists you psychologically. During a pause, you may look at the listeners, gauging whether or not they understand you. A pause may be used effectively before an important word, calling attention to it. A pause may heighten the dramatic effect of what you’re saying.

You have to be careful, though, that your pauses aren’t all of the same length. Without adequate, well-timed pauses, your sermon will sound rattled off.

Pausing remains one of the most useful tools in securing or regaining attention. Spurgeon put it vividly to his students one day:


Pull up short every now and then, and the passengers on your coach will wake up. The miller goes to sleep while the millwheels revolve, but if by some means or other the grinding ceases, the good man starts and cries, What now? On a sultry summer’s day, if nothing will keep off the drowsy feeling, be very short, sing more than usual, or call on a brother or two to pray. Make a point of interjecting arousing parentheses of quietude. Speech is silver, but silence is golden when hearers are inattentive. Keep on, on, on, on, with the commonplace matter and monotonous tone, and you are rocking the cradle, and deeper slumbers will result; give the cradle a jerk, and the sleep will flee.19



Pausing has the natural, practical effect of recapturing the attention of the wandering mind.

Pausing also serves the people. Whereas for the preacher a pause primarily looks forward, for the people the pause primarily looks backward. A pause gives them opportunity to think about what you’ve just said, to feel, and to respond mentally and emotionally to the content of your words. The people are given a brief mental digestion time. In a sense, pauses also allow the people to look forward. A well-timed pause may create in the congregation a sense of anticipation and interest in what you’re going to say next.

With all their benefit, pauses have to be used properly. Avoid the tendency to fill the silence with interjections or speech tics such as “er” and “uh.” Robinson calls these “word whiskers.”20 For a preacher, such filler words may be “Praise the Lord,” “Amen,” or “Glory to God.” Although nothing is wrong with using any of these expressions, the capricious use of such terms simply to fill in your pauses will rob them of their spiritual meaning and impact. Instead, you will convey a sense of nervousness, if not cheesiness.

Don’t be afraid to pause. The tool can do much for your sermon delivery. And don’t be afraid of silence. Silence can be one of the most meaningful times of the sermon.






SPEAKING WITH THE BODY

When you preach to your congregation, you convey your message in two ways. You speak by means of words, also called verbal communication. You also speak by means of body language, which is nonverbal communication. These two means of communication must complement and support one another as well as the content of what you’re saying. If they conflict, the nonverbal message is more likely to be believed than the verbal. Consequently, intentional use of the body is very important in sermon delivery if you’re going to avoid distracting from God’s Word.

Communication experts frequently underscore the importance of nonverbal communication. Psychologist and researcher Albert Mehrabian discovered that only 7 percent of a speaker’s message comes through his words, 38 percent comes from his voice, and 55 percent comes from his facial expressions.21 So effective delivery must include conscious and appropriate use of nonverbal communication, which includes healthy variation and movement. You will soon discover that you still are communicating even when you’re not speaking. Feelings are communicated nonverbally. If your body isn’t responsive to what you say, you’re not likely to be heard. Therefore, the body is an active participant in effective sermon delivery.

Establishing Pulpit Presence

The term kinesics has to do with the interaction between what the voice is saying and what the body is saying. Normally the relationship is called body language. The preacher’s use of body language largely will dictate what is sometimes referred to as pulpit presence. A preacher’s pulpit presence is extremely important in preaching. Eye contact, gestures, facial expressions, posture, and mobility all determine the quality of your pulpit presence and give your listeners clues as to what you really feel about God, yourself, and them.

Eye Contact

Eye contact is an extremely important psychological aspect of the preacher-audience dynamic and must be understood to communicate effectively. Look your audience in the eye, and your delivery will be much more effective. Cicero says, “Everything depends on the countenance, while the countenance itself is entirely dominated by the eye.”22

Many congregations sense that their pastor isn’t really looking at them. He seems to be only looking toward them. This subtle perception is extremely detrimental. The impression is given that the speaker is distant, aloof, or uninterested. It’s as if he’s just talking and other people happen to be in the room overhearing him. Avoiding the listeners’ eyes sends a message of extreme discomfort or lack of interest. Your credibility will be reduced. Look into the eyes of the various members of the congregation. Any part of your audience constantly ignored will feel less and less involved in the preaching event. Stott says, “Look at your people face to face and eyeball to eyeball. Always talk to people. Never merely spray the building with words.”23 The use of good eye contact may be the most effective means of nonverbal communication.

Looking at the people will also enable you to pick up the responses of your congregation. You can tell if they understand what you’re saying and can adjust the message accordingly. If the people don’t seem to understand, you can repeat, simplify, or illustrate. If they aren’t interested, you can use a variety of means to stir their interest. You may adapt your style and manner to their response. You have to constantly be searching for signs of the hearers’ reactions to your message and modify your delivery accordingly. By their facial responses (e.g., smiles, frowns, or bland expressions) you may determine what they’re thinking.

Don’t hesitate to isolate certain people in the congregation to serve as barometers. A few people will have unusually expressive faces. You can easily read their reactions at a glance. Should their eyes not meet yours for a period of time, chances are the attention of your entire audience is straying. Take this signal to change pace before your crowd becomes noticeably restless.

In smaller auditoriums with smaller crowds, you should be able to look every person in the audience in the eye during the course of a sermon, possibly even multiple times. In larger auditoriums with larger crowds, you’ll want to look at sections. Pick out selected individuals in each section and look at them. Looking selected individuals in the eye benefits every person sitting in that section. You don’t have to look at each person in the section. The fact that you’re looking at one gives the entire section a feeling you’re looking at them. Also, this technique creates a sense of expectancy. If you look at one person in the section, you may look at others. Be careful to include every section of your building in your eye contact.

Simple eye contact also suggests an interest in people. This perception might be called eye touching. Eye touching says you value another person’s independence, knowledge, and friendship.24 In certain circumstances you’ll want to avoid eye touching and look away from your audience. You may be describing a falling building and, therefore, you look upward as a gesture to convey the effect of height. Maybe you’re telling a story and wish to dramatize someone who was downcast or discouraged. You naturally would look down in this situation. On these occasions, regain eye contact as soon as possible.

Gestures

Some thoughts are better expressed by gestures rather than words or facial expressions. Fingers on closed lips are sometimes more effective than saying, “Be quiet!” Outstretched arms mean more to a little child than merely saying, “Come here.” Pointing to the door often more effectively says, “Leave the room,” than any language or look could express.

Naturally employed, a gesture is any movement that helps express or emphasize an idea or emotional response. In some ways, gestures embrace the entire field of kinesics. Included are clearly discernible bodily movements and all subtle changes of posture and muscle tone. This discussion, however, will treat facial expressions, posture, and mobility separately. Gestures, here, primarily refer to movements of the hands and arms.

Still, gestures are an expression of your use of your whole body as you preach, a holistic action that involves (1) body movements that are clearly observable in the conspicuous play of the muscles and major members of the body. and (2) covert action that involves subtle muscle tensions and relaxations.25

Some people think of gestures only in terms of overt actions. This understanding is limited in that the various parts of the body don’t function separately. Rather, they involve a follow-through that’s affected by and affects the whole body’s degree of muscle tension. As you learn to use your body in preaching, your muscles learn to respond without apparent prompting or effort. The whole body is brought into play to some extent in all gestures, for gestures are themselves preceded by subtle or more obvious muscle tensions.

Be aware that gestures can work against you if used improperly. Spurgeon had an interesting as well as humorous discussion of the problems of gestures.26 He talked first about the stiff gesture:


Men who exhibit this horror appear to have no bend in their bodies and to be rigid about the joints. The arms and legs are moved as if they were upon iron hinges and were made of exceedingly hard metal. A wooden anatomical doll, such as artists use, might well represent their limbs so straight and stiff, but it would fail to show the jerks with which those limbs are thrown up and down.



Next he mentioned the regular mechanical gesture as one used by men who seem not to be living beings possessed of will and intellect. They appear to be mere automatons formed to go through prescribed movements at precise intervals. Finally, he talks about the ill-timed gesture. In this example he referred to the preacher whose hands don’t keep time with his lips:


The good brother is a little behind hand in his action, and therefore the whole operation is out of order. You cannot at first make the man out at all; he appears to chop and thump without rhyme or reason, but at last you perceive that his present action is quite appropriate to what he said a few seconds before.



In addition to these, two other kinds of gestures should be avoided. Parallel gestures occur when the preacher does the same thing with both hands and arms at the same time. While it’s not a problem to use parallel motions for short periods of time, extended and frequent use can also give a robotic impression. Inconsistent gestures happen when the preacher’s gestures are opposite of what he’s saying. If you’re pointing to your audience while quoting Jesus saying, “Come to Me,” your motions undermine your appeal. The same thing happens if you’re motioning for people to come toward you while saying, “Go into all the world.” Make sure your motions match your message.

Facial Expressions

Your countenance also is vital in good pulpit communication. Earlier we discussed the importance of eye contact. The eyes are the most eloquent part of the body. They have such expressive power that they control—to some extent—the expression of the whole countenance. By them we search and discover. By them we project cheer, fear, or anticipation. Who among us hasn’t been enchanted by the dancing eyes of a little child or depressed by the empty stare of the terminally ill? Physiologists have estimated that the facial musculature is such that more than 20,000 different facial expressions are possible.27 Television analysts frequently have called attention to the importance of facial expressions in affecting viewers.

Your audience will look at you as much as they will listen to you. So you have to be ready to communicate facially as well as vocally. A fleeting glance may speak volumes. A curl of your lip or a twitch of your nostrils can instantly convey your feelings to the audience. We’ve already noted that body communication that’s consistent with the words we say is extremely effective. This reality is true especially of the face. If your facial expressions are consistent with your message, the people will understand you’re sincere. Nonverbal expressions such as frowns, excitement, concern, smiles, or happiness help the listener sense that you’re truly involved in what you’re saying.

Posture

The way you stand in the pulpit communicates to your listeners. Although you will want to position yourself to be comfortable during delivery, you should be more concerned about communicating eagerness and self-confidence.28 You may feel more comfortable slouching over the pulpit, but your message will be more effectual if people perceive you to be interested in your subject and confident in your presentation of it.

The way you position your feet also is important. Find a position that enables you to shift the body smoothly from front to back and from side to side. Regarding the communicative ability of such movement, Fasol comments:


You may move one foot forward and then put most of the body weight on that foot. This causes a slight leaning toward the congregation and communicates a sense of urgency. Conversely, putting most of your weight on the back foot communicates a sense of rejection or withdrawal.29



Like other body movements, however, make sure that your posture and its changes are in keeping with your content.

As you change posture to support your message, be careful not to shift your weight from one foot to another in a regular, rhythmic fashion. Such movement creates a swaying motion and is extremely distracting to an audience. Swaying usually results from nervous energy. The preacher normally can correct the action by placing one foot slightly in front of the other and putting most of his weight on the forward foot as noted above.30

Mobility

Movement around the platform during preaching can be either distracting or beneficial, depending on how you use it. Like other aspects of body language, the relationship of mobility to content determines whether it will be positive or negative.

Be aware that mobility during the preaching event largely is a matter of individual personality. Some preachers are more animated and energetic than others. These men have to be careful not to allow their energy to dominate the message to the point of distraction. Preachers who are more reserved have a tendency to remain behind the pulpit or in one place during the entire sermon. Though nothing is wrong with a stationary delivery, these men need to be aware of the communicative advantage of some mobility. A visual generation accustomed to action via television and theater are more likely to follow a preacher who doesn’t stay in just one place.

Mobility during delivery also should be intentional and deliberate. Like posture, a slow, rhythmic movement gives a lethargic “stroll in the park” impression and can lull the audience to sleep. If and when you move, move aggressively and with purpose. Pause between movements and make an assertion. Then move to another place and say something else. Be careful, however, not to be moving constantly during the sermon. Your audience can grow tired following you around. In addition, if you leave your Bible on the pulpit, such constant traveling can detract from your desired emphasis on the text. Make sure that significant blocks of time are spent in stationary positions, especially in front of your Bible. This practice will give your audience time to relax, concentrate, and digest bits of information while maintaining a focus on the Bible.

Qualities of Good Body Movement

The essence of effective body language can be summarized by several qualities. Seek to incorporate each one when you speak with your body.

Natural

One of the worst things a preacher can do is to create an atmosphere of artificiality by means of gestures that obviously are practiced and forced. The gestures of some speakers are so preplanned that they actually take away from the message rather than add to it. Body language is true only when it’s spontaneous and actually unconscious.

The various aspects of body language—eye contact, facial expression, gestures, and mobility—are in much the same position as the variables in our vocal mechanism. When we see the words we’re saying and feel the emotions that flow from our words, correct bodily actions will occur naturally, without having to give them conscious attention.

Make your body the servant of your thoughts and feelings. Let its movements arise naturally from what you’re saying. If you’re talking about a skyscraper, the mental pictures behind your words should affect your movements as well. When you see a skyscraper, you might naturally find yourself wanting to raise your hands and lift your eyes as if to point to it. When you talk about the world, don’t only see the world but form the world with your hands and arms. In other words, let your gestures be consistent with the meaning of what you say. A preacher shouldn’t be—to misuse Shakespeare—“full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.”31

Well-Timed

Growing out of natural use, effective body language is well-timed. Any gesture used in a message should accompany or precede the key word or phrase it describes. If the timing is poor, the gesture calls attention to itself instead of undergirding the thought it was intended to serve.

A sermon is delivered effectively when every action of the body so definitely adds to the effectiveness of the ideas it expresses that the listeners are not consciously aware of the bodily movements at all. One Sunday morning, a sincere, earnest country preacher was preaching on his favorite subject, the story of David and Goliath. Rather dramatically he recounted how little David whirled the sling around his head and sent the smooth stone unerringly to Goliath’s forehead. As the preacher came to the climax of his sermon, his voice rose high with excitement: “You see, folks, the whole point is it wasn’t just that little rock that kilt that big bloke—it was the way that kid throwed it!”32 Effective sermon delivery is not merely speaking a sermon to your people. Be aware of how you “throw” it.

Appropriate

Suit the action to the word and the word to the action. In a sense, the preacher gives two sermons at the same time: the one his listeners hear and the one they see. To be most effective, the minister will mold the two sermons to form one communicative process.

As we’ve already pointed out, body movements used inappropriately can negate what’s being said. For example, take care not to point to the audience when you’re saying, “Come to Jesus!” You wouldn’t want to place your hand on your chest when using the second person pronoun “you” in a sentence. Neither would you shake your clenched fist when describing the peace of God. Like inappropriate use of volume and rate, certain body movements can communicate the opposite of what we’re actually saying.

Varied

Body language should be original and varied. Just as sameness in vocal expression will tend toward boredom, so too will repetition of any movement. The body is capable of an amazing number of movements. Use a wide variety of them as you preach. The preacher who stands before his listeners stiff and rigid creates extreme discomfort in his audience and raises questions about his confidence and sincerity. On the other hand, the preacher who appears alive to his message will communicate more effectively with his listeners. Effective body communication lends action to your message.

Improving Body Language

Spend some time preparing for sermon delivery by giving attention to its nonverbal aspects. Just as you would work on the different aspects of effective vocal delivery, give some attention to effective body communication. Be aware of the responses your body makes as you think and speak your words in normal conversation. Notice how your eyes and the muscles in your face and body respond to what you’re saying, even without prompting or effort. Pay attention, as well, to what you do with your hands. All of your day-to-day body movements come naturally as a result of what you’re saying. Allow the same to be true during the delivery of a sermon.

Generally, specific aspects of body language shouldn’t be practiced. In earlier years, speakers were trained in elocution and expression with extensive study given to aspects such as gestures. Today, such training is considered unnecessary at best and harmful to good communication at worst. What the preacher does need to know is that body language is a definite part of preaching and should result naturally from an intelligent response to the content of his sermon. Natural impulse should be the foundation of all body language. If a movement of the hand or any other expression doesn’t assist in communicating the sermon, that movement isn’t a gesture but merely a distracting and annoying movement that calls attention to itself.

Although trying to practice specific gestures usually is fruitless, giving attention to body language in general outside the pulpit may help you use it more naturally and effectively when you’re preaching. Some preachers respond bodily to their material with greater ease than do others. If you have difficulty in using your body, practicing while reading aloud might help you. Large, exaggerated movements in practice will have a tendency to set your body free.

Try reading a sermon aloud. As you do, move freely about the room. Periodically pause in front of a mirror and continue speaking. Respond consciously with pronounced movements to the content of what you’re reading. Such overt response will have a tendency to train your muscles to respond to what you say in the pulpit. As you practice, talk with your hands. Use any movements that help you communicate the content of what you’re reading.

A distinction needs to be made between practicing body language that will be forced into your preaching and merely working to eliminate detrimental movements. Remember, our task in delivery is not to enhance the power of God’s Word, but to eliminate any hindrances to the supernatural work of the Holy Spirit through God’s Word. Practicing in the above manner can help you catch any habitual bodily movements that are likely to distract your audience and actually hinder communication. We all have a tendency to develop repetitious movements—raising and lowering a hand, tilting the head—that direct attention to ourselves and keep the audience from fully concentrating on the sermon.

In addition to the above routine, review some of your sermons on video recordings or get selected individuals to critique your delivery. As you detect distracting and annoying movements, conscientiously work toward eliminating them.






DELIVERING WITHOUT NOTES

The degree to which your delivery will be characterized by variation and movement, and subsequently the degree to which you’re able to engage your audience conversationally, will be affected by the way you use—or don’t use—sermon notes. Using notes to any degree obviously will have some effect on your ability to use your hands and arms freely, look your audience in the eye, move from one location to another, and any number of other physical variables. Additionally, a heavy dependency on notes can adversely affect variation in inflection, volume, rate, pace, and other vocal variables. Constantly—or even frequently—looking at and navigating your notes can detract from the effectiveness of your delivery. Consequently, you’ll need to give some consideration to the role notes will play in your sermon delivery.

The Delivery Dilemma

Although how a preacher uses notes will affect his delivery, whether or not he uses them isn’t a spiritual issue. In other words, it’s not a right-or-wrong matter. The anointing of God isn’t determined by it. Each individual preacher has to determine which approach to delivery best fits his own personality and ability to engage his audience. At the same time, all preachers should be open to mastering the approach or approaches that communicate the Word of God in the most effective way.

Basically, sermons can be delivered in five ways, each involving various degrees of preparation and written form.


• Manuscript. In this method the sermon has been written out in full, and the preacher follows the manuscript word for word. The great advantage of this approach is that you can give careful attention to the choice of your words and the beauty of the language. You can preserve the linguistic style you develop in your study. Also, it all but eliminates any anxiety about the possibility of forgetting your sermon. A sermon that’s read, however, most often will sound read. Rare is the preacher who can follow his manuscript so well that the message appears to be coming from his heart as well as from his head. Often the message seems less like personal communication, and it can breed a monotone voice.

• Memory. This approach calls for writing out a manuscript in full, committing it to memory, then delivering it without any reference to manuscript or notes. While possessing many of the same advantages as a manuscript delivery, a memorized sermon usually sounds as if it’s been memorized. Also, you always run the danger of lapses in memory. To attempt to deliver an entire sermon depending only on one’s powers of memory is a feat most preachers would hesitate to attempt.

• Detailed Outline. This approach also calls for writing out a full manuscript or at least a sermon brief. But for the purposes of delivery, the preacher reduces the prepared material to an annotation comprised of his sermon outline, illustrations, and other thoughts and details about which he wants to be particularly pensive or precise. This method of delivery allows for a great deal of freedom of expression at the moment of delivery, while at the same time relying on the details prepared in the study.

• Free. This method also assumes careful and thorough preparation in the study. A full manuscript or sermon brief usually will be written. The actual vocalization of the sermon, however, is left to the moment of delivery. While preaching, the preacher uses no written notes other than maybe brief notations in his Bible or a small sheet of paper containing a skeletal outline and/or specific quotes. The logical flow of ideas clearly is established. The sequence of ideas is the same as the prepared written material, but the choice of the particular words may vary at the time of delivery.

• Extemporaneous. Also called impromptu speech, this approach involves the preacher’s speaking “off the cuff” or “from the top of his head.” No prior preparation for the immediate situations is made. The preacher says what comes to his mind at the moment of delivery. This method is completely contrary to the expositional process discussed in this book, so the occasions when it’s used should be rare. From time to time the preacher may be called on to preach without any advance notice. But on those occasions he certainly should draw on previous preparation if he’s going to speak a word from God.



Some men can use a manuscript, a memorized sermon, or detailed notes quite well. They either have exceptional natural mental capacities, or they’ve developed techniques that enable them to rely on some form of written sermon help without making it noticeable. Most preachers, however, don’t possess such an ability and are never able to develop it. While they may desire to preach like a popular preacher who has the ability, their effort just doesn’t come across as natural or conversational.

Understanding Free Delivery

For this reason the free delivery method described above is the best way for most men to deliver expository sermons. And the company in that fraternity is good. Besides the host of great preachers in the Bible, many of the great Christian preachers throughout church history have used the free delivery method. Alexander Maclaren prepared for each sermon very carefully. Actually, he prepared more carefully than if he were planning to read the message or speak it from memory. Then he allowed the words to well up from his heart at the moment of delivery. G. Campbell Morgan, that “Prince of Expositors,” also used this method. Morgan believed that a manuscript or notes would interfere with the eye contact characteristic of animated conversation.33

Free delivery is characterized by the preparation of a full or partial manuscript, complete familiarity with the written material by identity instead of memory, and delivery of the sermon without the use of the notes.34 Highlighting the rhetorical benefit, Brown, Clinard, and Northcutt say the approach


has every advantage of other delivery options without their inherent disadvantages. Like the manuscript and memory methods, it affords the most careful preparation, but it does not limit audience rapport or pulpit freedom. Like the extemporaneous method, it demands creative thought during delivery and affords maximum rhetorical excellence, while at the same time demanding more rigorous preparation.35



In essence, free delivery is the best of all worlds in the presentation of the exposition.

Numerous other advantages also characterize free delivery. Great freshness in expression is more likely with this approach. When the actual expression is reserved for the moment of delivery, you can have in your full control all the variable factors in a good speaking situation. Regarding this connection, Broadus contends:


If, full of his theme and impressed with its importance, he [the preacher] presently secures the interested and sympathizing attention of even a few good listeners, and the fire of his eyes comes reflected back from theirs, … he cannot fail sometimes to strike out thoughts more splendid and more precious than ever visit his mind in solitary musing.36



For these reasons, free delivery is a powerful medium of spontaneous expression.

Free delivery also allows you to observe with greater awareness how your message is being received. As you continue through the sermon, you may change the ways of expression as well as the manner of your delivery according to the response of the audience. In this manner the sermon may be preached fully utilizing the voice, the eye, the body, and every factor of speaking just as they are intended to be used. Speaking freely also helps you develop freedom and spontaneity of expression. You will learn to voice new thoughts that come to you as you deliver your sermon.

Another advantage of free delivery is that it helps develop full fluency, or the ability to choose words that are right orally and psychologically at high speed, and then arrange them in clear and effective speech.37 Jay Adams also mentioned the jelling factor that comes into play in free delivery. As you preach, careful preparation and previous extensive thought come together in your expression.38

Free delivery can have some disadvantages, however. If you’re not careful, you can find yourself using the same words, phrases, and terminology over and over. You also may find yourself rambling as you grasp for your next thought. Some preachers who preach freely especially well can tend to abuse the ability. When you rely too heavily on your gifts in free delivery, you may tend to relax your study habits. When this laziness sets in, free delivery becomes extemporaneous or impromptu delivery instead, which generally makes for bad preaching. Done poorly, free delivery can bring discredit to the expository method of sermon preparation.

In addition, as the preacher grows older, his memory may not be as good. Perhaps one would be wise to learn to preach with notes, just in case memory becoems an issue.

Delivering the Sermon Freely

Free delivery is best done by means of a composite approach that utilizes the advantages of several different approaches to sermon delivery. It employs all the advantages of the written sermon without reaping the disadvantage of trying to read or closely follow a manuscript or detailed notes in the pulpit. The principles of mental vitalization discussed in the last chapter are needed in this approach. This basic pattern is informed by five components: organization, familiarization, saturation, presentation, and repetition.

Organization

If you’ve followed the process of exposition to this point, your sermon should be carefully prepared and well organized. The sermon should have minimal main divisions that are clear, concise, and simple. If your sermon is organized properly, you’re well on the way to note-free delivery. Check one last time to ensure that your message is well organized.

Familiarization

After your sermon is organized properly, spend some time becoming familiar with key aspects of it. Even a certain amount of memorization is necessary at this point. At the very least, your main divisions should be memorized. If you’ve drawn them from the Scripture passage itself, mere reference to the passage will help you to recall them. Additionally, you may need to commit certain key phrases and ideas to memory.

Be careful at this point, however. Memorizing these phrases or key expressions too intently can cause your eyes to be lackluster and inwardly focused as you try to remember them during preaching.39 To guard against this, simply try reading your notes aloud a number of times. Think about what you’re saying as you vocalize each expression. Then put the notes aside and try to re-create the basic sections of your message. Overlearn your material. Depend on logical memory rather than verbal memory.

Saturation

Once you’ve become familiar with key portions of your message, immerse yourself in it through prayerful meditation and review. Get yourself into the sermon and get the sermon into you. Let the sermon become a part of your very being. Stamp the essentials of your message upon your consciousness so deeply that you won’t fail to recall them. As the time approaches for the delivery of the sermon, review it again and again. On the night before you preach, go over it before going to bed. If you make this exercise the last thing you do, it will help put the subconscious mind to work on the message.

Presentation

When the time comes to preach, rely on God’s Spirit to help you. Having relied on prayer throughout your preparation, you’re now ready to share with the people what God has revealed to you from His Word and what has been indelibly stamped on your mind and heart. If you forget something, do not panic. When the sermon is delivered freely, you’ll always forget some things you thought to be very important. If the impression of what you wanted to say was so weak that you didn’t remember it, however, it may have been just as well that the material was left out.

In a positive vein, when the sermon is delivered free, you’ll always say some beneficial things that you didn’t plan. This occurrence will become a very exciting part of your preaching ministry. Simply prepare as if it all depends on you, then preach as if it all depends on the Lord.

Repetition

Chances are the first time you preach without notes will be an anxious experience. You may be especially nervous and feel like you’re all alone. Some men have even described the experience as feeling like they were naked in front of a group of people! But neither is the case. You’ll be accompanied by the Holy Spirit and clothed in His power. And the chances are equally as good that—in spite of your nervousness—you’ll sense a freedom in preaching that you’ve never experienced before.

So stick with it. Repeat the process described above and preach without notes multiple times before you render a verdict on it in your ministry. Repetition will help breed confidence both in this approach to delivery, and in God’s Spirit to attend to your preaching.






USING NOTES WITHOUT BEING NOTICED

Keeping Eyes Up and Keeping Good Body Language

Obviously, we strongly encourage preachers to expound the Word without the use of any notes. If, however, after working hard at a totally free delivery, you discover that you are much more comfortable using a full manuscript or detailed notes, learn to use them well. Your goal should be to handle your notes in such a way that your listeners don’t realize you’re using them. Even Charles Koller, who titled his book Expository Preaching Without Notes, contended that such an approach didn’t suggest necessarily the absence of any form of notes in the pulpit.40

The key to developing the art of using notes well is twofold: (1) Never say anything while your eyes are looking down, and (2) use good body language to offset your dependence on notes. Speakers who try to read from prepared notes in a natural style normally fail for two major reasons: their pacing sounds unnatural, or unconversational, and they lose eye contact with the audience. If you can avoid looking at your notes while communicating their content, you’ll be able to simulate the pace and look of conversational delivery.41

Trying the Snapshot/Snatch Plan

Simulating the pace of conversational delivery can be attained by following a simple procedure practiced by great speech makers such as Winston Churchill, Franklin Roosevelt, and Ronald Reagan. Humes calls the technique the “snapshot/snatch plan” for reading a speech.42 Each of these speakers would look down at one or two lines of his manuscript, snapshot—or snatch—the words by memorizing them, and then look toward the audience to “conversationalize” the expressions.

The technique is easily adapted to preaching, especially when using a full manuscript in the pulpit. Practice with your sermon manuscript. Place the document on a makeshift pulpit. Glance down and memorize a couple of phrases or sentences. Then bring your head back up and, while looking at a fixed object across the room, conversationalize aloud what you just memorized. The procedure has six steps and can be summarized as follows:


1. Look down and snapshot a phrase or two.

2. Look up and pause.

3. Deliver the words conversationally and pause.

4. Look down and take another snapshot.

5. Look up and pause.

6. Deliver the words conversationally.



Notice the inclusion of the pause in the summary procedure. As you develop this technique, don’t be afraid of pause; it’s the most powerful component of the whole process. In fact, the pause actually enables you to read your sermon while keeping your eyes fixed on the audience. Additionally, the pause allows your listeners to digest your words. When you stop and think about it, pauses are what make speech sound conversational. Conversation is not nonstop—it’s peppered with pauses. If you’ll pause, especially after you bring your head back up, your listeners will think that you simply are glancing at notes instead of actually reading from a manuscript.43

When you prepare your manuscript for use in the pulpit, make it reader-friendly. Type or write it triple-spaced in bulleted lines with built-in pauses. Use a larger font if you desire. Indent every new sentence like a paragraph. Your pulpit copy should not resemble an article. If it does, it will sound like an article. In an article, words are laid out one after another, broken not by phrase or thought but by the right margin. Such a layout is not conversational. Print your sermon like prose, and it will sound prosaic. Instead, format it as you want to say it, including the pauses. “Lay it out like verse,” Hume advises.44

You may be thinking that an entire sermon formatted in this way will take up many pages, especially if it’s printed on half sheets. You’re right! But the number of pages won’t matter if you handle them well during delivery. Don’t turn over each page as you finish preaching from it. That will be distracting and will let your audience know that you’re reading the lines instead of speaking from notes. Put your notes on the center of your podium, either above or below your Bible. As you finish each page, slide it with your left hand to the left side of the podium (you can put them back in the right order after the sermon!). Format your manuscript in such a way that you plan for the page breaks while you’re either looking at the audience or reading from the biblical text. This practice will go a long way toward making your message more conversational.

Many preachers today are using electronic tablets for their notes. Tablets have a number of advantages, including not having to navigate physical pages, being able to turn pages with the simple tap of the screen, and being able to edit notes easily at the last minute. The primary disadvantage to using a tablet is running the risk of depending on the technology. Just like microphones and projection systems, sometimes electronic devices crash. When that happens in the middle of your sermon, you better know the sermon well enough that you can preach it without notes, or you better have a hard copy as a backup close by!

Using the Bible When You Preach

One final word needs to be said related to the use of notes. Regardless of whether you put your notes on paper or on a tablet, or whether you don’t use any notes at all, be sure to preach from a hard copy of the Bible. Even if you include all of your biblical text in your notes, let people see you using your Bible.

We teach as much or more by what we do as what we say. Certainly it’s true that God’s Word is supernatural whether it’s in electronic form, hard copy, or written down in sermon notes. But if you replace the physical copy of the Bible with a notebook, tablet, or smartphone, it sends a subtle message to your people. All of those media serve multiple purposes; a hard copy of the Bible only serves one purpose. When you preach to people who are using electronic copies of the Bible, you know they very well could be multitasking with texts, emails, and the Internet during the sermon. Don’t give them any reason to think you might be doing the same thing while you’re preaching. Feature the Bible when you preach in every possible way that you can.






CALLING FOR A PUBLIC RESPONSE

Another aspect of the preaching event that needs variation and movement—and one that’s often ignored in conversations about sermon delivery—is the call for immediate, public expressions of response to the preached Word. This call traditionally has been referred to as the “invitation.” For many years, the most common form of the invitation has been the “altar call,” which involves inviting responders to come to the front of the auditorium to express some spiritual commitment, thus using that area as somewhat of an “altar” of sacrifice to the Lord. The idea is that the preacher invites people to come to the front of the worship venue in a public demonstration of a spiritual commitment to the message that’s been preached.

As we said in our discussion about sermon conclusions in chapter 6, God’s Word always demands a response. While it’s not always necessary to call for an immediate and public response, it is always necessary to call on listeners to respond to God’s Word with obedience. At the same time, great value can be found in calling people to respond immediately and publicly if that call is extended purposefully, strategically and, to some degree, unpredictably. Learning why and how to extend such a call can be a meaningful resource for you to have in your sermon delivery toolbox.

Opposition to Calls for Public Response

Calls for public response to the sermon are not without detractors. Opponents of these calls frequently cite the perceived lack of biblical foundation, claiming that the activity is a modern development with little or no biblical precedent. The problem with this argument, however, lies in its failure to distinguish between the function of the call and the particular form of its employment. The idea of New Testament Christians always coming to a physical altar in response to the preached Word certainly can’t be found in the New Testament. That’s the form. The idea of New Testament Christians always being called upon to act on God’s Word, however, certainly has solid biblical precedent. That’s the function.

Distinguishing between function and form has been important in other areas of Christian worship. Certainly, because church architectural styles and even the logistics of worship are ever evolving, the same lack of biblical precedent could be cited regarding many other contemporary practices, like the use of choirs or pews or communion tables. We may not always have a choir, but we still sing praises to our Lord. We may not have pews in every church building, but we still have places for people to sit. We may not have a specified Communion table at the front of the auditorium, but we still serve the Lord’s Supper. The forms sometimes change, but the functions don’t. So the claim that the absence of a biblical altar call negates the value for public expressions of response is empty at best.

The Bible, however, actually does contain many examples of calls, appeals, and exhortations for individuals to give physical expression to spiritual responses. Autrey observes: “In many of the cases in Scripture, the exact idea of the present-day invitation is not intended, but the germinal idea is there.”45 Whitesell contends that while some models of the modern invitation truly are of comparatively recent origin, the spirit and principle of the activity is as old as the Bible itself.46 Abraham built an altar to which he occasionally returned (Gen. 12–13). The people of Israel set up a monument of stones to remind them of God’s deliverance (Josh. 4). Samuel raised an Ebenezer stone so the people wouldn’t forget God’s strong help (1 Sam. 7). Our Lord Himself instituted both baptism and communion (Matt. 28:18–19; Luke 22:17–19; 1 Cor. 11:23–26) John as physical expressions of spiritual responses.

Other critics have discouraged regular employment of the calls for public response on the grounds that such significant decisions merit careful consideration, not immediate action. Windows of opportunity for spiritual decision making, however, are not always accommodating. The Spirit of God is not limited or bound to human reasoning, nor is He obligated to continue or repeat His work in a person’s life. If a man is beating his wife, he shouldn’t be encouraged to go home and “think about” repenting. If a woman is living in adultery, she doesn’t deserve the privilege of “contemplating” the ramifications of leaving such a lifestyle. One would be hard-pressed not to consider the immediate obedience of Matthew, Zacchaeus, the woman of Sychar, and others.

Still others contend that persons should be asked to respond immediately only when they’re “spiritually prepared to do so.”47 What preacher of the gospel in even the smallest congregation, however, can discern which people in his congregation on any given occasion are spiritually ready to make a decision? A better approach seems to be to offer opportunity for immediate response regularly, but to do so with integrity and clarity so as not to manipulate premature decisions.

Immediate, public expressions of response actually can add accountability and heighten memory that informs a commitment to future action. Both psychological and spiritual value are attached to making some physical expression that will serve as a reminder of a significant spiritual experience. Subsequent life change is enhanced when persons are given an opportunity to act immediately on their intentions. Psychologically, public response serves to confirm the decision in the life of the responder.

This quality grows out of the conviction that preaching is decisional in nature. The sermon does more than make the gospel known. It also calls for response.48 When it comes to trusting Christ for salvation, for example, calls for public response underscore the fact that it’s absolutely necessary for a person to make a definite choice in order to become a Christian. Fish observes, “One does not become a Christian by osmosis. Nobody ‘oozes’ into the kingdom of God.”49

Models for Public Response

Recognition of the germinal idea of the call for public response in Scripture gives rise to several models that can prove valuable in the contemporary setting. Each model innately possesses both advantages and disadvantages, which must be considered when applied to a particular sermon or worship event. Creative, intentional, and meaningful application of each model can resurrect a needed part of the preaching event that’s become nothing more than dead weight in many worship gatherings.

Physical Relocation

Probably the most common model for calling for public expression of response is when listeners are invited to move immediately from their seats to some other location within or near the meeting room. This model describes the traditional “altar call,” which has been offered by many preachers during the twentieth century and now in the twenty-first century. At the “altar” or other designated new location, the responder receives further ministry from the preacher or a trained leader of the church.

The physical relocation model may serve as the standard fare of many preachers, but consideration should be given to using it more meaningfully and intentionally. For example, a sermon about following Christ from Matthew 9:9–13 may best be served with a traditional call for persons to come to the altar area. The call may be prefaced, however, with an invitation to Christians in the audience to kneel at the altar as representatives of Christ. Lost persons then could be invited to come and kneel beside the Christians, “following” their example. Application from a text such as Matthew 5:21–26 regarding reconciliation with an offended brother or sister, however, might best be followed with a call for persons to move from their seats and go to others in the audience with whom they have grievances. The reconciled individuals could then be invited to the altar area together. While these and other “nontraditional” approaches should always be employed with pastoral discretion, they can prove to be meaningful when used well.

Post-Meeting Ministry

Another age-old model calls for persons to respond by attending some kind of ministry session after the worship event has concluded. This response issues forth in a private or semiprivate meeting with the preacher or other trained leader either immediately after the service or at some time in the near future. Meaningful application of this model might include an invitation for persons to meet in a designated room on Monday night after a Sunday sermon about counting the cost of discipleship (Luke 9:57–62). Further instruction and challenge regarding discipleship would be given at that time. An invitation following a message from Psalm 101:3 about not allowing the eyes to look upon wicked things might ask persons to go home when the service is dismissed, collect in a paper sack items that fall into the said category, and return at a prescribed time to a designated location to join others in discarding the items in a meaningful way and receiving help to follow through with their commitments.

Written Record

A third model of public response calls for the hearer to respond by recording his or her decision on a card or some other form. With this model, persons are asked to respond immediately but in a somewhat private manner. Of course, some easy means of collecting decision cards must be included in this model. The written response model may be most effective following a message that calls for the confession of specific sins that don’t need to be publicized beyond the realm of current knowledge. The approach is also helpful in contexts where large numbers of unbelievers are present who may be confused or hesitant about other forms of response. The written record especially is beneficial for persons who aren’t ready to make a decision but would like further information and help.

Physical Gesture

A fourth model of public response calls for listeners to respond with some type of physical gesture while remaining at their seats. Such gestures may include standing, bowing, or raising a hand. Listeners may be asked to respond with the gesture while the audience is watching or while everyone’s head is bowed.

With this model, stationary gestures should be called for purposely. For example, a message about Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-nego from Daniel 3 about not following the crowd might be followed by dismissing the congregation and asking those who desire to make a commitment in this area to remain in their seats and receive counsel from designated individuals. A biographical sermon on taking a bold stand for Christ from the life of Onesiphorus (2 Tim. 1:13–18) may be driven home by a call for respondents to stand at their seats while everyone else remains seated.

Multiple Approach

Most preachers who call for public response on a regular basis use the same model every week. But in addition to the variety mentioned above, think about offering more than one way of response within the same call. For instance, a three-tiered invitation could involve a traditional altar call, followed by the use of a decision card provided for those who didn’t feel comfortable with going to the altar, followed by a third call for still others to meet with available encouragers at a designated place after the worship gathering. One particular expression of response (like the altar call) should never be used exclusively as a determinant of sincerity. Some people struggle with natural phobias that might hinder them from responding in one particular way. Multiple ways to respond open other doors for them to walk through and express their commitments.

Qualities of a Good Call for Response

You need to make sure that you call for public expressions of response in the most appropriate ways. Observing some contemporary preachers who extend effective calls reveals several prominent qualities that provide a healthy atmosphere for positive responses.

1. The Call Is Cohesive with Your Sermon

Many calls for public response have become so routine that they often have absolutely no relationship to the message that has been preached. Some sermons dealing primarily with issues of the Christian life are followed with a call for persons to receive Christ, and vice versa. Extend your first call to people you’ve been addressing in your message, and then broaden it to include others.

Your call for a response should never appear to be an addendum to the sermon but should flow naturally as part of its conclusion. Doing so prevents the perception of a break between the call for response and the sermon.

2. The Call Is Simple and Clear

Make sure people understand what you’re asking them to do. Intricacy and elaboration should be avoided when it comes to giving instructions to people during a call for response. Get directly to the point. Avoid verbosity and ornate terminology.50 “Do not try to be profound, professional, and polished. Just be clear, simple, and concise.”51

Your call should be clear in several regards. Your listeners should be told exactly what they’re being asked to do, why they’re being asked to do it, and what will take place when they do it.52 Also, make sure you don’t cheapen the appeal for response by making your call so broad and general that almost anyone can respond simply to maintain a sense of integrity.53

Also, avoid giving the impression that “walking an aisle” is synonymous with a commitment to Christ. Clearly distinguish the call for repentance, faith, and public discipleship from the act of immediate physical response. At the same time, highlight the meaningful purpose of public expression, such as the availability of counsel, the provision of spiritual and/or psychological confirmation, and the presence of corporate affirmation and encouragement.54 And clearly distinguish between calls for salvation and other types of decisions.55 A failure to do so can result in confusion for both respondents and counselors, as well as in unstable commitments.

3. The Call Is Neither Manipulative nor Threatening

This issue is one of integrity. Potential respondents should not be coerced, pressured, or made to feel guilty during the moment of decision.56 Some people have a natural fear simply of being in public situations. This fear is no different from other natural fears, such as the fear of heights, enclosed places, or water. The public invitation should be handled in such a manner that when a person responds to the given opportunity, he or she is not devastated by being thrust before a crowd without proper preparation or by being forced into some other embarrassing situation.

In addition to calls that are threatening to certain temperaments, any kind of manipulative approach also should be avoided. For example, some preachers employ a deceptively progressive invitation often called the “bait and switch technique.” The congregation is asked to respond in one way, and then the first response is used to lead to a second and sometimes third response. Other tactics such as intentional embarrassment, being untruthful about how many stanzas remain to be sung, wrongfully playing on people’s emotions, and lowering houselights also smack of lack of integrity. Abuse at these points causes many people to react against all kinds of public appeals.

4. The Call Is Personal to Every Listener

Each individual ought to feel like the speaker is talking specifically to him or her. As you begin your call for response as part of your conclusion, become very direct. This kind of personal touch will force each listener to contemplate the challenge. If at no other time during the sermon, every person in attendance should realize “This is for me” during the call for response.

5. The Call Includes an Evangelistic Invitation

While you should never “twist” a text to say something it doesn’t say, you should turn every appeal at some strategic point toward a call for unbelievers to trust Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. Always begin by extending your call for response to the primary intended audience of your text. If your passage primarily is speaking to believers, invite them first to act upon the given truth. But before you finish, don’t fail to extend your appeal to call on unbelievers to repent and believe. All Bible preaching issues forth into evangelism. Regardless of the specific Bible content of your message, your call for response should include an evangelistic appeal.

6. The Call Has a Functional Plan

When people respond, you should have a good plan in place to come alongside them. Effective calls for response can greatly be enhanced by the use of trained persons to offer encouragement and other ministry to people. Churches and other ministry organizations should pay the price to investigate all related legal issues and then provide persons with adequate training. This investment may be the single most helpful element in making an effective public appeal. Although the use of the title “counselor” probably should be avoided, the availability of such persons provides great advantages.

Giving people an opportunity to respond immediately and physically to God’s Word certainly is not a scriptural mandate. However, neither is it an inappropriate or even outdated aspect of the preaching event. Immediate, physical expressions often give worshipers tangible ways to solidify their resolve in their own hearts, as well as to remember their commitment with the passing of time.
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These are exciting times to be a preacher declaring the Word of God. Almost daily, new and thrilling concepts emerge in the field of sermon preparation and delivery. Today you have in your hands tools and techniques that can help you to preach the Word of God more effectively than ever before.

In one sense, preaching is a science. Much of this book approaches preaching from this dimension. Good books written by homileticians can improve your techniques of preparation and delivery. Learning these techniques will help you channel the fire burning in your soul into more effective means of reaching people with God’s eternal Word.

In another sense, however, preaching is an art. Though much can be learned from the homiletics professors, more can be learned from effective preachers. Much learning comes from listening to those who know how to preach. The man who is preaching becomes the best mentor. Preaching not only must be taught—it must be caught. Students of preaching need to get acquainted with good preachers, talk with them about preaching, and learn from them the methods that have made them effective. In this volume we’ve been hesitant to mention very many men who are preaching today simply because of the risk of holding someone up as a model who ends up defaulting on their ministry. We’ve tried to concentrate on those who have finished well. But don’t let that cause you to overlook the multitude of contemporary preachers who demonstrate effective preaching.

The best way to learn to preach, however, is to preach. If, in fact, preaching largely is an art, then you must practice, practice, and then practice some more. But merely preaching week by week isn’t sufficient. The carpenter practices his trade each week, but if he doesn’t develop and sharpen his carpentry skills—and occasionally consult with other carpenters—he may repeat the same mistakes or miss new developments and resources in his field. Likewise, the preacher can engage in meaningful practice. But, he must carefully observe his strengths and his weaknesses. He must develop and improve his preaching skills.

Reading (or even heeding) the counsel of this book will not be a wonder drug for your preaching. You may master the basic contents, yet you’ll never get to the point where you won’t need additional study and improvement. You’ll have days when you struggle in the study and in the pulpit. You’ll move with the difficulty of the snail. On other days, you’ll soar like an eagle. The words will flow, the ingredients of effective exposition will come together in a powerful combination, and you’ll preach the stars down. If this book can make the latter experience occur more often, its aim will have been realized.

Hopefully, these discussions will get you started toward a lifetime of study in the area of sermon preparation and delivery. Many areas of the preaching dynamic addressed in this book need additional research and study by other homileticians and practitioners. Still other areas that haven’t been addressed await careful exploration. Keep abreast of the latest information in the field. Start with some of the books listed in the Selected Bibliography of this volume. Listen to good speakers and preachers and learn from them. Benefit from their strengths and avoid their mistakes. Attend one or more pastors conferences each year where you can hear and see model sermons, be inspired, find resources, and meet fellow pastors who will encourage and pray with you.

Also listen to yourself. See that every sermon you preach is recorded. Listen to each one carefully. Correct your mistakes during practice sessions. Learn from them. Ask yourself, Why was this not effective? Ask, How could I have said that better?

One word of caution: Don’t allow the mechanics of sermon preparation and delivery to become an obsession to you. You can become so concerned about the details that you bind yourself and make it difficult to preach. An unlearned preacher once summed up his approach to preaching this way: “First, I reads myself full. Next, I thinks myself clear. Next, I prays myself hot, and then I lets go.” Your goal should be for the nuts and bolts offered here to become second nature to you so that good preparation and delivery become natural.

One thing, however, that you can’t afford to ignore in your sermon preparation and presentation is your dependency on God’s Holy Spirit. If you and I ever ignore or forget the Holy Spirit, the power in our preaching eventually will wane. Part of the business of preparing sermons is welcoming and waiting on the Spirit through prayer and personal study, both during our preparation and before our actual delivery. Remember that you can be the greatest expository sermon maker on the planet, but if you don’t preach with an other-worldly power, then nothing supernatural will take place. No life change will ever happen in your listeners. Be militant about pursuing the Spirit’s anointing. Stay on your face before God, crying out to Him for His strong help so you can say with the apostle Paul: “I was with you in weakness and in fear and in much trembling, and my speech and my message were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, so that your faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but in the power of God” (1 Cor. 2:3–5).

Finally, preach Jesus, and you will always have an audience. Bernard said, “Yesterday, I preached myself, and the scholars came up and praised me. Today, I preached Christ, and the sinners came up and thanked me.” Make a full surrender of yourself to preach Jesus and His glorious gospel. Make sure that—from every place in Scripture—you do what He did: “Beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself” (Luke 24:27). Then, as you stand to preach, God will bless you wonderfully as you lift up your voice.

Preparing effective expository sermons can be a most frustrating work. Many weeks our hearts may be overwhelmed with a sense of inadequacy. Who among us can do justice to our responsibility to preach what God says in His Word? But God has chosen in the past, and still chooses today, to use weak and inadequate human vessels to communicate His living Word. (See Paul’s reminder in 2 Corinthians 4:7.)

May He bless you as you give yourself weekly to sermon preparation and delivery, so that you will indeed be a “worker who [is] not … ashamed” (2 Tim. 2:15 NKJV).
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Below is an example of a marked-up copy of Acts 6:1–7, showing numerous observations made about the Scripture passage. For additional examples and more extensive help with making observations about Bible passages, see J. Scott Duvall and J. Daniel Hays, Grasping God’s Word: A Hands-On Approach to Reading, Interpreting, and Applying the Bible, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 51–112; and John Piper’s “Look at the Book” labs at http://www.desiringgod.org/labs.
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For Prose

HEBREWS 4:12
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For Story

MARK 4:35–41

Life Situation

35 On that day, when evening had come, he said to them, “Let us cross over to the other side.”

36 And leaving the crowd, they took him with them in the boat, just as he was. And other boats were also with him.

37 And a great windstorm arose, and the waves were breaking into the boat, so that the boat was already filling.

Conflict/Climax

38 But he was in the stern, asleep on the cushion. And they woke him and said to him, “Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?”

Resolution

39 And he awoke and rebuked the wind and said to the sea, “Peace! Be still!” And the wind ceased and there was a great calm.

Application

40 He said to them, “Why are you so afraid? How is it that you have no faith?”

41 And they were filled with great fear, and said to one another, “Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?”

For Poetry

JEREMIAH 17:5–10 (NKJV)
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Text: Luke 9:57–62

Primary Audience: Believers

Proposition: Christ’s followers should count the cost of living out His mission and then leverage everything to do it.

Purpose: I want my listeners to consider the risks of living on mission for Jesus and then devote themselves wholeheartedly to doing it.

Title: “Three Reasons You Ought Not to Make Disciples”

Outline:

Your reputation and resources are at stake. (Luke 9:57–58)

Your religion is safe. (Luke 9:59–60)

Your relationships are strong. (Luke 9:61–62)
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Use the following simple exercises to help you relax on days that you preach:

Home exercises. Begin your preparation for speaking before you leave home. In a private room (an observer might think you’re crazy), begin by lying down flat on your back on a bed or on the floor. Completely stretch out your arms and your legs. Tense your whole body. Hold the tension until you feel your muscles begin to quiver. Then, with a sigh, release the tension. Allow every part of your body to slump in exhaustion.

Next, tense the muscles of your legs until they quiver. Release the tension. Now, tense your arms until they quiver. Release them. Tense your facial and throat muscles. Release them. Tense the muscles of your abdomen, chest, shoulders, and neck. Release them.

At this point, glance around the room to be sure no one is present! Begin to talk softly to your body. Begin with your feet. As you gradually move your feet at the ankles, tell your feet to relax. Repeat the process with your legs, bending them at the knees and hips. Move to your arms. Turn your wrists, move your elbows and your shoulders, talking to them all the while in soothing tones. Then, gradually move your head from side to side. With a big sigh tell your body to take it easy. Be careful not to go back to sleep and be late for the preaching service!

Mobile exercises. As you drive to where you are going to preach, use the time to prepare your voice. Try singing softly the notes on the musical scale with a soft ah sound to warm up your voice. You might use this time to do some of the breathing drills in Appendix 5. By the time you arrive at your preaching point, your voice should be warmed up and ready to go.

Pre-preaching exercises. If possible, find a quiet place to spend a few uninterrupted moments before you preach. Sit in a comfortable position and try to eliminate any disturbing thoughts that might increase your tension. Do the following exercises in an unhurried, unpressured manner. When you get ready to go into the pulpit, you should be as tension-free as you need to be for effective speaking.


1. Starting at the hairline and working down to your lower neck, massage very gently all the muscles of your face and throat. You will be able to feel with your fingers any tension in these muscles. As you stroke these muscles downward, let your face become as limp as possible. Move your fingers over your eyes, closing them in the process. Let your jaw hang limp. When your jaw drops, allow your tongue to come over your lower lip as much as you can. Do not force the process, but let it happen naturally.

2. Relax the swallowing muscles next. Using the fingers of both hands, press gently on each side of your throat, beginning at the jaw and moving to the Adam’s apple. Massage these muscles very gently. Swallow, and feel how much more relaxed these muscles are than before. This process will greatly reduce tension in your throat.

3. Take your chin in hand and move it up and down, right and left. This activity will decrease any resistance in your jaw. The jaw muscles tend to stiffen when there is too much tension. Work your jaw muscles until they are as relaxed as possible. Take your time.

4. Take your voice box between your thumb and fingers on one hand and move it from side to side until it is free of tension.

5. Make sure the muscles of your neck are relaxed. Allow your head to nod up and down and roll from side to side. (This exercise is suggested in David Blair McClosky, Your Voice at Its Best [Plymouth, MA: Memorial, 1972].)

6. Yawn several times. This activity will relax all the muscles of the face and throat.
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Use the following series of simple exercises to develop your breath as you speak:


1. Inhale easily as though you are about to speak. Hold the inhaled breath silently for a moment. Imagine you are speaking a simple word or phrase. Release the breath and let the air flow out gradually without forcing it.

2. Repeat the previous exercise, and gradually increase the length of time you can hold in the air without excessive tension or strain. Release the breath.

3. Repeat the exercise again, and speak a single word or phrase. Be aware of the outer movement of the abdomen during inhalation. Also be aware of the inward movement of the abdomen as you exhale during the speaking of the word or phrase.

4. Inhale a sufficient supply of air. Then exhale, using a single word or vowel such as ah, oh, e, u. Maintain the tone as long as your breath will allow. Stop before you lose an awareness of a reserve supply of breath in your lungs.

5. Repeat the exercise. This time speak a series of numbers such as one, two, three, four, five, in sequence. Continue counting as long as you can maintain a comfortable flow of breath. See how high you can count on one breath without releasing all your reserve air. This approach is merely for the purpose of exercise. In preaching, you should never try to speak as much as possible on one breath.

6. Use the exercise on the next page, suggested by a speech pathologist, to increase your capacity for adequate breath for speaking. Learn to read each sentence in one breath. To do so, inhale a sufficient supply of air. Then, maintaining smooth expiration, read each sentence.








The House That Jack Built1

This is the house that Jack built.//

This is the malt that lay in the house that Jack built.//

This is the rat that ate the malt that lay in the house that Jack built. //

This is the cat that caught the rat that ate the malt that lay in the house that Jack built.//

This is the dog that worried the cat that caught the rat that ate the malt that lay in the house that Jack built.// (10 seconds)

This is the cow with the crumpled horn that tossed the dog that worried the cat that caught the rat that ate the malt that lay in the house that Jack built.// (12 seconds)

This is the maiden all forlorn that milked the cow with the crumpled horn that tossed the dog that worried the cat that caught the rat that ate the malt that lay in the house that Jack built.// (15 seconds)

This is the man all tattered and torn who kissed the maiden all forlorn that milked the cow with the crumpled horn that tossed the dog that worried the cat that caught the rat that ate the malt that lay in the house that Jack built.// (17 seconds)

This is the priest all shaven and shorn that married the man all tattered and torn who kissed the maiden all forlorn that milked the cow with the crumpled horn that tossed the dog that worried the cat that caught the rat that ate the malt that lay in the house that Jack built.// (20 seconds)


1. “The House That Jack Built” is an old British nurses’ rhyme I (Jerry) practiced as part of my recovery from a vocal nodule, given by my speech pathologist, Dr. Sam Faircloth. (See “My Wake-Up Call,” page 284.) It is in public domain.
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Broadus, John A. On the Preparation and Delivery of Sermons. 4th ed. Revised by Vernon L. Stanfield. San Francisco: Harper and Row Publishers, 1979.
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Robinson, Haddon W. Biblical Preaching: The Development and Delivery of Expository Messages. 2nd ed. Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001.

Rummage, Stephen Nelson. Planning Your Preaching: A Step-by-Step Guide for Developing a One-Year Preaching Calendar. Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2002.

Communication (Delivery)

Ellsworth, Wilbur. The Power of Speaking God’s Word. Scotland: Mentor, 2001.

Fasol, Al. A Complete Guide to Sermon Delivery. Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1996.
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These quality resources are all available online at the following websites:
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TAKE YOUR PREACHING TO THE NEXT LEVEL

While most preaching books are geared toward new preachers, Progress in the Pulpit builds on the basics and focuses on aspects of preaching that often fall into neglect. It also gives special attention to some of the latest cultural and homiletical trends, issues pastors don’t have time to research on their own.

Check out an excerpt in the following pages, where you will learn how to organically transition to the gospel message in your sermon.
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GETTING TO THE CROSS IN EVERY SERMON

Jim Shaddix

I take my text and make a beeline to the cross.” While it’s certainly not the only great quote attributed to him, this declaration has been hailed as the sum of Charles Haddon Spurgeon’s preaching method.

Although some question whether “the prince of preachers” actually said these words,1 most agree that the statement accurately reflects his commitment to get to Jesus in every sermon. He didn’t care who or what stood in his way. Spurgeon was going to find a path to Calvary every time he preached. And every self-respecting expositor should do the same. But is a beeline the best line for getting to the cross every time we preach?






THE WEATHER ON OUR WAY TO THE CROSS

My wife and I love road trips. Although I fly a lot, if all things are equal and we’ve got the time, the two of us would prefer to load up the car and make our journey by land. When we do, we use a lot of apps on our smartphones and tablets to help us enjoy the trip. Whether it’s finding restaurants, rest areas, points of interests, or the closest Starbucks, we rely heavily on our technology. But starting out, two particular apps are especially important to me: the weather app and the GPS app. I want to know the forecast along my route, and I want to hear the lady on my GPS app say, “You’re on the fastest route and your route is clear.”

In determining how to make the best line to the cross, it’s probably wise for us to know a little bit about the current climate of the conversation.

What We Agree On

I don’t know many expositors who wouldn’t agree that evangelical pastors need to preach Christ in every sermon. After all, that’s the primary distinguishing factor between Christian preaching and the moralistic, God-themed sermons that characterize most theistic world religions. As has often been suggested, a truly Christian sermon should never be welcome in a Jewish synagogue or a Muslim mosque, at least sermons spoken by preachers who have any convictions about what they believe. And it’s Christ and His cross that should create the fundamental rub. The apostle Paul said the cross was a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to everybody else (cf. 1 Cor. 1:18, 23).

The Bible’s Theme: God’s Redemptive Work in Christ

More importantly, it’s hard to read the New Testament and not come away with the clear understanding that all Scripture is about God’s redemptive work in Christ. The New Testament obviously is comprised of a clear retelling of the gospel (Gospels), the story of its expansion (Acts), and an exposition of gospel truths (Epistles). But Jesus, the apostles, and other early church leaders evidently believed that Christ was the theme of the Old Testament as well. In the most famous sermon ever preached, Jesus claimed to be the intended meaning of the Old Testament: “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them” (Matt. 5:17). He told his critics, “You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that bear witness about me…. For if you believed Moses, you would believe me; for he wrote of me” (John 5:39, 46). And after the resurrection, Luke records a couple of telling conversations that Jesus had with His disciples:


And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself…. Then he said to them, “These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you, that everything written about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.” (Luke 24:27, 44)



Jesus clearly saw Himself as the intended meaning of the Old Testament Scriptures.2

Jesus’ followers embraced the same conviction after He rose from the dead and ascended back to heaven. At Pentecost and in the days following it, Peter preached about Jesus fulfilling God’s promises that were foretold by the prophets about the Messiah (cf. Acts 2:14–34; 3:18–25). Philip told the Ethiopian eunuch the good news about Jesus by expounding from Isaiah 53 (cf. Acts 8:27–35). In Paul’s first recorded sermon he preached Christ from Psalm 2:7, 16:10, Isaiah 5:3, 49:6, and Habakkuk 1:5 (cf. Acts 13:13–43), a practice he would continue throughout his missionary journeys (e.g., Acts 17:1–3; 26:22–23; 28:23). And his epistles are filled with clear connections he made between the Old Testament and the person of Christ (e.g., Rom. 1:1–3; 16:25–27; 1 Cor. 15:3–4). Maybe the most pervasive example of Christ being interpreted as the theme of Old Testament Scripture is found in the book of Hebrews. Guthrie counts “roughly thirty-seven quotations, forty allusions, nineteen cases where OT material is summarized, and thirteen where an OT name or topic is referred to without reference to a specific context.”3 The author of Hebrews—in sermonic fashion throughout the letter—clearly exposes Christ from all of these places.

The Spirit’s Theme: To Glorify Christ

In addition to Jesus and His followers considering all of Scripture to be about Him, the Holy Spirit shares the same conviction! Jesus told His disciples that the Spirit would “bear witness about me” (John 15:26) and “glorify me” (John 16:14). The Spirit of God is to make much of the Son of God. So it just makes sense that if the Spirit of God’s job is to draw attention to the Son of God, and the Spirit of God inspired all of Scripture (cf. 2 Peter 1:20–21; 2 Tim. 3:16), then all of Scripture must be about the Son of God. Ware writes, “For although the Spirit is primarily responsible for producing the Bible as the inspired Word of God, the Bible is not primarily about the Spirit but rather it is about the Son.”4 From Genesis to Revelation, the Holy Spirit wrote about the Lord Jesus Christ.

It’s clear that the New Testament church believed the focus of the Old Testament was Jesus Christ. The vast majority of contemporary expositors share this same conviction that both Old and New Testaments are about Him. Azurdia says the Bible is “a record of the redemption of the people of God by His Son, Jesus Christ.”5 Wright concurs: “The Old Testament tells the story which Jesus completes.”6 Even the statement of faith in my own Southern Baptist denomination acknowledges this truth: “All Scripture is a testimony to Christ, who is Himself the focus of divine revelation.”7 Because we believe the whole Bible is about Jesus, it makes sense we agree that every sermon should reveal that relationship in some way—so we show people the gospel. I don’t hear much argument over these two contentions. So what’s all the fuss about?

What We Don’t Agree On

To Beeline

While expositors tend to agree that Christ is the theme of all Scripture, and that the gospel subsequently should show up in every sermon, we don’t always agree about how we get there and what exactly that Christ-always theme ought to look like. In fact, the approach that Spurgeon supposedly professed to preaching Christ in every message has been met with mixed reviews among some today who champion expository preaching. Mohler, a clear proponent of Spurgeon’s beeline approach, hails the great British pulpiteer for his alleged beeline homiletic, saying that he


preached a full-bodied gospel with substantive content and unashamed conviction. In this he was regarded as something of an exception, but he held fast to his biblical faith, Calvinist convictions, and evangelistic appeal…. But whatever the text—Old Testament or New Testament—Spurgeon would find his way to the gospel of the Savior on the cross. And that gospel was put forth with the full force of substitutionary atonement and with warnings of eternal punishment but for the grace of God in Jesus Christ.8



According to Mohler—and myriads of other contemporary expositors—Spurgeon serves as a healthy model of Christ-centered, gospel-driven preaching.

Or Not to Beeline

Other expositors, however, have balked at the wisdom of the approach Spurgeon is believed to have embraced. Thabiti Anyabwile, for example, minces no words when suggesting that


Spurgeon was wrong. We’re not to take a text and make a bee-line to the cross. In fact, if you’ve read a number of Spurgeon’s sermons you’ve no doubt noticed that often he seems to take the long way around. He was no expositor and he seemed to make a bee-line away from the text, which is not the same as making a bee-line to the cross.9



By contrast to the beeline approach, Anyabwile contends, preachers have the responsibility to reveal the meaning of every text for its original author and hearers, according to its immediate context (a contention with which I’m quite confident Mohler would agree!). Then and only then can they make their way to the cross in a responsible manner. He says,


A bee-line to the cross might just be bad exegesis and a neglect of the Bible. The gospel preacher’s task is to explain what God said and meant in a given text in context, answer what it meant for the original hearers—whether Israel or the early church, then show how it relates to the Person and work of Christ, before applying it to our contemporary hearers.10



For Anyabwile and many others, this approach fosters a better understanding of the whole Bible, exposes Christ in richer ways, avoids canned presentations of the gospel that get tacked on to the end of the sermon, and makes the gospel integral to every text with integrity.11

Now I’m not suggesting that Al Mohler condones every approach Spurgeon took. Nor am I suggesting that Thabiti Anyabwile disagrees with everything Spurgeon did. But I am suggesting that these two expositors represent the fact that there are differences of opinions regarding how we get to the cross, or at least regarding the validity of the approach credited to Spurgeon. So what’s an expositor to do? Do we find our way to Jesus in every sermon regardless of the historical context and meaning of our passage? Or does our preaching text establish some guidance—and boundaries—for making our way to the cross? What exactly does it look like for us to be Christ-centered and gospel-driven in every sermon we preach? And how do we get there?

What We Should Agree On

I don’t claim to be smart enough to settle a debate that now has spanned almost two decades. Nor am I naïve enough to think there’s a place where we’ll all agree on every facet of Christ-centered, gospel-driven preaching. But I do suspect that Mohler and Anyabwile—and the various camps they represent—actually wouldn’t disagree much with one another if they sat down in the same room and talked through this issue. Furthermore, I’m not convinced that Spurgeon himself would disagree too much if he could sit in on the conversation! So how are these differing perspectives reconciled?

A Unifying Purpose: The Bible’s Story Line of Redemption and re-creation

I’m convinced that the best way to bring these positions together is to keep in mind not just the theme of all of Scripture but the purpose of all of Scripture. In chapter 1, I proposed that the primary purpose of the Bible was to unfold God’s redemptive plan of re-creating mankind into His image through Jesus Christ. The apostle Paul said of the people whom God “foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. And those whom he predestined he also called, and those whom he called he also justified, and those whom he justified he also glorified” (Rom. 8:29–30). And that truth frames the Bible and serves as its primary theme (cf. Gen. 1:26–27; 2 Cor. 3:18; Phil. 3:21; Col. 3:10; 2 Peter 1:3–4; 1 John 3:2; Rev. 21:3–4).

Basically what I’m talking about is using sound biblical theology. That’s what we’re doing when we interpret all of Scripture in view of the Bible’s overall story line of redemption and re-creation. We’re operating with the conviction that the Old Testament sets the stage for our need to be restored to God’s image and points us to Christ as the agent of that process; the Gospels reveal Jesus as the Christ, unfolding the redemptive work He did to restore us to God’s image; and the rest of the New Testament explains the implications of Jesus’ death and resurrection for our re-creation, culminating with the full accomplishment of God’s mission of restoring us to His image in Christ that we might enjoy and worship Him forever. Surely we have to agree on these things.

If we agree that all Scripture is about Jesus, and that the Bible is one big story about what God has done in Christ to restore us to His image, then it follows that every text stands somewhere in relation to Christ. My friend and colleague Tony Merida contends, “Every text will point to Christ futuristically, refer to Christ explicitly, or look back to Christ implicitly.”12 So the most important question for me to answer is, “Where does my text stand in relation to Christ?”

Answering this question about New Testament texts should be relatively simple. The Gospels are the historical account of Jesus’ life and work; Acts is about the advancement of His mission in and through the early church; the Epistles are reflections on His life, work, and character as they are to be lived out by His followers; and Revelation is the foretelling of His triumphant return and future glory. Just about every text in the New Testament is speaking directly about Jesus’ person and work, the advancement of His message and mission, and His return in glory. So if we interpret these texts with integrity, their historical meaning is going to lead us naturally to Christ and His gospel.

The Old Testament, however, is a bit trickier. Why? Because no Old Testament text mentions “Jesus of Nazareth” specifically, and most don’t even explicitly reference the concept of the Messiah. So moving forward, I want us to dedicate most of our attention to the biblical revelation before Jesus ever showed up. While the principles we discuss in the rest of this chapter apply to both Old and New Testaments, we’ll concentrate on how we get to the cross in every sermon from passages in the Old Testament.

So keep in mind that the need to answer the question Where does my text stand in relation to Christ? doesn’t in any way imply that Jesus, any titles referring to Him (i.e., Christ, Messiah, Savior, Deliverer, etc.), or even the idea of His person are referenced in every biblical text. Block says, “On the surface it may appear spiritually edifying, but it is exegetically fraudulent to try to extract from every biblical text some truth about Christ. The Scriptures consist of many different genres and address many different concerns. Not all speak of Christ.”13 Merida agrees:


I am not advocating allegory or clever “Jesus-jukes” (also called spiritualizing). Some well-intended but misguided people, in their zeal to preach Christ, sometimes play fast and loose with the Bible, making cavalier and fanciful correspondences that are not in the text. Every time you read about wood in the Old Testament, it does not stand for the cross. Every time you see the color red, it does not signify blood. These are examples of silly, unfounded allegorical readings.14



To force connections to Jesus on any text is nothing short of exegetical gymnastics and hermeneutical treason. We are responsible for discovering the Holy Spirit’s intended meaning in the text, beginning with what the human author intended the original audience to get. And the human authors in the Old Testament certainly weren’t thinking about Jesus of Nazareth and a bloody cross every time they wrote.

Finding Connections that Lead to Jesus

Instead of allegorizing, spiritualizing, or fabricating unintended allegory, we need to be looking for the inner-biblical connections within Scripture that lead to Jesus. The Bible is a unified book in which all the plot lines and embedded gospel themes converge on Christ.15 Geisler says, “Christ is presented as the tie between the Testaments, the content of the whole canon, and the unifying theme within each book of the Bible.”16 As an interpreter, my job is to find the connections in my particular preaching text to that unifying theme.

Finding those connections means that we must study, prepare, and preach every sermon with our biblical theology in mind: the overarching narrative and redemptive purpose of the Bible—re-creation into God’s image through Christ. I love Jeramie Rinne’s analogy that likens this approach to Bible interpretation and preaching to having good “court sense” in a basketball game:


Good basketball players don’t just focus on dribbling the ball to the hoop. They are aware of the location of their teammates and defenders on the court as well as the flow of play. Similarly, good exposition doesn’t merely provide a running commentary on the verses at hand. It also has a court sense of what else is going on before and after the text, and how it all relates to overall progression of God’s big story.17



Our basketball court is the whole Bible that tells a single story of God’s mission to re-create a people into His image through Christ and establish a kingdom for His glory. If we can determine how every passage fits into that story, then we will have found a clear path to the glorious gospel of the cross. I think all expositors must agree on that. So let’s explore some ways to help us do it.






SEEING OUR WAY TO THE CROSS

The older I get the more I struggle with seeing well. I’m not at the point yet where I need to wear glasses all the time, but the doctor tells me I do need them when I drive at night and when I look at a computer screen for long periods of time. The lenses he prescribed make words on road signs and electronic documents actually readable for me. That’s what corrective lenses do—they help us see things in the right way instead of the convoluted way our unaided degenerating eyes see our world. Eyeglasses help us see the right route as we walk or drive. In the same way, we have to choose the right lenses in order to find our way to the cross in every sermon. Our fallible nature as interpreters can cause us to see texts in convoluted ways they weren’t intended to be seen. So our choice of lens is critical if we’re going to see Christ in the right way in every text.

Three Ways to View Scripture Connections to Christ

In recent years preachers and scholars have proposed several hermeneutical lenses to help us see appropriate Christ-connections. The three primary lenses that seem to get the most airtime are christocentric, christotelic, and christiconic. Each of these three approaches is considered to be an overarching hermeneutical rubric to be applied to the whole of Scripture. The christocentric approach sees all of Scripture as having Christ as its central theme. The christotelic approach sees all of Scripture as having Christ as its end, or fulfillment. The christiconic approach sees all of Scripture as having Christ—or His character—as its goal in the lives of the readers.

Because each one of these perspectives is considered to be a lens through which all of Scripture should be viewed, they most often are considered in juxtaposition to one another. In other words, it’s implied that we have to pick only one of them as our path to getting to the cross. And I’m convinced that’s one of the biggest reasons we end up with opposing positions among like-minded expositors who share similar theological views.

My question is, Why can’t we use all three? Just like some people have a pair of prescription glasses for everyday use and then a pair of reading glasses for the small print, it makes sense that we might need to look at different texts through different lenses. So isn’t it possible that different literary genres and even different passages might require a different hermeneutical key? Instead of embracing one particular method as the only way, isn’t it more likely that one approach may work for a given passage but may not work for others? Murray thinks so: “I increasingly saw the vital necessity of flexibility in interpreting each Old Testament genre and passage, the need to have a variety of interpretive keys at my disposal if I was to accurately unlock the Christ-centered message that God had packed into that book or passage.”18 With the wide variety of biblical literary genres, it seems best to adopt a paradigm that enables us to choose the appropriate interpretive key to unlock the gospel connection in each genre and text.

I’m convinced that the christocentric, christotelic, and christiconic lenses can combine to make a strong process for getting to the cross from every text in every sermon. So I don’t feel like I have to choose one of them as an exclusive approach. Instead, I keep all three at my disposal so I can determine which is the best approach to discovering the Christ connection in my particular preaching text. So think about these three lenses as they relate to helping us see where our text stands in relationship to Christ.

The Christocentric Approach

The term christocentric has a broad history that encompasses a variety of styles, approaches, and methods. It’s been popularized in recent years by men like Sidney Greidanus and Graeme Goldsworthy. Greidanus says, “God’s story of bringing his kingdom on earth is centered in Christ: Christ the center of redemptive history, Christ the center of the Scriptures.”19 Again, Greidanus is speaking about the whole of Scripture. But if we think of the term christocentric as meaning Christ is the center, then it can be a very helpful tool in interpreting and preaching many individual texts in the Bible. Why? Because many texts do have Christ at their center—they are speaking directly and specifically about Jesus. The author’s intent was to tell people something about the Messiah to come.

So the first thing we want to do is look to see if Christ is the center—or central theme—of the preaching text. In the Old Testament, the most direct route to the cross is what we call promise/fulfillment. That’s when the preaching text contains a prophecy or promise that specifically addresses Christ and His work, and is clearly fulfilled in some aspect of the gospel. These texts are christocentric in that they’re speaking directly about the Messiah.

Think about the many passages in the Old Testament that specifically and directly address the subject of the Messiah. For example, consider the host of Messianic Psalms (e.g., Pss. 2, 22, 110) as well as passages like Isaiah 9 and 53. These are texts that have Christ as their theme. If I’m preaching from the prophets, I want to note when they’re specifically speaking about the messianic event. Micah’s prophecy about a ruler coming out of Bethlehem (Mic. 5:2), for example, provides a direct path to Matthew 2:6 where the prophecy is fulfilled in the birth of Jesus. When I’m preaching on Abraham, I want to be sure to take my people over into the New Testament to see how Jesus fulfills God’s promises to bless Abraham’s offspring or “seed” (Gal. 3:16; cf. Gen. 12:7; 13:15; 17:8; 24:7). Many passages address the Christ event explicitly and directly. These texts usually provide the easiest pathways to the cross.

The Christotelic Approach

The term christotelic is relatively new in the field of Bible interpretation. It likely was coined by Peter Enns in an effort to describe the apostolic method of interpreting the Old Testament.20 Enns explains that the Greek word telos means “end” or “completion.” So, to read the Old Testament christotelically means to read it already knowing that Christ is somehow the end to which the Old Testament is heading.21 Again, Enns is speaking of a lens through which to look at the Old Testament as a whole. But if we apply the idea to individual texts, it serves to help us identify the gospel connection in passages that don’t speak of Christ specifically (christocentric), but instead find their ultimate realization in Him (christotelic).

The christotelic approach enables the Bible expositor to determine how a particular text points toward Christ so one doesn’t have to force Him into every text. Additionally, it holds the expositor accountable to being true to the historical meaning of the text for the original audience. Championing for a christotelic approach, Block writes:


While it is hermeneutically irresponsible to say that all Old Testament texts have a Christocentric meaning or point to Christ, it is true that all play a significant role in God’s great redemptive plan that leads to and climaxes in Christ. This means that as a Christian interpreter my wrestling with an Old Testament text must begin with trying to grasp the sense the original readers/hearers should have got, and authoritative preaching of that text depends upon having grasped that intended sense first.22



It’s vital that we let the original meaning direct us to God’s redemptive plan in Christ. The christotelic approach to certain texts helps us arrive at the cross without straining to make Christ fit into every passage.

Some of the most fertile soil for making christotelic connections is in the area of typology. A type is a correspondence between some aspect of the gospel in the New Testament with people, offices, events, and institutions in the Old Testament. Specifically, the Old Testament type foreshadows Jesus and His work. New Testament writers frequently refer to things in the Old Testament as types of Christ, which makes it different from allegory. Allegory makes unsubstantiated leaps to the gospel. True typology, on the other hand, is comprised of Old Testament patterns, language, and themes that are clearly given a new—often escalated—meaning in the New Testament. For example, in the New Testament Jesus is the last Adam, a priest greater than Melchizedek, a prophet better than Moses, the true Israel, David’s ultimate Son, the true Passover lamb, our final sacrifice, and more.

One of the things I’ve found helpful in identifying these types is to ask the question, What does this look like on this side of the cross? Asking this question forces me to consider whether there is a clear New Testament correspondent to the person, office, event, theme, or institution that I’m dealing with in my Old Testament preaching passage. This allows me to interpret and expound the text according to its historical context and meaning, and then move my audience to see what that truth looks like in light of the New Testament and its gospel message.

For example, some time ago I was preaching through Haggai and dealing with God’s command for the returning Jewish exiles to rebuild the temple. The temple in Jerusalem played a crucial role in the Old Testament as the place of God’s saving and ruling presence among His people. The original temple was a literal physical structure located in a specific geographic place. And through Haggai God was telling the Israelites to rebuild it with real brick and stone and mortar and wood. But surely the book of Haggai wasn’t telling my congregation to launch a church building program! So I had to ask, “What does the concept of the temple look like on this side of the cross?”

The answer to that question is that the Old Testament temple merely foreshadowed God’s presence among His people through Jesus Christ. In the New Testament, Jesus Himself claimed to be the temple (John 2:21). He—like the temple—is the physical presence of God among His people to save and reign. Later Paul said—as a result of Christ’s work—individual believers are the temple (1 Cor. 3:16; 6:19–20). When Jesus takes up residence in someone’s life, God dwells there! Paul also said the church is the temple (Eph. 2:19–22). When Jesus gets in the lives of believers, and believers unite to form the church, God is resident in their midst. Ultimately the New Testament says the eternal presence of God in Christ is the temple (Rev. 21:22). So once I explained the meaning of Haggai’s words to its original hearers, I took my people to the New Testament passages above to show them the priority we must place on pursuing and experiencing the presence of God, even above our own comfort and convenience. That’s what the Holy Spirit—through Haggai—is saying to people on this side of the cross. This kind of christotelic connection allows me to preach Christ without compromising original authorial intent.

Certain biblical themes are similar to types, except they don’t point as directly to Christ. These are recurring motifs and images that often help us see where our text fits in the larger biblical story. These themes often are best seen christotelically. Some of the more common biblical themes include creation, covenants, the exodus from Egypt, the day of the Lord, and the kingdom of God. Tracing these themes as they are woven throughout biblical history provides a framework for organically moving from many texts to the key turning point of their fulfillment in the gospel. For example, when I’m expounding Numbers 13–14 in the Old Testament, the letter to the Hebrews in the New Testament helps me challenge believers not to resist participating in God’s missionary enterprise. Conversely, understanding the timeline of Israel’s exodus from Egypt helps me to understand and preach the message of Hebrews as a missionary appeal to God’s people to fulfill their purpose of getting the gospel to unbelievers.

The Christiconic Approach

Of the three terms, christiconic represents the newest approach to be proposed for interpreting and preaching Old Testament texts. It’s the brainchild of Abraham Kuruvilla, who suggests that the Bible as a whole projects an image of Christ, with each text portraying a facet of what it looks like to be Christlike.23 These facets—or icons—of the image of Christ are presented through the theological sense of the given passage, providing listeners the opportunity to align themselves with God’s divine demand for holiness and thereby be conformed to the image of Christ. I don’t necessarily agree with all of Kuruvilla’s assertions (nor would he probably agree with all of my application of his assertions!). But I do think his paradigm can be useful in my approach to individual texts. While some texts have Christ as their center (christocentric), and others have Christ as their intended realization (christotelic), some texts simply reflect the character and image of Christ into which God is re-creating us (christiconic).

The christiconic connection is particularly helpful in practically applying the dos and don’ts of mature Christian living to our listeners. Kuruvilla contends:


Application involves discovering the world projected in front of the text and aligning oneself to that world. Such an alignment restores the relationship between God and his community. A periscope, by way of its theology, thus contributes to the corporate mission of covenant renewal. I submit that what God would have is that his people be captivated by the world projected in front of the text, and that they seek to be its inhabitants, aligning themselves to its precepts, priorities, and practices. This is God’s gracious divine demand.24



When the natural outgrowth of a text is the identification of Christlike qualities or practices that God intends for our lives, there’s a direct application for listeners to embrace, adopt, or align themselves with those qualities. Doing so fosters restoration into His image.

The christiconic approach helps me to answer the question, “What does my text say about our need for Jesus?” I think this is Bryan Chapell’s intent when he tells us to look for the fallen condition focus (FCF) in every passage. He defines FCF as “the mutual human condition that contemporary believers share with those to or about whom the text was written that requires the grace of the passage for God’s people to glorify and enjoy him.”25 When I’m able to identify “the mutual human condition” between the original audience and my audience, I then can find a redemptive solution in the Christ life that faithfully reflects the meaning of the text, and at the same time gets me to the cross in my sermon. I like to think of that solution as the crucified condition needed for us to look like Jesus. It’s the aspect of sanctification that’s required by the gospel.

Specific moral commandments—reflected in such laws as the Ten Commandments, aspects of the Levitical law, the Proverbs, and implied in the lives of many Bible characters—fill the biblical story with pathways to the cross. Rinne identifies three particular ways we get to Jesus from Scripture’s moral and ethical commands. First, those commands lead us to Jesus by showing us our sin and need of a savior. They’re like a mirror to confront us with our moral deformity and inability to be justified by keeping God’s law (cf. Rom. 3:20). Second, biblical commands point us to Jesus as the one who perfectly kept them and brought them to their intended goal (cf. Matt. 5:17). The prodigal nature of Adam and Israel, as well as Israel’s judges and kings, all demonstrate man’s inability to earn God’s approval. Third, through reliance on God’s Spirit through the resurrected Christ, we can now keep God’s laws as obedient sons and daughters. Jesus rescued us from the power of sin “in order that the law’s requirement would be accomplished in us who do not walk according to the flesh but according to the Spirit” (Rom. 8:4).26

One example is Proverbs, a book filled with wisdom-sayings that I think are best interpreted and preached with a christiconic approach. The apostle Paul wrote that “because of him [God] you are in Christ Jesus, who became to us wisdom from God, righteousness and sanctification and redemption” (1 Cor. 1:30). That means whatever manifestations of wisdom and righteousness and sanctification we find in the Proverbs are found in Jesus! So let’s say I’m preaching on Proverbs 30:7–9:


Two things I ask of you; deny them not to me before I die: Remove far from me falsehood and lying; give me neither poverty nor riches; feed me with the food that is needful for me, lest I be full and deny you and say, “Who is the LORD?” or lest I be poor and steal and profane the name of my God.



If I stop after expounding the human author’s intended meaning for the original audience, I’ll have nothing more than a moralistic sermon on telling the truth and being content. But if I look at the divine Author’s intent by peering through a christiconic lens, I can point my listeners to Jesus’ embodiment of truth and contentment, not to mention His willingness to deny Himself of the things of this world in order to give His life for us. And I can easily connect this text to the truth and contentment we can have through the power of Christ’s Spirit.

Another way to look for christiconic gospel connections in the Old Testament is by looking for the attributes of God in the text. References to God’s mercy, grace, justice, and power will always point us to Christ as the one who fleshed out these qualities. Specifically, look to see how your preaching text reveals the nature of the God who provides redemption.27 Again, these connections are immediately applicable in helping people worship the Lord Jesus as well as embrace His character as their own.






ONCE WE GET TO THE CROSS

Finding the best line to the cross is only half the battle. Getting to the cross with a christocentric, christotelic, or christiconic connection can all be undone if the connection you make isn’t communicated in the most effective way. Be sure to include the following when you preach Jesus from every text of Scripture.

Show Your People How You Got There

Earlier I mentioned my use of the GPS app on my smartphone when I travel. I’ve discovered that the way I use it often gravitates to an unhealthy place. I’ve found myself getting into a “plug-n-play” routine of just entering my destination and listening to the directions, but not paying attention to the actual route. In other words, I don’t learn the directions to new destinations. So every time I get ready to go back to someplace I’ve been before, I still depend on my GPS to get me there. Preaching can do that to listeners if we’re not careful.

One of the responsibilities we have as expositors is to teach our listeners how to read and study the Bible rightly. Our people learn more about how to do those things by listening to us preach than any other way. So we live in a constant tension between overloading them with needless exegetical details, and simply giving them conclusions that we’ve drawn from our study. Neither extreme is helpful to them in learning how to handle God’s Word with integrity and hear His voice when they read and study their Bibles. So we have to make it our practice to show them enough of our exegetical journey to validate our conclusions and strengthen their confidence in God’s Word.

This responsibility includes our efforts at connecting every text to the Christ event. If we just say “This is talking about Jesus” or “That’s a reference to the gospel” without showing people how we arrived at that conclusion, we do one of two things. We create doubt in their minds, cause them to cynically wonder Where did that come from? and thereby undermine their trust in us as messengers of God. Or—like me with my GPS app—we foster in their lives an unhealthy dependence on us to tell them what the Bible means instead of them learning to read and study it with integrity themselves.

Neither is a desirable outcome. Therefore, be sure to show your people enough about the journey for them to see how you got there. Clearly explain how certain aspects are referring to Christ. Take them to New Testament references that show Christ’s fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies. Show them descriptions of the person of Christ that indicate qualities that need to be in their lives. Don’t offer just the bottom-line truth in your preaching text for your people. Help them learn the routes so they can get there on their own. In doing so, you will help to strengthen listeners in their faith and their confidence in the Bible. Let them see the wonder of the riches of God’s Holy Word!

Talk about Jesus like He’s Important

Rick Warren and I would disagree on a lot when it comes to preaching philosophy. But one thing I totally resonate with is his conviction that preachers ought to be interesting when they talk about the Bible. He says:


It never ceases to amaze to me how some Bible teachers are able to take the most exciting book in the world and bore people to tears with it. I believe it is a sin to bore people with the Bible. The problem is this: When I teach God’s Word in an uninteresting way, people don’t just think I’m boring, they think God is boring! We slander God’s character if we preach with an uninspiring style or tone. The message is too important to share it with a “take-it-or-leave it” attitude.28 [Boldface emphasis in original.]



There’s no excuse for preachers talking about the lofty things of God and His eternal truth in a mundane way.

This is especially true when it comes to how we talk about Christ and the gospel. When you land on the best line to the cross, make sure you take people on the journey in such a way that convinces them that it’s important. D. A. Carson reflects on his own experience:


If I have learned anything in 35 or 40 years of teaching, it is that students don’t learn everything I teach them. What they learn is what I am excited about, the kinds of things I emphasize again and again and again and again. That had better be the gospel.29



The same is true for preaching. People have a better chance of embracing what we’re excited about, not what we present to them in a way that gives the impression that it doesn’t seem to matter much.

David Hume, a well-known Scottish philosopher and historian in the eighteenth century, was also a deist. Hume didn’t believe in the inspiration of the Bible or that Jesus was the Son of God. But reportedly he thought it was worthwhile to travel twenty miles to hear the evangelist George Whitefield preach. Early one morning he was headed down a street in London. He came around a corner and encountered a man who recognized him and asked, “Aren’t you David Hume?”

“Yes,” he replied.

“Where are you going at this early hour?” the man asked.

“I’m going to hear George Whitefield preach,” Hume said.

Perplexed, the man said, “You don’t believe a word Whitefield preaches.”

“No,” Hume answered, “but he does!”30

Even a deist who didn’t believe in Jesus knew when a man was not just “talking theology.” And your people know it as well.

When you prepare to preach Christ in every text, be sure to ask yourself, “Does this truth light me up?” If it doesn’t, take some time to get on your face before God and beg Him to grip your heart with His truth. And stay there until He does! Whatever you do, don’t enter the pulpit until you can talk about the gospel in a way that portrays it as nothing less than the most incredible news in the universe. When you discover the best line to the cross, share it as the best news in the world—because it is! The gospel is great news, so sound like you are declaring such news when you talk about the gospel!

Present the Gospel Every Time

Whether the best line to the cross is a beeline, or whether you and I need to take a few side roads in order to preserve hermeneutical integrity, we must make sure we reach the cross in every message. And when we do, we must make sure to unpack the good news enough that people have the whole story. I have a firm conviction that the gospel should be presented clearly and wholly in every sermon, enough that an unbeliever is able to get it. Even if my preaching text is primarily aimed at believers, at some point in the message I want to directly address unbelievers and share the gospel with them.

Very few of our preaching texts are going to include a whole presentation of the gospel as part of the biblical record. And most texts in the Bible actually are primarily addressed to the people of God. But regardless of whether my text is christocentric, christotelic, or christiconic, it’s still in some way connected to Christ. And that connection opens the door for me to flesh out the gospel, make sure the listeners understand it, and appeal to them to embrace it.

So let me encourage you to master at least one synopsis—or capsule—of the gospel that you can use in every message. The apostle Paul seemed to have several at his fingertips (e.g., 1 Cor. 15:3–4; 2 Tim. 1:8–10). Very rarely do I preach a sermon that at some point I don’t say some version of the following:


Jesus came to earth and lived a life that you can’t live, meeting God’s standard of perfection for getting into heaven. Then He took that perfect life to the cross and died a death you should’ve died, incurring God’s wrath against your sin on your behalf. Then He defeated death and the grave by rising again, buying the right to give you back the life God created you to have. And He’ll give it to you right now if you’ll change your mind about your sin and trust Him alone to save you.



My gospel capsule isn’t perfect, but it’s at least an effort to include some summary of the whole gospel in every sermon.

A gospel capsule can be inserted at different places in different sermons. It doesn’t always have to look the same. Sometimes I will include it in the middle of a message when I make a Christ connection in my preaching text. I might say something like, “This truth is only part of the whole story of the Bible that tells us….” And then I will launch into a brief gospel capsule like the one above. At other times—having made a Christ connection somewhere in the course of the sermon—I’ll save the gospel capsule for the end of the sermon as part of the conclusion. I might say something like, “Before we finish I want to make sure that we understand that this truth is part of the larger Bible story about how….” And again, that’s where I’d give the gospel synopsis. But I try to always make sure that before the sermon is over, I summarize the whole gospel clearly at least once and make some appeal for unbelievers to embrace it.

Make sure you don’t find the best line to the cross but then fail to give people the best news in the world! Present the gospel at some point in every sermon.
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Chapell, Bryan. Christ-Centered Preaching. Second Edition. Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005.

Greidanus, Sidney. Preaching Christ from the Old Testament. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999.

Kuruvilla, Abraham. Privilege the Text! Chicago: Moody, 2013.

Merida, Tony. The Christ-Centered Expositor. Nashville: B&H, 2016.






* * *

We hope you enjoyed this excerpt from Progress in the Pulpit. Go HERE to purchase your full-length copy.
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