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Preface
In keeping with the purposes of The Master’s Seminary, this volume aims to motivate and equip this and the next generation of Christian leaders in providing wholesome spiritual nourishment for God’s people from His Word. These materials combine, in a highly condensed form, all aspects of The Master’s Seminary program, which is designed to shape men of God to proclaim the Word of God effectively, so that nonbelievers can be evangelized and believers can be equipped to do the work of ministry.
The writers have targeted both the seasoned preacher and the student of preaching/teaching. It has also been written to help serious laymen in their ministry of the Word. We envision the book as a potential textbook in homiletics at the Bible college and seminary levels. Pastors without seminary training can profit from this volume too, as can veteran pastors who, like us, are continually seeking a higher level of expository excellence.
This is not intended as an unabridged treatment of biblical exposition. No single chapter exhausts its subject. Rather, the comprehensive scope of the work, dealing as it does with theological, exegetical, and homiletical aspects of preaching, is its intended strength. The flow of the book moves from biblical foundations for preaching through a detailed process of developing an exposition and then to the actual delivery of an expository message. The discussions build a bridge from the study disciplines a pastor learned in seminary to the sermon he preaches in a local church. This volume suggests how to progress purposefully from one phase to the next in readying oneself to minister to God’s people.
More specifically, the fourfold aim is
1. To clarify the need for and meaning of expository preaching, that is, to answer the question, “What is expository preaching?”
2. To verify the theological and historical demand for expository preaching, that is, to answer the question, “Why insist on expository preaching?”
3. To specify the essential elements and steps involved in preparation for and participation in expository preaching, that is, to answer the question, “How does one go about expository preaching?”
4. To exemplify the reality of expository preaching, that is, to answer the question, “Who have been or who are promoters and practitioners of expository preaching?”
Our president, John MacArthur, known worldwide as a gifted expositor, has contributed a significant portion of this book. His colleagues on The Master’s Seminary faculty, with an average of more than thirty years’ experience in preaching and in the seminary training of preachers, also have contributed from the treasury of their areas of expertise. The reader will quickly appreciate their united affirmations on exposition that emerge amidst a variety of individual expressions and methodological preferences.
Their unanimity regarding Bible exposition centers in the priority of faithfully, accurately, and effectively imparting the content of the authoritative and inerrant biblical text. Yet the reader will see differences in their emphases on how this is done best. One prefers preaching without notes, while another advocates the use of notes or even a full manuscript. One sees the need for almost all sermon outlines to match the sequence of the text, with another allowing more flexibility for use of nonsequential outlines. One emphasizes the importance of presenting a solution to each difficult interpretive problem; another leans toward telling an audience frankly when sermon preparation has not yielded a conclusive answer. One stresses the importance of not neglecting the overriding message of Old Testament narrative sections, but another features the cautious use of Old Testament narrative characters as illustrations in sermonizing. These are samples of the methodological variety that the careful reader will detect. This volume does not insist on a single, mechanical approach to preaching but rather focuses attention on essential dynamic elements of Bible exposition for any age; in other words, primary concentration is on the Scriptures and the central place of Christ in declaring their meaning.
The reader will also note a diversity in the “levels” of treatment of the different topics. At one extreme are the chapters whose documentation is copious, and at the other are those in which documentation is minimal. This diversity is, to some extent, a consequence of the nature of the subject and, to a lesser degree, the choice of each contributor. Each has handled his phase of exposition in the manner he deemed wisest.
The book outlines four broad phases that follow the actual progression of the preaching experience. They include: (1) the godliness of the man who comes to study the Word of God, (2) the ability of the godly man in studying Scripture exegetically, (3) the skill of the godly man in merging all his study materials into a message form that is true to the text and relevantly applies Scripture to his own generation, and (4) the dynamics of the godly man in proclaiming his exposition in a spiritually convincing and compelling way.
An Appendix contains an example of John MacArthur’s notes from his exegetical study and his subsequent preaching manuscript. To maximize the benefit of this unique feature, readers may write: Word of Grace Ministries, P.O. Box 4000, Panorama City, CA 91412, or call 1-800-55-GRACE to order a CD of the message Dr. MacArthur delivered from these preaching notes. Then, in addition to comparing his exegetical notes with his preaching notes, readers can hear the way he actually preached the message. Ask for tape GC 54–47, “The Man of God.” In chapter 5, “The Man of God and Expository Preaching,” readers can also see how the same material has become a published essay. For further help, request the four-message album, “Insight into a Pastor’s Heart: Convictions and Observations about Preachers and Preaching,” taken from chapel services at The Master’s Seminary.
In the Additional Reading section at the end of the volume, we avoided listing scores of books on preaching that are no longer in print or do not make a significant contribution; instead, we selected several of the best available and affordable volumes on preaching. The inclusion of a work in this list is not intended as an endorsement of everything in that work but reflects the faculty’s favorable impressions of its general thrust. Conversely, the exclusion of a title does not necessarily reflect negatively on that work. We encourage the reader to make the listed works his first acquisitions to supplement the material presented here.
Extensive literature related to sermon preparation and preaching is documented in endnotes. For the reader who chooses to pursue these sources, they can be a gold mine for further study. Those who prefer may, of course, read just the body of the text. The Index of Authors will be useful in locating all the references to a particular writer.
John MacArthur and The Master’s Seminary faculty pray that the Lord Jesus Christ will be pleased to use Preaching: How to Preach Biblically to encourage fellow expositors and to groom a new generation of expositors who will preach with the same passion the apostles had for God and His Word.
Richard L. Mayhue
Robert L. Thomas
Introduction
I am continually overwhelmed by the responsibility and liability that possess the preacher of God’s Word. We all look with indignation at the lawyer or judge who, for the motive of personal wealth, distorts the truth in attacking the reputation and personal possessions of people, while reducing them to poverty. We respond with similar indignation to the quack doctor who, by incompetence, hazards the health and life of someone for the purpose of financial gain. Such people deserve to be considered criminals; the pain and loss of their victims should rightly be laid to their account.
Offering oneself this way as the counselor or healer to care for someone in the time of crisis and then, through negligence, lack of skill, or selfish greed, making havoc of their lives is unconscionable. Medical and legal associations have set standards in an attempt to prevent such malpractice.
But what about me as the purveyor of God’s truth, the physician of the soul? Shall I not be held responsible to God for any perversion of truth, however witless, and for my negligence and lack of skill? What earthly regulatory association validates me? Do not I, who preach God’s Word, face a higher court than the legal bar or any medical tribunal? James wrote, “Let not many of you become teachers, my brethren, knowing that as such we shall incur a stricter judgment” (James 3:1).
No profession has as high a liability potential as that of one who preaches God’s Word. God will judge every preacher on the truthfulness and accuracy of his preaching. Any failure as a spokesman for God brings not only shame (2 Tim. 2:15) but judgment. The Holy Spirit has promised that all who pastor God’s flock must “give an account” (Heb. 13:17). There will be a day of reckoning for the preacher. Only a tested and qualified kind of person has the right to be considered a lawyer, a judge, or a physician. The standard is significantly higher for the preacher!
What is it that equips a man to be qualified for preaching responsibility? Certainly I could argue for the following elements: reverence for God, respect for the dignity of pastoral duty, good sense, sound judgment, clear and deep thinking, love of reading, commitment to diligent study, and meditation. A good memory, graceful command of words, knowledge of society’s thinking are also essential traits. Uncommon talent and effort are needed to explain obscure passages of Scripture, to resolve intricate applications of the Word to lives, and to defend the truth against opposers. All these are duties at the heart of the preacher’s life and ministry.
A small amount of skill and ability alone will never enable a preacher to teach doctrine, expound on the deep things of God, convince the stubborn mind, capture the affections and will, or spread light over dark realities so as to eliminate the shadows of confusion, ignorance, objections, prejudice, temptation, and deceit. Above all, if the preacher is to detect the errors of his hearers and if he is to free men from their strongholds of ignorance, convince their consciences, stop their mouths, and fulfill his responsibility to proclaim all the counsel of God, he must be skilled in the Word. This is the preacher’s only weapon, the most powerful, two-edged sword of the Word, which alone cuts to the depths of the soul and spirit.
Assuming God has designed a preacher with the mental skill, the personal discipline with diligence, and the gift of the Spirit for preaching, success still calls for a profound knowledge and faithful proclamation of the Word. The preacher must, above all, become like Ezra, who had “set his heart to study the law of the Lord, and to practice it, and to teach His statutes and ordinances” (Ezra 7:10) or like Apollos, who was “mighty in the Scriptures” (Acts 18:24).
No text of Scripture is as powerful in affirming this calling to use all our skills to exposit the Word as the potent mandate of 2 Timothy 4:1–4:
I solemnly charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and the dead, and by His appearing and His kingdom: preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, with great patience and instruction. For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but wanting to have their ears tickled, they will accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance to their own desires; and will turn away their ears from the truth, and will turn aside to myths.
The seriousness of the preacher’s commission is expressed in verse 1: “I solemnly charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus.” The preacher is under the scrutiny of God and Jesus Christ, who will judge everyone someday.
The aged warrior Paul sought to confront his younger son in the faith with a sense of his weighty responsibility. Such a weight must have been felt by John Knox when he was compelled to preach and, in anticipation of it, locked himself in a room and wept for days because he feared the seriousness of that duty.
The perfect judge will render perfect judgment on the quality, accuracy, zeal, and effort of the preacher. Pleasing God and Jesus Christ is the issue, not pleasing men. The judgment of men is flawed and eternally inconsequential. The judgment of God, perfect and eternally consequential, is the only verdict that matters.
The subject of the preacher’s commission is expressed in verse 2: “preach the word.” Preaching God’s Word is the mandate. We are not only to retain the sound Word (2 Tim. 1:13), to accurately handle the Word (2:15), and to guard the Word (1:14), but we are to proclaim it.
Paul said it succinctly in Colossians 1:25: “Of this church I was made a minister according to the stewardship from God bestowed on me for your benefit, that I might fully carry out the preaching of the word of God.” This kind of expository preaching achieves six great ends.
Expository preaching expresses exactly the will of the glorious Sovereign and allows God to speak, not man.
Expository preaching retains the thoughts of the Spirit and brings the preacher into direct and continual contact with the mind of the Holy Spirit who authored Scripture.
Expository preaching frees the preacher to proclaim all the revelation of God, producing a ministry of wholeness and integrity.
Expository preaching promotes biblical literacy, yielding rich knowledge of redemptive truths.
Expository preaching carries ultimate divine authority, rendering the very voice of God.
Expository preaching transforms the preacher, leading to transformed congregations.
Like the stimulus of the preacher’s commission, the scope is also stated in 2 Timothy 4:2: “Be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, with great patience and instruction.” The preacher is always ready to preach, whether or not it is convenient to do so. He is eager to expose sin and encourage righteous behavior. He does it with patience and not with irritation, bitterness, or despair. His preaching always contains sound doctrine that shows people God’s true standard.
The stimulus of the preacher’s commission is expressed in verses 3 and 4: “For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but wanting to have their ears tickled, they will accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance to their own desires; and will turn away their ears from the truth, and will turn aside to myths.”
Sinners will be intolerant of the uncomfortable truths. That is to be expected. On the other hand, they will want to hear comfortable lies. They may seek what is sensational, entertaining, ego-building, nonthreatening, and popular. But what we preach is dictated by God, not by the crowds we face. Psychiatrist and Christian writer John White has penned some compelling words that deserve to be heard:
Until about fifteen years ago psychology was seen by most Christians as hostile to the gospel.
Let someone who professes the name of Jesus baptize secular psychology and present it as something compatible with Scripture truth, and most Christians are happy to swallow theological hemlock in the form of “psychological insights.”
Over the past fifteen years there has been a tendency for churches to place increasing reliance on trained pastoral counselors.… To me it seems to suggest weaknesses in or indifference to expository preaching within evangelical churches.… Why do we have to turn to the human sciences at all? Why? Because for years we have failed to expound the whole of Scripture. Because from our weakened exposition and our superficial topical talks we have produced a generation of Christian sheep having no shepherd. And now we are damning ourselves more deeply than ever by our recourse to the wisdom of the world.
What I do as a psychiatrist and what my psychologist colleagues do in their research or their counselling is of infinitely less value to distressed Christians than what God says in his Word. But pastoral shepherds, like the sheep they guide, are following (if I may change my metaphor for a moment) a new Pied Piper of Hamelin who is leading them into the dark caves of humanistic hedonism.
A few of us who are deeply involved in the human sciences feel like voices crying in a godless wilderness of humanism, while the churches turn to humanistic psychology as a substitute for the gospel of God’s grace.1
I recently hosted a discussion at the Expositors’ Institute, a small-group colloquium on preaching hosted by the Shepherds’ Fellowship. In preparation for that seminar, I took a yellow legal pad and began listing the negative effects of the superficial brand of preaching that is so rife in modern evangelicalism.
I initially thought I might be able to name about ten, but quickly my list had sixty-one entries. I have distilled them to fifteen by combining and eliminating all but the most crucial ones. Here they are, roughly in the order they occurred to me. This is what is wrong with superficial, marginally biblical preaching:
1. It usurps the authority of God over the soul. Whether a preacher boldly proclaims the Word of God or not is ultimately a question of authority. Who has the right to speak to the church? The preacher, or God? Whenever anything is substituted for the preaching of the Word, God’s authority is usurped. What a prideful thing to do! In fact, it is hard to conceive of anything more insolent that could be done by a man who is called by God to preach.
2. It removes the lordship of Christ from His church. Who is the Head of the church? Is Christ really the dominant teaching authority in the church? If so, why are there so many churches where His Word is not being faithfully proclaimed? When we look at contemporary ministry, we see programs and methods that are the fruit of human invention, the offspring of opinion polls and neighborhood surveys, and other pragmatic artifices. Church-growth experts have in essence wrested control of the church’s agenda from her true Head, the Lord Jesus Christ. Our Puritan forefathers resisted the imposition of government-imposed liturgies for precisely this reason: they saw it as a direct attack on the headship of Christ over His own church. Modern preachers who neglect the Word of God have yielded the ground those men fought and sometimes died for. When Jesus Christ is exalted among His people, His power is manifest in the church. When the church is commandeered by compromisers who want to appease the culture, the gospel is minimized, true power is lost, artificial energy must be manufactured, and superficiality takes the place of truth.
3. It hinders the work of the Holy Spirit. What is the instrument the Spirit uses to do His work? The Word of God. He uses the Word as the instrument of regeneration (James 1:18; 1 Pet. 1:23). He also uses it as the means of sanctification (John 17:17). In fact, it is the only tool He uses (Eph. 6:17). So when preachers neglect God’s Word, they undermine the work of the Holy Spirit, producing shallow conversions and spiritually lame Christians, if not utterly spurious ones.
4. It demonstrates appalling pride and a lack of submission. In the modern approach to “ministry,” the Word of God is deliberately downplayed, the reproach of Christ is quietly repudiated, the offense of the gospel is carefully eliminated, and “worship” is purposely tailored to fit the preferences of unbelievers. That is nothing but a refusal to submit to the biblical mandate for the church. The effrontery of ministers who pursue such a course is frightening to me.
5. It severs the preacher personally from the regular sanctifying grace of Scripture. The greatest personal benefit that I get from preaching is the work that the Spirit of God does on my own soul as I study and prepare for two expository messages each Lord’s day. Week by week the duty of careful exposition keeps my own heart focused and fixed on the Scriptures, and the Word of God nourishes me while I prepare to feed my flock. So I am personally blessed and spiritually strengthened through the enterprise. If for no other reason, I would never abandon biblical preaching. The enemy of our souls is after preachers in particular, and the sanctifying grace of the Word of God is critical to our protection.
6. It clouds the true depth and transcendence of our message and therefore cripples both corporate and personal worship. What passes for preaching in some churches today is literally no more profound than what preachers in our fathers’ generation were teaching in the five-minute children’s sermon they gave before dismissing the kids. That is no exaggeration. It is often that simplistic, if not utterly inane. There is nothing deep about it. Such an approach makes it impossible for true worship to take place, because worship is a transcendent experience. Worship should take us above the mundane and simplistic. So the only way true worship can occur is if we first come to grips with the depth of spiritual truth. Our people can only rise to heights in worship proportional to the depths to which we have taken them into the profound truths of the Word. There is no way they can have lofty thoughts of God unless we have plunged them into the depths of God’s self-revelation. But preaching today is neither profound nor transcendent. It does not go down and it does not go up. It merely aims to entertain.
By the way, true worship is not something that can be stimulated artificially. A bigger, louder band and more sentimental music might do more to stir people’s emotions, but that is not genuine worship. True worship is a response from the heart to God’s truth (John 4:23). You can actually worship without music if you have seen the glories and the depth of what the Bible teaches.
7. It prevents the preacher from fully developing the mind of Christ. Pastors are supposed to be undershepherds of Christ. Too many modern preachers are so bent on understanding the culture that they develop the mind of the culture and not the mind of Christ. They start to think like the world and not like the Savior. Frankly the nuances of worldly culture are virtually irrelevant to me. I want to know the mind of Christ and bring that to bear on the culture, no matter what culture I may be ministering to. If I am going to stand up in a pulpit and be a representative of Jesus Christ, I want to know how He thinks, and that must be my message to His people too. The only way to know and proclaim the mind of Christ is by being faithful to study and preach His Word. What happens to preachers who obsess about cultural “relevancy” is that they become worldly, not godly.
8. It depreciates by example the spiritual duty and priority of personal Bible study. Is personal Bible study important? Of course. But what example does the preacher set when he neglects the Bible in his own preaching? Why would people think they need to study the Bible if the preacher does not do serious study himself in the preparation of his sermons? There is now a movement among some of the gurus of “seeker-sensitive” ministry to trim, as much as possible, all explicit references to the Bible from the sermon. Above all, do not ever ask your people to turn to a specific Bible passage, because that kind of thing makes “seekers” uncomfortable. (Some “seeker-sensitive” churches actively discourage their people from bringing Bibles to church lest the sight of so many Bibles intimidate the “seekers.”) This suggests it is dangerous to give your people the impression that the Bible might be important!
9. It prevents the preacher from being the voice of God on every issue of his time. Jeremiah 8:9 (nkjv) says, “The wise men are ashamed, / They are dismayed and taken. / Behold, they have rejected the word of the Lord; / So what wisdom do they have?” When I speak, I want to be God’s messenger. I am not interested in exegeting what some psychologist or business guru or college professor has to say about an issue. My people do not need my opinion; they need to hear what God has to say. If we preach as Scripture commands us, there should be no ambiguity about whose message is coming from the pulpit.
10. It breeds a congregation that is as weak and indifferent to the glory of God as their pastor is. “Seeker-sensitive” preaching fosters people who are consumed with their own well-being. When you tell people that the church’s primary ministry is to fix for them whatever is wrong in this life—to meet their needs, to help them cope with their worldly disappointments, and so on—the message you are sending is that their mundane problems are more important than the glory of God and the majesty of Christ. Again, that sabotages true worship.
11. It robs people of their only true source of help. People who sit under superficial preaching become dependent on the cleverness and the creativity of the speaker. When preachers punctuate their sermons with laser lights and smoke, video clips and live drama, the message they send is that there is not a prayer the people in the pew could ever extract such profound material on their own. Such gimmicks create a kind of dispensing mechanism that people cannot use to serve themselves. So they become spiritual couch potatoes who just come in to be entertained. Whatever superficial spiritual content they get from the preacher’s weekly performance is all they will get. They have no particular interest in the Bible, because the sermons they hear do not cultivate that. They are wowed by the preacher’s creativity and manipulated by the music, and that becomes their whole perspective on spirituality.
12. It encourages people to become indifferent to the Word of God and divine authority. Predictably, in a church where the preaching of Scripture is neglected, it becomes impossible to get people to submit to the authority of Scripture. The preacher who always aims at meeting “felt needs” and strokes the conceit of worldly people has no platform from which to confront the man who wants to divorce his wife without cause. The man will say, “You don’t understand what I feel. I came here because you promised to meet my felt needs. And I’m telling you, I don’t feel like I want to live with this woman any more.” You cannot inject biblical authority into that. You certainly would not have an easy time pursuing church discipline. That is the monster superficial preaching creates. But if you are going to try to deal with sin and apply any kind of authoritative principle to keep the church pure, you must be preaching the Word.
13. It lies to people about what they really need. In Jeremiah 8:11, God condemned the prophets who treated people’s wounds superficially. That verse applies powerfully to the plastic preachers who populate so many prominent evangelical pulpits today. They omit the hard truths about sin and judgment. They tone down the offensive parts of Christ’s message. They lie to people about what they really need, promising them “fulfillment” and earthly well-being, when what people really need is an exalted vision of Christ and a true understanding of the splendor of God’s holiness.
14. It strips the pulpit of power. “The word of God is living and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword” (Heb. 4:12 nkjv). Everything else is impotent, giving merely an illusion of power. Human strategy is not more important than Scripture. The showman’s ability to lure people in should not impress us more than the Bible’s ability to transform lives.
15. It puts the responsibility on the preacher to change people with his cleverness. Preachers who pursue the modern approach to ministry must think they have the power to change people. That too is a frightening expression of pride. We preachers cannot save people, and we cannot sanctify them. We cannot change people with our insights and cleverness, by entertaining them, or by appealing to their human whims, wishes, and ambitions. There is only One who can change sinners. That is God, and He does it by His Spirit through the Word.
So preach the Word, even though it is currently out of fashion to do so (2 Tim. 4:2). That is the only way your ministry can ever truly be fruitful. Moreover, it assures that you will be fruitful in ministry, because God’s Word never returns to Him void; it always accomplishes that for which He sends it, and prospers in what He sends it to do (Is. 55:11 nkjv).
The preacher who brings the message people most need to hear will often be the preacher they least like to hear. But anything less than a commitment to expository preaching by the preacher will reduce his sheep to a weak, vulnerable, and shepherdless flock.
For those of you who want to preach the Word accurately and powerfully because you understand the liability of doing anything less; for those of you who want to face the Judge on the day of reckoning and experience the Lord’s pleasure with your effort; for those of you who are eager to let God speak His Word through you as directly, convictingly, and powerfully as He gave it; and for those of you who want to see people transformed radically and living godly lives, there is only expository preaching.
I have long sought a book for my students that would pull together all the component instructions regarding expository preaching. I believe this is it, and I am indebted to the vision of Dr. Richard L. Mayhue, the wisdom of Dr. Robert L. Thomas, and the rich instruction of the faculty of The Master’s Seminary. The very fact that an entire faculty could share this common effort reflects their shared passion to produce a skilled generation of expositors.
If you desire to be one of those shepherds after God’s own heart, who will feed His sheep on divine knowledge of spiritual understanding through biblical exposition (Jer. 3:15), this book is a must for you. My prayer is that this volume will help equip you to the level that will satisfy God’s desire for your calling.
John MacArthur
1 John White, Flirting with the World (Wheaton: Shaw, 1982), 114–17.
MacArthur, J. (2005). MacArthur Pastor's Library on Preaching (i). Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson Publishers.
Part I
Proving the Priority of Expository Preaching
1. Rediscovering Expository Preaching
2. The Mandate of Biblical Inerrancy: Expository Preaching
3. The History of Expository Preaching
1
Rediscovering Expository Preaching
Richard L. Mayhue
Biblical preaching’s authenticity is significantly tarnished by contemporary communicators who are more concerned with personal relevance than with God’s revelation. Scripture unmistakably requires a proclamation focused on God’s will and mankind’s obligation to obey. With men wholly committed to God’s Word, the expository pattern commends itself as preaching that is true to the Bible. Exposition presupposes an exegetical process to extract the God-intended meaning of Scripture and an explanation of that meaning in a contemporary way. The biblical essence and apostolic spirit of expository preaching need to be recaptured in the training and preaching of men who are freshly committed to “preaching the Word.”
The Master’s Seminary joins with othersÿ1 in accepting the urgent responsibility for transmitting the Pauline legacy to “preach the word” (2 Tim. 4:2). This volume signals an effort to instill in twenty-first-century preachers a pattern of biblical preaching inherited from their predecessors.2
Every generation shares the kind of dire circumstances that Amos prophesied for Israel: “ ‘Behold, days are coming,’ declares the Lord God, / ‘When I will send a famine on the land, / Not a famine for bread or a thirst for water, / But rather for hearing the words of the Lord’ ” (Amos 8:11). The last several centuries have proved this need again.
Reviewing Recent Trends
In an explanation of Hebrews 8:10, the Puritan commentator William Gouge (1575–1653) remarked,
Ministers are herein to imitate God, and, to their best endeavour, to instruct people in the mysteries of godliness, and to teach them what to believe and practice, and then to stir them up in act and deed, to do what they are instructed to do. Their labour otherwise is likely to be in vain. Neglect of this course is a main cause that men fall into as many errors as they do in these days.3
To this editorial by Gouge, Charles Spurgeon (1834–1892) added a word about nineteenth-century England:
I may add that this last remark has gained more force in our times; it is among uninstructed flocks that the wolves of popery make havoc; sound teaching is the best protection from the heresies which ravage right and left among us.4
John Broadus (1827–1895) decried the death of good preaching in America too,5 and G. Campbell Morgan (1863–1945) noted,
The supreme work of the Christian minister is the work of preaching. This is a day in which one of our great perils is that of doing a thousand little things to the neglect of the one thing, which is preaching.6
The following typical laments evidence that little improvement had been made by the mid-twentieth century:
Except for the growing worldliness of its members, the pulpit is the church’s weak spot.7
But the glory of the Christian pulpit is a borrowed glow.… To an alarming extent the glory is departing from the pulpit of the twentieth century.… The Word of God has been denied the throne and given a subordinate place.8
Yet it remains true that “whatever be the marks of the contemporary pulpit, the centrality of Biblical preaching is not one of them.”9
In a tradition that focuses on the centrality of the written Word, few subjects are more important than the interpretation and proclamation of that Word. Everyone stresses the necessity of a solid exegesis of the text, but few are adept at providing such an exegesis and preaching effectively from it.10
By the mid-1980s a national Congress on Biblical Exposition (COBE) convened to urge a return to true biblical exposition.11 COBE’s recurring theme demanded that the American church must return to true biblical preaching or else the Western world would continue its descent toward a valueless culture. Commenting on the uniqueness of America in contemporary culture, Os Guiness noted with concern that “in all my studies I have yet to see a Western society where the church pews are so full and the sermons so empty.”12
John MacArthur’s review of preaching patterns in the late eighties led him to observe,
Specifically, evangelical preaching ought to reflect our conviction that God’s Word is infallible and inerrant. Too often it does not. In fact, there is a discernible trend in contemporary evangelicalism away from biblical preaching and a drift toward an experience-centered, pragmatic, topical approach in the pulpit.13
In the nineties an irresistible urge for a focus in the pulpit on the relevant seemingly existed, with a resultant inattention to God’s revelation. Siegfried Meuer alerted Christians in the 1960s to the same “contemporary danger.”14 He likened the direction of his day to the earlier trends of Harry Emerson Fosdick, who wrote in the twenties, “The sermon is uninteresting because it has no connection with the real interests of the people.… The sermon must tackle a real problem.”15 Meuer noted that Fosdick opened the floodgate for philosophy and psychology to inundate the modern pulpit with unbelief.
Fosdick’s philosophy sounds alarmingly similar to the advice given in a recent publication on relevant contemporary preaching:
Unchurched people today are the ultimate consumers. We may not like it, but for every sermon we preach, they’re asking, “Am I interested in that subject or not?” If they aren’t, it doesn’t matter how effective our delivery is; their minds will check out.16
The implied conclusion is that pastors must preach what people want to hear rather than what God wants proclaimed. Such counsel sounds the alarm of 2 Timothy 4:3, which warns: “For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but wanting to have their ears tickled, they will accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance to their own desires.”
What is the necessary response? The generation of preachers facing all the spiritual opportunities and satanic obstacles of this new millennium must rediscover and reaffirm expository preaching. We agree with Walter Kaiser’s appraisal:
Regardless of what new directives and emphases are periodically offered, that which is needed above everything else to make the Church more viable, authentic, and effective, is a new declaration of the Scriptures with a new purpose, passion, and power.17
Revisiting Scripture
When warnings about a drift away from biblical preaching sound, the only reasonable response is to return to the scriptural roots of preaching and reaffirm its essential nature. A reexamination of the heritage of proclamation in the Bible should focus on two elements: the mandates to preach and the manner of preaching.
Mandates to Preach
The Gospels, Acts, the Epistles, and Revelation provide many examples and exhortations to preach the truth in fulfillment of God’s will. As a reminder of the apostolic legacy and as a reaffirmation of the scriptural authority for Bible-based preaching, five significant mandates are representative of the larger number of passages.
Matthew 28:19–20—“Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”
1 Timothy 4:13—“Until I come, give attention to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation and teaching.”
2 Timothy 2:2—“And the things which you have heard from me in the presence of many witnesses, these entrust to faithful men, who will be able to teach others also.”
2 Timothy 4:2—“Preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, with great patience and instruction.”
Titus 2:1—“But as for you, speak the things which are fitting for sound doctrine.”
Manner of Preaching
In his discussion of º·ÁÍÃÃÉ (kryssM, meaning “I preach,” or “I proclaim”), Friedrich notes at least thirty-three different verbs employed by New Testament writers to portray the richness of biblical preaching.18 In the following discussion, the four most prominent of these are examined briefly.
š·ÁÍÃÃÉ (kryssM) sees general use throughout the Gospels, Acts, and the Epistles. John the Baptist (Matt. 3:1), Jesus (Matt. 4:17), and Paul (Acts 28:31) all engaged in the action of preaching as indicated by this verb. To Timothy, Paul commended this same activity, telling him to preach the Word (2 Tim. 4:2).
•P±³³µ»¯¶É (euaggelizM, meaning “I preach the gospel”) is practically interchangeable with kryssM (Luke 8:1; Acts 8:4–5). Paul and Barnabas preached the good news of the Word of the Lord (Acts 15:35).
œ±ÁÄÅÁÉ (martyreM, meaning “I testify,” or “I bear witness”) is a legal term picturing the communication of truth from one who has a first-hand knowledge. John the Baptist bore witness to the Light (John 1:7–8), and John the apostle testified to the Word of God (Rev. 1:2).19
”¹´¬ÃºÉ (didaskM, meaning “I teach”) focuses on the purpose and content of the message transmitted, without excluding elements of the three previous verbs. As part of the Great Commission, Jesus commanded His disciples to teach (Matt. 28:20). Paul recommended teaching to Timothy (1 Tim. 6:2 and 2 Tim. 2:2). Teaching is sometimes associated with kryssM (Matt. 11:1) and euaggelizM (Acts 5:42). The content of what is taught focuses on the way of God (Matt. 22:16) and the Word of God (Acts 18:11).20
In addition to these four prominent words, there are many others that significantly enhance the biblical manner of communicating God’s Word. For example, in Acts 8:31 the Ethiopian eunuch invited Philip to “guide” or “lead” (A´·³É [hodgeM]) him through Isaiah 53. Paul “explained” or “laid out” (ºÄ¹¸·¼¹ [ektithmi]) the kingdom of God (Acts 28:23; see 18:26). Paul told Timothy that he was to “entrust” or “commit” (À±Á±Ä¯¸·¼¹ [paratithmi]) what he had heard from the apostle to faithful men that they might teach others also (2 Tim. 2:2).
Jesus’ interaction with the two disciples on the road to Emmaus adds further dimensions to biblical preaching. He “explained,” or “interpreted” (´¹µÁ¼·½µÍÉ [diermneuM]) the things about Himself in the Old Testament from Moses to the prophets (Luke 24:27). They, in turn, marveled at the way He had “opened,” or “explained” (´¹±½¿¯³É [dianoigM]) the Scriptures (v. 32; see v. 45).
It would be profitable to study additional words such as ½±³³»»É (anaggellM, meaning “I announce” or “I declare”) in Acts 20:27; ½±³¹½ÎÃºÉ (anaginMskM, meaning “I read”) in 1 Timothy 4:13; À±Á±º±»É (parakaleM, meaning “I exhort, comfort”) in 1 Timothy 4:13; ¾·³¿¼±¹ (exgeomai, “I declare”) in Acts 15:12; »±»É (laleM, “I speak”) in John 3:34; ´¹±»³¿¼±¹ (dialegomai, “I discuss, argue”) in Acts 17:17; and Ƹ³³¿¼±¹ (phtheggomai, “I utter”) in Acts 4:18. Yet, this brief survey is enough to conclude that the one common link in all the biblical terms in their contexts is a focus on the things of God and Scripture as exclusively central in the preacher’s message. Without question, this feature alone marks the uniqueness of scriptural preaching. A biblical and theological content is the sine qua non, or indispensable quality, of New Testament proclamation.
With this biblical foundation, the contemporary mode of New Testament preaching can be identified.
Defining Expository Preaching
Discussions about preaching divide it into three types: topical, textual, and expository. Topical messages usually combine a series of Bible verses that loosely connect with a theme. Textual preaching uses a short text or passage that generally serves as a gateway into whatever subject the preacher chooses to address. Neither the topical nor the textual method represents a serious effort to interpret, understand, explain, or apply God’s truth in the context of the Scripture(s) used.
By contrast, expository preaching focuses predominantly on the text(s) under consideration along with its (their) context(s).21 Exposition normally concentrates on a single text of Scripture, but it is sometimes possible for a thematic/theological message or a historical/biographical discourse to be expository in nature. An exposition may treat any length of passage.
One way to clarify expository preaching is to identify what it is not.22
1. It is not a commentary running from word to word and verse to verse without unity, outline, and pervasive drive.
2. It is not rambling comments and offhand remarks about a passage without a background of thorough exegesis and logical order.
3. It is not a mass of disconnected suggestions and inferences based on the surface meaning of a passage but not sustained by a depth-and-breadth study of the text.
4. It is not pure exegesis, no matter how scholarly, if it lacks a theme, thesis, outline, and development.
5. It is not a mere structural outline of a passage with a few supporting comments but without other rhetorical and sermonic elements.
6. It is not a topical homily using scattered parts of the passage but omitting discussion of other equally important parts.
7. It is not a chopped-up collection of grammatical findings and quotations from commentaries without a fusing of these elements into a smooth, flowing, interesting, and compelling message.
8. It is not a Sunday-school-lesson type of discussion that has an outline of the contents, informality, and fervency but lacks sermonic structure and rhetorical ingredients.
9. It is not a Bible reading that links a number of scattered passages treating a common theme but fails to handle any of them in a thorough, grammatical, and contextual manner.
10. It is not the ordinary devotional or prayer-meeting talk that combines running commentary, rambling remarks, disconnected suggestions, and personal reactions into a semi-inspirational discussion but lacks the benefit of the basic exegetical-contextual study and persuasive elements.
Before proceeding farther, consider the English word group “expose, exposition, expositor, expository.” According to Webster, an exposition is a discourse to convey information or explain what is difficult to understand.23 Applying this idea to preaching requires that an expositor be one who explains Scripture by laying open the text to public view in order to set forth its meaning, explain what is difficult to understand, and make appropriate application.
John Calvin’s centuries-old understanding of exposition is very similar:
First of all, Calvin understood preaching to be the explication of Scripture. The words of Scripture are the source and content of preaching. As an expositor, Calvin brought to the task of preaching all the skills of a humanist scholar. As an interpreter, Calvin explicated the text, seeking its natural, its true, its scriptural meaning.… Preaching is not only the explication of Scripture, it is also the application of Scripture. Just as Calvin explicated Scripture word by word, so he applied the Scripture sentence by sentence to the life and experience of his congregation.24
Exposition is not so much defined by the form of the message as it is by the source and process through which the message was formed. Unger poignantly captures this sense:
No matter what the length of the portion explained may be, if it is handled in such a way that its real and essential meaning as it existed in the mind of the particular Biblical writer and as it exists in the light of the overall context of Scripture is made plain and applied to the present-day needs of the hearers, it may properly be said to be expository preaching. … It is emphatically not preaching about the Bible, but preaching the Bible. “What saith the Lord” is the alpha and the omega of expository preaching. It begins in the Bible and ends in the Bible and all that intervenes springs from the Bible. In other words, expository preaching is Bible-centered preaching.25
Two other definitions of exposition help clarify what it is:
At its best, expository preaching is “the presentation of biblical truth, derived from and transmitted through a historical, grammatical, Spirit-guided study of a passage in its context, which the Holy Spirit applies first to the life of the preacher and then through him to his congregation.”26
In the 1950’s ML-J [D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones] was virtually alone in England in engaging in what he meant by ‘expository preaching’. For preaching to qualify for that designation it was not enough, in his view, that its content be biblical; addresses which concentrated upon word-studies, or which gave running commentary and analyses of whole chapters, might be termed ‘biblical’, but that is not the same as exposition. To expound is not simply to give the correct grammatical sense of a verse or passage, it is rather to set out principles or doctrines which the words are intended to convey. True expository preaching is, therefore, doctrinal preaching, it is preaching which addresses specific truths from God to man. The expository preacher is not one who ‘shares his studies’ with others, he is an ambassador and a messenger, authoritatively delivering the Word of God to men. Such preaching presents a text, then, with that text in sight throughout, there is deduction, argument and appeal, the whole making up a message which bears the authority of Scripture itself. Given such a conception, a faithful discharge of the teaching office necessitates the preacher being able to say, with Paul, ‘We are not as many, which corrupt the word of God: but as of sincerity, but as of God, in the sight of God speak we in Christ’ (2 Cor. 2:17). If this involves a staggeringly high view of preaching, it was nothing more, Dr. Lloyd-Jones believed, than is required of the ministerial office.27
In summary, the following minimal defining elements identify expository preaching:
1. The message finds its sole source in Scripture.28
2. The message is extracted from Scripture through careful exegesis.
3. The message preparation correctly interprets Scripture in its normal sense and its context.
4. The message clearly explains the original God-intended meaning of Scripture.
5. The message applies the Scriptural meaning for today.
The spirit of expository preaching is exemplified in two biblical texts:
And they read from the book, from the law of God, translating to give the sense so that they understood the reading (Neh. 8:8).
Therefore I testify to you this day, that I am innocent of the blood of all men. For I did not shrink from declaring to you the whole purpose of God (Acts 20:26–27).
A particular example is Jesus’ expounding of Isaiah 61:1–2 in the synagogue (Luke 4:16–22). He later gave a thematic exposition of Himself to the disciples on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24:27, 32, 44–47). In Acts 8:27–35 Phillip expounded Isaiah 53:7–8 for the Ethiopian eunuch. Stephen preached a historical/biographical expository sermon to the Jews before they stoned him (Acts 7:2–53).
Greer Boyce has aptly described expository preaching as follows:
In short, expository preaching demands that, by careful analysis of each text within its immediate context and the setting of the book to which it belongs, the full power of modern exegetical and theological scholarship be brought to bear upon our treatment of the Bible. The objective is not that the preacher may parade all this scholarship in the pulpit. Rather, it is that the preacher may speak faithfully out of solid knowledge of his text, and mount the pulpit steps as, at least, “a workman who has no need to be ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth.”
The preacher’s final step is the most crucial and most perilous of all. It is to relate the biblical message both faithfully and relevantly to modern life. At this point all his skill as a craftsman must come into play. We must be warned that faithful exposition of a text does not of itself produce an effective sermon. We need also to be warned, however, that faithfulness to the text is not to be sacrificed for the sake of what we presume to be relevancy. This sacrifice too many modern preachers seem willing to make, producing, as a result, sermons that are a compound of moralistic advice, their own unauthoritative and sometimes unwise opinions, and the latest psychology. Expository preaching, by insisting that the message of the sermon coincide with the theme of the text, calls the preacher back to his true task: the proclamation of the Word of God in and through the Bible.29
Understanding the Expository Process
Discussing the biblical foundations and the definition of expository preaching, while essential, is relatively easy. The real challenge comes when one has to move from the classroom to the weekly pulpit. Unless the preacher clearly understands the expository process, he will never achieve his potential in the craft of expository preaching.
As a frame of reference for this discussion, we propose that the expository process include four standard elements: preparing the expositor, processing and principlizing the biblical text(s), pulling the expository message together, and preaching the exposition. These four phases need equal emphasis if the exposition is to be fully effective in the sight of both God and the congregation.
Preparing the Expositorÿ30
Since God should be the source of expository messages, one who delivers such a message should enjoy intimate communion with God. This is the only way the message can be given with greatest accuracy, clarity, and passion.
At least seven areas of preparation qualify a man to stand in the pulpit and declare, “Thus saith the Lord!”:
1. The preacher must be a truly regenerated believer in Jesus Christ. He must be a part of God’s redeemed family (John 1:12–13). If a man is to deliver a personal message from the heavenly Father effectively, he must be a legitimate spiritual son or the message will inevitably be distorted.
2. The preacher must be appointed and gifted by God to the teaching/preaching ministry (Eph. 4:11–16 and 1 Tim. 3:2). Unless a man is divinely enabled to proclaim, he will be inadequate, possessing only human ability.31
3. The preacher must be inclined and trained to be a student of God’s Word. Otherwise, he cannot carry out the mandate of 2 Timothy 2:15 to “cut straight” the Word of God’s truth.
4. The preacher must be a mature believer who demonstrates a consistent godly character (1 Tim. 3:2–3).32
5. The preacher must be dependent upon God the Holy Spirit for divine insight and understanding of God’s Word (1 Cor. 2:14–15). Without the Spirit’s illumination and power, the message will be relatively impotent.33
6. The preacher must be in constant prayerful communion with God to receive the full impact of the Word (Ps. 119:18). The obvious one to consult for clarification is the original author.34
7. The preacher must first let the developing message sift through his own thinking and life before he can preach it. Ezra provides the perfect model: “For Ezra had set his heart to study the law of the Lord, and to practice it, and to teach His statutes and ordinances in Israel” (Ezra 7:10).
Processing and Principlizing the Biblical Text
A man in tune with God’s Spirit and Word is ready to begin a process to discover not only what God originally meant by what He said but also appropriate principles and applications for today.35
1. Processing the biblical textÿ36—A man cannot hope to preach effectively without first having worked diligently and thoroughly through the biblical text. This is the only way the expositor can acquire God’s message. Two preachers from different eras comment on this essential feature:
A man cannot hope to preach the Word of God accurately until he has first engaged in a careful, exhaustive exegesis of his text. Herein lies the problem, for competent exegesis requires time, brain power, “blood, sweat, and tears,” all saturated with enormous doses of prayer.37
You will soon reveal your ignorance as an expositor if you do not study; therefore diligent reading will be forced upon you. Anything which compels the preacher to search the grand old Book is of immense service to him. If any are jealous lest the labor should injure their constitutions, let them remember that mental work up to a certain point is most refreshing, and where the Bible is the theme toil is delight. It is only when mental labor passes beyond the bounds of common sense that the mind becomes enfeebled by it, and this is not usually reached except by injudicious persons, or men engaged on topics which are unrefreshing and disagreeable; but our subject is a recreative one, and to young men like ourselves the vigorous use of our faculties is a most healthy exercise.38
2. Principlizing the biblical text—Preaching does not stop with understanding ancient languages, history, culture, and customs. Unless the centuries can be bridged and the message made contemporary and relevant, the preaching experience differs little from a classroom encounter. One must first process the text for original meaning and then principlize the text for current applicability.39 One’s study falls short of the goal if this step is omitted or slighted.
Pulling the Expository Message Together
At the third stage the expositor has finished his deep study and asks himself, “How can I blend my findings in such a way that my flock will understand the Bible and its requirements for their lives today?” In a sense, the art of exposition commences here.40
Nolan Howington uses a graphic description to relate exegesis and exposition: “Thus an exegete is like a diver bringing up pearls from the ocean bed; an expositor is like the jeweler who arrays them in orderly fashion and in proper relation to each other.”41
Titles, outlines, introductions, illustrations, and conclusions enter the process at this stage. The message moves from the raw materials mined by exegesis to the finished product of exposition, which the hearers, it is hoped, will find interesting, convicting, and compelling. The key to this step is remembering what distinguishes exposition: explaining the text, especially parts that are hard to understand or apply. It is equally important to remember not only the text, but the audience as well.
F. B. Meyer offers this advice when thinking of the listeners and what sermonic form the message will take:
There are five considerations that must be met in every successful sermon. There should be an appeal to the Reason, to the Conscience, to the Imagination, to the Emotions, and to the Will; and for each of these there is no method so serviceable as systematic exposition.42
Preaching the Exposition
The final decision to be made by the expositor relates to his preaching mode, whether from memory or from notes. This step is perhaps the most neglected in preparation by those committed to true exposition. Too often expositors assume that proper work done in the study will ensure that the pulpit will care for itself. It is true that there is no substitute for hard work in the study, but equally hard work in the pulpit will reward both the preacher and the flock to a much greater degree. James Stalker effectively draws attention to this challenge:
Ministers do not get enough of result in the attention, satisfaction and delight of their hearers for the work they do; and the failure is in the vehicle of communication between the study and the congregation—that is to say, in the delivery of the sermon. What I am pleading for is, that there should be more work to show for the coal consumed.43
At the point of delivery, it is essential for the expositor to be clear in his purpose. Otherwise, the message preached may be far afield from the message studied and the message of Scripture. J. I. Packer makes this point by contrasting what preaching is not with what it is:
The purpose of preaching is not to stir people to action while bypassing their minds, so that they never see what reason God gives them for doing what the preacher requires of them (that is manipulation); nor is the purpose to stock people’s minds with truth, no matter how vital and clear, which then lies fallow and does not become the seedbed and source of changed lives (that is academicism).… The purpose of preaching is to inform, persuade, and call forth an appropriate response to the God whose message and instruction are being delivered.44
Also of importance is the language used in communicating the message. It should be clear, understandable, picturesque, and most of all, biblical. The following strong warning issued decades ago is still applicable:
I urge adherence to Biblical terminology. Much modern preaching has taken a psychological and sociological turn. It is mysterious and mystical. It sets forth psychiatric ideas, often using the terms of the psychiatrist rather than those of the Christian evangelist. It speaks of repression, fixations, traumas, neuroses, and syndromes, world without end. I claim that in the main these are not terms that the Holy Spirit can use effectively.45
Another crucial matter is the dynamics of speech, that is, audience relationship and communicative effectiveness. Vines and Allen outline three basic principles for every expositor:
In short, effective communication from the pulpit must be informed by Aristotle’s rhetorical triad of logos, ethos, and pathos. This involves a thorough knowledge of the subject matter and here is where there is no substitute for thorough exegesis. It involves a thorough knowledge of the speaker-audience dynamic such that the preacher must speak from integrity and his audience must know of his sincerity and genuineness. Finally, it involves a knowledge of people and how they respond to the spoken word.46
Above all, the expositor must expound the Word as Paul did in Corinth (1 Cor. 2:1–5).47 He did not come as a clever orator or scholarly genius; he did not arrive with his own message; he did not preach with personal confidence in his own strength. Rather, Paul preached the testimony of God and Christ’s death, and this with well-placed confidence in God’s power to make the message life-changing. Unless this kind of wholesale dependence on God marks the modern expositor’s preaching, his exposition will lack the divine dimension that only God can provide.
In summary, of the four steps in the complete expository experience—preparing the expositor, processing and principlizing the biblical text, pulling the expository message together, and preaching the exposition—no phase can be omitted without seriously jeopardizing the truthfulness or usefulness of God’s Word mediated through the expositor.
Considering Expositional Advantagesÿ48
Expository preaching best emulates biblical preaching both in content and style. This is the chief benefit. Besides this, other advantages listed in random order include the following:
1. Expositional preaching best achieves the biblical intent of preaching: delivering God’s message.
2. Expositional preaching promotes scripturally authoritative proclamation.
3. Expositional preaching magnifies God’s Word.
4. Expositional preaching provides a storehouse of preaching material.
5. Expositional preaching develops the pastor as a man of God’s Word.
6. Expositional preaching ensures the highest level of Bible knowledge for the flock.
7. Expositional preaching leads to thinking and living biblically.
8. Expositional preaching encourages both depth and comprehensiveness.
9. Expositional preaching forces the treatment of hard-to-interpret texts.
10. Expositional preaching allows for handling broad theological themes.
11. Expositional preaching keeps preachers away from ruts and hobby horses.
12. Expositional preaching prevents the insertion of human ideas.
13. Expositional preaching guards against misinterpretation of the biblical text.
14. Expositional preaching imitates the preaching of Christ and the apostles.
15. Expositional preaching brings out the best in the expositor.
Reclaiming Expository Preaching
In the dawn of a new millennium, we must reclaim the science and art of expository preaching for the coming generation. No one said it would be easy. It is quite the opposite. No other method of preaching requires so much work. At the same time, no other method rewards so richly.
If the suggestions which have been offered are well founded, it will be obvious that expository preaching is a difficult task. It requires much close study of Scripture in general, and much special study of the particular passage to be treated. To make a discourse which shall be explanatory and yet truly oratorical, bearing a rich mass of details but not burdened with them, full of Scripture and abounding in practical applications, to bring even dull, uninformed, and unspiritual minds into interested and profitable contact with an extended portion of the Bible—of course, this must be difficult.49
While a dominant trend among today’s preachers is toward consumer satisfaction and contemporary relevancy, we reaffirm that biblical preaching must be first directed toward divine satisfaction and kingdom relevance. Reflect carefully on Mark Steege’s clarion call to expositional preaching and its note of biblical authority:
Through our preaching the Lord seeks to change men’s lives. We are to be evangelists, to awaken men to their high calling in Christ. We are to be heralds, proclaiming the messages of God to men. We are to be ambassadors, calling men to be reconciled to God. We are to be shepherds, nourishing and caring for men day by day. We are to be stewards of the mysteries of God, giving men the proper Word for their every need. We are to be witnesses, telling men of all that God has done for them. We are to be overseers, urging men to live their lives to God. We are to be ministers, preparing men to minister with us to others. As we reflect on each of these phases of our work, what emphasis each gives to the importance of preaching! What a task the Lord has given us!50
Although R. L. Dabney wrote over a century ago, we join him today in urging
that the expository method … be restored to that equal place which it held in the primitive and Reformed Churches; for, first, this is obviously the only natural and efficient way to do that which is the sole legitimate end of preaching, convey the whole message of God to the people.51
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The Mandate of Biblical Inerrancy: Expository Preachingÿ1
John MacArthur
The special attention evangelicalism has given to the inerrancy of Scripture in recent years carries with it a mandate to emphasize expository preaching of the Scriptures. The existence of God and His nature requires the conclusion that He has communicated accurately and that an adequate exegetical process to determine His meaning is required. The Christian commission to preach God’s Word involves accurately transmitting that meaning to an audience, a weighty responsibility. A belief in inerrancy thus requires, most important of all, expositional preaching that does not have to do primarily with the homiletical form of the message. In this regard, expository preaching differs from what is practiced by non-inerrantists.
The theological highlight of recent decades has without question been evangelicalism’s intense focus on biblical inerrancy.2 Much of what has been written defending inerrancyÿ3 represents the most acute theological reasoning our generation has produced.
Yet it seems our commitment to inerrancy is somewhat lacking in the way it fleshes out in practical ministry. Specifically, evangelical preaching ought to reflect our conviction that God’s Word is infallible and inerrant. Too often it does not. In fact, there is a discernible trend in contemporary evangelicalism away from biblical preaching and a drift toward an experience-centered, pragmatic, topical approach in the pulpit.
Should not our preaching be biblical exposition, reflecting our conviction that the Bible is the inspired, inerrant Word of God? If we believe that “all Scripture is inspired by God” and inerrant, must we not be equally committed to the reality that it is “profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness; that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16–17)? Should not that magnificent truth determine how we preach?
Paul gave this mandate to Timothy: “I solemnly charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and the dead, and by His appearing and His kingdom: preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, with great patience and instruction” (2 Tim. 4:1–2, emphasis added). Any form of preaching that ignores that intended purpose and design of God falls short of the divine plan. J. I. Packer eloquently captured the pursuit of preaching:
Preaching appears in the Bible as a relaying of what God has said about Himself and His doings, and about men in relation to Him, plus a pressing of His commands, promises, warnings, and assurances, with a view to winning the hearer or hearers … to a positive response.4
The only logical response to inerrant Scripture is to preach it expositionally. By expositionally, I mean preaching in such a way that the meaning of the Bible passage is presented entirely and exactly as it was intended by God. Expository preaching is the proclamation of the truth of God as mediated through the preacher.5
Admittedly, not all expositors have an inerrant view. See William Barclay’s treatment of Mark 5 or John 6 in The Daily Study Bible Series. It is also true that not all with an inerrant view practice expository preaching. These are, however, inconsistencies because an inerrantist perspective demands expository preaching, and a non-inerrantist perspective makes it unnecessary.
Putting it another way, what does it matter that we have an inerrant text if we do not deal with the basic phenomena of communication: words, sentences, grammar, morphology, syntax, etc.? And if we do not, why bother preaching it?
In his much-needed volume on exegetical theology, Walter Kaiser pointedly analyzed the current anemic state of the church due to flock-feeding that is rendered inadequate because of the absence of expository preaching:
It is no secret that Christ’s Church is not at all in good health in many places of the world. She has been languishing because she has been fed, as the current line has it, “junk food”; all kinds of artificial preservatives and all sorts of unnatural substitutes have been served up to her. As a result, theological and Biblical malnutrition has afflicted the very generation that has taken such giant steps to make sure its physical health is not damaged by using foods or products that are carcinogenic or otherwise harmful to their physical bodies. Simultaneously a worldwide spiritual famine resulting from the absence of any genuine publication of the Word of God (Amos 8:11) continues to run wild and almost unabated in most quarters of the Church.6
The cure is expository preaching.
The mandate, then, is clear. Expository preaching is the declarative genre in which inerrancy finds its logical expression and the church has its life and power. Stated simply, inerrancy demands exposition as the only method of preaching that preserves the purity of Scripture and accomplishes the purpose for which God gave us His Word.
R. B. Kuiper reinforced this mandate when he wrote, “The principle that Christian preaching is proclamation of the Word must obviously be determinative of the content of the sermon.”7
Inerrancy, Exegesis, and Exposition
Postulates and Propositions
I would like to begin the main discussion with these logically sequential postulates that introduce and undergird my propositions (as well as form a true basis for inerrancy).8
1. God is (Gen. 1:1; Ps. 14; 53; Heb. 11:6).
2. God is true (Ex. 34:6; Num. 23:19; Deut. 32:4; Ps. 25:10; 31:6; Is. 65:16; Jer. 10:8, 10–11; John 14:6; 17:3; Titus 1:2; Heb. 6:18; 1 John 5:20).
3. God speaks in harmony with His nature (Num. 23:19; 1 Sam. 15:29; Rom. 3:4; 2 Tim. 2:13; Titus 1:2; Heb. 6:18).
4. God speaks only truth (Ps. 31:5; 119:43, 142, 151, 160; Prov. 30:5; Is. 65:16; John 17:17; James 1:18).
5. God spoke His true Word as consistent with His true Nature to be communicated to people (a self-evident truth that is illustrated at 2 Tim. 3:16–17 and Heb. 1:1).
Therefore, we must consider the following propositions.
1. God gave His true Word to be communicated entirely as He gave it, that is, the whole counsel of God is to be preached (Matt. 28:20; Acts 5:20; 20:27). Correspondingly, every portion of the Word of God needs to be considered in the light of its whole.
2. God gave His true Word to be communicated exactly as He gave it. It is to be dispensed precisely as it was delivered, without altering the message.
3. Only the exegetical process that yields expository proclamation will accomplish propositions 1 and 2.
Inerrancy’s Link to Expository Preaching
Now, let me substantiate these propositions with answers to a series of questions. They will channel our thinking from the headwaters of God’s revelation to its intended destination.
1. Why preach?
Very simply, God so commanded (2 Tim. 4:2), and the apostles so responded (Acts 6:4).
2. What should we preach?
The Word of God, that is, Scriptura sola and Scriptura tota (1 Tim. 4:13; 2 Tim. 4:2).
3. Who preaches?
Holy men of God (Luke 1:70; Acts 3:21; Eph. 3:5; 2 Pet. 1:21; Rev. 18:20; 22:6). Only after God had purified Isaiah’s lips was he ordained to preach (Is. 6:6–13).
4. What is the preacher’s responsibility?
First, the preacher needs to realize that God’s Word is not the preacher’s word. But rather,
He is a messenger, not an originator (µP±³³µ»¯¶É [euaggelizM]).
He is a sower, not the source (Matt. 13:3, 19).
He is a herald, not the authority (º·ÁÍÃÃÉ [kryssM]).
He is a steward, not the owner (Col. 1:25).
He is the guide, not the author (Acts 8:31).
He is the server of spiritual food, not the chef (John 21:15, 17).
Second, the preacher needs to reckon that Scripture is A »Ì³¿Â Ä¿æ ¸µ¿æ (ho logos tou theou, “the Word of God”). When he is committed to this awesome truth and responsibility,
His aim, rather, will be to stand under Scripture, not over it, and to allow it, so to speak, to talk through him, delivering what is not so much his message as its. In our preaching, that is what should always be happening. In his obituary of the great German conductor, Otto Klemperer, Neville Cardus spoke of the way in which Klemperer “set the music in motion,” maintaining throughout a deliberately anonymous, self-effacing style in order that the musical notes might articulate themselves in their own integrity through him. So it must be in preaching; Scripture itself must do all the talking, and the preacher’s task is simply to “set the Bible in motion.”9
A careful study of the phrase »Ì³¿Â ¸µ¿æ (logos theou, “the Word of God”) finds over forty uses in the New Testament. It is equated with the Old Testament (Mark 7:13). It is what Jesus preached (Luke 5:1). It was the message the apostles taught (Acts 4:31; 6:2). It was the word the Samaritans received (8:14) as given by the apostles (v. 25). It was the message the Gentiles received as preached by Peter (Acts 11:1). It was the word Paul preached on his first missionary journey (Acts 13:5, 7, 44, 48, 49; 15:35–36). It was the message preached on Paul’s second missionary journey (Acts 16:32; 17:13; 18:11). It was the message Paul preached on his third missionary journey (Acts 19:10). It was the focus of Luke in the Book of Acts in that it spread rapidly and widely (6:7; 12:24; 19:20). Paul was careful to tell the Corinthians that he spoke the Word as it was given from God, that it had not been adulterated and that it was a manifestation of truth (2 Cor. 2:17; 4:2). Paul acknowledged that it was the source of his preaching (Col. 1:25; 1 Thess. 2:13).
As it was with Christ and the apostles, so Scripture is also to be delivered by preachers today in such a way that they can say, “Thus saith the Lord.” Their responsibility is to deliver it as it was originally given and intended.
5. How did the preacher’s message begin?
The message began as a true word from God and was given as truth because God’s purpose was to transmit truth. It was ordered by God as truth and was delivered by God’s Spirit in cooperation with holy men who received it with exactly the pure quality that God intended (2 Pet. 1:20–21). It was received as Scriptura inerrantis by the prophets and apostles, that is, without wandering from Scripture’s original formulation in the mind of God.
Inerrancy, then, expresses the quality with which the writers of our canon received the text we call Scripture.
6. How is God’s message to continue in its original true state?
If God’s message began true and if it is to be delivered as received, what interpretive processes necessitated by changes of language, culture, and time will ensure its purity when currently preached? The answer is that only an exegetical approach is acceptable for accurate exposition.
Having established the essential need for exegesis, the next logical question is, “How is interpretation/exegesis linked with preaching?”
Packer answered best:
The Bible being what it is, all true interpretation of it must take the form of preaching. With this goes an equally important converse: that, preaching being what it is, all true preaching must take the form of biblical interpretation.10
7. Now, pulling our thinking all together in a practical way, “What is the final step that links inerrancy to preaching?”
First, the true text must be used. We are indebted to those select scholars who labor tediously in the field of textual criticism. Their studies recover the original text of Scripture from the large volume of extant manuscript copies that are flawed by textual variants. This is the starting point. Without the text as God gave it, the preacher would be helpless to deliver it as God intended.
Second, having begun with a true text, we need to interpret the text accurately. The science of hermeneutics is in view.
As a theological discipline hermeneutics is the science of the correct interpretation of the Bible. It is a special application of the general science of linguistics and meaning. It seeks to formulate those particular rules which pertain to the special factors connected with the Bible.… Hermeneutics is a science in that it can determine certain principles for discovering the meaning of a document, and in that these principles are not a mere list of rules but bear organic connection to each other. It is also an art as we previously indicated because principles or rules can never be applied mechanically but involve the skill (techn) of the interpreter.11
Third, our exegesis must flow from a proper hermeneutic. Of this relationship, Bernard Ramm observed that hermeneutics
stands in the same relationship to exegesis that a rule-book stands to a game. The rule-book is written in terms of reflection, analysis, and experience. The game is played by concrete actualization of the rules. The rules are not the game, and the game is meaningless without the rules. Hermeneutics proper is not exegesis, but exegesis is applied hermeneutics.12
Exegesis can now be defined as the skillful application of sound hermeneutical principles to the biblical text in the original language with a view to understanding and declaring the author’s intended meaning both to the immediate and subsequent audiences. In tandem, hermeneutics and exegesis focus on the biblical text to determine what it said and what it meant originally.13 Thus, exegesis in its broadest sense will include the various disciplines of literary criticism, historical studies, grammatical exegesis, historical theology, biblical theology, and systematic theology. Proper exegesis will tell the student what the text says and what the text means, guiding him to make a proper personal application of it.
Interpretation of Scripture is the cornerstone not only of the entire sermon preparation process, but also of the preacher’s life. A faithful student of Scripture will seek to be as certain as possible that the interpretation is biblically accurate.14
Fourth, we are now ready for a true exposition. Based on the flow of thinking that we have just come through, I assert that expository preaching is really exegetical preaching and not so much the homiletical form of the message. Merrill Unger appropriately noted,
It is not the length of the portion treated, whether a single verse or a larger unit, but the manner of treatment. No matter what the length of the portion explained may be, if it is handled in such a way that its real and essential meaning as it existed in the light of the overall context of Scripture is made plain and applied to the present-day needs of the hearers, it may properly be said to be expository preaching.15
As a result of this exegetical process that began with a commitment to inerrancy, the expositor is equipped with a true message, with true intent, and with true application. It gives his preaching perspective historically, theologically, contextually, literarily, synoptically, and culturally. His message is God’s intended message.
Now because this all seems so patently obvious, we might ask, “How did the church ever lose sight of inerrancy’s relationship to preaching?” Let me suggest that in the main it was through the “legacy of liberalism.”
The Legacy of Liberalism
An Example
Robert Bratcher, a former research assistant with the American Bible Society, is the translator of ABS’s Good News For Modern Man and also an ordained Southern Baptist pastor. As one of the invited speakers to a seminar of the Christian Life Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention, he addressed the topic “Biblical Authority for the Church Today.” Bratcher was quoted as saying,
Only willful ignorance or intellectual dishonesty can account for the claim that the Bible is inerrant and infallible. No truth-loving, God-respecting, Christ-honoring believer should be guilty of such heresy. To invest the Bible with the qualities of inerrancy and infallibility is to idolatrize [sic] it, to transform it into a false god.16
This thinking is typical of the legacy of liberalism that has robbed preachers of true preaching dynamics. I ask, “Why be careful with content which does not reflect the nature of God, or with content whose truthfulness is uncertain?”
False Notions
Bratcher and others who would subscribe to “limited” or “partial” inerrancy are guilty of error along several lines of reasoning.17 First, they have not really come to grips with that which Scripture teaches about itself.
Benjamin Warfield focused on the heart of the issue with this inquiry: “The really decisive question among Christian scholars … is thus seen to be, ‘What does an exact and scientific exegesis determine to be the Biblical doctrine of inspiration?’ ”18
The answer is that nowhere do the Scriptures teach that there is a dichotomy of truth and error, nor do the writers ever give the slightest hint that they were aware of this alleged phenomenon as they wrote. The human writers of Scripture unanimously concur that it is God’s Word; therefore it must be true.
Second, limited or partial inerrancy assumes that there is a higher authority to establish the reliability of Scripture than God’s revelation in the Scriptures. They err by a priori giving the critic a place of authority over the Scriptures. This assumes the critic himself is inerrant.
Third, if limited inerrancy is true, then its promoters err in assuming that any part of the Scriptures is a trustworthy communicator of God’s truth. An errant Scripture would definitely disqualify the Bible as a reliable source of truth.
Presuppositions are involved either way. Will men place their faith in the Scriptures or the critics? They cannot have their cake (trustworthy Scripture) and eat it too (limited inerrancy).
If the Bible is unable to produce a sound doctrine of Scripture, then it is thus incapable of producing, with any degree of believability or credibility, a doctrine about any other matter. If the human writers of Scripture have erred in their understanding of Holy Writ’s purity, then they have disqualified themselves as writers for any other area of God’s revealed truth. If they are so disqualified in all areas, then every preacher is thoroughly robbed of any confidence and conviction concerning the alleged true message he would be relaying for God.
The Bottom Line
G. Campbell Morgan, hailed as the twentieth century’s “prince of expositors,” was a messenger widely used by God. There was a time in his life, however, when he wrestled with the very issue we discuss. He concluded that if there were errors in the biblical message, it could not be honestly proclaimed in public.
Here is the account of young Campbell Morgan’s struggle to know if the Bible was surely God’s Word:
For three years this young man, seriously contemplating a future of teaching and ultimately of preaching, felt the troubled waters of the stream of religious controversy carrying him beyond his depth. He read the new books which debated such questions as, “Is God Knowable?” and found that the authors’ concerted decision was, “He is not knowable.” He became confused and perplexed. No longer was he sure of that which his father proclaimed in public, and had taught him in the home.
Other books appeared, seeking to defend the Bible from the attacks which were being made upon it. The more he read, the more unanswerable became the questions which filled his mind. One who has never suffered it cannot appreciate the anguish of spirit young Campbell Morgan endured during this crucial period of his life. Through all the after years it gave him the greatest sympathy with young people passing through similar experiences at college—experiences which he likened to “passing through a trackless desert.” At last the crisis came when he admitted to himself his total lack of assurance that the Bible was the authoritative Word of God to man. He immediately cancelled all preaching engagements. Then, taking all his books, both those attacking and those defending the Bible, he put them all in a corner cupboard. Relating this afterwards, as he did many times in preaching, he told of turning the key in the lock of the door. “I can hear the click of that lock now,” he used to say. He went out of the house, and down the street to a bookshop. He bought a new Bible and, returning to his room with it, he said to himself: “I am no longer sure that this is what my father claims it to be—the Word of God. But of this I am sure. If it be the Word of God, and if I come to it with an unprejudiced and open mind, it will bring assurance to my soul of itself.” “That Bible found me,” he said, “I began to read and study it then, in 1883. I have been a student ever since, and I still am (in 1938).”
At the end of two years Campbell Morgan emerged from that eclipse of faith absolutely sure that the Bible was, in very deed and truth, none other than the Word of the living God. Quoting again from his account of the incident: “This experience is what, at last, took me back into the work of preaching, and into the work of the ministry. I soon found foothold enough to begin to preach, and from that time I went on.”
With this crisis behind him and this new certainty thrilling his soul, there came a compelling conviction. This Book, being what it was, merited all that a man could give to its study, not merely for the sake of the personal joy of delving deeply into the heart and mind and will of God, but also in order that those truths discovered by such searching of the Scriptures should be made known to a world of men groping for light, and perishing in the darkness with no clear knowledge of that Will.19
May God be pleased to multiply the tribe of men called “preachers” who, being convinced of the Bible’s inerrant nature, will diligently apply themselves to understand and to proclaim its message as those commissioned of God to deliver it in His stead.
Our Challenge
One of the most godly preachers ever to live was Scotland’s Robert Murray McCheyne. In the memoirs of McCheyne’s life, Andrew Bonar wrote,
It was his wish to arrive nearer at the primitive mode of expounding Scripture in his sermons. Hence when one asked him if he was ever afraid of running short of sermons some day, he replied—“No; I am just an interpreter of Scripture in my sermons; and when the Bible runs dry, then I shall.” And in the same spirit he carefully avoided the too common mode of accommodating texts—fastening a doctrine on the words, not drawing it from the obvious connection of the passage. He endeavoured at all times to preach the mind of the Spirit in a passage; for he feared that to do otherwise would be to grieve the Spirit who had written it. Interpretation was thus a solemn matter to him. And yet, adhering scrupulously to this sure principle, he felt himself in no way restrained from using, for every day’s necessities, all parts of the Old Testament as much as the New. His manner was first to ascertain the primary sense and application, and so proceed to handle it for present use.20
The expositor’s task is to preach the mind of God as he finds it in the inerrant Word of God. He understands it through the disciplines of hermeneutics and exegesis. He declares it expositorily then as the message which God spoke and commissioned him to deliver.
John Stott deftly sketched the relationship of the exegetical process to expository preaching:
Expository preaching is a most exacting discipline. Perhaps that is why it is so rare. Only those will undertake it who are prepared to follow the example of the apostles and say, “It is not right that we should give up preaching the Word of God to serve tables.… We will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the Word” (Acts 6:2, 4). The systematic preaching of the Word is impossible without the systematic study of it. It will not be enough to skim through a few verses in daily Bible reading, nor to study a passage only when we have to preach from it. No. We must daily soak ourselves in the Scriptures. We must not just study, as through a microscope, the linguistic minutiae of a few verses, but take our telescope and scan the wide expanses of God’s Word, assimilating its grand theme of divine sovereignty in the redemption of mankind. “It is blessed,” wrote C. H. Spurgeon, “to eat into the very soul of the Bible until, at last, you come to talk in Scriptural language, and your spirit is flavoured with the words of the Lord, so that your blood is Bibline and the very essence of the Bible flows from you.”21
Inerrancy demands an exegetical process and an expository proclamation. Only the exegetical process preserves God’s Word entirely, guarding the treasure of revelation and declaring its meaning exactly as He intended it to be proclaimed.22 Expository preaching is the result of the exegetical process. Thus, it is the essential link between inerrancy and proclamation. It is mandated to preserve the purity of God’s originally given inerrant Word and to proclaim the whole counsel of God’s redemptive truth.23
ÿ1 This chapter was initially given as a response at the International Council on Biblical Inerrancy, Summit II (November 1982). It was subsequently published under the title “Inerrancy and Preaching: Where Exposition and Exegesis Come Together” in the book Hermeneutics, Inerrancy, and the Bible, ed. by Earl Radmacher and Robert Preus. Copyright (c) 1984 by the Zondervan Corporation. Used by permission. An updated revision was published under this same title in The Master’s Seminary Journal 1, no. 1 (Fall 1990): 13–15. The essay has been adapted for inclusion in this volume.
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ÿ3 Paul D. Feinberg, “Infallibility and Inerrancy,” Trinity Journal 6, no. 2 (Fall 1977): 120, crisply articulates critical inerrancy as “the claim that when all facts are known, the scriptures in their original autographs and properly interpreted will be shown to be without error in all that they affirm to the degree of precision intended, whether that affirmation relates to doctrine, history, science, geography, geology, etc.”
4 James I. Packer, “Preaching As Biblical Interpretation,” Inerrancy and Common Sense, ed. by Roger R. Nicole and J. Ramsey Michaels (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980), 189.
5 D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Preaching and Preachers (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1971), 222.
6 Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., Toward an Exegetical Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1981), 7–8.
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The History of Expository Preaching
James F. Stitzinger
The history of expository preaching begins with an understanding of the revelatory and explanatory preaching recorded in Scripture. Legitimate preaching in the Church Age continues the expository preaching begun in the Bible. History unveils a limited but rich ongoing legacy of biblical expositors up to the present day. These men who poured their lives into expounding God’s Word command careful attention from today’s biblical expositors.
The rich heritage of expository preaching in church history centers in a relatively small number of men who have committed themselves to this type of preaching.1 These men who were devoted to expounding the Scriptures are an encouragement and a challenge because of the profound results of their ministries. Dargan noted that “preaching is an essential part and a distinguishing feature of Christianity, and accordingly the larger history of general religious movements includes that of preaching.”2 He further observed that “a reciprocal influence must be reckoned with: the movement has sometimes produced the preaching, the preaching sometimes the movement, but most commonly they have each helped the other.”3 This profound influence of preaching in general applies especially to expository preaching. It has been a significant factor in the history of the church, earning a role as a worthy topic of study.
The apostle Paul spoke of his preaching as “not in persuasive words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power” (1 Cor. 2:4). In establishing the pattern for the church, he instructed Timothy to “preach the word” (2 Tim. 4:2). God has used the faithful efforts of expository preachers of His Word to bring honor to His name and to increase the faith of His saints (1 Cor. 2:5) throughout history.
The history of expository preaching is a principal division of the overall science and art of homiletics.4 In emphasizing the importance of such a study, Garvie wrote the following over seventy years ago:
The best approach to any subject is by its history; if a science, we must learn all we can about previous discoveries; if an art, about previous methods. The Christian preacher will be better equipped for his task today, if he has some knowledge of how men have preached in former days.… While in preaching even, as in human activities of less moment, there are fashions of the hour which it would be folly to reproduce when they have fallen out of date, yet there are abiding aims and rules of preaching, which must be taken account of in each age, and which can be learned by the study of the preaching of the past. Admiration of the great and the good, even without imitation, makes a man wiser and better; the Christian preacher will enrich his own manhood by intimacy with those in whose worthy succession he stands.… He will be least in bondage to the past, who is least ignorant of it, and he will be most master of the present whose knowledge is least confined to it.5
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. An exposure to the history of expository preaching furnishes a context, a reference point, and a basis for distinguishing the transient from the eternal. It will motivate a person toward and increase his confidence in faithful Bible exposition. In the words of Stott, he will glimpse “the glory of preaching through the eyes of its champions in every century.”6 The history of expository preaching has an abundance of principles and lessons to teach those who study it.
The Biblical Period
Historical study of expository preaching must begin with a proper understanding of the record of preaching in Scripture. Preaching in the Bible is in two basic forms: revelatory preaching and explanatory preaching. All post-biblical preaching has the backdrop of the preaching recorded in Scripture and must trace its roots to this source.
Those originally charged with the task of proclaiming God’s Word revealed God to man as they spoke. This Word from God came through different instruments, including the prophet who spoke a divine word from the Lord, the priest who spoke the law, and the sage who offered wise counsel (Jer. 18:18). The Old Testament is replete with the utterances of these revelatory preachers who accurately conveyed God’s message to men.
One of the earliest examples of revelatory preaching is the final charge of Moses to Israel (Deuteronomy 31–33). This address was delivered with tremendous ability and clarity by one who once described himself as “slow of speech and slow of tongue” (Ex. 4:10). In his two farewell addresses Joshua offered profound words of revelation and explanation to his people (Josh. 23:2–16 and 24:2–27). Broadus points to the “finely rhetorical use of historical narrative, animated dialogue, and imaginative and passionate appeal”7 in these messages from the Lord.
David and Solomon gave profound examples of revelatory and explanatory preaching of the Word in poetic form. David devoted many psalms to revealing the nature and character of God (Ps. 8, 9, 16, 22, 24, 34, 68, 110, 145). An equal number explained God to the people (Ps. 23, 32, 37, 40, see especially 32:8). The Psalms provide an extraordinary wealth of instruction about the nature and content of preaching.8
Solomon used proverbs to provide instruction (Prov. 1:2, 3) and taught through an address at the dedication of the temple (2 Chr. 6:1–42). “The Preacher” of Ecclesiastes 12:9, 10 also gave an explanatory discourse on the philosophy of life in which he sought by wisdom (Eccl. 1:12, 13) to deliver “words of truth correctly” (Eccl. 12:10) and was eminently successful.
Perhaps the greatest examples of Old Testament preaching are found among the prophets.9 An examination of their messages reveals both revelation and explanation. Broadus points to this fact and its relevance for today’s preachers:
Alas! that the great majority of the Christian world so early lost sight of the fact, and that many are still so slow, even among Protestants, to perceive it clearly. The NT minister is not a priest, a cleric—except in so far as all Christians are a priesthood—he is a teacher in God’s name, even as the OT prophet was a teacher, with the peculiar advantage of being inspired. You also know that it was by no means the main business of the prophets to predict the future … but that they spoke of the past and the present, often much more than of the future.10
Prophetic messages were not only predictions of the future (e.g., Is. 9; 53), but often called the people to repentance and obedience (1:2–31) or offered the people an explanation of the Word of the Lord (ch. 6). “The prophets were preachers.”11 A number of passages in which explanation was the focus and purpose of the messages include Josiah’s command to repair and reform the house of the Lord (2 Kin. 22; 23); Ezra’s study and teaching of the law (Ezra 7:10), Nehemiah’s comments about the law (Neh. 8:1–8), and Daniel’s explanation of his vision of seventy weeks (Dan. 9). Prophets who spoke of their work as instruction are Samuel (1 Sam. 12:23), Isaiah (Is. 30:9), and Jeremiah (Jer. 32:33). John the Baptist has a special place because he blended fearless determination with deep humility (John 1; 3:22–30) as he “bore witness” to Christ and called men to repentance and faith (Mark 1:4; John 1:15, 29).
What is clear in the Old Testament is that after a body of revelation had been given, the people would return to it with a need to have it expounded or explained. This was particularly true of the hard-to-understand portions. Old Testament preaching provided necessary clarification.
A history of Bible expositors must include Christ, who is both the model of preaching and the message of what is preached. Jesus came preaching (Mark 1:14) and teaching (Matt. 9:35). He was quite young when He began to display His understanding of Scripture (Luke 2:42, 46–50). As with earlier spokesmen, His preaching included both revelation and explanation. The sermons of Christ, such as in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5–7) and the one at Nazareth (Luke 4:16–30), are models of explanation and exposition for all time. In Matthew 5 Jesus said, “You have heard that it was said … but I say to you.…” In so doing, He instructed and enlightened His listeners and amplified the text, much to the people’s amazement. He stands head and shoulders above all who share the title “preacher” with him.12 Many qualities of Christ’s teaching and preaching can be quickly identified. Among them are the following: (1) He spoke with authority (Matt. 7:29); (2) He made careful use of other Scriptures in His explanations (Luke 24:27, 44); (3) He lived out what He taught (Luke 2:40, 52); (4) He taught simply to adapt to the common man (Mark 12:37); and (5) His teaching was often controversial (Matt. 10:35–37). To be understood properly, Christ must be seen “not as a scientific lecturer but as a preacher, a preacher for the most part to the common people, an open-air preacher, addressing restless and mainly unsympathizing crowds.”13 He taught His listeners the truth and explained it to them in simple but profound words. Some were confounded (Luke 4:28) while others rejoiced (Matt. 7:28). Today’s expository preacher should model his ministry after the expositional work of Christ. He should study Christ’s method carefully, “not as an example to be slavishly imitated, but as an ideal to be freely realized.”14 The teaching of Christ shows that exposition can take various forms, as long as it is faithful to the distinct purpose of explication of Scripture.
The preaching of the apostles and other early church leaders contributes significantly to the history of expository preaching. The messages of Peter (Acts 2:14–36), Stephen (7:2–53), James (15:13–21), and Paul (17:16–31) have elements of both revelatory and explanatory preaching. The Epistles are, for the most part, written expositions designed to teach various lessons. As Barclay points out,
Paul’s letters are sermons far more than they are theological treatises. It is with immediate situations that they deal. They are sermons even in the sense that they were spoken rather than written. They were not carefully written out by someone sitting at a desk; they were poured out by someone striding up and down a room as he dictated, seeing all the time in his mind’s eye the people to whom they were to be sent. Their torrential style, their cataract of thought, their involved sentences all bear the mark of the spoken rather than of the written word.15
Paul, in particular, gave his life to preaching Christ (1 Cor. 1:23; 2:2; 2 Cor. 4:5) to reveal who He was and to explain Him to people (1 Thess. 4:1; 1 Tim. 1:5). A careful study of this apostle as a teacher and expository preacher of Christ yields deep insights regarding that preaching.16 As Broadus said of Paul, “Thousands have unconsciously learned from him how to preach. And how much richer and more complete the lesson may be if we will apply ourselves to it consciously and thoughtfully.”17
Paul told Timothy to “preach the word” (2 Tim. 4:2), to “teach and preach these principles” (1 Tim. 6:2), and to “instruct” (1 Tim. 6:17; see also 1 Thess. 5:14). Revelatory preaching was not involved here. While earlier preachers of Scripture gave both revelatory and explanatory messages, the Timothys sent out by them were to concentrate on explanations, expositing the Word to people who needed to understand the truth (1 Tim. 4:13; 2 Tim. 2:15; 4:2–5). As the New Testament era drew to a close, the work of biblical preachers became that of explanation only, rather than of revelation and explanation.
The preaching in the Bible mandates only one biblical response for the post-biblical age: Continue to explain and exposit the message now fully revealed (Heb. 1:1–3). All preaching must be expository preaching if it is to conform to the pattern of Scripture. It is an extension of the explanatory or expositional dimension of preaching by Old Testament and New Testament preachers.
Since exposition is rooted in Scripture, a study of its history in the church must occur against this background. A commitment to expository preaching as well as to the quest to identify the thread of expositors throughout church history, is possible only in light of preaching as seen in the Bible.
The Early Christian Church, 100–476
The rapid deterioration of primitive Christianity has been well documented.18 A lack of expository preaching in the post-apostolic period is evidence of this, but it is not the only problem. The ordinance of believers’ baptism rapidly turned to the doctrine of baptismal regeneration. The Lord’s Supper shifted from being a memorial for believers to being viewed widely as a sacrament conveying saving grace. Christian leadership rapidly changed from the biblical offices of elder and deacon to the human hierarchy of priests with the authoritarian excesses of the “bishop,” along with his unbiblical concept of “apostolic succession.” One of the major causes of deterioration was the importation of Greek philosophy into Christian thinking by the church fathers. This attempted “integration” resulted in a complete erosion of biblical theology in the perspectives of many of the fathers. Concerning this shift, Hatch writes,
It is impossible for any one, whether he be a student of history or no, to fail to notice a difference of both form and content between the Sermon on the Mount and the Nicene Creed. The Sermon on the Mount is the promulgation of a new law of conduct; it assumes beliefs rather than formulates them; the theological conceptions which underlie it belong to the ethical rather than the speculative side of theology; metaphysics are wholly absent. The Nicene Creed is a statement partly of historical facts and partly of dogmatic inferences; the metaphysical terms which it contains would probably have been unintelligible to the first disciples; ethics have no place in it. The one belongs to a world of Syrian peasants, the other to a world of Greek philosophers.19
The three products of the Greek mind were abstract metaphysics (philosophy), logic (the principles of reasoning), and rhetoric (the study of literature and literary expression). The addition of Greek rhetoric to Christianity brought great emphasis on the cultivation of literary expression and quasi-forensic argument.20 “Its preachers preached not because they were bursting with truths which could not help finding expression but because they were masters of fine phrases and lived in an age in which fine phrases had a value.”21
A significant indication of this adaptation is the turning away from preaching, teaching, and the ministry of the Word. Into its place moved the “art of the sermon” that was more involved with rhetoric than with truth.22 The Greek “sermon” concept fast became a significant tradition. In his well-written article, Craig concludes that the “ ‘sermon’ was the result of Syncretism—the fusion of the Biblical necessity of teaching with the unbiblical Greek notion of rhetoric.”23 He continues,
These sermons were not just a setting forth of Greek-influenced theology. They were in fact external copies of the rhetorical manner of the most popular Greek philosophers of the day. It is not just what was said in the sermon, it is that the entire presentation and format was carried over from paganism.24
The same secularization of Christian preaching has dominated the church until the present day. The committed biblical expositor has often been the exception rather than the rule. Thus, expositors mentioned here deserve special attention as representatives of a rare and noble group.
The first four hundred years of the church produced many preachers, but few true expositors. The apostolic fathers (ca. 96–125) followed a typological method of interpretation in their works. Second-century fathers (ca. 125–190) such as Justin Martyr and Tertullian composed apologies in defense of Christianity. Third-century fathers (ca. 190–250) such as Cyprian and Origen were polemicists, arguing against false doctrine. Origen’s utilization of an allegorical method of interpretation stimulated an increased interest in exposition of the text. Unfortunately, his allegorizing was detrimental to true biblical exegesis and reduced interest in exposition among his followers in the Alexandrian School.
In the fourth century (ca. 325–460), a significant group engaged in serious Bible study. Six notable preachers in this period were Basil, Gregory of Nazianzen, Gregory of Nyssa, Augustine, John Chrysostom, and Ambrose. In addition to his theological writings Augustine (354–430) produced over six hundred sermons. Among his works were expositions of the Psalms and homilies on John’s Gospel, 1 John, and the synoptic Gospels. Some of his sermons could be described as exegetical,25 but his interpretations were usually allegorical and imaginative, as was true of others of his day.
The most significant exception in the early period was John Chrysostom (347–407). Along with Theodore of Mopsuestia, he headed the Antiochene school of interpretation, which rejected the allegorical approach. In sharp contrast to his contemporaries, Chrysostom preached verse-by-verse and word-by-word expositions on many books of the Bible. Included were homilies on Genesis, Psalms, Matthew, John, Acts, Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, and the other Pauline epistles.26 He has been called “golden-mouthed” because of his great ability to attract an audience and hold them spellbound throughout a sermon. Schaff remarked, “He is generally and justly regarded as the greatest pulpit orator of the Greek church. Nor has he any superior or equal among the Latin Fathers. He remains to this day a model for the preacher.”27
Chrysostom’s preaching was characterized by simple Bible exposition,28 fearless proclamation of morality rather than dogma, deep earnestness, and application directed to the common man. This powerful expositor once said, “You praise what I have said, and receive my exhortation with tumults of applause; but show your approbation by obedience; that is the only praise I seek.”29
The Medieval Period, 476–1500
The medieval period was perhaps the sparsest for expository preaching. James Philip describes the period as follows:
The influence of the scholastic theology of the universities, which from the beginning were clerical institutions, took over, and the combination of theology and philosophy, and the application of Aristotelian logic to the interpretation of Scripture, with its speculation, analysis and ratiocination imposed an intolerable incubus upon preaching which virtually destroyed it as an effective means for communicating the gospel. It is not surprising, therefore, that hardly any counterparts to the comprehensive patristic expositions of complete books of the Bible are to be found in medieval ecclesiastical literature.30
Late medieval sermons were characterized by allegorical interpretation with its faulty exegetical method, just as it was employed by the interpreters of Homer and introduced into the church by the second- and third-century fathers.31 While the period produced some famous preachers, such as Peter the Hermit, Bernard of Clairvaux, and Thomas Aquinas, none handled the text in an expository fashion. Faint hints of Bible exposition have been detected among independent groups such as the Paulicians, Waldenses, and Albigenses, despite the fact that these groups are commonly dismissed as “heretics.”32
As the medieval period drew to a close, several pre-Reformation leaders rekindled the fire of expository preaching. Among these was John Wycliffe (1330–1384), who was deeply concerned about proclaiming the Word. He denounced the preaching of his day, stating that all sermons that did not treat the Scripture should be rejected.33 William Tyndale (1494–1536) held a similar opinion. A glimpse of his preaching is reflected in this comment on methods of interpretation in his day:
They divide scripture into four senses, the literal, typological, allegorical, and analogical. The literal sense is become nothing at all: for the pope hath taken it clean away, and hath made it his possession. He hath partly locked it up with the false and counterfeited keys of his traditions, ceremonies, and feigned lies; and driveth men from it with violence of sword: for no man dare abide by the literal sense of the text, but under a protestation, ‘If it shall please the pope.’ … Thou shalt understand, therefore, that the scriptures hath but one sense, which is the literal sense. And that literal sense is the root and ground of all, and the anchor that never faileth, whereunto if thou cleave, thou canst never err or go out of the way.34
Others, including John Huss (1373–1415) and Girolamo Savonarola (1452–98), became students and preachers of Scripture.35 Unwittingly, humanists like Erasmus (1469–1536) and John Colet (1466–1519) helped lay the groundwork for the expositional preaching to come.36 Their emphasis upon the publishing and study of original documents such as the Greek New Testament had this effect. Erasmus’s Greek New Testament published as Novum Instrumentum (1516) and Novum Testamentum (1518) led to an intense study of Scripture. Despite their contributions, however, none of the humanists became faithful expositors. Instead, they provided a basis for the revival of expository preaching during the Reformation.
The Reformation Period, 1500–1648
The Reformation was built on the foundation of the centrality of the Bible. Principles such as Sola Deo Gloria (“glory to God alone”), Sola Gratia (“by grace alone”), and especially Sola Scriptura (“the Scriptures alone”) resulted from the study and teaching of the Word. Sola Scriptura meant “the freedom of Scripture to rule as God’s word in the church, disentangled from papal and ecclesiastical magisterium and tradition.”37 It viewed the Word as supreme over tradition and the sacraments. Several important Reformation leaders are noteworthy.
Martin Luther (1483–1546) spoke of the supreme importance of the Word when he wrote, “The Word comes first, and with the Word the Spirit breathes upon my heart so that I believe.”38 He also noted,
Let us then consider it certain and conclusively established that the soul can do without all things except the Word of God, and that where this is not there is no help for the soul in anything else whatever. But if it has the Word it is rich and lacks nothing, since this Word is the Word of life, of truth, of light, of peace, of righteousness, of salvation, of joy, of liberty, of wisdom, of power, of grace, of glory, and of every blessing beyond our power to estimate.39
Luther became a believer through his efforts to learn and expound the Scriptures.40 His words were, “I greatly longed to understand Paul’s Epistle to the Romans and nothing stood in the way but one expression, ‘the justice of God.’ ” After his conversion he added, “The whole of Scripture took on a new meaning, and whereas before the ‘Justice of God’ had filled me with hate, now it became to me inexpressibly sweet in greater love.”41
Luther proved himself an expositor by producing commentaries on Genesis, Psalms, Romans, Galatians, Hebrews, and 2 Peter and Jude as well as sermons on the Gospels and the Epistles. Luther stressed the importance of preaching to the simple, not the learned,42 the importance of humility in the study of the Bible,43 and that preaching should be simple, not erudite.44 He also spoke of how to preach in three brief steps: “First, you must learn to go up to the pulpit. Second, you must know that you should stay there for a time. Third, you must learn to get down again.”45 In his famous reply before the Diet of Worms, he said, “My conscience is captive to the Word of God.”46 He later said, “I simply taught, preached, wrote God’s Word: otherwise I did nothing.… The Word did it all.”47
Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531) also studied the Bible carefully in its original languages and applied to the text his “considerable linguistic and exegetical abilities.”48 He set about to preach
simple didactic Bible lessons, moving to more difficult subjects only after his hearers … had adequate instruction. His chief objective in preaching was to repeat the Word of God unabbreviated and unadulterated, clearly setting out the Law and the Prophets, vehemently calling his hearers to repentance and, with the gentleness of a shepherd, guiding the community to salvation. The actions of the preacher should correspond to his words, and he must be prepared, if necessary, to accept a martyr’s fate.49
Influenced by Zwingli was the Anabaptist, Balthasar Hubmaier (1485–1528), who, despite heavy persecution, produced writings filled with the exposition of Scripture.50
The most significant expositor of the Reformation era was John Calvin (1509–1564). “Sunday after Sunday, day after day, Calvin climbed up the steps into the pulpit. There he patiently led his congregation verse by verse through book after book of the Bible.”51 In the first edition of his Institutes (1536) Calvin wrote, concerning ministers, “Their whole task is limited to the ministry of God’s Word, their whole wisdom to the knowledge of his Word: their whole eloquence, to its proclamation.”52 Twenty-three years later (1559), he added these other relevant comments: “Wherever we see the Word of God purely preached and heard … it is not to be doubted, a church of God exists.”53 Calvin also emphasized “the ministry of the Word and sacraments, and how far our reverence for it should go, that it may be to us a perpetual token by which to distinguish the church.”54
In the preface to his Romans Commentary, Calvin stated “that lucid brevity constituted the particular virtue of an interpreter.”55 Parker summarizes Calvin’s method as follows: “The important thing is that the Scripture should be understood and explained, how it is explained is secondary.”56 Calvin showed his concern for clarity and brevity by declaring, “The chief virtue of the interpreter lies in clear brevity.”57 He described the paramount duty of the expositor: “Since it is almost his only task to unfold the mind of the writer whom he has undertaken to expound, he misses his mark, or at least strays outside his limits, by the extent to which he leads his readers away from the meaning of his author.”58 He delineated the preacher’s task of speaking for God in his comment on Isaiah 55:11: “The Word goeth out of the mouth of God in such a manner that it likewise ‘goeth out of the mouth’ of men; for God does not speak openly from heaven, but employs men as his instruments, that by their agency he may make known his will.”59
The evidence of his sincerity was a life spent expounding God’s Word. As senior minister of Geneva, Calvin 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. He spent a year expositing Job and three years in Isaiah.60 In addition to his preaching were the lectures on the Bible that led to his biblical commentaries.61 Said Calvin, “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.”62
Calvin influenced many of his contemporaries, including Henry Bullinger (1504–1575)63 and John Knox (1513–1572).64 Knox argued that he was called to “instruct … by tongue and lively voice in these most corrupt days [rather] than compose books for the age to come.”65 Several Anglican preachers, including John Jewel (1522–1571),66 Hugh Latimer (1485–1555),67 and Thomas Cartwright (1535–1603),68 also practiced expositional preaching.
The Modern Period, 1649–Present
The post-Reformation era produced a number of important expositors, including several Puritans. More than anything else, the Puritans were preachers. Preaching was so central that many of the Puritans emphasized it by moving their pulpit, with its open Bible, to the center of the church to make the pulpit the focus of the church instead of the altar.69 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.”70 Lloyd-Jones also suggested that the Puritans saw preaching as the distinguishing mark of true Christianity as compared with religion. While religion (Islam, etc.) puts its emphasis on what man does in his attempt to please and placate his God, Christianity is primarily a listening to God as “God is Speaking”: “Religion is man searching for God: Christianity is God seeking man, manifesting Himself to him, drawing Himself unto him. This, I believe is at the back of the Puritan idea of placing in the central position the exposition on the Word in preaching.”71
William Perkins (1558–1602), an early Puritan expositor, had a profound influence on the entire Puritan movement.72 He viewed preaching of the Word as the giving of the testimony of God Himself. Perkins developed these thoughts in The Art of Prophesying, the first manual of its kind for preachers in the Church of England. Perkins identified four principles to guide the preacher:
1. To read the text distinctly out of the canonical Scriptures.
2. To give the sense and understanding of it, being interpreted by the Scripture itself.
3. To collect a few and profitable points of doctrine out of the natural sense.
4. To apply the doctrines, rightly collected, to the life and manner of men in a simple and plain speech.73
Perkins also taught that the insight to expound Scripture belongs only to Christ. Man receives the capacity of interpreting one Scripture passage by another, but only as a gift from Christ.74
Many followed this humble but noble tradition. They sometimes preached for several hours at a time, believing that “no great Scriptural truth can be presented in less than an hour or two.”75 Concerning the Puritans, Webber observes,
Some of the preachers of those days derived their divisions and subdivisions from the text, but more often than not, the divisions and subdivisions were based partly upon the thoughts of the text and partly upon ideas suggested by the general nature of the subject. This rage for minute analysis was often at the expense of literary style and clearness.76
Nevertheless, the Puritans as a whole were dominated by a sense of the presence of God. They sought to be faithful to the Word and to the plain practical preaching of the Word.77 Some major Puritan preachers who demonstrated great ability as expositors were Joseph Hall (1574–1656),78 Thomas Goodwin (1600–1680),79 Richard Baxter (1615–1691),80 and John Owen (1616–1683).81 Speaking of Goodwin, Brown comments,
Comparing him with eminent contemporaries like John Owen and Richard Baxter, it has been said that Owen preached earnestly to the understanding, reasoning from his critical and devout knowledge of Scripture; Baxter preached forcibly to the conscience, reasoning from the fitness of things; while Goodwin appealed to the spiritual affections, reasoning from his own religious experience and interpreting Scripture by the insight of a renewed heart.82
The diversity of style among the Puritans is remarkable in light of the thread of commitment to a faithful explanation of the text common to them all. Each had his own emphasis, as exemplified in the famous phrase of Baxter, who said, “I preach as never like to preach again, and as a dying man to dying men.”83
Other significant Puritan expositors were Thomas Manton (1620–1677),84 John Bunyan (1628–1688),85 and Stephen Charnock (1628–1680).86 Also William Greenhill (1581–1677), a Puritan expositor, preached a major series of lectures on Ezekiel.87 All these men were diligent students of the Word, seeking to clearly explain the truths of Scripture to others.
As the Puritan era gave way to the Evangelical Awakening, preaching that was generally topical, such as that of John Wesley and George Whitefield, replaced expository preaching. Nevertheless, several nonconformists during this period were Bible expositors. The most notable were John Gill (1697–1771)88 who published nine volumes of biblical exposition between 1746 and 1763, and Matthew Henry (1662–1714).89 Both were heavily influenced by the Puritans. In the next fifty years other notable exceptions to the topical preachers were Andrew Fuller (1754–1815),90 Robert Hall (1764–1831),91 John Brown (1784–1858),92 John Eadie (1810–1876), and Alexander Carson (1776–1844). Eadie is well known for his commentaries that resulted from his remarkable preaching ministry. Carson was often regarded as a master of expository preaching on a level with Alexander Maclaren.93
The later nineteenth century produced several important biblical expositors in Britain and America, including James H. Thornwell (1812–1862)94 and John A. Broadus (1827–1895). Broadus has been termed “The Prince of Expositors.”95 He described his principles of expository preaching in On the Preparation and Delivery of Sermons in 1870. Subsequent revisions of this book have reduced its original thrust and value.96 Broadus’s view of preaching was to preach “the definite doctrines of the Bible, and … [an] abundant exposition of the Bible text.”97
Others in this period were John C. Ryle (1816–1900),98 Charles J. Vaughan (1816–1897), Alexander Maclaren (1826–1910), Joseph Parker (1830–1902),99 and Charles Haddon Spurgeon (1834–1892). The period ends with the founding of the Expository Times in 1889 by James Hastings.100 Hastings was the editor of several dictionaries, encyclopedias, and commentary sets, which, along with the Times, promoted expository preaching. William Robertson Nicoll (1851–1923) was a biblical expositor and also edited a journal called The Expositor. Published from 1886 to 1923, it also promoted the exposition of Scripture.
Several expositors of this period are notable. Alexander Maclaren achieved international fame as an expositor. After 1869 he preached to more than two thousand people each week at Manchester. Beginning in obscurity, he preached for sixty-three years. He read one chapter of the Hebrew Bible and one of the Greek each day throughout his life.101 In 1896 he penned these words:
I believe that the secret of success for all our ministries lies very largely in the simple charm of concentrating their intellectual force on the one work of preaching. I have tried to make my ministry a ministry of exposition of Scripture. I know that it has failed in many respects, but I will say that I have endeavored from the beginning to the end to make that the characteristic of all my public work. I have tried to preach Jesus Christ, and the Jesus Christ not of the Gospels only, but the Christ of the Gospels and Epistles: He is the same Christ.102
Maclaren’s thirty-two volumes of sermons, as well as his contributions to The Expositor’s Bible, are highly regarded even to this day.103
Charles Haddon Spurgeon is highly regarded as a preacher and expositor.104 He preached over 3,560 sermons, which comprise the sixty-three volumes of the Metropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit published between 1855 and 1917. Though insisting he was a faithful expositor of the text,105 his exegesis is at times difficult. Webber makes the following comparison:
In his preaching, he differed from F. W. Robertson. Robertson made a painstaking study of his text, probing it, and drawing out of it the truths that were in it. Spurgeon reversed the process. He selected his text, and then strove to group about the text closely related Bible truths … [at times stressing teachings] even though his text made no mention of [them].106
Spurgeon viewed Whitefield as a hero and a preaching model,107 though the latter was more topical and theological than expositional. Spurgeon’s genuinely expositional work was his Treasury of David,108 in which he provides a careful verse-by-verse exposition along with “hints to preachers.”
The twentieth century has produced a few significant biblical expositors, some of whom have been outstanding: Harry Allan Ironside (1876–1951),109 Donald Grey Barnhouse (1895–1960), James M. Gray (1881–1935), William Bell Riley (1861–1947), Wallie Amos Criswell (1909–2002), James Denny (1856–1917), George Campbell Morgan (1863–1945), William Graham Scroggie (1877–1958), D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones (1899–1981), John Robert Walmsley Stott (1921– ), James Montgomery Boice (1938–2000), Eric J. Alexander, Stephen F. Olford (1918–2004),110 and R. Albert Mohler, Jr.111
G. Campbell Morgan was a powerful expositor of the Word whose works are rich in explanation and textual illustration. Morgan read and studied the entire Bible and his exposition was based on a careful exegesis, viewed in light of the whole Bible.112 Morgan expressed this thought:
It will be granted that preachers are to preach the Word. You say that means the Bible. Does it? Yes. Is that all? No. Yes, it is all there. But you want more than that, more than all. The Word is truth as expressed or revealed. The Word is not something that I have found out by the activity of my own intellectual life. The Word is something which my intellectual life apprehends, because it has been expressed.… And that is what we have to preach. God’s revelation, the truth, as it has been expressed. 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.… Every sermon that fails to have some interpretation of that holy truth is a failure.… Preaching is not the proclamation of a theory, or the discussion of a doubt.… Speculation is not preaching. Neither is the declaration of negations preaching. Preaching is the proclamation of the Word, the truth as the truth has been revealed.113
Morgan believed that the Bible was absolutely trueÿ114 and spent his life in careful exposition, as evidenced in his numerous published expositions.115
D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones was a gifted expositor who saw preaching not as “preaching a sermon for each service, but simply [as] continuing where he was in the ongoing exposition of a book of the Bible.”116 His preaching stemmed from careful exegesis and featured a careful setting forth of the meaning and application of his texts. This continued the rich tradition of Joseph Parker and Alexander Maclaren.117 Lloyd-Jones produced a significant book on expository preaching in which he wrote the following in the chapter entitled “The Primacy of Preaching”:
To me, the work of preaching is the highest and the greatest and the most glorious calling to which anyone can ever be called. If you want something in addition to that I would say without any hesitation that the most urgent need in the Christian Church today is true preaching, it is obviously the greatest need of the world also.118
Lloyd-Jones knew of no substitute for the task of expounding the Word in the church.119 He identified three types of preaching (evangelistic, instructional teaching, and purely instructional), but he held that all preaching must be expository, both in its preparation and in its presentation to the people.120 For Lloyd-Jones the highest priority was biblical exposition, an evident fact to anyone investigating his life.121
Greatest caution is necessary in a survey of this nature when it arrives at the point of commenting on contemporary expositors. The history book on them cannot be closed because additional ministry remains for them to fulfill. A historical survey would not be complete without a tentative word regarding the apparent contribution of several representative preachers of the present to expository preaching, with due recognition that much may yet transpire before the “history book” on their ministries is closed.
John R. W. Stott, one such example,122 has followed in the same expository tradition as Lloyd-Jones. Concerning preaching, he said:
True Christian preaching (by which I mean “biblical” or “expository” preaching, as I shall argue later) is extremely rare in today’s Church. Thoughtful young people in many countries are asking for it, but cannot find it. Why is this? The major reason must be a lack of conviction about its importance.123
Stott dwelt on importance of expository preaching as follows:
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. Of course, if by an “expository” sermon is meant a verse-by-verse exposition of a lengthy passage of Scripture, then indeed it is only one possible way of preaching, but this would be a misuse of the word. Properly speaking, “exposition” has a much broader meaning. It refers to the content of the sermon (biblical truth) rather than its style (a running commentary). To expound Scripture is to bring out of the text what is there and expose it to view. The expositor prys open what appears to be closed, makes plain what is obscure, unravels what is knotted and unfolds what is tightly packed. The opposite of exposition is “imposition,” which is to impose on the text what is not there. But the “text” in question could be a verse, or a sentence, or even a single word. It could be a verse, or a paragraph, or a chapter, or a whole book. The size of the text is immaterial, so long as it is biblical. What matters is what we do with it.124
Stott offers the contemporary student of expository preaching a cogent argument as to the nature and content of true biblical preaching. He is worthy of careful attention.
Another current example of Bible expositors is John MacArthur. For some he has emerged as a notable American expositor at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first century, continuing in the heritage of Lloyd-Jones. He is currently publishing a commentary of expositions on the entire New Testament.125 He has described this commentary in the following way:
My goal is always to have deep fellowship with the Lord in the understanding of His Word, and out of that experience to explain to His people what a passage means.… The dominant thrust of my ministry, therefore, is to help make God’s living Word alive to His people. It is a refreshing adventure. This NT commentary series reflects the objective of explaining and applying Scripture. Some commentaries are primarily linguistic, others are mostly theological, and some are mainly homiletical. This one is basically explanatory, or expository. It is not linguistically technical, but deals with linguistics when this seems helpful to proper interpretation. It is not theologically expansive, but focuses on the major doctrines in each text and on how they relate to the whole of Scripture. It is not primarily homiletical, though each unit of thought is generally treated as one chapter, with a clear outline and logical flow of thought.126
MacArthur sees expository preaching as concerned primarily with the content of the Bible.127 He notes,
The Bible is the Word of God. It emanates from the holiness of God. It reflects the mind and the heart and the will of God, and as such, it must be treated with a tremendous amount of respect. The Bible is not to be dealt with flippantly, it is not to be approached with lack of diligence, it is not to be dealt with in a cursory manner, it is to be dealt with tremendous commitment.128
This emphasis upon precision in handling the Scriptures has characterized MacArthur’s ministry.129
Other contemporary preachers could be identified by name as expositors, but enough characteristics of Bible exposition have been mentioned in this survey and are elaborated upon in other parts of this volume to facilitate recognition of who they are. It is hoped the number of such individuals will increase dramatically.
An Inescapable Conclusion
A study of the history of expository preaching makes it clear that such preaching is deeply rooted in the soil of Scripture. Thus, it is the only kind of preaching that perpetuates biblical proclamation in the church. Throughout history, a few well-known men in each generation, representative of a larger body of faithful expositors, have committed themselves to this ministry of biblical exposition.
Their voices from the past should both encourage the contemporary expositor and challenge him to align his preaching with the biblical standard. Scripture demands nothing less than God-enabled exposition as demonstrated by those worthy saints who have dedicated their lives to this noble task.
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The Priority of Prayer and Expository Preaching
James E. Rosscup
Prayer is not an elective but the principal element in the kaleidoscope of spiritual characteristics that should mark a preacher. These traits unite into a powerful spiritual force; they build a spokesman for God. Jesus, the finest model, and other effective spokesmen for God have been mighty in prayer, while also exhibiting the virtues of godliness and dependence on the Lord. The composite of spiritual qualities whose center is prayer marks out God’s long line of proclaimers in the Old Testament, the New Testament, and in church history to the present day. Some books on essentials for preaching slight prayer, but others acknowledge its invaluable role. Preachers who follow the biblical model take prayer very seriously. In sermon preparation, they steep themselves in prayer.
The preacher who follows the biblical way finds prayer to be a superb spiritual asset. Throughout church history great preachers have been men of prayer. Contemporary preachers who desire God to display His power in their ministries will bathe their preaching in prayer.
The Necessity of Prayer for Spirituality
If the preacher is to deliver God’s message with power, prayer must permeate his life and furnish a lifelong environment for the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22, 23). His spiritual example causes others to take his message seriously. As a follower of God, his spiritual credibility forcefully attracts others to follow him because, as a trailblazer, he practices single-minded devotion to God. He humbly renders all glory to God and submits to His Word. He demonstrates honesty and discipline of the tongue, time, mind, and body, along with fervent resourcefulness. As he calls others to obedience, God uses his trailblazing leadership to mark the way. All desirable spiritual qualities, particularly godliness and dependence on God, are basic ingredients in the experience of a praying preacher.
Godliness
A praying man of God is passionate in pursuing God and His values (Ps. 42:1, 2). He runs hard after God in a life shaped by the godliness he recommends for others. He is deeply serious about God’s principle of following righteousness and wants God to show him His salvation (Ps. 50:23). God’s light shines ever more brightly in him, compelling his hearers to seek the beauties of God.
The Preacher’s Greatest Example Was Jesus. From boyhood, the heart of the Savior was fixed on “the things of My Father” (Luke 2:49, author’s translation). His passion as He entered public ministry was “to fulfill all righteousness” (Matt. 3:15). Taking His resolute stand for God against the devil, He experienced severe testing and made godly value choices based on the Word of God (Matt. 4:1–11). Near the end of His life, He celebrated it as having been godly: “I glorified Thee on the earth, having accomplished the work which Thou hast given Me to do” (John 17:4).
A Further Example Was Paul. Paul had been “crucified with Christ” (Gal. 2:20). In light of this, he lived in godliness that consistently reflected his death with Christ. His empowering secret was“Christ lives in me.” Paul was an imitator of Christ in godly values and service (1 Cor. 11:1). He did not take the easy way but faced the hardships entailed in a godly pursuit (1 Cor. 4:9–13; 2 Cor. 6:3–10).
A Modern Example Was Phillips Brooks. Phillips Brooks (1835–1893) had power in heralding God’s Word at the Church of the Holy Trinity in Philadelphia and at Trinity Church in Boston. Piety was of utmost importance in his sermon preparation.
Nothing but fire kindles fire. To know in one’s whole nature what it is to live by Christ; to be His, not our own; to be so occupied with gratitude for what He did for us and for what He continually is to us that His will and His glory shall be the sole desires of our life … that is the first necessity of the preacher.1
Godliness does not stand alone. It includes dependence, its inseparable companion.
Dependence on the Power of God
Jesus covered His territory like a flame, preaching God’s Word in the Spirit’s power (Luke 4:14). He said, “ ‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon Me, Because He anointed Me to preach the gospel’ ” (Luke 4:18). Through the Spirit’s enablement, He proclaimed release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind. “The Father abiding in Me does His works,” He acknowledged (John 14:10). If Jesus, the man, depended on divine power, how much more do other preachers need to do the same!
Paul relied on the Spirit (Rom. 15:19). He thus counseled other believers (Gal. 5:16–18) to follow his example. He preached to the Corinthians “in demonstration of the Spirit and of power” (1 Cor. 2:4). God was his sufficiency (2 Cor. 3:5, 6; 4:7). In preaching, he took to heart the Christ’s principle of the vine and its branches: “apart from Me, you can do nothing” (John 15:5).2
Prayer, with its companion spiritual virtues, is indispensable to biblical preaching. It saturates the preacher and godly preaching, indicates the preacher’s dependence on God, and is authentically biblical.
The Necessity of Prayer in Sermons of the Bible
In ministries during Bible times, prayer perpetually played a major role. Since biblical days, prayer has remained a top priority for biblical preachers.
Books That Slight Prayer’s Importance
It is puzzling that books on essentials of sermon preparation frequently do not discuss prayer. This is even more perplexing when these authors claim to teach the biblical pattern. Prayer is not prominent among their essentials, as though prayer has no vital part.3 Neglect of prayer unbiblically casts it in a minor role. A sense of fairness would give these writers the benefit of the doubt and question whether they intended to leave such an impression. Yet when little or nothing is said about prayer and much is made of human craft and polish, only one conclusion is possible.4 Some books require a long search to find even a brief idea of private prayer’s importance. The reader does not see it in chapter titles, subheadings, or topical indices.5 Instead, it may appear at the end or in a short discussion as an afterthought. Happily, some authors, who at times write little about prayer, grant it a crucial place in other books.6 How can a writer ever give prayer so little attention, if Scripture makes it of such urgent consequence in preparation to preach?
Books That Emphasize Prayer’s Importance
Other books on preaching, or biographies of preachers, assign much space to prayer. They refer to it often,7 or put it first,8 or state strong convictions about its critical importance in preparing messages.9 Even entire books are devoted to prayer’s significance in preaching.10
The truth is that many things are important in preaching. No conscientious herald of God fully chooses to neglect any of them. He will labor hard on the exegesis of his text, use reliable sources, stimulate his mind from a breadth of reading, take pains to be accurate, and get a clear outline. He will search for vivid analogy, memorize Scripture, nourish an evangelistic and edifying purpose, and be always looking to God. He may write out his message entirely or preach it from notes. He will integrate details and form clear transitions. He will know the people to whom he speaks. He will pay attention to earnestness, enthusiasm, artistic touches, forcefulness, grace, and tasteful humor. He will be concerned about enunciation, gestures, courage, posture, timing, eye contact, and will guard against hurtful remarks.
The emphasis on prayer need not undercut any of these aspects, but these others should not remove the spotlight from the necessity of prayer. Unfortunately, preachers become unbalanced in several ways:
1. They emphasize prayer alone and shirk the responsibility to be God’s workmen through faithful study.
2. They put all their emphasis on human aspects of sermon preparation and have no pervasive dependence on God in prayer. God can bless, in spite of this, but the preacher serves up only a product of human craft. This kind of sermon’s fine technique is impressive, but it lacks vital spiritual forcefulness.
3. They emphasize homiletical ingenuity, but offer only a shallow exposure to God’s Word through neglect of diligent labor in study and prayer. They have little to feed the spiritually hungry and reflect little dependence on God.
But there is good news! Preachers can and should be balanced. They can emphasize a prayerful choice of a text and prayerful diligence in studying the passage and books that clarify its meaning. They should search diligently for relevant illustrations, labor earnestly to organize their material well, and build good transitions. They pray the whole time. Then they deliver their message, fortified by a godly life and a reliance on God. This is the preferred way. Prayer is a major force, while the other essentials are not taken lightly.
Proclamation in Old Testament Times
What role has prayer played during Bible times and since? An examination of prayerful preaching by men with a great impact for God is very informative.
Moses. The lawgiver Moses had a ministry similar to that of today’s preacher. He spoke God’s Word and demonstrated its relevance to needs of his day. Prayer figured heavily in his ministry.11
For example, Moses pleaded with God to spare Israel after their idolatrous worship of a golden calf. He interceded with God to retain His purpose in redemption of Israel from Egypt. He was zealous that God preserve His reputation from all taint of dishonor before the ungodly. He also implored God to furnish a remembrance of His own covenant pledge (Ex. 32:11–13). He begged God to forgive His people (v. 32).
Samuel. To encourage his people, Samuel, a priest and a prophet, used God’s loyalty to His covenant aim for Israel’s good (1 Sam. 12:22). He saw the Lord’s steadfastness as consistent with His reputation. For God to renege on His promise would make Him unfaithful to His Word and character, sacrificing His very honor. Samuel knew God’s covenant purpose to possess Israel, and he submitted his will to God’s purpose. Walking in step with God, he told his hearers, “Far be it from me that I should sin against the Lord by ceasing to pray for you” (v. 23).
The link between preaching God’s Word to people and praying for them is evident. Prayer harmonizes with God’s will. Rather than sinning by failing to pray, the preacher Samuel took the God-honoring way: “I will instruct you in the good and right way” (v. 23). He set an example for every preacher in three ways: his perception of God’s will found in God’s Word, his prayer for the people to embrace God’s will, and his proclamation of God’s will. All three elements, bathed in prayer, were crucial.
Daniel. Daniel was the human channel God used to record His prophetic plan for centuries to come. Daniel’s preparation for this task revolved around prayer. He prayed for God’s information about Nebuchadnezzar’s dream. He prayed for the interpretation of the dream (Daniel 2). Later, he meditated on Jeremiah 25 and 29 in regard to the seventy years God had set for Israel to be in Babylonian exile (Dan. 9), and he made three requests for his people: the restoration of Jerusalem (Dan. 9:16), the rebuilding of the temple (v. 17), and the return of the people (vv. 18, 19). God answered that He would grant all three in His time (vv. 24–27). In Daniel 10, the aged prophet humbled himself for three weeks of fasting and prayer (vv. 2–3). He prayed (v. 12) and received God’s Word about developments in Persia, Greece, and later powers (chs. 10–12).
Proclamation in New Testament Times
Jesus. The Savior used prayer to prepare Himself for ministry.12 Luke referred more often to Jesus’ prayer than the other Gospel writers. This fits Luke’s emphasis on Jesus’ humanity. Jesus is king (Matthew), servant (Mark), and God (John), but He is also man and prays as a man.
Prayer was of overwhelming importance in the preaching of Jesus. The Son of Man commenced and consummated His ministry on earth in prayer (Luke 3:21, 22; 24:49–51). He saw prayer as vital when people were thronging to hear Him preach. Differing from some of today’s preachers, Jesus took the awesome demand on His time as a call to keep prayer as a top priority. He “would often slip away to the wilderness and pray” (Luke 5:16). The desert solitude with God was an essential before serving a multitude that gathered to hear. For preachers sensitive to His heartbeat, bent knees are as crucial to the kingdom as opened study tools. Christ’s vigil before God reflected His value system. Jesus depended on God, even though He was Himself God in the flesh!
Back from such a rendezvous in prayer, Jesus was ready to preach and to confound antagonistic religious experts (Luke 5:17). One wonders what the lips of the preacher had prayed. Was it for wisdom to meet trials or for the crowds to have their blinders removed in order to see their desperate spiritual need (Luke 5:15, 26)? One thing is certain; whatever He prayed, the Jesus who preached was the Jesus who prayed.
Before appointing the twelve disciples, Jesus “went off to the mountain to pray” (Luke 6:12). Exhibiting His dependence on and submission to God by an all-night session in prayer, Jesus later preached the Sermon on the Plain (Luke 6:20–49). Still later, one of the Twelve requested, “Lord, teach us to pray” (Luke 11:1). In response, the praying preacher taught the “Disciples’ Prayer” (Luke 11:2–4) and other matters related to prayer (Luke 11:5–13).
Prayer preceded Jesus’ announcements about the church and the keys of the kingdom (Matt. 16:18–19, preceded by Luke 9:18), about His death and resurrection, about a man losing his soul, men being ashamed of Him, and His future coming (Luke 9:18–28). It also prefaced His transfiguration (Luke 9:18, 29–35).
Jesus urged His disciples to pray as He was molding them into preachers. “Beseech the Lord of the harvest to send out workers into His harvest” (Matt. 9:38). Observing that priority would keep the preachers praying all their lives.
Early Christians. An urgency to pray gripped early Christians. In Acts they prayed in the midst of many circumstances.13 Luke continued his emphasis on prayer in this, his second volume. The prayers of these early saints are a great stimulant to others who want to please God. They prayed, awaiting the Spirit’s coming with power at Pentecost (Acts 1:14; see 1:5–7; 2:33), an important preparation for Peter’s potent message recorded in Acts 2. Their prayers also sought God’s choice in replacing Judas among the Twelve (Acts 1:15–26).
Prayer was one of four Christian essentials of the primitive church (Acts 2:42). If it was that important then, how crucial it must be for preachers today! Believers prayed on a regular schedule (Acts 3:1; 10:9) as well as at any moment of urgency. Peter and John furnish an example. They were God’s channels for His miraculous healing of the lame man (Acts 3:7–10). Later, they prayed with others for boldness in witnessing (Acts 4:29–31), a prayer that God answered in enabling them to face enemies. They were empowered, unified, and selfless. Later, the apostles declared the importance of prayer in preaching: “We will devote ourselves to prayer, and to the ministry of the word” (Acts 6:4). The order of their words is interesting.14 Even if mentioning prayer first is not significant, it is self-evident that prayer is just as primary for preachers as is the Word.
Paul. Paul prayed that God would help new converts grow (Acts 14:23). Apparently, he viewed prayer as inseparable from preaching (see Eph. 6:18–20), as did his predecessors (see Eph. 6:4). Behind the prayer of Acts 14:23 and the appointment of elders lies the reminder of God’s concern for new believers. Their spiritual growth depended on the appointment of elders who could exhort them and feed them from the Word of God (see Eph. 6:22). Prayer was needed to undergird this process.
Paul and his associates prayed when they preached God’s Word in Europe (Acts 16:13). They penetrated the heavenly curtain before they penetrated the human curtain (Acts 16:14). God used prayer to prosper their ministry, which was also His ministry.
Paul’s dependence on prayer in preaching is synonymous with his dependence on God rather than human ability (see 1 Cor. 2:1–5). This did not rule out his skillful use of effective techniques of communication, however. Just as Jesus adopted good methods, such as parables, so did Paul.15 Paul, however, depended ultimately on the Cross-centered content of God’s Word and the power of God’s Spirit for effectiveness in preaching, a dependence exhibited in prayer.
Paul’s dependence on God also surfaces in his appeals for others to pray for him (Eph. 6:18–20). As a part of his call for Christians to don God’s armor, he detailed that armor and bade them pray “all-out” for him. Note the fourfold use of “all”:
1. All situations. Pray “by means of (´¹¬ [dia]) all prayer and petition.” Engage in every form of prayer. The word ÀÁ¿ÃµÅÇÆÂ (proseuchs) can mean prayer in general, in all its expressions,16 such as praise/thanks, confession, petition, and intercession. “Petition” (´µ®ÃµÉ [deseMs]) specifies each request.17
2. All seasons. “At all times” takes in all prayer opportunities. Pray “in the Spirit” for the success of the preacher and the preached Word. Ask in submission to the Spirit’s will and wisdom, with reliance on His power and motives aligned with His values.
3. All steadfastness. Paul wanted them “alert with all perseverance and petition.” “Keep alert” (³ÁÅÀ½É [agrupneM]) refers to staying awake to carry out a task. Alert prayer is with “all perseverance” (ÀÁ¿Ãº±ÁÄÁ·Ã¹Â [proskartersis]). The related verb means “to hold fast to.”18 The same word is used for the early Christians who clung to the Word (Acts 2:42). Paul wanted alert, tenacious people praying for him in every specific request (´·Ã¹Â [desis]).
4. All subjects. Paul wants prayer warriors to intercede for “all the saints,” including himself: “pray on my behalf” (Eph. 6:19). Pray for what? Paul mentions “boldness” twice. He wants to fearlessly wield the sword of the Spirit, preaching “as I ought to speak” (Eph. 6:20). Speaking with boldness suits the fact that, if filled with the Spirit (Eph. 5:18), Paul would speak “in the strength of His might” (Eph. 6:10). Boldness is necessary if the preacher is to triumph over fear and the forces pitted against his success (Eph. 6:12). It also matches a message that provides every spiritual blessing (Eph. 1:3) and an inheritance with God (Eph. 1:11, 14). The preacher should not voice such truths in a vague, weak, compromising, or confusing way.
The kind of prayer that drenched Paul’s sermons is also suggested in Philippians 4:6. “In everything” includes more than sermons as objects of prayer, but it certainly entails every aspect of sermon preparation, too. “By prayer” again uses the word ÀÁ¿ÃµÅÇ® (proseuch), a general word for prayer.19 Paul continued “and supplication” (´·Ã¹Â [desis]), meaning a “special petition [request] for the supply of wants.”20 Paul exhorted, “Let your requests be made known.” These requests (±0Ä®¼±Ä± [aitmata]), as J. B. Lightfoot supposes, are “the several objects of ´·Ã¹.”21
Such praying is “with thanksgiving.” Why? The praying person wants to show gratitude for past answers that sweetened life. Thanks is also apropos for God’s present bounty in granting anwers to His audience. Thanksgiving is due the Spirit for His help (Rom. 8:26, 27; Eph. 6:18–20; Phil. 1:19). These illustrate the many reasons for gratitude.
Prayer has continued through the centuries of church history since the New Testament era.
The Necessity of Prayer for Power in Preaching Today
The clarion call for prayer as preparation for preaching also resounds in preachers of relatively modern times up to the present. Preachers pray and solicit others to pray for their messages. God’s power in preaching results.
Power Through Preachers’ Prayers
R. Kent Hughes, current senior pastor of the College Church of Wheaton, Illinois, assessed scores of books on preaching, and was frequently disappointed that authors said little or nothing about prayer. This led him to comment,
This, and what experience God so far has given me in preaching and prayer, has brought a conviction. Should I ever write a book on essentials for preaching, I know now that I would devote at least a third of it to spiritual preparation in matters such as prayer. This would be the first third.22
E. M. Bounds (1835–1913) served as a Civil War chaplain for the Confederacy. He later pastored several churches and became a man driven by prayer. His morning habit was to pray from four to seven o’clock. His listeners commented on his powerful public prayers and his messages. At least eight of his manuscripts on prayerÿ23 and a biographyÿ24 have been published. Bounds’ books have aroused many to greater fervor in prayer. He wrote,
The young preacher has been taught to lay out all his strength on the form, taste, and beauty of his sermon as a mechanical and intellectual product. We have thereby cultivated a vicious taste among the people and raised the clamor for talent instead of grace, eloquence instead of piety, rhetoric instead of revelation, reputation and brilliancy instead of holiness.25
Much in this is true, but it is not an either/or situation. The combination of homiletical skill and much prayer is the answer. Bounds also wrote, “Light praying will make light preaching. Prayer makes preaching strong [the God who answers prayer does this] … and makes it stick.”26
David Larsen, professor of homiletics at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, also has emphasized prayer:
Strange it is that any discussion of preaching should take place outside the context of believing prayer. We have not prepared until we have prayed.…
We cannot represent God if we have not stood before God. It is more important for me therefore to teach a student to pray than to preach.27
After a powerful message by Alexander Whyte (1836–1921), pastor of Free Saint George’s West in Edinburgh, Scotland, a listener exulted, “Dr. Whyte, you preached today like you had just emerged from the throne chamber of the Almighty.” The preacher replied, “In point of fact, I have.”28
At an ordination of a man preparing to preach, Whyte advised, “Be up earlier than usual to meditate and pray over it. Steep every sentence of it in the Spirit.… And pray after it.”29
A biographer says that as much as Whyte valued public worship and prepared diligently for it, secret prayer was more important to him. The “master notes of his preaching”30 were discipline, prayer, inner motive, humility before God and men, and purity acquired through suffering. The same writer notes that Whyte’s secret prayer led to public prayer that had a powerful impact on people. One of Whyte’s students spoke of the days when “every sermon in Free St. George’s was a volcano, and every opening prayer a revelation.”31 Whyte “never grew weary of emphasizing the need of prayer and of discipline in the Christian life—the need of humility and of ‘ever-new beginnings.’ ”32
A “morning watch” was almost as regular as the sunrise for H. A. Ironside (1876–1951). This expositor meditated in his Bible and prayed for an hour,33 and afterward gave himself to more intensive study and further prayer. Rivers of living water overflowed from his times with God to crowds who heard him. He insisted, “If we would prevail with men in public, we must prevail with God in secret.”34
Those at Trinity Chapel in Brighton, England, heard searching messages by Frederick W. Robertson (1816–1853). Some have called him the greatest of the English preachers. In early years, he concentrated on reading about David Brainerd and Henry Martyn.35 He bathed his life in communion with God, longing to be conformed to the image of Christ and adjusting his values to His ideals.36 He prayed without ceasing, different concerns drawing his attention each day: Sunday, parish and outpouring of the Spirit; Monday, special devotion; Tuesday, spread of the gospel; Wednesday, kingdom of Christ; Thursday, self-denial; Friday, special examination and confession; Saturday, intercession.37
Charles Finney (1792–1875), evangelistic in focus, followed Jesus’ example, slipping away to engage in special vigils of prayer. Speaking after much prayer, he saw God bring great blessing on his ministry.38 He was convinced about the importance of prayer:
Without this you are as weak as weakness itself. If you lose your spirit of prayer, you will do nothing, or next to nothing, though you had the intellectual endowment of an angel.… The blessed Lord deliver, and preserve His dead church from the guidance and influence of men who know not what it is to pray.39
Finney said, “I would say that unless I had the spirit of prayer I could do nothing.”40 If even for a moment he lost the sense of the spirit of grace and prayer, he could not preach with power and was impotent in personal witness.
A famous Methodist preacher of England, William Sangster (1900–1960), felt closeness to God to be of utmost importance in preparing a message, because after prayerful study,
the preacher seems to fade out and leave the hearers face to face with God.… If we are driven to make comparisons, we must insist that grace-gifts are more important than natural gifts. It is true that the Holy Spirit can work on very little, and if effectiveness is borne in mind rather than popularity, the unction of the Spirit is the greatest gift of all.41
For more than forty-six years George W. Truett (1867–1944) pastored the First Baptist Church in Dallas, Texas. After time with his family each evening, he went to his library to study and pray from 7 p.m. until midnight.42 He also prepared at other hours. Once he was aboard a ship tossed by heavy winds and waves. The distress prompted a request for Truett to preach. He went alone with God, seeking a fitting message. After prayer, he found the message in Hebrews, “Ye have need of patience.” When he announced his subject, the storm-weary people smiled their approval.43
Truett had a passion that people be saved. He said that the person who would win others to Christ must pray much for himself and for them.44 Requests came from all over the world for Truett to pray. On a Dallas street, he met a noted elderly criminal lawyer. “Dr. Truett,” the man said, “I was at your church Sunday, and heard what you said about prayer. I don’t suppose you ever pray for a sinner like me.”
Truett responded, “I have prayed for you, by name, daily, for years,” and produced a notebook with the lawyer’s name in it to prove it.
The lawyer’s lips trembled and his eyes grew moist. “Thank you, Doctor, thank you for remembering a hardened old sinner.”45
Thomas Armitage painted this picture of prayer:
A sermon steeped in prayer on the study floor, like Gideon’s fleece saturated with dew, will not lose its moisture between that and the pulpit. The first step towards doing anything in the pulpit as a thorough workman must be to kiss the feet of the Crucified, as a worshipper, in the study.46
Whitesell, a teacher of preaching, bore down on prayer:
The preacher must be a man of prayer.… He should pray for his messages … soak them in prayer, … pray as he goes into the pulpit, pray as he preaches insofar as that is possible, and follow up his sermons with prayer.47
Also writing in support of this point was Sinclair Ferguson, Scottish pastor who in 1982 became professor of systematic theology at Westminster Theological Seminary:
For me, it is of primary importance that all my preparation be done in the context of a praying spirit … looking to the Lord and depending on the grace of His illuminating and enlivening Spirit. This is punctuated by specific ejaculations and periods of petition for both exposition and application.…
To use a picture from John Owen, I think of the Spirit moving among the people, giving to each a parcel of identical shape, size, and wrapping (the sermon); but … the gift inside is specially appropriate to each. My prayer, therefore, is that my material may be in harmony with His purpose and my spirit sensitive to His gracious character, so that I may not distort Him in my words or by my spirit.48
An expositor at many Plymouth Brethren conferences, Henry Holloman, professor of systematic theology at Talbot School of Theology, has said,
Behind every good biblical preacher is much hard labor in preparation (1 Tim. 5:17; 2 Tim. 2:15). However, only prayer can assure that his work is not wasted and that his message will spiritually impact the hearers. As the biblical preacher interweaves prayer with his preparation, he should focus on certain petitions: (1) that he will receive God’s message … in spiritual as well as mental comprehension, 1 Cor. 2:9–16; (2) that God’s message will first grip his own heart in strong conviction, 1 Thess. 1:5; (3) that he will clearly and correctly convey God’s message in the power of the Spirit in effective communication, … 1 Thess. 1:5; (4) that the Spirit will use the message to produce proper response and change, … spiritual transformation, 2 Cor. 3:18 … and (5) that the whole process and finished product will accomplish God’s purpose in glorification of God through Christ, 1 Cor. 10:31; 1 Pet. 4:11.49
Holloman clarified that “knowledge and organization is what we must do, but prayer gives us what only God can do.”
John MacArthur, pastor-teacher of Grace Community Church, Sun Valley, California, sees prayer as inseparable from preparing and preaching.
During the week … locked up with my books, … study and … communion mingle as I apply the tools of exegesis and exposition in … open communion with the Lord. I seek His direction, thank Him for what I discover, plead for wisdom and insight, and desire that He enable me to live what I learn and preach.
A special burden for prayer begins to grip my heart on Saturday evening. Before I go to sleep, I … spend one final time going over my notes. That involves an open line of communication with God as I meditatively and consciously offer my notes up to the Lord for approval, refinement and clarity.
I awake Sunday morning in the same spirit of prayer. Arriving at the church early, I spend time … in prayer, then join elders who pray with me for the messages. On Sunday afternoon, I go through a similar time of reviewing my evening message prayerfully.50
John Stott said a preacher, like a father (1 Thess. 2:11), should pray for his church family. Preachers will only make time for this hard and secret work if they love people enough. “Because it is secret and therefore unrewarded by men, we shall only undertake it if we long for their spiritual welfare more than for their thanks.”51
Andrew Blackwood, longtime professor of homiletics at Princeton Theological Seminary, counsels the preacher to lay down one rule and never make an exception: start, continue, and end with prayer.52 A biblical sermon, he says, will likely be worth whatever the preacher invests in it, the time he devotes, the thought he gives, and the prayer. For
in his study the prophet can build his altar and on it lay the wood. There he can lovingly place his sacrifice … sermon … but still he knows that the fire must come down from God. Come it will, if he prays before he works, and if he works in the spirit of prayer.53
Edward Payson (1783–1827) exemplified sermon preparation by diligent study infused with hours of prayer. He pastored the Second Congregational Church of Portland, Maine. His reading rapidity, sharpness in assimilating details, and good scholarship were notable.54 He studied the writings of Jonathan Edwards and others,55 but his greatest zeal was in studying the Bible and praying for God’s help in interpreting and applying it.56 Prayer was “the most noticeable fact in his history.”57 He “studied theology on his knees. Much of his time he spent literally prostrated with the Bible open before him, pleading the promises.”58
Payson’s discipline led him to guard his time. His usual schedule was twelve hours a day for study, two for devotion, two for relaxing, two for meals and family devotions, and six for sleep.59 In his diary and letters, comments like the following recur: “Was much assisted in my studies … enabled to write twelve pages of my sermon. It was the more precious, because it seemed to be in answer to prayer.”60 He wrote on March 17, 1806, that since beginning to plead God’s blessing on his preparation, “I have done more in one week than in the whole year before.”61
Even in cases when Payson felt he had been weak in preaching, his people were refreshed. When lifeless in devotions, he often prayed on to victory.62 God greatly enlivened this preacher much as He quickened the psalmist.63 Payson prayed for hours for the lost and often witnessed to them. He saw many saved and added to the church.
A brother told Payson he felt discouraged about preaching because of inexperience and ignorance. Payson wrote to him, admitting that he himself always felt inadequate:
This led me to pray almost incessantly.… He who has thus guided me, and thousands of others equally foolish will, I trust, guide you.… If we would do much for God, we must ask much of God; … I cannot insist on this too much. Prayer is the first thing, the second thing, and the third thing necessary for a minister, especially in seasons of revival.… Pray, then, my dear brother, pray, pray, pray.64
The greatly used preacher Charles Spurgeon (1834–1892) put heavy emphasis on prayer. He felt that ministers ought to pray without ceasing (1 Thess. 5:17). “All our libraries and studies are mere emptiness compared with our closets. We grow, we wax mighty, we prevail in private prayer,”65 he wrote. He prayed in choosing a topic, getting into the spirit of a text, seeing God’s deep truths, lifting those truths out, receiving fresh streams of thought, and for delivery. For
nothing can so gloriously fit you to preach as descending fresh from the mount of communion with God to speak with men. None are so able to plead with men as those who have been wrestling with God on their behalf.66
Spurgeon studied hard, but he got some of his best thoughts while praying.67 Or, feeling fettered, he secretly groaned to God and received unusual liberty. “But how dare we pray in the battle if we have never cried to the Lord while buckling on the harness!”68
After preaching, Spurgeon found prayer strategic. “If we cannot prevail with men for God, we will, at least, endeavor to prevail with God for men.”69
So the preacher who does his work God’s way prays, but he also enlists others to pray for the success of the Word.
Power Through Others’ Prayers
Early in this century, John Hyde prayed for speakers at conferences in India. He and R. M’Cheyne Paterson prayed for a month for a conference in 1904. George Turner joined them for three of those weeks.70 God saved hundreds of people and renewed believers. Hyde knelt for hours in his room or was prostrate on the floor, or he sat in on a message while interceding for the speaker and the hearers.
Dwight L. Moody (1837–1899), founder of the Moody Bible Institute, often saw God work in power when others prayed for his meetings in America and abroad. He often wired R. A. Torrey at the school, urging prayer. Faculty and students prayed all evening or into the early morning or all night.71
After Moody’s death, Torrey (1856–1928) preached in many countries. He, too, had prayer backing. In Australia, twenty-one hundred home prayer groups met for two weeks before he arrived. God turned many lives around.72 After Torrey died, Mrs. Torrey said, “My husband was a man of much prayer and Bible study. He denied himself social intercourse with even his best friends, in order that he might have time for prayer, study, and the preparation for his work.”73
Torrey said, “Pray for great things, expect great things, work for great things, but above all pray.”74 He told church members, “Do you want a new minister? I can tell you how to get one. Pray for the one you have till God makes him over.”75 He believed, “Prayer is the key that unlocks all the storehouses of God’s infinite grace and power.”76 He was for many years pastor of the Chicago Avenue Church in Chicago, Illinois, later called Moody Memorial Church. Much of the growth there resulted from prayer by Torrey and his praying people who met on Saturday nights and Sunday mornings.77
Payson, already mentioned, rallied people to meet for prayer in “Aaron and Hur Societies” in fours and fives for an hour. They prayed before Payson preached.78 A preacher needs to lead in prayer and also to get the church
excited to pray for the influences of the divine Spirit; and that they should frequently meet for this purpose.… In that duty we explicitly acknowledge, not only to Him, but to our fellow creatures, that nothing but the influences of His Spirit can render any means effectual, and that we are entirely dependent … on His sovereign will.79
Payson depended on others’ prayers. His speaking schedule was often heavy. He prepared four sermons a week and sometimes sermons for the press. Within a two-month period he also had three ordination messages, two messages for missions societies, and one for a women’s asylum.80 No matter how busy, he kept his own prayer vigils. His biographer says that “prayer … was eminently the business of his life … through which he derived inexhaustible supplies.”81 He adds that “his conversation was in heaven.”
Spurgeon said much about others praying. The preacher, no matter how brilliant, godly, or eloquent, has no power without the Spirit’s help:
The bell in the steeple may be well hung, fairly fashioned, and of soundest metal, but it is dumb until the ringer makes it speak. And … the preacher has no voice of quickening for the dead in sin, or of comfort for living saints unless the divine spirit [Spirit] gives him a gracious pull, and begs him speak with power. Hence the need of prayer for both preacher and hearers.82
Spurgeon said he would plead even with tears for others’ prayers.83 Only by abundant intercession could the church prosper or even continue. He saw the Monday-night prayer meeting at London’s Metropolitan Tabernacle as “the thermometer of the church.”84 For years a large part of the main auditorium and first gallery were filled at these meetings.85 In Spurgeon’s mind, the prayer meeting was “the most important meeting of the week.”86
The Primacy of Prayer
Prayer reigns supreme, along with the Word of God, in ministries of the Old Testament, New Testament, and since then. The preacher today, as always, needs a wise balance between different aspects of sermon preparation that depend on human skill and the facets that call on God for His almighty power. The man who represents God in the pulpit should cultivate an ever-growing passion to be the most prayerful and diligent channel he can be for broadcasting the greatest message of all time.
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The Man of God and Expository Preaching
John MacArthur
Behind the content of his message is the character of the expositor. He must be set apart from mundane matters, lifted above worldly aims and ambitions, and devoted singularly to God’s service. In 1 Timothy 6:11–14, Paul lists four characteristics of such a man of God: He is marked by what he flees from, follows after, fights for, and is faithful to.
In Scripture, God’s spokesmen are often referred to by different titles such as prophet, elder, evangelist, and pastor.1 Generally these titles refer to the task the man executes. One title, however, refers to the character of the man holding an office. That title is “man of God.” It is used frequently in the Old Testament. Moses (Deut. 33:1; 1 Chr. 23:14; Ezra 3:2), the anonymous prophet who pronounced divine judgment on Eli’s family (1 Sam. 2:27), Samuel (1 Sam. 9:6), David (Neh. 12:24, 36), Elijah (1 Kin. 17:18), and Elisha (2 Kin. 4:8, 9) are among those designated “men of God.” In each case, the term “man of God” refers to someone who represented God by speaking His Word.
Although the title is quite common in the Old Testament, appearing approximately seventy times, it is used only three times in the New Testament. In 2 Peter 1:21, the plural form refers to the Old Testament prophets. In 2 Timothy 3:16, 17 Paul used the title to refer to those like Timothy who preached the Word, though the principle of Scripture’s perfecting power in that text extends its range of reference to all believers (see Ps. 19:7–9). The third use, the topic of the present discussion, is in 1 Timothy 6:11, where Paul addressed Timothy as “you man of God.”
By calling Timothy a man of God, Paul identified him with a long line of spokesmen for God extending back into the Old Testament. Paul no doubt intended a reminder of this noble lineage to strengthen Timothy’s resolve to stand firm in the face of the pressures of ministry. Timothy’s ministry in Ephesus certainly did not lack for pressures, of course: false doctrine, sinful and unqualified leaders, ungodliness, and tolerance of sin, to name a few. Paul reminds Timothy that he was “God’s man,” thereby adding a tremendous weight of responsibility to his ministry. He represented God.
In 1 Timothy 6:11–14, Paul listed four marks of a man of God: A man of God must be identified by what he flees from, what he follows after, what he fights for, and what he is faithful to.
A Man of God Is Marked by What He Flees From
In verse 11, Paul commanded Timothy to “flee from these things.” “Flee” translates the Greek word ÆµÍ³É (pheugM), from which the English word fugitive is derived. It is used in extrabiblical Greek literature to speak of running from a wild animal, a poisonous snake, a deadly plague, or an attacking enemy. It is an imperative in the present tense and could be translated “keep on continually fleeing.” A man of God is a lifelong fugitive, fleeing those things that would destroy him and his ministry. In other places Paul listed some of the threats: immorality (1 Cor. 6:18), idolatry (10:14), false teaching (1 Tim. 6:20; 2 Tim. 2:16), and false teachers (3:5), as well as youthful lusts (2:22).
From what does Paul advise Timothy to flee in this passage? The immediate context indicates it is a love for money. In 1 Timothy 6:9–10, Paul warned:
But those who want to get rich fall into temptation and a snare and many foolish and harmful desires which plunge men into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all sorts of evil, and some by longing for it have wandered away from the faith, and pierced themselves with many a pang.
A man of God must flee the evils associated with the love of money: various temptations, snares, harmful desires which lead to destruction, apostasy, and sorrow. Greed is the enemy. It will destroy the man of God, so he must run from it.
Love of money and material possessions is a characteristic sin of false teachers. From Balaam, that greedy prophet for hire (Deut. 23:4; 2 Pet. 2:15), to Judas, who betrayed our Lord for thirty pieces of silver (Matt. 27:3); from the false prophets characterized by Isaiah as greedy dogs (Is. 56:11) to the covetous prophets of Jeremiah’s day (Jer. 6:13; 8:10) and the prophets who prophesied for money, of whom Micah speaks (Mic. 3:11); from those slaves of their own appetites who deceived the Romans (Rom. 16:18) and the empty talkers and deceivers of Crete, who upset whole families for the sake of sordid gain (Titus 1:11), all the way to the money-hungry televangelists and prosperity gospel preachers of our own day, false teachers have been characterized by greed.
But that is not true of a man of God. A man of God is not like those who, in Paul’s words, were “peddling the word of God” (2 Cor. 2:17). He is not a spiritual con artist. He has to proclaim God’s message, not what he thinks will sell. He is in the business of piercing men’s hearts with God’s truth, not tickling their ears. He does nothing for personal gain.
This is precisely why a pastor, overseer, or elder must be “free from the love of money” (1 Tim. 3:3). This virtue guards against two real dangers: first, the temptation to pervert the ministry by using God’s Word to make oneself rich, and second, by contrast, the danger of neglecting the ministry in order to become rich through outside enterprises.
Paul went out of his way to avoid being charged with greed in his ministry. He told the Ephesian elders,
“I have coveted no one’s silver or gold or clothes. You yourselves know that these hands ministered to my own needs and to the men who were with me. In everything I showed you that by working hard in this manner you must help the weak and remember the words of the Lord Jesus, that He Himself said, ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’ ” (Acts 20:33–35)
Paul was so sensitive about being accused of preaching for profit that, although he had every right to be supported financially in his ministry (1 Cor. 9:3–15), he waived that right so the gospel would not be hindered (1 Cor. 9:12). To the Thessalonians he wrote, “For you recall, brethren, our labor and hardship, how working night and day so as not to be a burden to any of you, we proclaimed to you the gospel of God” (1 Thess. 2:9). He defended the right of every preacher to be paid by those who received his ministry (see Gal. 6:6) but forbade the sin of greed and discontent (1 Tim. 6:6–8).
A man may call himself a preacher, but if he is in the ministry for the money, he is not a man of God. He has prostituted the call of God for personal gain. Our Lord warned, “You cannot serve God and mammon” (Matt. 6:24). A man of God should never put a price on his ministry, never charge an appearance fee for proclaiming the Word. He should be content with the support that the Lord provides through the giving of His people. Anyone who puts a price on his ministry devalues it.
A Man of God Is Marked by What He Follows After
A man of God is known not only by what he runs from, but also by what he runs toward. Behind are the sins which could destroy him; ahead lie the virtues that make his ministry powerful. As long as we live on this earth, the man of God can never stop running. If he stops fleeing evil, it will catch him; and if he stops pursuing righteousness, it will elude him. His entire life and ministry is one of flight from what is wrong and pursuit of what is right. The Greek verb translated “pursue” ´¹ÎºÉ [diMkM]) is another present imperative, indicating the continuous nature of his pursuit.
In the second part of 1 Timothy 6:11, Paul listed six virtues to be pursued by every man of God: righteousness, godliness, faith, love, perseverance, and gentleness. The first two are overarching general principles, while the last four are more specific.
Righteousness
The first of the general principles, “righteousness” ´¹º±¹¿Ãͽ· [dikaiosyn]), refers to right behavior toward both God and man. The reference here is not to imputed righteousness received at salvation but to the practical righteousness to be exhibited in our lives.
Since the practice of righteousness is a mark of God’s people, obviously it must be modeled by the man of God who is an example to all believers. In Psalm 15:1 David asked, “O Lord, who may abide in Thy tent? / Who may dwell on Thy holy hill?” In the next verse he gave the answer: “He who walks with integrity, and works righteousness.”
Throughout the book of Proverbs, God’s redeemed people are called “the righteous” (see 11:9, 10; 12:5; 18:10; 21:18). Those whom the Lord loves are those who pursue righteousness (15:9). Isaiah referred to the faithful remnant of Israel as “you who pursue righteousness” (Is. 51:1).
Righteousness as the mark of a true believer is also the lesson of the New Testament. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus described true believers as “those who hunger and thirst for righteousness” (Matt. 5:6), and He warned His hearers that “unless your righteousness surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you shall not enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:20). First John 3:10 sums it up: “By this the children of God and the children of the devil are obvious: anyone who does not practice righteousness is not of God.”
If righteousness is the mark of a true Christian, how much more must it characterize the man of God! He must be like Timothy, whom Paul exhorted, “In speech, conduct, love, faith and purity, show yourself an example of those who believe” (1 Tim. 4:12). The psalmist said it specifically: “He who walks in a blameless way is the one who will minister to me” (Ps. 101:6). The man of God does no less.
Seventeenth-century England knew no greater model of a godly, righteous pastor than Puritan Richard Baxter. In his masterful work The Reformed Pastor (which should be read by every pastor), he exhorted his fellow ministers to
Take heed to yourselves, lest your example contradict your doctrine, and lest you lay such stumbling-blocks before the blind, as may be the occasion of their ruin; lest you unsay with your lives, what you say with your tongues; and be the greatest hinderers of the success of your own labours.… It will much more hinder your work, if you contradict yourselves, and if your actions give your tongue the lie, and if you build up an hour or two with your mouths, and all the week after pull down with your hands! This is the way to make men think that the Word of God is but an idle tale, and to make preaching seem no better than prating. He that means as he speaks, will surely do as he speaks. One proud, surly, lordly word, one needless contention, one covetous action, may cut the throat of many a sermon, and blast the fruit of all you have been doing.…
Certainly, brethren, we have very great cause to take heed what we do, as well as what we say: if we will be the servants of Christ indeed, we must not be tongue servants only, but must serve him with our deeds, and be “doers of the work, that we may be blessed in our deed.” As our people must be “doers of the word, and not hearers only”; so we must be doers and not speakers only, lest we “deceive our own selves.…” We must study as hard how to live well, as how to preach well.2
How tragic when a pastor’s life undercuts his message. The best and most powerful expository sermons will be of no effect if the preacher’s life lacks righteousness. The man of God must live a life of obedience to God’s Word. He, of all people, must practice what he preaches, or no one else will. The Lord allows only a righteous man of God legitimately to preach the message of God’s righteousness in Christ. Paul’s fear was that he might fall to sin and be disqualified from preaching (1 Cor. 9:27). The man of God must be morally above reproach (1 Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:6).
Godliness
“Godliness” (µPòµ¹± [eusebeia]) is closely connected with righteousness. Righteousness may speak of outward conduct, godliness of the inward attitude. Godliness is the spirit of holiness, reverence, and piety that directs righteous behavior. Right behavior flows from a right attitude; correct conduct flows from proper motive. The basic meaning of eusebeia is reverence for God. The man characterized by godliness has a worshiping heart. He knows what it means to “live in the fear of the Lord always” (Prov. 23:17). He not only does right but also thinks right; he not only behaves properly but also is properly motivated. He is a man who serves God with reverence and awe (Heb. 12:28). Though he lives his life in the conscious presence of the holiness of God, paradoxically he may feel very unholy, like Isaiah (see Is. 6).
Righteousness and godliness are together the two indispensable qualities of a man of God, and yet they are his lifelong pursuit. They are central to his usefulness; they are at the core of his power. He possesses them and yet pursues them (see Phil. 3:7–16). An unsanctified preacher is useless to God and a danger to himself and people. Richard Baxter wrote,
Many a tailor goes in rags, that maketh costly clothes for others; and many a cook scarcely licks his fingers, when he hath dressed for others the most costly dishes.… It is a fearful thing to be an unsanctified professor, but much more to be an unsanctified preacher.3
God takes a dim view of such men. Psalm 50:16–17 read, “But to the wicked God says, / ‘What right have you to tell of My statutes, / And to take My covenant in your mouth? / For you hate discipline, / And you cast My words behind you.’ ” Jeremiah’s words to unholy shepherds are frightening. “Woe to the shepherds … who are tending My people: ‘You have scattered My flock and driven them away, and have not attended to them; behold, I am about to attend to you for the evil of your deeds’ ” (Jer. 23:1–2). He accused them of being “polluted” (Jer. 23:11).
A man of God must constantly guard his heart, his motives, his desires, and his conduct, knowing that nothing good dwells in his flesh (Rom. 7:18). He must “cleanse [himself] from all defilement of flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God” (2 Cor. 7:1). No less a man of God than the apostle Paul said, “I am the foremost of sinners” (1 Tim. 1:15) not “I was the foremost of sinners.” He knew his sinful tendencies and his need to use all the means of grace to allow the Spirit to conquer them.
A friend once told the great nineteenth-century Scottish preacher Alexander Whyte that a visiting evangelist had said that another preacher, Dr. Wilson, was not a converted man.
Leaping from his chair, Whyte exclaimed, “The rascal! Dr. Wilson not a converted man!”
His friend then told him that the evangelist had also said that Whyte, himself, was not converted. Whyte sat down, buried his face in his hands, and was silent for a long time. Then he told his friend, “Leave me, friend, leave me! I must examine my heart!”4
Seldom has the need for a man of God to guard his heart been as forcefully stated as by Richard Baxter:
Take heed to yourselves, lest you live in those sins which you preach against in others, and lest you be guilty of that which daily you condemn. Will you make it your work to magnify God, and, when you have done, dishonor him as much as others? Will you proclaim Christ’s governing power, and yet condemn it, and rebel yourselves? Will you preach his laws, and wilfully break them? If sin be evil, why do you live in it? If it be not, why do you dissuade men from it? If it be dangerous, how dare you venture on it? If it be not, why do you tell men so? If God’s threatenings be true, why do you not fear them? If they be false, why do you needlessly trouble men with them, and put them into such frights without a cause? Do you ‘know the judgment of God, that they who commit such things are worthy of death;’ and yet will you do them? ‘Thou that teachest another, teachest thou not thyself? Thou that sayest a man should not commit adultery,’ or be drunk, or covetous, art thou such thyself? ‘Thou that makest thy boast of the law, through breaking the law dishonourest thou God?’ What! shall the same tongue speak evil that speakest against evil? Shall those lips censure, slander, and backbite your neighbour, that cry down these and the like things in others? Take heed to yourselves, lest you cry down sin, and yet do not overcome it; lest, while you seek to bring it down in others, you bow to it, and become its slaves yourselves: ‘For of whom a man is overcome, of the same he is brought into bondage.’ ‘To whom ye yield yourselves servants to obey, his servants are ye to whom ye obey, whether of sin unto death, or of obedience unto righteousness.’ Oh brethren! it is easier to chide at sin, than to overcome it.5
John Flavel, another Puritan, agreed with Baxter: “Brethren, it is easier to declaim against a thousand sins of others, than to mortify one sin in ourselves.”6
A man of God must take great pains to rid himself of a dichotomy between the man he seems to be in the pulpit and the man he is out of it. Spurgeon wrote,
Let the minister take care that his personal character agrees in all respects with his ministry.
We have all heard the story of the man who preached so well and lived so badly, that when he was in the pulpit everybody said he ought never to come out again, and when he was out of it they all declared he never ought to enter it again. From the imitation of such a Janus may the Lord deliver us. May we never be priests of God at the altar, and sons of Belial outside the tabernacle door; but on the contrary, may we, as Nazianzen says of Basil, “thunder in our doctrine, and lightning in our conversation.” We do not trust those persons who have two faces, nor will men believe in those whose verbal and practical testimonies are contradictory.… True ministers are always ministers.7
Only those who practice righteousness and godliness are fit for the Master’s service. In 2 Timothy 2:21, Paul wrote to Timothy, “Therefore, if a man cleanses himself from these things, he will be a vessel for honor, sanctified, useful to the Master, prepared for every good work.” The noble Scottish man of God Robert Murray McCheyne echoed Paul’s sentiments when he spoke the following words of advice to a young pastor being ordained:
Do not forget the culture of the inner man—I mean of the heart. How diligently the cavalry officer keeps his sabre clean and sharp; every stain he rubs off with the greatest care. Remember you are God’s sword, His instrument—I trust a chosen vessel unto Him to bear His name. In great measure, according to the purity and perfections of the instrument, will be the success. It is not great talents God blesses so much as great likeness to Jesus. A holy minister is an awful weapon in the hand of God.8
Pursuing righteousness and godliness requires self-denial. Paul, in 1 Corinthians 9:27, not only articulated his fear of disqualification, but his defense against it: “I buffet my body and make it my slave, lest possibly, after I have preached to others, I myself should be disqualified.” He feared that after preaching to others, he might be (´Ìº¹¼¿Â [adokimos])—tested and found unqualified for service. To avoid that, Paul practiced self-discipline, especially of his bodily appetites. Everyone is quite familiar with the tragedy of those who have been disqualified from the ministry because of failure to exercise this discipline.
A man of God obviously will lean on the Lord for his strength and, in so doing, become a man of prayer. John Owen warned, “A minister may fill his pews, his communion roll, the mouths of the public, but what that minister is on his knees in secret before God Almighty, that he is and no more.”9 Spurgeon added, “If there be any man under heaven, who is compelled to carry out the precept—‘Pray without ceasing,’ surely it is the Christian minister.… The fact is, the secret of all ministerial success lies in prevalence at the mercy-seat.”10 The leaders of the early church were men who devoted themselves to prayer (Acts 6:4).
The man of God must also avoid the danger of what Spurgeon called “ministerialism—the tendency to read our Bibles as ministers, to pray as ministers, to get into doing the whole of our religion as not ourselves personally, but only relatively, concerned in it.”11 In his book The Christian Ministry, Charles Bridges warned against this danger:
For if we should study the Bible more as Ministers than as Christians—more to find matter for the instruction of our people, than food for the nourishment of our own souls, we neglect then to place ourselves at the feet of our Divine Teacher, our communion with Him is cut off, and we become mere formalists in our sacred profession.… We cannot live by feeding others; or heal ourselves by the mere employment of healing our people; and therefore by this course of official service, our familiarity with the awful realities of death and eternity may be rather like that of the grave-digger, the physician, and the soldier, than the man of God, viewing eternity with deep seriousness and concern and bringing to his people the profitable fruit of his contemplations. It has well been remarked—that, ‘when once a man begins to view religion not as of personal, but merely of professional importance, he has an obstacle in his course, with which a private Christian is unacquainted.’ It is indeed difficult to determine, whether our familiar intercourse with the things of God is more our temptation or our advantage.12
We must never study a passage to find a sermon. We must study a passage to see completely the truth the Lord is teaching in it, and prepare the sermon out of the overflow of that comprehensive grasp and personal application of the passage. Second Timothy 3:16–17 indicates that the Scripture is first to teach, reprove, correct, and train the man of God into righteous maturity, equipping him for every good deed. Then through him it does the same for the people who hear him.
Two Internal Virtues
The specific virtues Paul mentions in 1 Timothy 6:11 correspond to the two general virtues of righteousness and godliness. Two are internal and two are external.
“Faith” (À¯ÃĹ [pistis]), means confident trust in God for everything, an absolute loyalty to the Lord. It is unwavering confidence in God’s power, plan, provision, and promise. The man of God lives by faith. He trusts in the sovereign God to keep His word, to meet all his needs, and provide the resources he needs to pursue his ministry. He can say with Paul,
I have learned to be content in whatever circumstances I am. I know how to get along with humble means, and I also know how to live in prosperity; in any and every circumstance I have learned the secret of being filled and going hungry, both of having abundance and suffering need. I can do all things through Him who strengthens me (Phil. 4:11–13)
because “my God shall supply all your needs according to His riches in glory in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 4:19).
To live a life of faith is to live a life free of frustration, free from a compulsion to force things to happen or to manipulate people. It is to live in a state of relaxed desperation. The man of God is desperate, because of the tremendous weight of responsibility his ministry entails, yet he is relaxed because of his confidence in the sovereignty of God.
The frenzied activities, programs, plans, and gimmicks indulged in by some pastors are evidence of their lack of faith in God’s sovereignty. By trying to build their churches themselves, they find themselves in competition with the One who alone can build His church (Matt. 16:18). The man of God must demonstrate faith in God for his personal sanctification and ministry, being confident that if he follows the biblically prescribed pattern of prayer and ministry of the Word (see Acts 6:4), his ministry will glorify God and be fruitful.
“Love” (³¬À· [agap]) refers to a volitional love, not an emotional feeling. It is a love that is unrestricted, unrestrained, and unconditional. It should be interpreted in this passage in its broadest sense. It means love to everybody—love to God, men, believers, and non-believers. As our Lord said in Matthew 22:37–39, “ ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the great and foremost commandment. The second is like it, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ ”
The man of God is especially a lover of God. He longs for God, like the psalmist who wrote, “As the deer pants for the water brooks, / So my soul pants for Thee, O God. / My soul thirsts for God, for the living God; / When shall I come and appear before God?” (Ps. 42:1, 2). From the indwelling Holy Spirit comes love for God welling up within a believer (Rom. 5:5). He understands the cry of Paul’s heart, “O, that I may know Him” (see Phil. 3:10). His desire is to be one of the spiritual fathers of whom John wrote, “You know Him who has been from the beginning” (1 John 2:13). Because he loves God, he loves the people God loves (see 1 John 5:1, 2).
As he loves God enough to turn from sin, he also loves others enough to confront their sin. True love “does not rejoice in unrighteousness, but rejoices with the truth” (1 Cor. 13:6). He understands the principle that “Better is open rebuke / Than love that is concealed. Faithful are the wounds of a friend” (Prov. 27:5, 6). He loves the world of the unredeemed enough to feel compulsion to preach the truth to them (2 Cor. 5:11–14, 20).
Two External Virtues
“Perseverance” (QÀ¿¼¿½® [hupomon]) translates a word that means literally “to remain under.” It is not passive resignation, but victorious, triumphant endurance, an unswerving loyalty to the Lord in the midst of trials. Paul expressed such loyalty in Acts 20:22–24:
And now, behold, bound in spirit, I am on my way to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me there, except that the Holy Spirit solemnly testifies to me in every city, saying that bonds and afflictions await me. But I do not consider my life of any account as dear to myself, in order that I may finish my course, and the ministry which I received from the Lord Jesus, to testify solemnly of the gospel of the grace of God.
Although the man of God may undergo severe trials, severe anguish, and severe difficulty, he neither wavers nor compromises. He continually trusts God, no matter what the circumstances. As Peter put it, “Therefore, let those also who suffer according to the will of God entrust their souls to a faithful Creator in doing what is right” (1 Pet. 4:19). This is the endurance of the martyr willing to die before betraying his Lord, of the shepherd prepared to lay down his life for his flock, just as his Master did. It characterizes the person who, under the worst circumstances, refuses to magnify his own rights and needs.
Perseverance is an essential quality of a man of God because he can expect more trials than the average Christian. Richard Baxter warned his fellow pastors to
take heed to yourselves, because the tempter will more ply you with his temptations than other men. If you will be the leaders against the prince of darkness, he will spare you no further than God restraineth him. He beareth the greatest malice to those that are engaged to do him the greatest mischief.… Take heed, therefore, brethren, for the enemy hath a special eye upon you. You shall have his most subtle insinuations, and incessant solicitations, and violent assaults.13
Paul endured constant trials, as a reading of 2 Corinthians 11:23–28 indicates. And apparently only one of the apostles died of old age.
“Gentleness” (ÀÁ±Å À¬¸¹± [praupathia]) is the second external virtue. It can also be translated “meekness” or “humility.” The man of God has nothing to boast about. With Paul he recognizes that though he labors, it is God’s power working through him to bring effectiveness in ministry (see Col. 1:29). He remembers the words of the Lord in Luke 17:10: “When you do all the things which are commanded you, say, ‘We are unworthy slaves; we have done only that which we ought to have done.’ ” No place for ugly pride exists in Christian ministry. The man of God has the mind of Christ, which is the mind of humility (Phil. 2:18).
A true man of God seeks to exalt his Master, not himself. Righteousness, godliness, faith, love, perseverance, and gentleness are the goal of a man of God. They are his lifelong objectives. If those virtues are not a preacher’s constant aim, he is not a man of God, but a self-appointed preacher.
A Man of God Is Known by What He Fights For
In 1 Timothy 6:12, Paul commanded Timothy to “fight the good fight of faith; take hold of the eternal life to which you were called, and you made the good confession in the presence of many witnesses.” The man of God is a fighter. He is a polemicist, a contender, a battler, a soldier. He must understand that ministry is war and he is fighting on the side of truth against error. To perceive ministry as anything less is to lose. He battles the world, he battles the flesh, and he battles the devil and his kingdom of darkness. He battles sin, heresy, apathy, and lethargy in the church.
That the ministry is warfare was brought home forcefully to me when, as a young pastor, I confronted a demon-possessed woman. She had a supernatural strength, overturning office furniture and kicking my shins until they bled. In a voice not her own she said to me, “Not him … not him … get him out.” I realized then that those demons knew a war was in progress, and they also knew which side I was on.
Paul very clearly saw the ministry as a battle. In 2 Timothy 2:3, 4 he told Timothy, “Suffer hardship with me, as a good soldier of Christ Jesus. No soldier in active service entangles himself in the affairs of everyday life, so that he may please the one who enlisted him as a soldier.” He chose to minister in Ephesus despite the many adversaries he encountered there (1 Cor. 16:8, 9). And at the end of his life he was able to exclaim triumphantly, “I have fought the good fight” (2 Tim. 4:7).
Sadly, many pastors are so entangled in the affairs of everyday life that they do not realize fully the intensity of the battle. Others are fighting the wrong battle. Martin Luther once said,
If I profess with the loudest voice and clearest exposition every portion of the truth of God except precisely that little point which the world and the devil are at that moment attacking, I am not confessing Christ, however boldly I may be professing Christ. Where the battle rages, there the loyalty of the soldier is proved, and to be steady on all the battlefield besides, is mere flight and disgrace if he flinches at that point.14
Still others go AWOL from the battle, fleeing to another church or ministry at the first sign of trouble. A young man once said to me, “I’m going into the pastorate, but I’m being careful about the church I accept. I want one that has no problems.” I replied that the only churches I knew of that had no problems were those that had no people! We must accept the fact that we are in a battle. Paul’s words in 2 Timothy 3:12, “all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will be persecuted,” are doubly true of pastors, since they are the special targets of the enemy. The man of God must be willing to follow his Master even to death (Luke 9:23, 24).
Both occurrences of the word “fight” in 1 Timothy 6:12 are from the same root word, from which the English word agony is derived. It is used in military contexts and of athletic events, including wrestling and boxing. It speaks of the concentration, effort, and discipline required to win a contest. In Paul’s day, boxing was a far more serious affair than it is today. In contrast to the well-padded boxing gloves used by modern boxers, boxers in the Greek and Roman games wore gloves lined with lead and iron. And the loser of the match had his eyes put out. Thus, Paul’s imagery of the ministry as a fight had very serious undertones. Like the verbs in 1 Timothy 6:11, ³É½¯¶¿¼±¹ (agMnízomai) is a present imperative, indicating the continuous nature of our struggle. “Good” (º±»Ì [kalos]) is best translated “excellent” or “noble.” Paul told Timothy (and us) to experience the role of a man of God with a noble commitment to the contest for the truth.
The man of God is thrilled to be a soldier. It is not that he goes out of his way to antagonize people and make enemies, but he is willing to fight the battle for truth. It is greatly disturbing to live in a time when battling for truth is looked upon as divisive and unloving. Far too many in the church today are willing to compromise theologically to avoid conflict, forgetting Jude’s exhortation to “contend earnestly for the faith” (Jude 3).
As in Jude 3, the Greek text of 1 Timothy 6:12 has the definite article before “faith.” Paul said, “Fight for the faith,” that is, the contents of the Word of God, the sum total of Christian doctrine. That is the highest cause in the world, and we must fight for it without compromise.
In the second part of verse 12, Paul offered encouragement for the fight: “Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called, and you made the good confession in the presence of many witnesses.” What did Paul mean by that? He did not tell Timothy to get saved, because he was already saved. What he said was, in effect, Get a grip on eternal life. Live in the light of eternity. “Set your mind on the things above, not on the things that are on earth” (Col. 3:2), because “our citizenship is in heaven” (Phil. 3:20). As the old hymn put it, the man of God is to live “with eternity’s values in view.” If he does that, he will not mind making sacrifices in this life. The man of God has an eternal perspective; he is not in the ministry merely for what he can gain in this life. As Jim Elliot, missionary and martyr to the Auca Indians, wrote, “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.”15 Living and ministering in the light of eternity keep the focus of the man of God on the importance of the battle.
Paul further encouraged Timothy by reminding him that he was “called,” a reference to God’s effectual call to salvation. In response to that call, Timothy had publicly confessed Jesus as Lord. Paul may have referred to the occasion of Timothy’s baptism or ordination, but more likely to every confession Timothy had made, beginning with his conversion.
The man of God rises above the struggles for perishable, useless things. He fights for what is eternal—the truth of God. It is only by divorcing himself from the things of this world and living in light of eternity that he can hope to succeed.
A Man of God Is Known by What He Is Faithful To
In 1 Timothy 6:13–14, Paul stressed the importance of being faithful: “I charge you in the presence of God, who gives life to all things, and of Christ Jesus, who testified the good confession before Pontius Pilate, that you keep the commandment without stain or reproach until the appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ.”
The main emphasis of Paul’s exhortation is upon the phrase “the commandment” in verse 14. Some argue that it is the gospel, others say it is the contents of this epistle, and still others say it is the entire new covenant. I believe it is best interpreted in the broadest sense of the complete, revealed Word of God. Being nourished in the Word, the man of God is first and foremost a guardian of the treasure of the truth he is to proclaim. He must preserve it from any error or misrepresentation. Paul warned Timothy to guard it and handle it accurately (1 Tim. 4:6, 7; 6:2–4; 6:20; 2 Tim. 1:13; 2:15) as well as to work hard at preaching and teaching it (1 Tim. 5:17; 2 Tim. 4:2). Paul commanded Timothy to keep or guard the Word. How is this done? It is done not only by preaching the Word, but by living it. As noted earlier in this discussion, nothing is so tragic as a pastor who undercuts his message with his poor behavior. God forbid that our lives should ever bring a stain or reproach on the Word.
To provide further motivation for Timothy to be faithful, Paul reminded him that he ministered in the sight of God the Father and Jesus Christ (1 Tim. 6:13). The Father is the one who “gives life to all things,” or, in other words, who raises the dead. That is a powerful motivation for a man of God. Even if faithfulness costs him his life, the God who raises the dead is watching over him.
Not only is the Father watching over His men, but they also have the example of the Lord Jesus “who testified the good confession before Pontius Pilate.” Christ held fast His confession, even in the face of death. He is the perfect illustration of one who courageously remained faithful to the Word, no matter what the cost. Jesus told Pilate the truth about who He was, even though it cost Him His life. The man of God can do no less.
A Sobering Responsibility
There is no greater privilege than to be a man of God and preach His Word. But along with that privilege comes a fearful responsibility. James warned that teachers face a stricter judgment (James 3:1). Throughout Scripture are examples of that. For instance, Moses and Aaron were denied entrance into the Promised Land because of one act of disobedience. A most graphic example occurs in 1 Kings 13. Verse 1 introduces an unnamed man of God from Judah, who came north to deliver a prophecy to Jeroboam, the king of Israel. God had strictly charged him not to eat bread or drink water while he was there. But when another prophet deceived him, he disobeyed God and ate and drank with him (1 Kin. 13:19). God’s reaction was swift:
Now it came about, as they were sitting down at the table, that the word of the Lord came to the prophet who had brought him back; and he cried to the man of God who came from Judah, saying, “Thus says the Lord, ‘Because you have disobeyed the command of the Lord, and have not observed the commandment which the Lord your God commanded you, but have returned and eaten bread and drunk water in the place of which He said to you, “Eat no bread and drink no water”; your body shall not come to the grave of your fathers.’ ” (1 Kin. 13:20–22)
Shortly after leaving, he was attacked and killed by a lion (1 Kin. 13:24).
Being a man of God includes a tremendous responsibility. May God help each of us by His grace to remain faithful to Him and to be that true man of God who is blessed and not punished.
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The Spirit of God and Expository Preaching
John MacArthur
It is impossible to properly understand God’s objective revelation in Scripture apart from the illuminating work of the Holy Spirit. Illumination is not equated with either revelation or inspiration. It communicates no new divine truth, but rather enables us to comprehend God’s truth in the final and complete revelation of it in Scripture. No clear understanding of Scripture leading to powerful preaching is possible without the Spirit’s work of illumination.
Charles Haddon Spurgeon, the noblest of all nineteenth-century preachers, gave the following warning to students at his Pastor’s College:
If there is to be a Divine result from God’s Word, the Holy Ghost must go forth with it. As surely as God went before the children of Israel when He divided the Red Sea, as surely as He led them through the wilderness by the pillar of cloud and fire, so surely must the Lord’s powerful presence go with His Word if there is to be any blessing from it.1
Spurgeon’s warning is just as compelling today as when he first gave it. Powerful preaching is not manipulative preaching designed to play on the emotions. It is not shallow, devotionally oriented “sermonettes for Christianettes.” It is neither benign storytelling, sociological commentary on current events, nor pop psychology designed to make everyone feel good. Powerful preaching occurs only when a Spirit-illumined man of God expounds clearly and compellingly God’s Spirit-inspired revelation in Scripture to a Spirit-illumined congregation.
Illuminationÿ2
Illumination is the work of the Holy Spirit that opens one’s spiritual eyes to comprehend the meaning of the Word of God. It involves the preacher of Scripture and his audience. God’s objective and historically past revelation in Scripture cannot be understood accurately apart from the present, personal, and subjective work of the Holy Spirit. “Illumination,” which applies only to believers,3 is simply the continued work of the Spirit by which He causes enlightened understanding of doctrine and how it should be applied to life. Believers walking in disobedience cannot understand the spiritual truths of Scripture any better than unbelievers. That is precisely why Peter exhorted those who would grow in the Word first to “[put] aside all malice and all guile and hypocrisy and envy and all slander” (1 Pet. 2:1, 2). James wrote, “Therefore putting aside all filthiness and all that remains of wickedness, in humility receive the word implanted” (James 1:21).
Though the Bible has no specific technical term for illumination, it nevertheless has much to say about it. Psalm 119 is essentially the commitment of a believer to the authority of the Word interspersed with cries for illumination. Here are examples of the pleas for illumination: “Open my eyes, that I may behold / Wonderful things from Thy law” (Ps. 119:18); “Teach me, O Lord, the way of Thy statutes, / And I shall observe it to the end. / Give me understanding, that I may observe Thy Law, / And keep it with all my heart” (Ps. 119:33–34).4
In Luke 24:45, the disciples grasped the meaning of the Old Testament only after Jesus “opened their minds to understand the Scriptures.” For believers today it is the Spirit of Christ who provides comparable understanding.
In Ephesians 1:17, 18, Paul prayed “that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give to you a spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of Him. I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened, so that you may know what is the hope of His calling, what are the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints.”
Paul recognized the need for illumination if Christians were to progress in sanctification, and often prayed for them to have it (see Phil. 1:9–11 and Col. 1:9–11). The indwelling Holy Spirit provides the answer to that prayer as the apostle John explained in 1 John 2:20, 27: “But you have an anointing from the Holy One, and you all know.… And as for you, the anointing which you received from Him abides in you, and you have no need for anyone to teach you; but as His anointing teaches you about all things, and is true and is not a lie, and just as it has taught you, you abide in Him.”
Illumination Distinguished from Revelation and Inspiration
Illumination is best defined by distinguishing it from two related theological terms: revelation and inspiration.
“Revelation” refers to the act by which God makes known what is otherwise unknowable. Theologians sometimes call it “special revelation.” “Natural revelation,” that which may be observed in nature and experience regarding the existence and power of God (Rom. 1:20), is not specific or full enough to bring redemption, so God gave clear, unmistakable “special revelation” in Scripture. That gift was a free act motivated by love and grace through which God disclosed the fullness of His truth to man. The Holy Spirit was the agent of that revelation. In 1 Corinthians 2:10, Paul affirmed that “God revealed [His Word] through the Spirit; for the Spirit searches all things, even the depths of God.” The Holy Spirit alone is competent to reveal God’s truth, for only He can search the “depths” of God. Since He Himself is God, He is omniscient and knows the mind of God perfectly (see Rom. 8:26).
Were it not for God’s sovereign choice to reveal Himself, we could not know enough of His truth to be saved. Since we live in the natural world, locked into the space-time box, we cannot break out of that box into the supernatural world. The only knowledge we have of that realm is what God adds to our confining situation. We can know nothing of His redemptive plan or His will for our lives except by revelation.
“Inspiration” is the vehicle by which God’s special revelation came to man. It was the process by which “men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God” (2 Pet. 1:21). It was the means by which God’s revelation was inscripturated.
Inspiration is verbal. The very words of Scripture are inspired, not merely the thoughts or concepts of the writers. In 1 Corinthians 2:12 and 13, Paul wrote,
Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might know the things freely given to us by God, which things we also speak, not in words taught by human wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit, combining spiritual thoughts with spiritual words.
“We” in this passage does not include all Christians, but is limited to inspired speakers and writers. Paul and the other writers of Scripture received God’s revelation. They were the instruments God used to transmit this revelation to man. In the next verse, Paul added a description of how the Spirit illumines all Christians to receive that inspired revelation.
Inspiration is also plenary. All the Bible is inspired, not merely the parts of it dealing with matters of faith and practice. Paul emphatically stated in 2 Timothy 3:16 that “all Scripture is inspired by God” (emphasis added). Inspired translates the Greek word theopneustos, which literally means “God-breathed.” Scripture is not a human product into which God breathed spiritual life. On the contrary, it originated by being breathed out by God. And since it is ridiculous to charge the God of truth with inspiring error, the Bible’s plenary inspiration guarantees its inerrancy.
Contrary to the teaching of many, neither special revelation nor inspiration are occurring today. The Bible contains God’s final and complete written revelation to man (see Jude 3 and Rev. 22:18, 19). Currently, the Holy Spirit instructs and guides a believer, not by revealing newly inspired data, but by bringing illumination to God’s already revealed Word.
To argue that God must, through the Spirit, continue giving oral or written revelation today is to treat lightly the Spirit’s revelation in the Scripture and to deny the sufficiency of God’s Word. It is, in fact, a total disregard of the value of illumination by an attempted substitution of alleged revelation. These three ministries of the Spirit must not be confused. Biblical writers received revelation when God inspired Scripture. We receive illumination when the Spirit makes the words of Scripture live for us. Confusing illumination with revelation or inspiration will inevitably lead to error. Illumination is not the reception of new revelations from the Spirit. Rather it is the Spirit’s application of the truths of God’s complete revelation in Scripture to spiritual life.
Despite the fact that illumination is always connected to the revealed Word, throughout church history some people have claimed illumination apart from the Scripture. Calvin described these people as “giddy men” who were “not so much under the influence of error as madness.”5 He went on to chide them for not realizing that the writers of Scripture, who received revelation, had the highest regard for parts of the Word written before their time.6 He strongly warned,
What an infatuation of the devil, therefore, to fancy that Scripture, which conducts the sons of God to the final goal, is of transient and temporary use? Again, I should like those people to tell me whether they have imbibed any other Spirit than that which Christ promised to his disciples.… But what kind of Spirit did our Saviour promise to send? One who should not speak of himself (John 16:13), but suggest and instil the truths which he himself had delivered through the word. Hence the office of the Spirit promised to us, is not to form new and unheard-of revelations, or to coin a new form of doctrine, by which we may be led away from the received doctrine of the gospel, but to seal on our minds the very doctrine which the gospel recommends.7
Luther took a dim view of those who claimed extrabiblical illumination. He often referred to them as “swarmers,” likening them to bees swarming around with no place to land. “The swarmers, he said, were aimlessly flying around in the cloudland of their own dreams and refused to base their faith on the Bible.”8
While Luther was in exile at the Wartburg Castle, Andreas Carlstadt, a friend and fellow reformer at Wittenberg, nearly wrecked Luther’s work there by initiating radical social and religious reforms based on an alleged inner leading of the Spirit and not on Scripture. Only Luther’s timely return from exile and courageous action saved the situation.
Other Misconceptions about Illumination
Certain further misconceptions about illumination must be recognized and avoided. First, illumination does not mean that everything about God can be known and understood. Deuteronomy 29:29 says, “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things revealed belong to us.” Paul, in his great doxology at the end of Romans 11, exclaimed, “Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are His judgments and unfathomable His ways!” (Deut 29:33). God has given a true, but not an exhaustive revelation of Himself. For example, illumination does not mean all the apparent paradoxes of Scripture can be resolved. Man in his finiteness does not have all the answers.
Second, illumination does not eliminate the need for human teachers. Some have wrongly understood 1 John 2:27 to teach such. This misinterpretation does violence to the intent of that text and contradicts Ephesians 4:11–13, which states that God uses the teaching of gifted men to bring the church to maturity. The Holy Spirit uses leaders to assist the church in understanding the riches of Scripture. John actually said in 1 John 2:27 that the resident Holy Spirit teaches the believer to distinguish the truth of the gospel from heresy so that he is not deceived by false teachers.
Third, illumination does not extend beyond God’s Word. Illumination does not mean a Christian will have better insights as a businessman or a lawyer than an unbeliever would have. It does not guarantee that Christians will sail through school without studying because the Holy Spirit helps them understand biology and history. Its scope is limited to God’s Word.
Fourth, illumination does not eliminate the need for diligent Bible study. “The illumination of the Spirit is no prayer-meeting substitute for the hard work of learning Hebrew and Greek and using the standard lexicons, commentaries, and other research materials.”9 On one hand, Paul encouraged Timothy that “the Lord will give you understanding in everything” (2 Tim. 2:7). He then exhorted Timothy to “Be diligent to present yourself approved to God as a workman who does not need to be ashamed, handling accurately the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15).
This should be noted especially by preachers. “The biblical interpreter cannot wait for lightning bolts to hit him. He must study, read, and struggle to be in a position to receive the Spirit’s illumination. It is not enough to open one’s mouth and expect God to fill it at 11:00 o’clock on Sunday morning.”10 Paul taught that elders who worked hard at preaching and teaching were worthy of double honor (1 Tim. 5:17). Far too many preachers enter the pulpit without adequate preparation to rightly divide the Word. They have good reason to be ashamed.11
The same tension between the divine and human elements in inspiration is also present in illumination. The Holy Spirit’s inspiration did not preclude effort on the part of the writers. Luke, for example, even though he received divine revelation to write, “investigated everything carefully from the beginning” (Luke 1:3) before writing his Gospel. If human exertion was a component in inspiration, how much more is the need for diligent study in conjunction with illumination.
Finally, illumination does not guarantee doctrinal unity. People often ask why so many doctrinal differences exist between Spirit-illumined men. Three main answers respond to that question. First, some passages are very difficult to interpret and data are not conclusive enough for a dogmatic conclusion that all will accept.
Apart from the difficult texts, another reason for disagreement is the practice of interpreting a text in light of theological presuppositions rather than letting it speak for itself. For many, doctrinal and ecclesiastical traditions tend to control exegesis. But theology must be based on exegesis, rather than exegesis on theology.
The third reason for doctrinal differences is a lack of comprehensive work in Bible study. The more diligent and careful Bible study is, the less likely men are to disagree with other diligent and careful students of the Word. And where disagreement remains, the greater likelihood is that a difference of opinion can be resolved when differing parties have studied an issue thoroughly.
The Necessity of Illumination
Illumination, though often considered secondary to revelation and inspiration, is equally important. Without revelation and inspiration, we would have no Bible. Without illumination, we can have no accurate understanding of the Bible. It would be of little use to have a special revelation from God that no one could understand. So illumination is the culmination of the revelatory process.
The necessity for illumination begins at the time of initial salvation. Unbelievers cannot properly understand Scripture because the gospel is veiled to them and they are blinded by Satan (2 Cor. 4:3, 4). That veil must be supernaturally lifted (2 Cor. 3:16). Since fallen man is dead to the things of God (Eph. 2:1), the Spirit must remove his limitation and impart an understanding of saving spiritual truth.
Commenting on the significance of this need, Woolley wrote,
There is a difference of viewpoint between the Christian and the non-Christian, between the man who has been renewed by the Spirit of God and the man who has not. That difference in viewpoint has a vital bearing upon the question of the clarity of the Scriptures. The spiritual man has, through his regeneration, a basis for comprehension which the natural man lacks. Given equal mental gifts and powers, therefore, the spiritual man has a key, as it were, which the other lacks to unlock the meaning of Biblical statements.12
The importance of illumination was included in the Reformers’ teaching on sola scriptura. In The Bondage of the Will, Luther wrote,
Nobody who has not the Spirit of God sees a jot of what is in the Scriptures. All men have their hearts darkened, so that, even when they can discuss and quote all that is in Scripture, they do not understand or really know any of it.… The Spirit is needed for the understanding of all Scripture and every part of Scripture.13
Calvin also advocated illumination as necessary for a proper understanding of the Scripture:
The testimony of the Spirit is superior to reason. For as God alone can properly bear witness to his own words, so these words will not obtain full credit in the hearts of men, until they are sealed by the inward testimony of the Spirit.… For though [Scripture] in its own majesty has enough to command reverence, nevertheless, it then begins truly to touch us when it is sealed in our hearts by the Holy Spirit.14
The definitive passage on the necessity of illumination is 1 Corinthians 2:6–11. In that passage, the apostle Paul explained why illumination is essential.
The Corinthian Background
It is proverbial to say that the Corinthian church was riddled with problems. Paul devoted most of his first letter to correcting the practical and doctrinal errors that marred the church. The first issue was human philosophy (1 Corinthians 1–2). The Corinthians had become enamored with the pagan philosophies that dominated their day, viewing them as a necessary supplement to God’s wisdom. In no uncertain terms Paul warned them of the incompatibility of human wisdom and divine wisdom. Man does not accept God’s wisdom (1 Cor. 1:18), as God does not accept man’s wisdom (1 Cor. 1:19–24). And of the two, God’s wisdom is incomparably and infinitely superior (1 Cor. 1:25).
A situation comparable to the one at Corinth exists in the church today. Human philosophies have enamored and captured believers. Many uncritically accept evolution as a fact and try vainly to harmonize it with the first two chapters of Genesis. Psychology has made massive inroads into the church, redefining spiritual problems into nonbiblical categories, thereby convincing many that the Bible is insufficient to deal with those problems.15 In every era, the church constantly has faced the challenge of guarding against the encroachment of human wisdom. Successful resistance to this encroachment comes only to those who have a thorough understanding of the Word of God. Those without that knowledge of Scripture fall prey to human wisdom’s deceptions.
The Folly of Human Wisdom (1 Cor. 1:20)
“The folly of human wisdom” does not imply human inability to understand the natural world, nor does it mean that unbelievers are devoid of information and intelligence about physical things. Men can and do have wisdom in such fields as science, technology, medicine, and finance. In fact, Jesus said in Luke 16:8 that unbelievers are often wiser in financial matters than believers. In fact, they have enough power of observation and reason to be aware of the existence of a sovereign powerful God (Rom. 1:20).
What human wisdom fails to understand is the reality of the divine/spiritual dimension. Unbelievers can grasp, to a certain extent, the external clarity of Scripture, but they cannot see the inner reality of Scripture. That requires the Spirit’s illumination. Human wisdom is useless, even harmful, when it addresses the moral character of man and his spiritual self. The truth is that our day is witnessing an aggressive effort to reclassify all man’s problems from a moral model to a medical model: Sin is now sickness. Human wisdom is withdrawing more and more from theology and thus showing its utter lack of spiritual comprehension. And human wisdom is not redemptive. Its diagnosis is wrong and its cure is spiritually useless. It does not give true knowledge of God and cannot transform the soul.
Luther distinguished between internal and external clarity, a perspective explained by Ramm:
To Luther there was an outer and an inner clarity of Scripture. By the usual laws or rules of language, a Christian could understand the Scripture as a written document. This is the external clarity of Scripture. Due to man’s sinfulness he needs an inward assist so that he might grasp the spiritual Word of God as the Word of God. The Word of God is a spiritual entity and can only be understood in faith with the help of the Holy Spirit. This is the internal clarity of Scripture.16
Ramm further illustrated the point with two examples from Søren Kierkegaard, the Danish philosopher and father of modern existentialism:
Kierkegaard poses the question how a lover reads a love letter from his lover when they happen to speak two different languages. The first thing the lover must do with the letter is to translate it. He gets out his dictionary of the foreign language—perhaps even a grammar—and goes to work. He translates it word by word, line by line, paragraph by paragraph, until the entire translated letter is on the desk before him.
But doing all that hard work of translating that letter into his language is not to read the letter as a love letter. Now that he has the complete translation he relaxes, leans back in his chair, and reads the translated letter as a love letter.
So it is with Holy Scripture. We cannot avoid all the hard work of looking up Hebrew and Greek words, puzzling over constructions, consulting commentaries, and other such helps. But doing this careful academic job of translating and interpreting Scripture is not to read the Word of God as the Word of God. Unfortunately that is where the professor stops. But to read Scripture as the Word of God he must read it the second time. Now it is no longer an academic task but it is a case of letting God’s Word get through to man’s soul as God’s Word. It is in the second reading of the letter that the Holy Spirit, the Hermes from heaven, enters into the process of understanding Holy Scripture.
Kierkegaard gives us a second illustration. A little boy is to be spanked by his father. While the father goes for the rod, the boy stuffs the bottom of his pants with several table napkins. When the father returns and administers the whipping the boy feels no pain as the napkins absorb the whack of the rod. The little boy represents the biblical scholars. They pad their britches with their lexicons, commentaries, and concordances. As a result the Scripture never reaches them as the Word of God. Having nullified its power by shielding themselves with their academic paraphernalia, they thus never hear the Scriptures as the Word of God. If they would unpack their books from their britches (which are necessary rightfully used, as illustrated in the story of the love letter) then the Scriptures could get through to them as the Word of God. Allowing Holy Scripture to get through to us as the Word of God is the special work of the Holy Spirit.17
Natural ability, intellect, acumen, education, insight, experience, and wisdom make no contribution to the transforming spiritual comprehension of divine truth in Scripture. Secular universities usually have courses on the Bible as literature or as a component in the study of comparative religions. To them, it is nothing more than religious literature, valued for its historic, cultural, prosaic, and poetic contribution. To God and those whom God’s Spirit illumines, it contains the only true message of eternal life in Christ Jesus.
The True Wisdom (1 Cor. 2:6–9)
Even though unbelievers are prone to write off Christianity as foolish nonsense because it rejects human wisdom about spiritual matters, Paul insisted that it is the true wisdom. He wrote, “Yet we do speak wisdom among those who are mature” (1 Cor. 2:6). “Mature” (Ä»µ¹¿Â [teleios]) does not refer to a special group of elite Christians. Paul was not teaching some sort of gnosticism. Rather, it is a reference to all Christians (see the use of teleios to refer to all believers in Heb. 10:14). Christians know God’s revelation, and thus are mature enough to grasp true spiritual wisdom. They understand the profound wisdom of the cross, that God in Christ became man and died for the sins of the world. That very wisdom is foolishness to the unsaved (1 Cor. 1:18). Christians understand that God’s wisdom is infinitely greater than man’s (see Rom. 11:33).
Since human wisdom does not extend to the spiritual realm, Paul said in 1 Corinthians 2:6 that he spoke true wisdom only among those who are saved. In verses 6–9, he advanced the general point by giving specific reasons why man cannot discover true spiritual wisdom.
The first reason is in the second half of verse 6. True wisdom, wrote Paul, is a wisdom, “not of this age, nor of the rulers of this age, who are passing away.” It is outside man’s frame of reference, not being found in the world system. It is not of this age (±0ν [aiMn]), that is, of this time or era.
Nor does true wisdom come from the “rulers of this age.” Rulers could be better translated “leaders.” It refers to the world’s leading lights, both religious and philosophical. The two are closely allied, for when philosophy speaks of ultimate concerns, it becomes religious in nature. Despite the intelligence and education of these leaders, Paul said they are “passing away.” The Greek word º±Ä±Á³É (katargeM) could also be translated “rendered ineffective.” Human wisdom is limited in extent and power, and ultimately useless. That the human leaders of Paul’s day did not understand true wisdom is clear because they “crucified the Lord of glory” (1 Cor. 2:8). And the leaders in our day prove their lack of understanding of true wisdom by rejecting Jesus Christ and His claims. They stand with His crucifiers. Even the noblest and highest of men have no natural access to true wisdom. It is eternal and ever living, but they are temporal and always die.
A further reason for man’s inability to understand true spiritual wisdom is expressed in 1 Corinthians 2:7. Paul wrote, “But we speak God’s wisdom in a mystery, the hidden wisdom, which God predestined before the ages to our glory.” But is a strong adversative conjunction. Paul stressed the sharp contrast between God’s wisdom and man’s wisdom. In the Greek text “God’s” is in an emphatic position, stressing the supernatural character of spiritual wisdom. Paul reinforced this point by referring to God’s wisdom as a “mystery.” The term does not refer to complicated, secret, or occult knowledge, but to something having been hidden that is now revealed, namely, New Testament revelation (see Eph. 3:4–10). Christians know this mystery, but it is still hidden to unbelievers.
In contrast to earthly human wisdom, God’s wisdom is transcendently heavenly. The latter part of verse 7 describes God’s wisdom as having been “predestined before the ages to our glory.” From all eternity, God planned to reveal His wisdom to unworthy sinners, that they might spend eternity with Him. Such wisdom is as high above mere human wisdom as the heavens are above the earth.
Paul closes this section in verse 9 by stressing once again man’s total inability to discover true wisdom: “Things which eye has not seen and ear has not heard, / And which have not entered the heart of man, / All that God has prepared for those who love Him.” Between them, those three avenues account for man’s ways of gathering knowledge. Men discover knowledge by sight, hearing, or reasoning (as represented by the “heart of man”). Sight and hearing refer to an empirical, objective method for discovering truth, and reasoning to the rationalistic subjective means. But God’s wisdom is not discoverable by either empiricism or rationalism. It is taught by the Holy Spirit to those who love Him.
The Results of Illumination
At least four benefits accrue from the spiritual dynamic of illumination:
1. The Christian is not enslaved to tradition or dogma. The Holy Spirit is a personal resident truth-teacher who illumines and instructs believers. No longer are they stuck with whatever the church in the past decided to make authoritative. They can examine everything in the light of Scripture.
2. Every Christian can understand Scripture. One of the monumental accomplishments of the Reformers was the giving of the Bible back to the man in the pew. Through the preceding centuries, it was in the exclusive domain of the Roman Catholic Church and its priesthood. The story is told of a horrified Roman Catholic priest who said to Luther, “Martin, don’t you realize what would happen if every plough boy and shoemaker were permitted to read the Bible?” To which Luther replied, “Yes; we’d have more Christians!” Scripture is not a closed book to be understood only by the spiritually elite. Every believer can understand Scripture.
3. Through illumination, Bible study becomes personal communion with God. Scripture is God’s propositional revelation to man. It does not become revelation through illumination. The Spirit does, however, make the Word come alive through illumination.
4. Illumination produces joy. The hearts of the two disciples on the road to Emmaus burned with joy when Jesus explained the Scriptures to them (Luke 24:32). The Spirit’s enlightening work has the same effect.
A Final Word
As noted earlier in this discussion, illumination is not something that operates apart from a believer’s effort. What is our responsibility? The answer is in Psalm 119:130: “The unfolding of Thy words gives light.” God’s words are unfolded to us first by discovery. Through diligent Bible study, we unfold or unwrap God’s truth. We discover that meditation with a view to applying the truth deepens its impact. Discovery and meditation combined bring the brightest light of illumination to our hearts.
We dare not neglect the illuminating work of the Spirit in our own lives as we study the Scriptures in preparation for our messages. And we must realize that our sermons will accomplish nothing apart from the Spirit’s work of illuminating our congregations.
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Hermeneutics and Expository Preaching
James E. Rosscup
The expositor who represents God fills roles comparable to those of explorers, detectives, historians, trackers, and prospectors. He needs the perspective of one who wants to do his best possible work in meeting a variety of challenges in analyzing his text before preaching. He must utilize sound principles of hermeneutics such as scrutinizing the relevant context, watching for significant grammatical constructions, studying broader usages of the words in his text, learning to distinguish literal and figurative language, making allowance for progressive revelation, incorporating insights gained from other pertinent passages, and wisely using information on the customs of biblical times. Implementation of these and other important principles will ensure that the expositor accurately represents the truth of God’s Word.
In a sense, God’s expositor is all at once an explorer, a detective, a historian, a tracker, and a prospector. In searching out God’s message, he is a Columbus navigating the expansive seas of Scripture to bring news of a fairer world. He is a Sherlock Holmes poking for clues that will cause God’s truth, justice, and mercy to prevail. He is akin to Catton, who, in his famous Civil War trilogy,1 delved into history and cast events in their original light. Again, he is comparable to Tom Tobin, scout and expert in Colorado trail signs, who could find clues most men had missed.2 A Bible expositor is a pathfinder of trailsÿ3 that people need to follow but sometimes miss. For the sake of others, he serves as a prospector who pans for gold in the streams of living water, the Word.4
This chapter aims to review how expository preachers fulfill their charge to preach the Word. To achieve their best, that God enables them to be as spiritual explorers, detectives, historians, trackers, and prospectors, they must focus on time-honored principles of biblical interpretation to assure that the preached message is God’s Word and not some counterfeit.
First, the relation between using hermeneutics (rules of interpretation) and doing exegesis and exposition needs to be kept in mind. John MacArthur articulates the steps:5
1. Use the true text, God’s Word, as closely as you can responsibly determine it by consulting specialists on textual criticism.
2. Employ the science of hermeneutics, with its interpretive principles.
3. Let these principles expose the meaning of a passage (that is, do an exegetical study of the text) as a person follows prescribed rules in playing a game. Exegesis, then, is the application of hermeneutical principles to decide what a text says and means in its own historical, theological, contextual, literary, and cultural setting. The meaning thus obtained will be in agreement with other related Scriptures.
4. Preach the exposition that flows from this process. Make conspicuous the true and essential original meaning and apply this meaning to present needs of hearers in their own cultural situation.
This is the historically recognized way to interpret and proclaim God’s Word.
Specific Principles That Guide the Interpreterÿ6
Four decades of teaching principles for interpreting the Bible has been very rewarding personally. One dividend has been in hearing former students who are now preachers tell how the principles have helped them prepare messages. Comments have run something like this: “After I learned how to use the principles, I could do in an hour what it used to take me many hours to do, so I could get much more done in my allotted study time. I now see how to get to the crux of an issue and can use many lines of evidence to verify that what I am preaching is God’s Word, not some ill-formed opinion I formerly assumed to be right.”
Key interpretive principles, used with skill developed through practice, provide reliable aid in determining what God’s Word says and means. The expositor can mature in competence as an interpreter if he employs these important guidelines diligently and sanely. Furthermore, he can use these as a foundation for enhancing his hermeneutical skill.
Skillful Use of Good Toolsÿ7
It is obvious that a preacher should use good tools. However, many preachers habitually rely on inferior sources. Just as a surgeon, dentist, and carpenter need to have and know how to use the right tools, so does the expositor. He cannot afford to be careless about his choice of tools or how he uses them any more than his listeners who may specialize in one of these other professions or trades.
Laziness, an alleged busy life, and/or lack of Spirit-controlled discipline (see Gal. 5:23) are some of the excuses for poor tool choice or use. It is easy to slough off biblical languages in seminary, but the one who does will lack the indispensable study tools of a skilled workman. Without them, a preacher can fall prey to writers who are scintillating but unreliable in many of their assertions and much of their logic. Such clever writers push their Scripture-twisting ideas and the preacher who feeds on their mistakes provides them with even further exposure. Preachers too often snatch up misleading information printed in shallow, easy-to-zip-through sources. These featherweights in the pulpit usually foster featherweights in the pew.
On one occasion, a speaker was teaching about the devil before a group of Christians. He was right when he said the English tranlsation “devil” is from the Greek word diabolos. It is from dia and ballos; the latter is the noun related to the verb ballo, “to throw,” he correctly concluded. “Now,” he went on, “I found out that dia means ‘under.’ The devil is strong, but God has thrown him down under His power, and we can live in God’s victory over him.” “Amens” from the audience endorsed this profound promise. But part of it was not true. The speaker would have been dismayed to look up diabolos in a reputable Greek source. Dia is derived from the root duo, meaning “two,” and in composition it can mean “two, between, through.”8 Dia in usage comes to mean “through” and various other things, but never “under.” Another word that often means “under” is hupo.9 The speaker allowed himself to be deceived, with the result that he misled others, too. Diabolos as discussed in knowledgable sources is limited to the meanings “accuser, slanderer, one who maligns.”10
This is an important commitment for the preacher. Let him make sure that he is serious about dispensing truth instead of shoddy error. He must employ good tools in his work if he is to do so. A man disciplined by this perspective will labor to employ sound principles to interpret the Word of God.
What the Bible Says in Context
What a preacher claims a passage says can be very different from what it actually says. Some have contended that Jonah had to die in the sea monster’s belly. The supposed necessity is not, however, exclusively derived from what Jonah says. It arises from a preacher’s logic based on his own surmisings about Jonah and on what Jesus said in Matthew 12:40: “For just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the sea monster, so shall the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.” Jesus did die; so the reasoning is that Jonah had to die. Only then, the theory concludes, can Jonah’s experience be a full analogy and a true “type” of Jesus.
However, neither of the two contexts supports such a necessity. Nowhere does Jonah 2 say the prophet died. The context is full of expressions to indicate he was alive—in distress, to be sure, but not dead. In Matthew 12:39, the “sign of Jonah the prophet” prepares us for the analogy of how Jonah was a sign (v. 40). The point of verse 40 is to make the time element prominent, that is, three days and three nights. The same period is also specified for Jonah’s submarine-like ride (Jon. 1:17). Jesus said Jonah was in the sea creature, but does not speak of his death. That fits well with the Jonah 2 context where Jonah is always conscious. It is better not to insist on Jonah’s death as a requirement in Jesus’ analogy. The analogy that the interpreter can insist on is the aspect of the corresponding time periods. He then needs to find out what “three days and three nights” meant in that culture.11
The expositor needs to observe every clue regarding what a context allows explicitly and also what it does not permit. He should seek proof in the biblical context just as the TV detective Columbo probed for clues in his context. From properly handled clues the preacher will get his points, not from jumping to conclusions originating with his own imagination.
What does God’s servant look for in context? Many things! Everything! Does he see connecting words such as “and,” “therefore,” and “for”? What do these words show? What is the significance of verb tenses?
Can he spot series or patterns in a context? For example, a string of five participles in Ephesians 5:19–21 follows Paul’s command not to be getting drunk with wine but to be filled with (by) the Spirit (Eph. 5:18). What does the series suggest, and what view most probably fits the contextual flow based on the many factors in the passage? How does the string of participles fit best with the command idea in verse 18?
Is some word repeated in a way to draw attention to the point? The preacher will find “believe” three times in a verse at the end of the parable about two sons (Matt. 21:32). Is this significant, and how does it relate to the parable?
The preacher can lead in being “all eyes” to see and “all ears” to hear and obey. He examines contexts for contrasts, such as, not getting drunk with wine but being filled with (by) the Spirit. He looks to see if other contrasts are arranged in a pattern into which this contrast fits. He studies to learn how this contrast relates to other verses, sections, and the whole epistle.
Adjectives ought not elude the expositor’s relentless investigation. Does a verse indicate “the Holy Spirit” or just say “the spirit”? The expositor will profit from determining which phrases can refer to the Spirit of God and contextual reasons that indicate such a reference. He will find several ways to designate the Spirit of God by probing the immediate context, the context of an entire Bible book (such as Ephesians), the context of a given writer’s collection of books (such as Paul’s epistles), the context of a whole testament, and the context of the whole Bible.
Turning over every stone and often discovering “golden nuggets,” the preacher should seek principally the overall point that governs details of a context. For example, Spirit filling (Eph. 5:18) fits with the broader theme of believers’ conduct (Ephesians 4–6) stemming from their spiritual wealth (Ephesians 1–3). Repetition of the word walk in the context (Eph. 4:1, 17; 5:1, 8, 15) indicates this. Being filled is part of a description of what Christian behavior should be. The Christian walk is a composite of related themes. It is in unity with other Christians (Eph. 4:1–16), holiness (Eph. 4:17–32), love (Eph. 5:1–6), light (Eph. 5:7–17), and the Spirit (Eph. 5:18–6:20). A search of other parts of Paul’s writings, the New Testament, and the Bible discloses that the Spirit of God promotes such a life of unity, holiness, etc. Penetrating deeper into the Ephesians context, the expositor discovers something else: a walk in the Spirit is a life of fullness (Eph. 5:18), one that flows into church, family, and business life (Eph. 5:19–6:9), a fight for which Christians must put on God’s armor (Eph. 6:10–17), and fellowship with God and saints in prayer (Eph. 6:18–20).
These aspects of context are only glimpses of more extensive treasures. The motivated servant will keep on scrutinizing a context. Such industry helps him expose pockets of biblical gold and even open up mother lodes. He will often cry out over his joy of discovery. He has his own version of “Eureka!” He exults, “I found it! Oh, praise God for helping me to see!”
The Glamor of Grammar
A Bible expositor will find grammar to be a true friend in helping him grasp God’s intended meaning in a passage. He can profit much here if he avoids being sidetracked by a preoccupation with grammar as an end in itself.
Grammar involves the relationship of words and phrases to each other. Details of grammar clarify the ideas which the human writer (and God) intended the original readers (and subsequent readers) to grasp. A preacher should be proficient in the elements of grammar. If he does not know grammar, he is at the mercy of commentators who at times clash in their views on constructions of a text. By knowing grammar, the expositor can apply it with growing skill to learn God’s message.
Commitment to the best he can be for the Lord can keep a preacher from lazy excuses and a lack of strong motivation. Such enemies lurk in ambush and have damaged many a preacher who could have been more useful.
How important it is to perceive the right construction of a text and to outline it for a message! One can be accurate in representing details as the Word relates them and avoiding artificiality and falsification. An accurate appreciation of the layout of clauses in Paul’s prayers of Ephesians 1:15–23 and 3:14–21 is possible. Or, to note Paul’s main verbs in 5:18, “do not be getting drunk but be being filled” (author’s translation from the Greek) and the five Greek participles (Eph. 5:19–21) that carry on the force of the command to be filled is also a possibility for the expositor. The people who obey and are filled with (or by) the Spirit will have the accompanying virtues expressed by these participles: that is speaking to others in worshipful reality, singing, making melody, thanking God, and submitting to other Christians. When a preacher understands the relationships of words, he can recount these details about Ephesians 5:18 and capture the basic thought flow.
Whether a preacher has learned biblical grammar well in school or not (and he should have), faithful study in good study sources pays off. In either case, he can improve if he dedicates himself to learning grammar and using good tools. He can be enriched by the writings of experts in grammars,12 exegetical commentaries, and journal articles. He is not forced to rely on books written for popular appeal at the shallow level of a light, generalized Sunday school quarterly or lower. Why should he be limited to drinking from the poisoned wells of writers who have a knack for teaching error with a colorful flair? Why not zealously assure sound results in dependable works and then correlate what is learned with all the interpretive principles, including grammar? Praying for God’s guidance all along the way is necessary, because God, whose servant the expositor is, has the most concern that he get His message straight.
Word Meaning—an El Dorado
Dedicated study of key Bible words in top sources will supply the speaker with great treasures. Eternal truths have far greater worth than the fabulous Jackson and Gregory mines in the Colorado gold rush of 1859 and the years following.
It is important to deal with every word, yet to devote more inquiry to key terms. A concordance lists all the passages where a word occurs. The sermon-maker can find in his original language and English Bibles the settings of a word in a given book, all the books of a biblical writer, or in the Old or New Testament. In a lexicon, he locates possible meanings the word can have in differing situations. His task is to find the right idea in the setting of his present text.
For example, lion has several meanings in Scripture: an animal frightening in power, Babylon as a terrifying invader (Jer. 4:7), the nation Israel or a leader (Ezek. 19:2),13 an analogy for Satan (1 Pet. 5:8), and Christ (Rev. 5:5), to name several. Behind each are the ideas of awesome power, authority, and ability to overcome.
Many words have distinct meanings in different passages. The words for “world,” “baptism,” “spirit,” “fire,” “star,” and “crown” are typical of these. The expositor, as a useful steward of God’s Word, must study and acquire a deepening perception of valid distinctions between word usages. He also must guard against appropriating unchecked statements by other preachers. Some may sound impressive, but they delude the carelessly gullible who do not take time to check them. Absolute-type pronouncements can thunder as if from Sinai’s heights: “Darkness is always evil in Scripture,”14 or “birds are invariably evil in the Bible.”15 Or a speaker may insist without qualification, “God never hears the prayer of an unsaved man.”16 These kinds of statements need to be qualified by further stipulations before being granted hermeneutical validity. In some contexts each of the statements may be true, but it is too much to make them universal guidelines for the whole Bible.
It is wise for the expositor to trace a word in all its contexts. This gives him a “feel” for the word and the aspect of the message it covers in each context. He can present only a summary for his audience, but his carefully studied conclusion can stand before God and men. A word study can sharpen an expositor’s mind and heart toward a greater sensitivity for a biblical writer’s goals and attitude.
One can add colorful details by consulting a lexicon. Barber lists a number of lexicons in The Minister’s Library.17 The more helpful Old Testament works are by Brown/Driver/Briggs, Holladay, and Koehler and Baumgartner.18 Valuable New Testament aid is available in Abbott-Smith and Arndt and Gingrich.19 Other profitable lexical works are the two-volume Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament by R. Laird Harris, et al. (Chicago: Moody, 1980) and Vine’s Expository Dictionary (see notes 8 and 10 in this chapter). The latter lists each word in English, then (in the edition cited, note 10) keys the Hebrew or Greek for each word to the numbering system in Strong’s Concordance and the New American Standard Concordance.
Two sources guide users to the very quarter of a page and the exact sub-point that defines almost every word in every verse of the Bible. These useful tools are by Bruce Einspahr (An Index to Brown, Driver and Briggs’ Hebrew-English Lexicon [Chicago: Moody, 1980]) and John Alsop (An Index to the Revised Bauer-Arndt-Gingrich Greek Lexicon, 2d ed. [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1981]). Even a preacher who knows no Hebrew or Greek can go immediately to the lexicon’s classification and definition of a word in English.
Another source is the three-volume New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology, edited by Colin Brown (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1975–78). It handles significant New Testament words in English, and David Townsley and Russell Bjork’s Scripture Index to the NIDNTT (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1985) provides convenient help in its use. The preacher is able to look up the word on which he needs information without a prolonged search.
A monumental work edited by Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich is the ten-volume Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964–76). Volume 10 has handy indices for English keywords, Greek keywords, Hebrew and Aramaic words, and Scripture references. Eerdmans has also published a one-volume abridgement by Geoffrey Bromiley (1985), giving the essence of the larger work and costing much less.
Other resources that convey the riches of biblical words include The New Bible Dictionary, edited by J. D. Douglas (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1970), The Zondervan Bible Pictoral Dictionary, edited by M. C. Tenney (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1963), The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, 4 volumes, edited by Geoffrey Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979–86), and The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, 5 volumes, edited by M. C. Tenney (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1975).
Exegetical commentaries also include, among other information, good material about words. Barber (The Minister’s Library) has good listings for the Old Testament (pp. 129–31) and New Testament (pp. 167–69) in conjunction with each book. Journal articles often help with word meanings.
Preachers must handle God’s Word with integrity. This is much better than a half-baked, trumped-up supposition. Even in word study, a ministry can be one of truth, good for now as well as for the future judgment seat of Christ.
Distinguishing the Literal and the Figurative
Much of the time classifying the literal and the figurative is not difficult. It is often obvious if a word is used in its literal sense. This is the basic foundational connotation and the starting point of a word’s usage in a language. A figurative usage analogous to the word’s basic connotation is frequently apparent.
Even in Bible days a lion was first a four-legged animal. This basic idea made it natural to liken a person or thing to a lion, that is, someone or something lion-like in power and authority. Scripture has its sword of the Spirit (Eph. 6:17), the milk of the Word (1 Pet. 2:2, 3), and Jesus as the door (John 10:9). Jesus is the door into salvation corresponding in the spiritual realm to a doorway as an entrance into the sheepfold in the physical sphere (John 10:1–3, 9).
Sometimes the expositor faces a problem when the distinction between literal and figurative is not so obvious. Yet even here by diligent investigation with the use of various interpretive principles and good authorities on words, such as lexicons, exegetical commentaries, etc., he can determine the main possibilities with their supporting arguments.20 He can sort these out to arrive at a carefully weighed decision.
Other problems are more difficult. For instance, in predictions of future battles, will horses, spears, swords, and arrows be the same type of weapons as they were in the biblical day when the prophecy was uttered? Will there be a return to the use of these? Or does the preacher see them as culturally conditioned terms to help the immediate audience grasp the idea, as starting-points analogous to some other form of weapons when the battle occurs much later, weaponry of a future time? Weaponry does change through the centuries.
If the expositor opted for the latter view on weaponry, does consistency require that he apply the same principle to everything in the Old Testament? No. He need not take the land God promised Abraham and his descendants (see Gen. 12:7) to be a different future form, such as a spiritual “land of the church” or all the present spiritual blessings in Christ (see Eph. 1:3). If this were true, the church would be spiritual Israel and, for some interpreters, Israel as a nation would have no distinctive destiny after Christ’s Second Advent. However, a particular land mass (such as Palestine) remains the same as time passes, at least within the present earthly system. Besides, Scripture says much that suggests a future return of repentant Israelite people to Palestine. All this is the same, despite changes in military weaponry.
Writers with the sharpest interpretive skills will continue to differ in their view of weaponry. This is true even where they concur that literal battles will occur in a return of Israel to Palestine. Whether spears remain as comparable spear-like weapons hurled by footmen and cavalrymen or turn out to be weapons launched from future machines, they are still real physical weapons, though different in form. Charity stimulates tolerance and seeks a spirit of unity in exalting Christ even when God’s servants hold different interpretations. This is possible here because no fundamental truth of Scripture is at stake.
When should the preacher be literal? He should always use the literal idea of a term as his starting point. It is a base from which to assess the possibility of a sensible figure. He ought to be literal when this yields the best sense, that is , when context and word usage point this way. A context of straightforward history will probably not use a term figuratively, though this may occur. If it does, factors of that text or a comparable one must demonstrate it to be so. But books with many figures, such as the Psalms, Isaiah, Zechariah, and Revelation, often have their own built-in justifications for symbolic ideas to fit with other details.
Sometimes even where figurative terms are frequent, other expressions may be literal. For example, it is debatable whether to view the New Jerusalem as literal or not. Contextually, the new heaven and new earth are as literal as the old heaven and old Earth that they succeed (Rev. 21:1–22:5). Also, precise measurements are given for the city as if it too were literal. Further, the tree of life (Rev. 22:2) can be just as literal/physical as the tree of life and other trees in the Garden of Eden (Genesis 2–3). Such evidence persuades many to understand a literal city and tree, even in a context where the “book of life” (Rev. 20:15) can be a figure for a record of which God is aware.
Obviously the lion that Samson defeated was four-legged. Just as reasonably, the lion that stalks from its thicket in Jeremiah 4 is emblematic of lion-like Babylon, because Jeremiah identifies Babylon as the invader of Judah (Jer. 20:4) and many details in chapter 4 portray the lion as a human army.
The point is to bring all the interpretive principles to bear on a text, diligently sifting evidence and watching for indicators that point to a literal or a figurative idea.21 Occasionally, even after painstaking study, the preacher may not be able to reach a conclusion before preaching. He should depend on the Lord for an understanding of how to explain the passage, but at times frankly admitting a need for more light will reflect humility and integrity to his audience.22 The Spirit can use even this to beget confidence that the people can rely on this man of truth.
Progressive Revelation: God’s Gradual Unveiling
The whole divine program was not revealed to man all at once. God has revealed aspects of His plan in stages as the drama of the Bible has unfolded. Gradual revelation is evident, even in direct prophecy and the predictive element in typology.23 People need faith and patience to await the fulfillment of stages God has projected ahead of time.
A preacher sensitive to progressive revelation should be careful to make clear distinctions. For example, from a contemporary perspective he has a broad grasp of the long-range ramifications of Genesis 3:15. He stands at the peak of advanced revelation and can draw illuminating details from both testaments. Yet, he also sees that Adam and Eve were at an early point in the progressive unfolding of the redemptive plan. They had no access to later implications that provide a contemporary preacher with a composite picture. They surely could not say to God, “Oh, we get it; You will send the Christ to defeat Satan and pay the penalty for sins such as ours.” We have no scriptural indication that God revealed that much to them.
Later passages help us integrate many details into the stream of progressive revelation. We see particulars of Jesus’ birth, person, ministry, death, resurrection, and ascension. But later knowledge of these does not warrant reading them back into early Old Testament days as though God’s people knew them from the time of their first prediction.24
To illustrate further, a post-crucifixion perspective cannot point to the supposed cross-shaped arrangement of the tabernacle furniture as an evidence that such a layout in itself pointed to Christ’s cross. This perception is too advanced to attribute to the Old Testament saint. God’s Word has enough clear language referring to the cross, so that a preacher need not make claims that have the tone of the “hocus pocus” or at best are arbitrary. Why not dwell on the well-stocked larder of truth that is preachable, without contrivance? God has not called us to a display of ingenuity to add to His already unequalled progressive revelation!
Scriptural Help in Interpreting Scriptureÿ25
The Bible throws much light on itself through cross-references. God has mightily used preachers who steep themselves in the Word and obey it through His power. Living in it day and night (Ps. 1:1–3), they grasp valid connections between various passages and fill out the picture regarding the many aspects of truth. This principle of Scripture interpreting Scripture supplements the use of context, word study, grammar, and other hermeneutical rules.
The sense of “life” (¶É®; zM) in the Gospel of John—eternal, spiritual life as God’s gift received when a person believes in Christ—prepares the preacher for the same word in 1 John. Based on reasonable evidence that the apostle John wrote both books, it makes sense that he would use the same word with the same connections to convey the same concept, unless evidence to the contrary surfaces. The two books use the word in a variety of ways that have the same sense. A person who believes in Christ passes from death to life (John 5:24; 1 John 3:14). Also, “life” occurs often in the Gospel and recurs in 1 John with the adjective aiMnios (“eternal”). Further, the “life” is a gift related to Christ (John 3:16; 1 John 5:11, 12). The books refer to “life” in other similar semantic relationships. This type of observation builds the preacher’s confidence so that, when he speaks on 1 John, he can properly cross-reference the “life” there with the “life” similarly used in John’s Gospel.
These relationships lead to affirmations such as the following. In his Gospel, John’s overall purpose is to describe the signs (miracles) of Jesus that men might believe and have eternal life (John 20:30, 31). In 1 John he adds the ways in which people can test their profession of faith to have life and be properly assured that they have genuinely believed and do have the life (1 John 5:13; see 2:3–5, etc.).
Cross-referencing, implemented with competent sensitivity to clues in each context, avoids making invalid connections and adds insights for preaching.26 It is best not to strain a cross-reference if evidence for a relationship is not solid. The passion of the man who follows hard after God prizes a certainty that he communicates God’s Word alone and not dross of his own invention.
Color from Bible Customs
God gave His word to people in differing cultures, so the preacher must see a text in its own culture. Once he has done this, he can proceed to help his hearers see how truths apply where their customs differ from the original setting. God’s servants today have much to learn about the idea of a Bible passage in a setting of long ago.27
Preparing to preach through the parables of Jesus by using good sources can provide a “newsreel” of enlightenment. Many commentaries and books specialize in parables; and works on customs in Jesus’ time help explain historical circumstances. The preacher who uses his time wisely has opportunity to sift and fit data into a full picture and compare and evaluate views. He can visualize human predicaments both when Jesus taught and today, and apply truth with gripping relevance.
A verse may mean something different from what one first supposes. Romans 12:20 is an example. A Christian who does good to an enemy heaps “burning coals upon his head.” Dealing good to an enemy has much in common with Proverbs 25:21, 22, “If your enemy is hungry, give him food …; / And if … thirsty, give him water.…” That refers to kindness, but hot coals can cause excruciating pain. So, some teach that Romans 12:20 means that kindness increases a person’s guilt as he resists God. This leads to his suffering a greater degree of fiery punishment in rejecting God and such kindness. However, Romans 12 highlights kind intentions toward enemies, not vengeful motives (vv. 14, 15, 17, 18, 20, 21). In a cross-fertilization of cultures in the Bible world, Klassen describes an Egyptian custom that fits a loving view, not a harsh one.28 According to the custom, a person who became penitent submissively carried coals of fire on his head in a bowl. The coals symbolized his change to a tender mind. That custom agrees with the Romans 12 focus on a love deed that could melt a person to repentance.
The view is quite possible. Whether it is correct or not is not the main point, however. The importance of the principle is the main issue. Seek to see the custom a biblical writer pictures as it occurred in his day. The preacher who disciplines his mind to this often finds added light on what the Word means.
Another example of interpreting a custom has to do with the “white stone” which Christ promises as a reward to the Christian overcomer (Rev. 2:17).29 One will not find what that phrase meant in first-century culture by guesswork based on white stones in today’s culture.
References to geography must be pursued in trustworthy sources on biblical geography.30 Accuracy and vivid descriptions of location, distance, terrain, climate, vegetation, and such things enhance an exposition. Often it is wise to verify information by checking several sources, especially if a carefully attested idea influences a choice of views.
We are all limited. Only Jesus Christ knows the things of the Word perfectly, and He is the perfect exegete of truth. A keen interpreter is diligent in his own study, but is also eager to learn from others. After all, other interpreters have been taught by the Spirit, too.31
A Postscript
Space allows only a brief mention of other hermeneutical axioms.
1. The checking principle. Check a view and all its details in reliable sources by specialists. On historical details, consult dependable sources on history.32 For geography, look to experts in geography.33 On word meaning, go to better lexicons and thoroughly researched commentaries. Above all, avoid leaning on weak sources, that is, nonspecialists who themselves should have depended on reliable sources, but for one reason or another may not have done so. Checking with genuine rather than pseudo experts applies in every area: such as parables, prophecy, typology. It can even be fruitful for blocks of Scripture. Works specializing on a shorter portion may provide help that commentaries on the whole Bible do not cover as thoroughly. Concentrated studies deal with such examples as creation, the flood, Abraham, the tabernacle, Psalm 25, the trial and death of Jesus, His resurrection, Romans 6–8, 1 Corinthians 13, Hebrews 11, Revelation 2; 3, 20, and 21; 22. Topical works discuss marriage, divorce, angels, spiritual warfare, the New Age Movement, and more.
Some resources provide annotated bibliographies on Bible matters. Such helps are very valuable.34 On any matter, consult the better sources. It does not make sense to be second rate in preparing to preach the unsearchable riches of Christ.
2. The verification principle. Probe for biblical validation that a duty is obligatory for all times and not just for a particular biblical character or for a specific time. Use other principles to view a matter from every possible angle. To illustrate, God’s command to Jacob to “leave this land” (Gen. 31:15), that is, leave Haran to return to Canaan, is not applicable to a Christian today who is his own person in his own situation. The general principle may be gleaned that God willingly directs a believer, a truth verifiable in other Scriptures. But Genesis 31 does not give marching orders to do something like go AWOL from military service or leave California for another state. Discerning God’s will regarding each believer’s exact movements depends on a variety of considerations.
3. The regulation principle. Scripture, not experience, regulates doctrine. Pastoral expositors should direct God’s sheep to concentrate on what the Great Shepherd says in His Word properly interpreted. Any claim that the Bible plus an experience provide a norm to depend on should be evaluated using God’s Bureau of Standards, His Word.
This discussion has not treated every important hermeneutical rule, but it has touched on the ones usually most crucial to a faithful ministry in the Word. When skillfully employed, these will assist biblical heralds of God in extracting the truth from the Word that God would have them proclaim to others.
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Exegesis and Expository Preaching
Robert L. Thomas
A distinctive characteristic purpose of expository preaching is its instructional function. An explanation of the details in a given text imparts information that is otherwise unavailable to the average untrained parishioner and provides him with a foundation for Christian growth and service. The importance and centrality of thorough exegesis in preparing the expositor for this service cannot be overstated. Exegesis must itself be on a solid footing and must lead to development in supplementary fields, which in turn provide important data for expository preaching too. With the raw material of sermon preparation thus obtained, common-sense principles must be applied in putting the material into a form that the congregation can receive with ease and learn from.
The distinguishing mark of expository preaching, also called Bible exposition, is the biblical interpretation communicated through the sermon. The expositor must teach his audience the meaning of the text intended by its author and understood by its original recipients. Because the original languages of the Old and New Testaments are inaccessible to almost all congregations, precise and detailed interpretations of Scripture will be also. So a Bible expositor’s central responsibility is to acquaint the hearers with these interpretations that were previously unknown to them. The final test of the effectiveness of Bible exposition is how well individuals who hear the sermon can read the passage with greater comprehension of its exact meaning than they could before they heard the message and demonstrate a willingness to obey what they have learned.
The point that differentiates expository sermons from other types is not the cleverness of their outlines or their catchy cliche s. 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. Those who listen to expository preaching have opportunity to submit to the Holy Spirit who first inspired the text as He now illumines that text to them. This is the best avenue for building up the saints. The New Testament puts heavy emphasis on using the mind as the principal avenue to Christian growth (for example, Rom. 12:2; 1 Pet. 1:13), so the preacher should do the same.1
Building Toward Bible Exposition
The Critical Role of Exegesis
The responsibility on the shoulders of one who preaches this kind of message is heavy. He must have a thorough understanding of the passage to be preached before devising the mechanics for conveying his understanding to the congregation. If at all possible, he must be a trained exegete with a working knowledge of the biblical languages and a systematic method for using them to analyze the text.2
A chapter such as this cannot provide a program of exegetical training. Theological seminaries exist for this purpose. It is also beyond the present scope to formulate a system of exegesis for the Greek New Testament (or the Hebrew Old Testament). A few suggestions regarding exegesis are in order, however, so as to identify what this foundational process entails.
Accurate exegesis is ultimately dependent on the leading of the Holy Spirit in the exegete’s research. Apart from His guidance, not only does the meaning of the text evade him, but also valid applications of the text will prove elusive (1 Cor. 2:14). Since God is a God of order (14:33, 40) and rational creatures created in His image and regenerated by His Spirit are capable of grasping divine logic, the leading of the Spirit in exegetical study will be in accord with divine reason accessible to the exegete.
Exegesis deals with the original languages of Scripture: Greek in the New Testament and Hebrew and Aramaic in the Old Testament. It does not satisfy itself with the uncertainties of working from a translation or translations, when study in the original languagues is possible. Translations can never cover all the nuances of the original text. This is the key area in which an expositor can add to his listeners’ knowledge of the text because they usually will be limited to what they can glean from a translation in their native tongue.
Exegesis also builds upon sound hermeneutical principles. Probably the greatest breakdown in biblical studies at the beginning of the twenty-first century is in this field. Challenges galore have been launched against time-honored guidelines for interpreting the Bible. These challenges come from a wide variety of sources. The average pulpiteer may easily be “blown away” if he is not alert to detect the widespread aberrations that are in circulation. The importance of vigilance in this regard merits the inclusion of several illustrations of the contemporary problem among evangelicals.
Old Testament scholar William LaSor asserts that New Testament writers did not follow a grammatico-historical method in their use of the Old Testament, so Bible interpreters today should not be limited by that method.3 What he fails to observe, however, is that New Testament writers received direct, divine revelation, whereas contemporary interpreters do not. Therefore, they cannot take the liberties with the text that the New Testament writers took with the Old Testament text.4
Theologian Paul Jewett understands Paul to be inconsistent with himself regarding the role of women in the church, concluding that Paul advocates sexual equality in one of his books (Gal. 3:28) and inequality in another (1 Cor. 11:3).5 This opinion, in essence, dispenses with the well-known “analogy of faith” principle in the biblical interpretation. It sees the Bible as inconsistent with itself.
Philosopher Anthony Thiselton informs us that hermeneutics is a circular process and human prejudgments make objective interpretation impossible.6 Such a pronouncement discourages attempts to learn the original meaning of the text and opens the floodgate for uncontrolled interpretive subjectivism. At best, it has the effect of destroying the goal of objectivity that traditional Protestant interpretation has always pursued and, at worst, it signals an end of rationality in studying the Bible.
Missiologist Krikor Haleblian advocates the principle of contextualization, whereby each culture is allowed to form its own system of hermeneutics based on the praxis of ministry in meeting its own peculiar needs.7 Yet if each culture formulated its own principles of interpretation to make the Bible mean something conceived as necessary for its own isolated situation, objective control of what the Bible means is terminated. The connotations for the original recipients of the writings have become completely irrelevant.
Redaction critic I. Howard Marshall cites as nonhistorical a number of sayings attributed to Christ in the Gospels, viewing them to be later additions added by the church for clarifying purposes.8 Traditional interpretation, on the other hand, views the Gospels as containing accurate historical data about Jesus.9
The circulation of such subtle hermeneutical variations has contributed heavily to the interpretive confusion prevalent in evangelicalism in the last several decades.10 These can become a serious hindrance to accurate exegesis and ultimately to expository preaching if they are not shunned.
Exegesis also presupposes a text that is determined through following valid text-critical principles. The canons of the Old Testament and New Testament are also in place and are the object of the expositor’s interpretive efforts. Regarding each book under scrutiny, a thorough background knowledge of authorship, date of writing, destination, and the like, the field called biblical introduction, is also a necessary foundation for exegesis.
Exegesis itself incorporates a study of individual words, their backgrounds, their derivation, their usage, their synonyms, their antonyms, their figurative usages, and other lexical aspects. Elaboration on Greek and Hebrew words in pulpit exposition is by far the most frequently encountered homiletical use of exegesis, but it is only a small beginning. Of at least equal, and probably greater, importance is the way the words are joined in sentences, paragraphs, sections, etc. This area of syntax is too frequently overlooked. Yet only a full appreciation of syntactical relationships can provide a specific understanding of the flow of thought that the Spirit intended in His revelation through the human writers of the Scripture.
A thorough familiarity with the historical background of each book is also imperative. Without this, the meaning to readers in the original setting is beyond reach of the expositor and, hence, of his audience, too.
The church at the beginning of the twenty-first century is the beneficiary of a rich treasure of Bible teaching published throughout the centuries of the Christian era. Gifted teachers whom Christ has placed in the church have preserved their interpretations on the printed page. It behooves the exegete to take full advantage of these God-given sources of enrichment in acquiring a keener mastery of the meaning he must teach.
It is naive to assume that these gifted writers never disagree in their interpretations. It is the challenge of the Bible expositor under the guidance of the Spirit to evaluate each of the conflicting opinions in light of sound hermeneutical principles and exegetical procedures and to settle on the one that he feels to be correct. This is what he will preach to his congregation as the true interpretation.
After the tedious process of exegetical analysis, the expositor will have amassed an immense amount of data, much of it technical, but he should also have arrived at a detailed comprehension of the Scripture’s interpretation.11 He must now select from this massive accumulation of material the parts that are most significant to transmit to his listeners.
A major precaution to observe is not to preach exegetical data from the pulpit. Because the expositor has been enlightened so much by what he has discovered, his initial impulse may be to pass on to his people the excitement of his discovery in the same terminology as he received it. This is a major mistake. Very few in the pew have a background sufficient to enable them to comprehend the kind of technical data derived from exegesis. So the minister of the Word must adapt his explanations to suit the vocabulary and interest level of those to whom he speaks. He must develop a technique of conveying in the language of a nonspecialist what he has learned from his specialized analysis. How he does so may vary. It may be through paraphrase, description, analogy, illustration, or in a multitude of other ways. Yet, he must explain the text in a way that is interesting and understandable to his people. This lucid explanation is at the core of Bible exposition.
Auxiliary Fields of Study
Bible exposition includes much more than exegesis. In a logical development of theological and ministerial disciplines, it is built upon other fields of investigation as well. These other fields of study are based on exegesis, too, but they amplify exegesis by stipulating different ways of applying it. The other disciplines include the following:
1. Biblical and Systematic Theology. One cannot reach an accurate perception of God and His works without basing it on a correct interpretation of the Bible. It is vital that these theological perspectives be incorporated into expository preaching at appropriate times.
2. Church History. The doctrinal and ethical development of the Christian church from century to century can be evaluated properly only through the eyes of a correctly understood Bible. Lessons learned by earlier generations of believers, both good and bad, make excellent sermon illustrations. They also encourage imitation of exemplary behavior of saints of the past and guard Christians from repeating the mistakes of those who have gone before.
3. Apologetics. The New Testament is clear in its instruction to Christians about defending the faith against attack (Phil. 1:7; 1 Pet. 3:15, 16). Philosophies of religion vary widely because the nature of philosophy lends itself so readily to mere human reasoning. Logic is not necessarily purely secular, however. Under the control of conclusions reached in biblical exegesis, apologetic methodologies can apply sound logic in responding to those who attack the integrity of the Bible and the Christian faith. Well-rounded expository preaching will incorporate these biblically oriented answers whenever necessary.
4. Applicational Ministries. Also based on exegesis is a wide assortment of services in which the principles of Scripture rightly interpreted are applied to human experience. Practical uses of the Bible are multiple and varied, but they must be controlled. Correct interpretation is the only suitable control. If the meaning of the text in its original setting does not regulate application, applications become extremely subjective and essentially invalid. Applicational ministries include the following:
a. Homiletics. The field of sermon preparation and delivery is broad, but the structure of the sermon and the motivation for its delivery must be rooted in the text. All too often secular methodologies and ideas that are only human have determined the shape of a sermon. If thorough exegesis is the foundation of a message, this will not happen.
b. Counseling. The counsel that the Bible prescribes is administered most effectively through members of Christ’s body who possess the gift of exhortation. This gift, along with the gift of teaching, forms an effective combination that makes up what is called preaching (Rom. 12:7, 8). Exhortation (or “encouragement,” as the Greek term can also be rendered) includes rebuke to the wayward Christian and comfort to the one beset by grief. It covers the broad spectrum of advice on how to live the Christian life. Unfortunately, much of what passes itself off as Christian counseling is more secular than it is biblical.12 This is because it is not on a solid exegetical footing. Expository preaching does well to include the right kinds of application to the assembled group, just as it should be done on an individual or small-group basis, that is, a counseling situation.
c. Christian Education. Education that is really Christian will derive from exegesis. What is true of secular educational methodologies will not necessarily apply in efforts to impart biblical truth. For example, the secular assumption that something must be experienced before it can be learned is the reverse sequence of what the Bible prescribes. Doctrine precedes and determines practical experience in the biblical pattern. Utilization of biblical principles of education in messages whose purpose is to teach the meaning of Scripture is another supporting element of Bible exposition.
d. Administration. Unfortunately, many have attempted to incorporate secular administrative philosophies into local-church operations. Pragmatism has often been given as a reason for this: “If it works in the business world, use it.” Such reasoning is ethically inferior, however. The biblical dimension in administration gives first attention to principle: “Is it right according to Scripture?” The Bible has much to say about how to rule or govern. In fact, it designates a special gift of the Spirit for carrying out this function (see Rom. 12:8; 1 Cor. 12:28). Since, under normal circumstances, the Bible expositor will serve his church in an administrative capacity, it can be expected that exegetically based principles of leadership sometimes will be reflected in his preaching.
e. Missions and Evangelism. Missions and evangelism are proper goals in Christian service, but the means used to reach these goals are not always so proper. Even here man-made schemes have replaced scripturally prescribed methods of winning lost people to Christ. When missionary methods and evangelistic techniques are based on what the Bible teaches, however, both the means and the end are God-honoring. Hence, exegesis must also be the footing on which Christian outreach is built. Expository preaching will, in turn, build on missions and evangelism rightly construed in those aspects of the sermon devoted to bringing an offer of salvation.
f. Social Issues. How Christians should involve themselves in combating the ills of society and helping meet the multiplied needs of the world as a whole must stem from an accurate understanding of the Word too. Scripture clarifies certain causes that are very worthy and supplies outlines of how God’s people can help alleviate suffering and rectify injustice. Christians have responsibilities as citizens in the world. The preacher who features Bible exposition should amplify these responsibilities when they are appropriate to the passage he is developing.
The breadth of Bible exposition is enormous; yet its central core is always biblical exegesis. In review, the relationships of various disciplines and their climax in an exposition of the Word may be shown in Figure 8–1, which pictures the relationships between fields of theological study.
The diagram reflects the building blocks that lead eventually to Bible exposition, beginning at the first level and progressing to the fourth. It also shows the crucial role of biblical exegesis in the process. If there is a breakdown in exegesis, the whole structure, of which expository preaching is the climax, collapses. Based on thorough exegesis, Bible exposition can fruitfully draw upon the full spectrum of theological disciplines.
Practical Suggestions for Expository Preachers
The previous remarks reflect that exegesis and Bible exposition are not the same. Exegesis has been defined as “the critical or technical application of hermeneutical principles to a biblical text in the original languages with a view to the exposition or declaration of its meaning.”13 Since exegesis leads to exposition but is not identical with it, a few suggestions about how to make the transition from one to the other are in order.
As in the process of exegesis, it is also true of the transition from that point to sermon preparation and delivery that the leading of the Spirit of God is indispensable. This is the only way of accomplishing the work of God in the lives of people through preaching (see 1 Thess. 1:5). The preacher must be a man in whom the Spirit has been and is at work before he can be an instrument through whom the Spirit will work in the lives of others as he preaches.
A previously issued warning is worth repeating here: A transition from exegesis to Bible exposition is mandatory. Pulpiteers who are fluent enough to expound the technical data of exegesis and still hold the attention of an average congregation have been and are extremely rare. The information gleaned from exegesis must be put into a format that fits the understanding of the person in the pew and is applicable to his or her situation.
As Figure 8–1 directs, exegesis must also be expanded to embody other fields of doctrinal and ethical relevance. A preacher need not include every field in every sermon he preaches. These are areas that may be introduced as the nature of the passage and the occasion of the sermon require.
Figure 8-1
Relationships Between Fields of Theological Study
Beyond these general suggestions, some specific pointers may be beneficial. These miscellaneous guidelines are the ones that have seemed most apropos to this writer in personal preaching, listening to other preachers, and preparing would-be expositors during forty-five years of teaching biblical exegesis:
1. The preacher should review the results of the exegetical study and select parts that will most typically represent his detailed interpretation of the passage. Time will not allow him to include everything he has learned, so he must select what is most important for his congregation to hear. What is not used immediately can be filed and employed later in an appropriate message. Thus, all of one’s labors have value sooner or later.
2. In his sparing use of technical terminology that may be unintelligible to his audience, the expositor should not shy away from referring occasionally to Greek words that lie behind the English translation. When doing so, he can help his cause by comparing the Greek term to an English word derived from it. For example, ´Í½±¼¹Â (dynamis), the Greek word for “power,” could be compared to the English word dynamic.14 This gives the listeners a point of reference to facilitate recollection of the Greek term. To repeat another precaution, however, this type of sermon material must be used only occasionally. The expositor must be careful not to overuse Greek terminology.
3. The Bible expositor should describe as best he can the thoughts of the human writer of Scripture that resulted in his writing what he did. These subjective impressions were products of the Holy Spirit’s inspiration and are key elements in a precise understanding of accurate interpretation. A writer’s logical developments are best captured through close attention to features of syntactical exegesis referred to above. The use of conjunctions in the New Testament is particularly strategic in cultivating a sensitivity to movement of thought in the text. This type of information is most effectively passed on to the audience in the form of descriptions or paraphrases of the text.
4. Public presentation is not the proper forum to resolve in detail difficult interpretive problems, but an expositor’s awareness of the problems should be reflected in his presentation. After surveying the possible viewpoints, he should include one or two good reasons why he has selected a solution as the correct one. If he were to skim past a problem in the text without noticing it, he would shake the confidence of those listeners who may be aware of the problem. Tough issues should not be left unsolved, no matter how hard they are. If the preacher is indecisive, his indecision will be multiplied into outright confusion among his hearers who have nowhere else to turn for an answer. They have nothing comparable to the tools of a trained exegete to grapple with obscure passages. With particularly difficult matters, the expositor does well to admit publicly his personal struggle in reaching a decision, but he should nevertheless not shy away from expressing his own preferred answer in each problem passage.
5. A careful personal translation of the passage to be preached based on thorough exegesis is a primary prerequisite in sermon preparation. In producing it, the preacher should read the text repeatedly in the original language and then turn to English translations for further enlightenment on how others have rendered the words. As opportunity arises, the expositor’s personal translation may be made available to the congregation in a published form.
6. The sermon’s proposition and outline should have an interpretational rather than an applicational orientation. This reinforces the central purpose of the sermon as a teaching device. It is primary that listeners should carry away an understanding of the text’s meaning. Suggestions of practical effects on Christian living are quite appropriate in the message, but without being founded on the original intention of the author, they will be short-lived. Besides, long after the sermon is over, the Holy Spirit will add to these suggested practical lessons others of an individual nature as people reflect on what the text means. Preaching is first and foremost a service to the mind as groundwork for a service to the heart. The will and emotions are influenced in a lasting way only in proportion to the degree that the mind has learned correct biblical teaching and the level of behavior consonant with that teaching.
7. In an ideal situation, the sequence within the sermon structure should follow the sequence of the passage of Scripture being treated, but sometimes the nature of the passage and/or the occasion of the sermon may require a sermon outline that draws upon emphases within the passage in a nonsequential order. The latter approach may sometimes be the best pedagogical tool for helping the audience grasp the fundamental thrust of the passage. Whenever the out-of-sequence outline is used, a tracing of the passage’s sequential flow should be included in the introduction or elsewhere in the sermon. A combined emphasis from the sequential summary and the text’s underlying principles tendered nonsequentially will greatly benefit the hearers when they are reviewing the passage privately after the sermon.
8. An expositor should make every effort not to preach preconceived notions of what a given text may say. His sacred trust is to let the text speak for itself and not impose on it what he thinks or wishes it said. Much too frequently, a preacher conceives of what his congregation’s needs are and rushes naively to a text to support his conception. The interpretive results are tragic and, beyond this, the preacher’s prime reason for standing before people has suffered abuse.
9. The proper choice of an English translation on which to base a sermon is the subject of chapter 17 in this book, but whatever version is chosen, the preacher will have to correct or clarify the translation during the message. During a message, he must be careful to limit these corrections, perhaps to only two or three, for fear of shaking the confidence of his listeners in the Bible they hold in their hands. After all, part of his goal is to cultivate a hunger among his people to study the Bible privately. Too many criticisms of that Bible will undermine their dependence on a given translation and fuel a “what’s-the-use?” attitude on their side.
10. Contemporary preaching is best done by people who possess the spiritual gifts of teaching and exhortation (Rom. 12:7, 8; 1 Cor. 12:28, 29; Eph. 4:11). It combines a ministry primarily to the human intellect with one addressed primarily to the will. Teaching provides instruction in doctrine, which is the basis for exhortations on how to live more consistently for Christ. No two people have these combined gifts in equal strengths, nor do they have the gifts in the same proportions. So each person is completely unique and should not try to produce an exact imitation of someone else’s preaching. Among prospective preachers in particular, the tendency is to observe a preacher with a strong “charisma”—an indescribable appeal and attractiveness with listeners—and to try to imitate him. This is a mistake because no two members of the body of Christ have identical functions or were meant to be clones of one another.
11. The speaker should have a general idea of the average level of comprehension of those addressed. He should gear most of his remarks just below that level, but periodically he should rise above that level a bit.15 This will challenge his people and keep them from getting bored with hearing so much that they already know. If he stays above that level too much, they will become frustrated and lose interest because they are in the dark about what is being preached. Balance is the key.
12. Every expository message should teach something that the recipients did not already know before hearing the sermon.16 To some congregations unaccustomed to an expository ministry this may be uncomfortable at first. They have not come to the church service to be instructed because sermons they have heard in the past have consisted of a series of personal experiences or a string of platitudes without a firm biblical basis and not of instruction about the meaning of the text. Their orientation has been reflected in the oft-repeated philosophy, “Our problem isn’t that we don’t know enough, but that we don’t put what we do know into practice.” This ill-conceived philosophy assumes that knowing and doing are antithetical—that is, that they form an “either/or” pair—when in reality they are not. The real situation is better stated, “Our problem is that we don’t know enough and that we don’t put what we do know into practice.” Instruction must be the prime objective if long-lasting, spiritually improved behavior is to result. Meeting the challenge of Bible exposition to teach the previously unknown is facilitated by the expositor’s familiarity with the original text. Usually he will have more than he can teach in his allotted time. As the saying goes, “His sermon barrel will never run dry.”
13. The preacher of God’s Word should take care not to overload his congregation. The average Christian can digest only so much at one sitting, particularly when he is being taught unfamiliar material. The messenger must be very sensitive to the capacity of those who sit under his ministry and govern his teaching accordingly.
14. How much a Bible expositor can teach effectively in one sermon is the function of a wide variety of factors. It will depend upon his combination of giftedness in teaching and exhortation, the nature of the sermon text, his method of preparation, the attention-span of his hearers, and other factors. As a general rule with most congregations in the American culture, the first fifteen to twenty minutes is the best time to emphasize teaching in a message.17 After this, listeners tend to become mentally fatigued, so to speak, and added effort is necessary to hold their attention. More applications of the text and illustrations of its principles are good ways to spark attentiveness. This does not mean that the first half of the sermon must be devoid of applications and illustrations, nor that the last half must completely ignore teaching. It is rather a matter of the proportional emphasis to be given to each in successive parts of the sermon.
15. In expository preaching, teaching of the “not already known” should be mingled with what listeners do already know or what they can glean for themselves from reading an English translation. This familiar material furnishes them with a point of reference to which they can relate the new instruction received. Without this anchor, they have no way to assimilate the message with their already formulated Christian beliefs. With this reference point their broad comprehension of Christian doctrine as a whole can be expanded.
16. The expositor should avoid the pitfall of sensationalism. The temptation is strong to gear one’s message for novelty. Forcing upon the original text a spectacular connotation that it was never intended to convey is all too common. A preacher may do this sort of thing for the shock-effect and the consequent popularity it produces. If he opts for this route to gain applause or acceptance by his listeners, he has abused his responsibility and privilege as a proclaimer of God’s Word. The line separating the selfish motives of a sensation-seeker and the unselfish motives of a humble attempt to maintain audience attention is sometimes very fine. God’s servant must be careful not to cross that line in the wrong direction.18
Our Challenge
In summary, the preacher’s God-given responsibility is to deliver accurately and effectively to his listeners what the Holy Spirit meant when He inspired the writers to pen the Scriptures. Anything short of this is not expository preaching and falls short of fulfilling the divine mandate to “preach the Word” (2 Tim. 4:2). To communicate accurately and effectively through the power of the Holy Spirit what has been written in Scripture is the most fulfilling service that a person can render to others.
In any book about the “how to’s” of preaching, goals so high that they are unattainable are usually upheld. This criticism is applicable to the above remarks. One offering this kind of advice lays himself open to the charge of being so idealistic that he is not realistic. Yet to lower the standards, just because human imperfections prohibit perfect achievement, is to sacrifice the high ideals that befit the calling to preach the whole counsel of God. The man of God engaged in preaching must continue his efforts to improve his role in this eternal service for the benefit of other human beings and the glory of God. When the final tally is in, he recognizes, of course, the Holy Spirit as ultimately responsible for giving the increase through the proclamation of the Word of God. In the process, however, he will have done his best to be a vessel fit for the Master’s use (2 Tim. 2:21).
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The scope of this chapter does not permit a full portrayal of all the hermeneutical pitfalls that are current. A few more examples from other recent sources may help to show what to beware of and avoid:
1. Anthropologists Smalley and Kraft say that changes in culture necessitate alterations in the meaning of divine revelation to adapt it to a new cultural situation (William A. Smalley, “Culture and Superculture,” Practical Anthropology 2 [1955]: 58–71; and Charles H. Kraft, Christianity in Culture [Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1979], 123). In other words, divine revelation is non-absolute. In contrast, the grammatical-historical method of interpretation assumes the absolute nature of divine revelation.
2. Missiologist Bonino contends that there is no truth in the Bible apart from its application in a present-day situation (J. M. Bonino, Doing Theology in a Revolutionary Situation [Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975], 88–89). This position overemphasizes the role of application and makes it determinative of the historical interpretation. Application should follow interpretation and be based upon it, not vice versa.
3. Feminist writer Russell notes that the biblical text can only be considered as authoritative when it is nonsexist, that is, when it does not violate a feminist liberation perspective (Letty M. Russell, “Introduction: Liberating the Word,” in Feminist Interpretation of the Bible, ed. by Letty M. Russell [Philadelphia: Westminster, 1985], 16). By her own admission this places her at odds with the grammatical-historical method of interpretation (in Feminist Interpretation of the Bible, see also Russell’s “Authority and the Challenge of Feminist Interpretation,” pp. 55–56, and Elisabeth Sch|ssler Fiorenza’s, “The Will to Choose or to Reject: Continuing Our Critical Work,” p. 132). To have some parts of Scripture as more authoritative than others flies in the face of a normal hermeneutical approach.
4. Philosopher Thiselton presupposes something in the interpreter’s present experience—that is, assumptions made or questions asked by the interpreter—as interpretation’s starting point (Thiselton, “New Hermenteutic,” p. 316). The grammatical-historical approach says that the text must be the starting point. Thiselton’s theory forces the text to deal with an issue that is probably irrelevant to the original intent of the writer.
5. Exegete Carson sides with secular modern linguistic theory in questioning the time-honored practice of distinguishing slight differences in meaning between synonyms used side-by-side in the text (D. A. Carson, Exegetical Fallacies [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984], 48–54). His position is fallacious because it does injustice to the precision of inspired Scripture. Grammatical-historical interpretation has upheld the validity of these distinctions between synonyms, but Carson disagrees.
10 For extensive elaboration on the pervading presence of interpretive confusion within evangelicalism, see Robert L. Thomas, Evangelical Hermeneutics: The New Versus the Old (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2002).
11 As a service to expositors everywhere, an ongoing project of the New Testament faculty and students at The Master’s Seminary is the production of “exegetical digests” of various New Testament books and portions of books. These digests consist of all the exegetically relevant material derived from the top eighty to one hundred sources pertaining to the book or section of Scripture covered. They provide instant access to the best of exegetical data that an expositor would spend many hours of preparation to discover. This type of resource has proven to be a great time-saver in sermon preparation for many. The lengthiness of the Exegetical Digest of I John, 508 pages, illustrates the magnitude of the exegetical task facing the expositor.
12 See John MacArthur and Wayne Mack, Counseling: How to Counsel Biblically (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2005) for a thoroughly consistent Scriptural approach to counseling.
13 Robert L. Thomas, Introduction to Exegesis (Sun Valley, Calif.: author, 1987), 15–16.
14 Caution needs to be exercised in choosing English words that are analogous to Greek words, however. “Dynamite,” for instance, conveys a markedly incorrect impression of what the Greek word dynamis connotes.
15 Wonderly refers to this level of what consumers may tolerate as either a “horizon of difficulty” or a “threshold of frustration” (William L. Wonderly, Bible Translations for Popular Use, vol. 7 of Helps for Translators [London: United Bible Societies, 1968], 37–39); see Eugene A. Nida, Toward a Science of Translation (Leiden: Brill, 1964), 132–44.
16 A preacher who prefaces his sermon with “I don’t have anything new to give you today, but …,” has, in essence, told his congregation, “We may as well pack up and go home right now.” He is confessing that his training for sermon preparation has been inadequate or that he has not been disciplined enough in his schedule to prepare the way he should have.
17 The interest span of a given audience can be increased by patiently and gradually increasing the amount of instructional emphasis from message to message. Listeners will grow progressively in their ability to sustain concentration on a passage under discussion over longer and longer periods. Of course, in other cultures the attention span may vary considerably from what most Americans can tolerate.
18 Guarding against selfish motives and pride and at the same time trying to maintain the interest of listeners for their benefit is probably the greatest challenge for the preacher. It entails self-examination to determine whether his motivation is from his “crucified-with-Christ” self for the purpose of self-aggrandizement or his “raised-with-Christ” self for the purpose of edifying others (see Rom. 6:11). The Spirit-controlled expositor will defer only to the latter type of motivation in this decision, as well as in all decisions of his Christian life (see Robert L. Thomas, “Improving Evangelical Ethics: An Analysis of the Problem and a Proposed Solution,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 34, no. 1 [March 1991]: 17–19).
MacArthur, J. (2005). MacArthur Pastor's Library on Preaching (107). Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson Publishers.
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Grammatical Analysis and Expository Preaching
George J. Zemek
The expositor is challenged to preach the Word, not merely to sermonize from or about it. If people are to be graciously and wonderfully changed, preachers must offer them sermons that expound the words from the Word. The man of God must not get in the way, but rather allow the texts to “preach” themselves. The methodology that is discussed and exemplified here provides a means of maximizing the text’s sovereignty and efficacy. What comes forth in a sermon is what the Spirit has powerfully breathed into that text of Scripture. The result is that God is pleased not only with one’s theological orthodoxy, but also with the methodological orthopraxy.
Preparing for genuine expository preaching involves far more than just engaging in legitimate word studies.1 Not only are the Bible’s words God-breathed (2 Tim. 3:16), but so also are the relationships of those words to one another. Therefore, the preacher committed to handling the Word of Truth accurately (2 Tim. 2:15) must be willing to expend considerable effort studying syntactical (that is, pertaining to the interrelationships of words, phrases, clauses, etc.) as well as semantical (that is, pertaining to words and their contextual meanings) dimensions of the biblical text.
This not only sounds like hard work, it is! However, it is an absolutely essential labor, since biblical theology informs us that the Holy Spirit uses those very words, phrases, clauses, etc. from His Word to produce and sustain life changes in people. Shortcuts are not an option for the preacher seriously committed to aligning his exegetical and homiletical methodology with the theology (especially his bibliology, hamartiology, and soteriology) he professes to uphold.2
The implications of 2 Timothy 4:2 are obvious as John Stott has noted, “Timothy is to ‘preach’ this word, himself to speak what God has spoken.”3 The content of his proclamation is carefully delineated: It is “the word” that he is to herald. In practice, this implies “the exclusive validity of expository preaching,” and “expository preaching at its best” is “textual preaching.”4 Consequently, if we faithfully herald the words from the Word (that is, genuine textual exposition), “the sermon is nothing less than a representation of the Word of God.”5
No wonder Peter urged that “if anyone speaks, he should do it as one speaking the very words of God” (1 Pet. 4:11a, niv). It is therefore possible, if total faithfulness to the biblical text is our goal, to approach what Paul wrote about in 1 Thessalonians 1:5 and 2:13. As Runia concludes, “If today’s preacher brings the same message [that is, the now inscripturated prophetic-apostolic Word] … God also speaks through him. Then his [that is, the preacher’s] word too is not just a human word, but the Word of God Himself.”6
Therefore, significant blame comes to the spiritual chefs who, though adequately trained in the culinary arts to create gourmet meals, have become short-order cooks noted for their limited fast-food menus. A consistent diet of greasy spiritual burgers and fries will never nourish a strong and healthy body of Christ. Men of God know this to be true and must respond with more than lip service confessions of shortcomings in this vital area of ministry.7 Now is the time to bring forth fruit commensurate with “repentance.”
The Essentials of Textual Exposition
Two general essentials characterize textual exposition. The first relates to the sermon’s objectivity, and the second to its applicability.
The Controlling Essential
Authentic textual exposition, above all, must be inductive, that is, the biblical passage itself should provide all the components of a message. “We do wrong when we take a text and read our message into it.”8 Kaiser aptly stresses the centrality of the biblical text along with attendant prerequisites for handling and organizing it in an inductive fashion:
What is so lacking … is exactly what needs to be kept in mind with respect to every sermon which aspires to be at once both Biblical and practical: it must be derived from an honest exegesis of the text and it must constantly be kept close to the text.… Let it be stated as a sort of first principle that preparation for preaching is always a movement which must begin with the text of Scripture and have as its goal the proclamation of that Word in such a way that it can be heard with all its poignancy and relevancy to the modern situation without dismissing one iota of its original normativeness.… If the text of Scripture is the central concern, then a mastery of [more realistically, a growing proficiency in] Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek is a basic requirement.… The exegetical route is not easy; it requires a lot of work, but in the end it is just as rewarding as it is awesome in its initial demands.… Background studies … are exceedingly helpful and necessary as a proper preparation for approaching a Biblical text. But finally we must come to the text itself.9
And when we do come to that text, we must never violate its Spirit-given sovereignty. The preacher must allow it to control his theological conceptions and homiletical creativity, not vice versa.
Of special significance are the stylistic, structural, and especially the grammatical and syntactical features of a given text:
We contend that the original languages serve best when we become aware of the syntax and grammar involved in phrases, clauses, and sentences.… The serious exegete should learn to master the basic principles of Greek and Hebrew grammar and syntax.… At the heart of exegesis there should be a detailed syntactical analysis which involves identification of (1) the theme proposition; (2) the relationship … of all other sentences, clauses, and phrases in the paragraph to that theme proposition; and (3) the connection of the paragraph with other paragraphs. Without such analysis the results of exegesis fall stillborn on the ears of the congregation.… Time and again the exegete may be saved from would-be disaster and the perils of subjectivism by relying on the text’s own pattern of emphasis as it is often indicated by some stylistic, grammatical, or rhetorical device that supplies the authoritative basis for principlizing that text.… The whole objective … is to let the Scriptures have the major, if not the only, role in determining the shape, logic, and development of our message. It is to be hoped that God’s men and women will be challenged to reread that very same Biblical text on their own soon after they have heard the message. Even if they cannot recall the outline (they probably will not—sorry!), that Word of Scripture will still speak to them because they have thought through its structure and shape in such a way as to have decisively met God in that text.10
Based upon the God-breathed phenomena of a passage,11 every effort must be made to protect the text’s freedom of speech. From the sermon title, to the introduction, proposition, body, and conclusion, the text’s voice must never be muffled.
Most importantly, objective data from a biblical text must determine the body of a sermon. Based on its grammatical and syntactical phenomena, the text must be allowed to surface and evidence itself in the sermon outline.12 Inductive methodology is particularly indispensable at this point, since the outline should progressively communicate the development of a unit of Scripture.
The Dynamic Essential
Without violating the original intention(s) of the author of a text, it should be handled in a fashion conducive to contemporary application in life. In general, “state the author’s proposition, arguments, narrations, and illustrations in timeless abiding truths with special focus on the application of those truths to the current needs of the Church.”13 This is not easily taught, but it may be “caught” (that is, perceived and developed) with increasing experience and practice. This “skill” should mature as the preacher’s theological understanding broadens and as his scriptural insight into life’s situation deepens.
A Methodology for Textual Exposition
The following methodology is compatible with most portions of Scripture that are syntactical-homiletical (that is, major units of thought bound together by language connectors such as conjunctions) or conceptual-homiletical (that is, major units bound together by logical ties only) entities. Homiletical entities or units act as major facets in the development of an author’s overall message. As a major facet, each unit contributes distinctively to the total message of its book, epistle, etc. Therefore, each exhibits a unique thrust and meaning. It is this thrust or meaning that must control the formulation of a sermon’s overall thesis or proposition.14
A unit’s main theme is normally developed in distinct stages. These stages or “points” form smaller units, which are usually discernible from grammatical and syntactical features in the text. Larger units are usually marked by stylistic, logical, and conceptual features. This latter phenomenon almost always dictates that a proposition have a plural noun, but that proposition must emerge through inductive study of the data of the text. The text itself should control the number of outline points, their substance, and their integration into the over-arching meaning of the whole unit.15 Exegetical considerations, not homiletical niceties, should shape the ultimate exposition.
General Suggestions for Outlining
Before this procedure is illustrated, some general suggestions regarding the production of outlines that are both exegetical and homiletical will clarify the technique. Almost always, analysis should begin with a schematic of the passage to be preached. Segments of larger homiletical units may be sketched in various ways such as concept mapping.16 Informed “doodling” on photocopies of the original text and various translations is frequently helpful. Interrelationships and the progressive advancement of various paragraphs and/or conceptual clusters should receive special attention. Shorter texts, however, lend themselves more readily to well-rounded textual exposition since that method normally entails substantive communication of the depth, not merely the breadth, of a text.
Within these parameters of volume control, most texts contain a variety of internal indicators that lend themselves to various forms of graphic representation. For example, line,17 indentational (block),18 or a combination of indentational and line diagrams provides an invaluable method to picture a text’s grammar and syntax. The flesh of an expository message should hang on its inductively exposed, grammatical skeleton.
At the clause level, the grammatical interrelationships of various parts of speech, depicted more concretely through a diagram, are visible. This provides inductive control and input for properly outlining and expounding the smallest units of a text. The syntactical relations of clauses should be shown on the diagram by dotted lines and levels of indentation. This forces the preacher in his preparations to make the necessary decisions to bring an understanding of the logical advancement of coordinate and subordinate clauses in his text. Since clause identifications (that is, the types of clauses) and their relationships within a context constitute major factors in the analysis of a larger exegetical-homiletical entity,19 this stage is vital if a message is to be inductive at the macro level.20 It should also be kept in mind that in addition to the grammatical and syntactical hinges of a text, certain stylistic phenomena may convey a framework for the argument and/or other interpretive keys.21
As a preface to a few examples of outlining, two suggestions to help construct accurately inductive and dynamically applicational outlines are in order: (1) be descriptive, and (2) maintain parallelism in phraseology. The phrasing of points and subpoints should be graphic. If a statement is built on a semantical observation, it should be semantically descriptive.22 Similarly, if it comes from grammatical, syntactical, or stylistic sources, it should bear descriptive imprints of those sources.23 Parallelism is essential at all levels of an outline so as to avoid mixing apples and oranges. As Kaiser strongly urges,
It is … important to make sure that the main points are in a parallel structure—if one is a phrase, then all should be phrases instead of a single word or a sentence. If one is in the imperative form or an interrogative, then it is best that the others also follow suit. Likewise, nouns should correspond with nouns, verbs with verbs, and prepositions with prepositions. Thus, if the first point begins with a preposition, so should each of the other main points.… Like the main points, the subpoints must also be in parallel structure.24
Selected Examples for Outlining
A variety of representative preaching texts appear in the following examples. Length of the passages will vary, as will their inductive determinants for organization. Commencing with a few one-verse models, the discussion then moves to longer and more complex examples.
Ezra 7:10. After a careful examination of the explanatory statement of Ezra 7:10 in its argumentative and historical contexts, its affirmations can be properly understood.25 Then its inherent semantical and grammatical features surface. From these inductive phenomena, one may produce an outline that is true to the text.
The place to begin is on the grammatical base line as depicted in Figure 9–1. The subject, of course, is Ezra; however, it is the combination of the causative verb ÔµÛ´Ùß (hkin) plus the object ܴѸÑÕ¹ (lbabô) that is of special interest. This clause’s object, a word normally rendered “heart” (here “his heart”), is an extremely significant anthropological term. It expresses the center of man’s personal being with special emphases upon his rational and volitional capacities. Here, when combined with a causative form of Û¼Õ¼ß (kûn), meaning “to make firm, prepare, ready, direct, set, etc.,” it conveys an emphasis upon the rational and volitional inclinations of Ezra’s mind and/or will. Therefore, the verse focuses on his characteristic mindset.26
Now it is time to move from the horizontal level to the vertical substructure. Three subordinate adverbial phrases not only provide grammatical evidence of the passage’s emphasis on the mindset,27 but the infinitives of purpose involved also point that mindset in three particular directions. These phrases of intentionality thus both complement and complete the major message. Note in the diagram and outline below how all these exegetical observations converge in the plural noun proposition and the major points that issue from it.
John 3:6. The maxim in John 3:6 constitutes the nucleus of a familiar discussion about the spiritual necessity of new birth. The truth of the verse is expressed in poetic parallelism.28 This literary vehicle provides the basis for a twofold division, that is, the two affirmations conceptually related in an antithetical fashion. The symmetry of the verse goes beyond a general contrasting relationship of the first clause to the second and vice versa. For example, both participles come from the same verb, both are neuter gender,29 both are passive voice,30 both are articular,31 both have prepositional phrases with º (ek),32 both objects of º (ek) are articular, the identical verbs in both clauses are equative, and both predicates are anarthrous.33 Amidst all this, the stark contrast between “flesh” and “spirit” emerges at the semantical and theological level.
With the parallelism of the major clauses and the internal grammar and syntax of each member, the major points, along with the subpoints, are conspicuous. Also, the correspondences of the “jot and tittle” form, the significance of the equatives, and an emphasis on the impact of the semantical-theological contrast contribute to forming a descriptive outline that interrelates with a properly contextualized plural-noun proposition (see fig. 9–2).
Outline of Ezra 7:10:
The three primary INTENTIONS of Ezra’s mind-set towards the Word give preachers an example worth emulating:
1A. To Study the Word Diligently
2A. To Practice the Word Diligently
3A. To Communicate the Word Diligently
Figure 9–1
Diagram of Ezra 7:10
Outline of John 3:6:
The two most important EQUATIONS in the world point out the way of salvation by showing that life can only be generated after its kind:
1A. The Equation of the Generation of Temporal Life After Its Kind
1B. The History (that is, Human) of This Equation
1C. The Reality of It
2C. The Roots of It
2B. The Harmony of This Equation
3B. The Heredity of This Equation
2A. The Equation of the Generation of Eternal Life After Its Kind
1B. The History (that is, Heavenly) of this Equation
1C. The Reality of It
2C. The Roots of It
2B. The Harmony of This Equation
3B. The Heredity of This Equation
Figure 9–2
Diagram of John 3:6
Proverbs 28:13. The poetic structure of Proverbs 28:13 is quite similar to John 3:6 in using antithetical couplets to convey important spiritual truths. So the verse also lends itself to a two-point outline. The focal point of the proverb is two radically different ways of handling transgression (that is, acts of spiritual rebellion).34 The first way points to one who characteristically covers over his sins.35 In contrast, the second points to one who not only confesses his transgressions but also abandons them.
Predictably, the Lord responds differently to these two ways of handling transgression, so the leading verbs represent the antithetical verdicts or “rewards” of the Lord. One subject experiences negative providence, but the other would enjoy personal comfort. The outline below flows from the diagram and integrates these subtle double-antitheses in a way which maintains the form, reflects the critical terms, and carries the total impact of the proverb (see fig. 9–3).
Psalm 119:97–100. The first half of the mem stanza of Psalms 119 (vv. 97–100) exemplifies conceptual and grammatical bonding. The theme of youthfulness brings back one of the psalm’s recurrent issues (such as, v. 9). However, it is the nearly identical pattern of syntax and grammar in verses 98, 99, and 100 that supplies cohesion. Each verse has an affirmation followed by a substantiation (note the Û¼´Ù [kî] clauses). Furthermore, the preposition Þ¼´ß (min) functioning comparatively occurs within each primary affirmation or “assertion” (see fig. 9–4). This phenomenon, though seemingly minor, gives the verses their special import to the effect that the Word of God powerfully compensates for a young man’s circumstances (see the phrasing of the preposition in the outline in fig. 9–4).
Verse 97 is an introduction, but it is not unrelated. Implicitly, it alludes to the underlying bases of the forthcoming assertions by characterizing the psalmist’s attitude toward the Word of God (see similar expressions and intimations of attitude throughout the psalm’s 176 verses). Before comparing the diagram and outline, the reader should note the subtle progression of increasing human responsibility incorporated into the kî clauses of verses 98b, 99b, and 100b.
Outline of Proverbs 28:13:
Two differently rewarded RESPONSES in reference to rebellion against God:
1A. The One Who Responds Deviously Will Experience Frustration.
1B. His Evasive Response
2B. His Equitable Reward
2A. The One Who Responds Decisively Will Experience Forgiveness.
1B. His Complementary Responses:
1C. Acknowledgement
2C. Abandonment
2B. His Consoling Reward
Figure 9–3
Diagram of Proverbs 28:13
Outline of Psalm 119:97–100:
Three ASSERTIONS of the man of God illustrate how the Word of God can compensate for youthfulness:
Introduction (v. 97): The Underlying Bases of the Man of God’s Assertions
A. (97a) Desire for God’s Word
B. (97b) Diligence in God’s Word
1A. The First Assertion (v. 98): The Word Gives Prudence to the Young Man in the Presence of his Foes.
1B. (98a) The Substance of His Assertion
2B. (98b) The Foundation of His Assertion: Possession of God’s Word
2A. The Second Assertion (v. 99): The Word Multiplies the Insight of the Young Man in the Presence of Intellectuals.
1B. (99a) The Substance of His Assertion
2B. (99b) The Foundation of His Assertion: Study of God’s Word
3A. The Third Assertion (v 100): The Word Increases the Discernment of the Young Man in the Presence of More Experienced Men.
1B. (100a) The Substance of His Assertion
2B. (100b) The Foundation of His Assertion: Obedience to God’s Word
Figure 9–4
Diagram of Psalm 119:97–100
Hebrews 12:1, 2. The first two verses of Hebrews 12 comprise one complex sentence in the Greek New Testament. Therefore, the passage must be handled with grammatical and syntactical finesse if the message derived from it is to be inductive in nature. The place to begin is on the base line of the diagram. Both the leading verb, “to run” or “to race,” and its object, an agonizing (that is ³Î½ [agMn]) athletic competition (that is, [the] “race”) suggest a background of the Greek games.36 The first key term on the base line is the emphatic pronoun !¼µÖ (hmeis) which is tightly tied into the immediately preceding context (that is, the “Hall of Fame of Faith” in ch. 11) by an adverbial usage of º±¯ (kai, “also”). Therefore, by recognizing how essential each of those base-line elements is and by combining them with the vivid metaphor which conveys their major burden, a plural-noun proposition of three points may be constructed (see the following outline).
The nature of the Christian life as a spiritual Olympics is defined more completely by an extensive adverbial substructure. It is as if God, as Coach, were reviewing the basics with a new team. These basics are summarized in the four adverbial statements that form an integral part of the Christian’s running (note the various levels of substructure development and description by comparing the outline below). In addition, parallels in semantics and phraseology between the race of Christians and the ultimate example of Christ enrich the description.37
Figure 9–5
Outline of Hebrews 12:1–2
Hebrews 12:1, 2 Presents Three Essentials of the Christian’s Spiritual Olympics:
1A. The Contestants
2A. The Competition: Some Basics from the Coach:
1B. Our Incentive
2B. Our Stamina
3B. Our Preparation: Getting in Shape by Shedding:
1C. All Impediments
2C. Ensnaring Sin
4B. Our Concentration: Focusing Our Eyes on the Example:
1C. His Person:
1D. As Identified by Name
2D. As Identified by Association
2C. His Performance
1D. The Contest
2D. The Consummation
3A. The Course
1B. Its Nature
2B. Its Layout
Habakkuk. A whole Bible book furnishes a final example of diagramming and outlining.38 Like the Book of Job, the message of Habakkuk is developed through a ongoing dialogue. However, in this case it is restricted to the prophet and God only. This dictates that the major points correspond to the changes in speaker. When these points are located, five stages of discourse emerge. It remains to integrate these into a plural-noun statement that preserves the book’s overarching message, to follow the same procedure at each successive level of development, to make sure that all the textual features (whether stylistic, rhetorical, grammatical, semantical, etc.) control the effort, and finally to strive for description and parallelism at each level of the outline’s development. The following outline of Habakkuk should be examined alongside the Hebrew text and English translations.39
Figure 9–6
Outline of Habakkuk
Five progressive stages of discourse in the book of Habakkuk unfold the valuable doctrine of practical providence:
Introduction (1:1)
1A. (1:2–4) The FIRST STAGE Is Habakkuk’s Lament Concerning Internal Injustice.
1B. (1:2, 3b) His Appeal Addressed to the Divine Judge via Interrogation
2B. (1:3c, 4) His Case Presented to the Divine Judge via Argument:
1C. (1:3c–d) His Evidence
2C. (1:4a–b) His Indictment
3C. (1:4c–d) His Summation
2A. (1:5–11) The SECOND STAGE Is God’s Decision in Reference to the Rectification of Internal Injustice.
1B. (1:5, 6) The Pronounced Intention of This Decision
1C. (1:5) The Awesomeness of This Pronounced Intention
2C. (1:6) The Activation of This Pronounced Intention
2B. (1:7–11) The Pronounced Instrument of This Decision
1C. (1:7) Their General Reputation
2C. (1:8–11) Their Military Reputation
3A. (1:12–2:1) The THIRD STAGE Is Habakkuk’s Challenge of God’s Justice.
1B. (1:12–17) Habakkuk’s Support for His Challenge:
1C. In Verses 12–14, He Musters Theological Support:
1D. (1:12a–b) His Theological Support Is Based upon the Person of God.
2D. (1:12c–14) His Theological Support Is Also Based upon the Government of God.
2C. In Verses 15, 16, He Musters Historical Support:
1D. (1:15) He Points to the Insolence of the Chaldeans.
2D. (1:16) He Especially Points to the Blasphemy of the Chaldeans.
3C. In Verse 17, He Musters Ethical Support.
2B. (2:1) Habakkuk’s Summons Concerning His Challenge
4A. (2:2–20) The FOURTH STAGE Is God’s Disclosure to and through Habakkuk Involving Divine Retribution.
1B. (2:2, 3) The Importance of This Disclosure:
1C. (2:2) From the Revelational Standpoint
2C. (2:3) From the Temporal Standpoint
2B. (2:4–20) The Lessons of This Disclosure:
1C. (2:4) The Crucial Lesson Is That the Unrighteous One’s Nature Is Perverted.
1D. (2:4a–b) The Statement of This Crucial Lesson
2D. (2:4c) The Application of This Crucial Lesson
2C. (2:5–20) The Consequent Lesson Is That the Unrighteous One’s Actions Are Perverted.
1D. (2:5) These Actions Are Evaluated Generally by God.
2D. (2:6–20) These Actions Are Verified Specifically by God Through the Taunting Cries of Victims:
1E. (2:6b–8) The Unrighteous One’s Covetousness
1F. (2:6b) The Risk of Such Covetousness
2F. (2:7, 8) The Recompense for Such Covetousness
1G. (2:7) This Recompense Is Inevitable.
2G. (2:8) This Recompense Is Equitable.
2E. (2:9–11) The Unrighteous One’s Thievery
1F. (2:9) The Intention of Such Thievery
2F. (2:10, 11) The Backfire of Such Thievery
1G. (2:10) This Thievery Harms.
2G. (2:11) This Thievery Haunts.
3E. (2:12–14) The Unrighteous One’s Brutality
1F. (2:12) The Irreverence of Such Brutality
2F. (2:13, 14) The Irony of Such Brutality
4E. (2:15–17) The Unrighteousness One’s Exploitation
1F. (2:15) The Shamefulness of Such Exploitation
2F. (2:16–17) The Sentence for Such Exploitation
5E. (2:18–20) The Unrighteous One’s Idolatry
1F. (2:18) The Vanity of All Such Idolatry
2F. (2:19, 20) The Tragedy of All Such Idolatry
1G. (2:19) This Tragedy Is Expressed by Satire.
2G. (2:20) This Tragedy Is Expressed by Comparison.
5A. (3:1–19) The FIFTH and LAST STAGE of Discourse Is Habakkuk’s Psalm of Public Testimony to the Sovereign God of History.
(3:1) A Liturgical Preface + (3:19d) A Liturgical Postscript.
1B. (3:2) Habukkuk’s Prayer in the Presence of the Sovereign God of History
1C. (3:2a) The Prelude to His Prayer
2C. (3:2b–d) The Purpose of His Prayer
2B. (3:3–15) Habakkuk’s Dramatic Vision of the Sovereign God of History
1C. (3:3, 4) The Awesomeness of His Demeanor
2C. (3:5–12) The Awesomeness of His Dominion
1D. (3:5, 6a) The Outline of His Dominion
2D. (3:6b–11) The Effects of His Dominion
1E. (3:6b) The Introduction to These Effects
2E. (3:7–11) The Illustrations of these Effects:
1F. (3:7) Historical Illustrations
2F. (3:8–11) Metaphorical Illustrations
3D. (3:12) The Summary of His Dominion
3C. (3:13–15) The Awesomeness of His Deliverance
1D. (3:13a–b) The Confirmation of His Deliverance
2D. (3:13c–15) The Commemoration of His Deliverance
3B. (3:16–19c) Habakkuk’s Response to a Heightened Understanding of the Sovereign God of History
1C. (3:16) His Immediate Response of Reverence
2C. (3:17–19c) His Irenic Response of Readiness
1D. (3:17, 18) The Reality of His Readiness
1E. (3:17) The Underlying Circumstances of His Readiness
2E. (3:18) The Unwavering Confession of His Readiness
2D. (3:19a–c) The Resources of His Readiness
1 It is necessary to qualify word studies with the term “legitimate” because too many preachers engage in illegitimate etymological studies (that is, there is no such thing as an “original meaning” apart from specific contextual settings) and semantical transfers (that is, taking the meaning of a word in one context and inserting that meaning into a different context without contextual reassessment). As profitable as many word books are (e.g., Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament; Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament; Theological Dictionary of the New Testament; New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology), their articles and how they are used must be carefully monitored to guard against contextual and other hermeneutical errors. For cautions in this regard, see James Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1961) and Moses Silva, Biblical Words and Their Meaning: An Introduction to Lexical Semantics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983). Concerning backgrounds of New Testament words, see David Hill, Greek Words and Hebrew Meanings (Cambridge: University Press, 1967).
2 The following is a recent reminder of this responsibility: “WE AFFIRM that the only type of preaching which sufficiently conveys the divine revelation and its proper application to life is that which faithfully expounds the text of Scripture as the Word of God. WE DENY that the preacher has any message from God apart from the text of Scripture” (Article XXV, “Articles of Affirmation and Denial, The Chicago Statement on Biblical Hermeneutics,” International Council on Biblical Inerrancy [Chicago, 1982]).
3 John R. W. Stott, Guard the Gospel (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1973), 106.
4 Kuiper, “Scriptural Preaching” 242, 250–54.
5 Henry, God, Revelation, 4:479.
6 Runia, “What is Preaching?” 32; see Barker, “Jeremiah’s Ministry,” 229.
7 Such challenges are not made naively to pastor-teachers who labor alone or have minimal assistance in smaller churches. Never enough hours can be found in the day to accomplish what seems necessary. Yet, the ultimate ministerial priority of feeding God’s sheep is confirmed throughout His revelation. Failure to place this priority consistently at the top is biblically inexcusable.
8 James S. Stewart, Heralds of God (reprint, Grand Rapids: Baker, 1971), 110.
9 Kaiser, Exegetical Theology, 19, 48, 22, 50.
10 Ibid., 49, 104, 156, 160.
11 E.g., its contextual setting, conceptual development, structural indications, stylistic vehicles, grammar, syntax, etc.
12 The discussion of methodology in this chapter will illustrate how this is done and offer some practical suggestions.
13 Kaiser, Exegetical Theology, 152.
14 On the superiority of propositional preaching, see Ferris D. Whitesell and Lloyd Perry, Variety in Your Preaching (Westwood, N.J.: Revell, 1954), 75–94, and Charles W. Koller, Expository Preaching Without Notes (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1962), 52–53.
15 The same textual controls apply to all consecutive levels of subpoints.
16 Thomas R. Schreiner, Interpreting the Pauline Epistles (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1990), see especially “Tracing the Argument” (chapter 6); Schreiner’s summary of the different relationships that units have to one another is especially helpful (pp. 111–12).
17 For English diagramming help, see Donald W. Emery, Sentence Analysis (Fort Worth: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1961). For help in the Greek text, see John D. Grassmick, Principles and Practice of Greek Exegesis (Dallas: Dallas Theological Seminary, 1974); Schreiner, “Diagramming and Conducting a Grammatical Analysis,” chapter 5 of Pauline Epistles; Richard P. Belcher, Diagramming the Greek New Testament (Columbia, S.C.: Richbarry, 1985); and for examples from both the Hebrew and Greek texts, see Lee L. Kantenwein, Diagrammatical Analysis (Winona Lake, Ind.: BMH, 1979).
18 See the examples throughout Kaiser’s Exegetical Theology.
19 The arguments of most passages reach their conclusions through such syntactical means.
20 Unfortunately, many are not competent in this necessary part of exegesis. Though some basic word-study and grammatical skills are still operative, the skills necessary for analyzing the syntactical skeleton of a passage have too often become rusty. Furthermore, no crash courses are available for rapidly regaining (or possibly, acquiring for the first time) a functional proficiency. Nevertheless, a serious commitment to proficiency will bear fruit through a consistent review of various texts being readied for delivery. Dusting off and using works on Hebrew and Greek grammar and syntax in conjunction with message preparation is the place to begin. For some helpful tools, see Francis Brown, S. R. Driver, and Charles Briggs, A Hebrew-English Lexicon of the Old Testament (reprint, Oxford: Claredon Press, 1968), 252–55, on options for the conjunction waw (see A. Ross, A Hebrew Handbook [Dallas: Dallas Theological Seminary, 1976], 37); Lambdin, Introduction to Biblical Hebrew; Waltke and O’Connor, Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax; Williams, Hebrew Syntax: An Outline; Dana and Mantey, A Manual Grammar of the Greek New Testament, especially paragraphs 209–23 [with summary chart at end] on conjunctions, paragraphs 224–42 on particles, and paragraphs 243 ff. on clauses; Chamberlain, An Exegetical Grammar of the Greek New Testament; Moulton, Howard, and Turner, A Grammar of New Testament Greek; etc.
21 Attention should be paid to various genre (e.g., dialogue, lament, covenant structure; see respectively, Job and Habakkuk, Jeremiah and Lamentations, Deuteronomy). On the hermeneutical (and consequently homiletical) significance of literary and genre analysis, see Articles X, XIII, XIV, and XV of “Articles of Affirmation and Denial, The Chicago Statement on Biblical Hermeneutics,” International Council on Biblical Inerrancy (Chicago, 1982); also note, e.g., Tremper Longman’s Literary Approaches to Biblical Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987). In addition, recognition of strictly literary devices is especially informative and may even disclose organizational clues (e.g., biblical acrostics, strophic units; see respectively, Ps. 119 and Lam. 3; Jer. 17:5–8 and Hab. 2:6–20). An awareness of basic patterns of the conceptual parallelisms in Hebrew poetry is essential (for a brief summary, see F. F. Bruce, “The Poetry of the OT,” in New Bible Commentary Revised). For other aids in recognizing significant stylistic phenomena in examining a passage, use traditional hermeneutical textbooks and exegetical commentaries committed to theologically orthodox literary analysis.
22 The fruit of Hebrew and Greek word studies needs to be capsulized semantically for purposes of incorporation into a larger homiletical outline. This condensation is sometimes facilitated and made smoother by using an English thesaurus.
23 Function is the key in these domains. Technical jargon of grammar or syntax has no place in the pulpit; however, functional description is essential in incorporating the author’s flow of thought and ensuring that it is clear to the congregation.
24 Kaiser, Exegetical Theology, 158, 160.
25 This not only guards against wrenching the verse from its contextual setting hermeneutically, but it also supplies valuable data for an introduction when the time comes to preach the sermon. In all the forthcoming examples and in future sermonic analysis, due care in maintaining contextual integrity will be assumed.
26 It would be theologically advantageous to show how frequently this combination of words, along with other very closely related expressions, support this emphasis upon mindset.
27 The occurrences of the preposition Ü´ (l) following the combination of Û¼Õ¼ß (kûn) plus ÜµÑ¸Ñ (lbb) absolutely confirm the verse’s focus on mindset.
28 This verse is one among many in the Greek New Testament that employ Hebrew (conceptual) parallelism.
29 This adds to the evidence that these are maxims or universals.
30 This indicates that men do not give birth to themselves physically, and it is not possible for them to regenerate themselves in the metaphysical realm (see John 1:12–13 in this Gospel’s introduction).
31 This makes the participial phrases substantive.
32 This is a preposition well suited to denote source or origin.
33 This emphasizes their qualitative nature, especially in comparison with their respective articular occurrences just before.
34 Note the impact of the Hebrew root ä¼éÁæ (pšc). It occurs in the first member of the couplet immediately after the participle that speaks about concealment, and it is the implied object after the participles which connote confession and abandonment in the second member of the couplet.
35 The participles in both couplets (one in the first and two in the second), although anarthrous, function as substantives, each depicting the subject about whom an evaluation or judgment is forthcoming. Their anarthrous phrasing combines with the basic emphasis of participles on continuity of action increasing attention toward these as habitual or characteristic activities.
36 Corroboration also comes from the adverbial statements standing under the leading verb ÄÁÇɼµ½ (trecho men).
37 Because the advantages and methodology of diagramming have been previously illustrated and because of the complexity of a diagram of Heb. 12:1–2, only the outline of this passage is reproduced here.
38 Needless to say, besides being preached in one bird’s-eye sermon, a Bible book also lends itself to an expositional series of sermons. A particularly effective way to preach through a book is to do a “keyhole” sermon at the outset covering the whole book, and then to expand each of its major phases of argument in subsequent messages.
39 The diagram used to produce this outline is not reproduced here, because of its length (involving three chapters of Hebrew text) and because the principles and advantages of diagramming already have been illustrated. The major-point levels and levels immediately under them can be derived just as well from rhetorical and conceptual features discernible through comparing the Hebrew text with a good translation (see the brief comments made under the previous heading, “General Suggestions”).
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Study Tools for Expository Preaching
James F. Stitzinger
A solid theological library is essential to the careful exposition of God’s Word. Those seeking to devote themselves to a life of biblical study and exposition must make the commitment to develop a solid library and view it as a high priority. This important goal will be the product of careful planning so that it meets the individual needs and budget constraints of the expositor. A well-balanced library should include books, periodicals, audio and video recordings, and software, all assembled and organized with careful planning and acquired at an affordable pace. A model library of tools for the expositor designed to assist the serious student or pastor as well as the dedicated layman will be recommended.
A biblical expositor must develop and maintain a strong core library of significant books and other materials to use in his preparation. Such a collection is the necessary response to Paul’s instruction for Timothy to “be diligent to present yourself approved to God as a workman who does not need to be ashamed, handling accurately the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15). In seeking to become expository preachers, today’s pastors need to change the sign on the door from “the minister’s office” back to “the pastor’s study.”1 An expositor must create a quiet room, a sacred place, where he can retreat to study and prepare diligently to expound the Word of God. This room must contain the tools necessary for that study.
The following discussion seeks to assist all who wish to build a library to help them in a pursuit of expository preaching. The principles set forth here, as well as the materials recommended, are designed to give clear direction to the student preparing for a life of preaching, the experienced pastor seeking to improve his library, and the layman seriously interested in the study of the Scriptures.
A carefully assembled collection of good study tools is as essential to the expositor as the tools of the profession are to a dentist or medical doctor. Without them, study is an exercise in futility. In his usual direct style, Charles Spurgeon wrote of the necessity of a sound library for a preacher:
In order to be able to expound the Scriptures, and as an aid to your pulpit studies, you will need to be familiar with the commentators: a glorious army, let me tell you, whose acquaintance will be your delight and profit. 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.2
The biblical expositor cannot always be original and must be “content to learn from holy men, taught of God, and mighty in the Scriptures.”3 A well-constructed library will serve as the basis for being taught by others. If an aspiring expositor is not in position to acquire immediately such a collection of carefully selected tools, he must locate one and use it on a regular basis until he can build his own library.
The Priority of a Sound Library
A sound study-library must be a top priority. For many, such a library has been unimportant and the result has been an impoverished ministry, lacking depth, breadth, and stimulation. An excellent library is constructed by deliberate acquisition rather than “accidental” accumulation. Since an expository preacher’s library is an integral part of his pulpit work, it should be assembled with an eye toward the highest quality.4 A preliminary indication of what a core library is not will help understand what it should be:
1. It is not a collection of inferior books donated to the preacher by well-meaning friends and listeners.
2. It is not an accumulation of books offered on sale or at discount prices.
3. It is not simply a collection of materials that are highly recommended or found on standard lists of bibliographies.
4. It is not simply an accumulation of required texts used in seminary.
5. It is not an accumulation of material treating current religious trends or theological speculations.
Almost a hundred years ago John Fletcher Hurst described the deplorable condition of the average preacher’s library. His perceptive comments are still relevant:
That the average library of the Christian layman and of the minister of the Gospel is poor beyond words, is a lamentable fact. Many of the books are of such inferior authorship as to unfit them for even storage in any home of people either intelligent or hoping to be intelligent. Such books have drifted in because they are radiant with glaring and realistic pictures, or are bound in captivating sheep or calf, or are presented by well meaning friends, or have been bought in lots at auction under the hallucination of cheapness, or because of some other apology for the existence of the trash. If two thirds of the shelves of the typical domestic library were emptied of their burden, and choice books put in their stead, there would be reformation in intelligence and throughout the civilized world. A poor book is dear, and a good one cheap, at any cost. One’s best book is that which treats best the subject on which one most needs light, and which one can get only by planning, by seeking, and often by sacrificing.…
It is a friend for all seasons, and remains true to the eighties, and beyond, if they come. Better one shelf of such treasures than a shipload of literary driftings from the dead pyramids of publishers who sell slowly and of authors who fail quickly.5
In contrast, a sound study-library is a carefully selected and assembled collection of materials that an expository preacher needs to do his work. Every expositor should take time to identify, use, and obtain those items that will directly support his ministry and meet his specific needs in anticipation of a life of exposition, at the same time avoiding “excess baggage” that he will never use. As one preacher has written,
My books are my tools, and I use them. I cannot afford to be a book collector; neither the budget nor the diminishing shelf space … permits such a luxury.… I enjoy my library. Each book is a friend that converses with and teaches me. Better to have fewer of the best books than to clutter your shelves with volumes that cannot serve you well. Above all, love your books, use them, and dedicate all you learn to the service of Jesus Christ.6
The Essential Elements of an Expositor’s Library
A sound study-library has five essential elements. Each requires careful thought as to materials to be included, the priority in which they should be acquired, and the way they should be organized. Long before the student of Scripture begins to purchase materials, he should develop objectives and priorities with respect to each of the categories identified below.
A Book Collection
A book is a written record of the labors, views, or positions of a given author or authors. Books take a variety of forms and serve various purposes. A quality book can greatly assist in the study of the Scriptures by concentrating one’s study on a single topic. By providing historical, grammatical, and theological background material, it can save valuable study time. A worthwhile book will inform a reader of relevant issues, positions, and current research. Many books will also provide a spiritual challenge to readers.
The expositor must learn how to build a library of such books. Here are some suggestions for doing so:
1. Practice “courtship before marriage.” Books should be purchased after they have been used and determined to fill a need. If possible, a book should be used in a library first to determine its value to the expositor. In a few instances, a new book can be purchased based on its author’s reputation, the significance of its topic, or the book’s relationship to other works.
2. Evaluate authors and publishers. Before buying a particular book, it is important to determine something about its author’s basic point of view. In addition to a direct recommendation or a review article, much can be learned about the nature of a book from its introduction, footnotes, bibliography, conclusion, publisher, dust jacket, and author information.
3. Decide if the book should be purchased in paper and/or electronic format. A significant number of paper books are also published in electronic format. E-books are easier to search and paste into a document and they take up less space. On the other hand, paper books are easier to study out of and provide more consistency in quoting. Most electronic publishing is currently done by individual CD-Roms or by Bible software programs that include published books on CD-Roms.
4. Prioritize book purchases. Books should be purchased from a carefully prepared list. This type of acquisition will result in a quality library and will reduce compulsive buying.
5. Purchase and consult the “best” book or books on a given subject first. Remember, in theological studies the best is not always the newest or most expensive.
6. Organize books by subject or use a library classification system such as the Dewey Decimal system.7 If books are classified, the system should be kept simple to avoid creating an ongoing project too involved to continue over a long term.
A Periodical Collection
Periodicals are issued in successive parts, usually at regular intervals, and as a rule, are intended to continue indefinitely. Various forms of serial literature include periodicals, journals, magazines, annuals, proceedings, and other ongoing publications. In the bibliographic chain, periodicals usually run five to ten years ahead of books, and thus provide a reader with the most up-to-date thought on a subject. This “cutting-edge” information is often not available in any other kind of source. Unless the expositor has access to a theological library, he should subscribe to a basic collection of periodicals that will keep him informed on biblical and theological issues as well as stimulate his thinking. The following suggestions are offered with respect to periodicals:
1. Identify and subscribe to a basic collection of periodicals.8 Bradford’s law states that in any given subject area, a large number of articles will appear in a small number of periodicals, while the rest of the articles on the subject will be in a large number of periodicals. Subscriptions to this small number of periodicals will produce the highest rate of return.
2. Create a simple index of the articles covered in these periodicals either by a card system or a computer program such as Pro Cite or End Note (Pro Cite includes more technical features; End Note is easier to use). These can be listed by topic or Scripture verse.
3. Read periodicals selectively to avoid wasting time. Reading choices should be balanced between current events and exegetical studies.
4. Write for sample issues before subscribing. Also, a number of periodicals are available free when requested.
5. Use indexes available from periodical publishers as well as general religious indexes. The two most helpful are Christian Periodical Index and the ATLA Religion Database. Paper and electronic versions are available at any theological library. The ATLA Religion Database is available either through OCLC First Search or by purchase of the Biblical Studies Subset CD-ROM directly from ATLA.
A Media Collection
In recent years, audio and video recordings have become distinct publishing formats. A significant amount of valuable material is available only in this type of media. For example, much expositional material is available in CD-ROM and MP3 formats. Audio recordings of other expositors can be both stimulating and encouraging. Other types of electronic data are helpful for documenting events and theological positions. The following recommendations apply to building a tape collection:
1. Collect a limited number of media items from a variety of sources and formats. This includes tapes, CD-ROMS, MP3s, WMAs, VHS, and DVDs. The building of this collection should follow a master plan most helpful to the expositor. Include tapes in the following categories:
a. Individual exegetical studies and courses
b. Competent expository preachers
c. Important meetings and events
d. An area of the expositor’s special interest.
2. Organize this material by subject and author. It is also very helpful to index the material by card file or computer program as mentioned above, because media is often overlooked as a viable source of information.
3. Create a lending library of material to share with interested listeners as a support and expansion of the expositor’s ministry.
4. The expositor should create a library of his own expositions for his own reference and for use by others.
A Computer Software Collection
The personal computer has become a significant tool and a valuable asset in the hands of the Bible expositor. Students of Scripture are increasingly finding technology indispensable in their work. While computers are often purchased for a singular purpose or to perform a task better than is possible without one, the user normally moves to higher levels of proficiency, achieving results with the computer that he had never imagined possible. Expositors should consider acquiring several computer software programs to assist their work. Computer technology for expositors must include word-processing software, graphics software, database software, and presentation software such as Power Point. Basic web page design software may also be of great benefit in making the expositor’s work available to others.
Beyond these, the expositor must also own a Bible searching and publishing software. Several excellent programs exist to enable a student to search the text of Scripture for a word, word variations, phrases, or a verse. Software for the King James Version, New International Version, or New American Standard Bible also allows the user to identify a Hebrew or Greek word behind an English word. The strongest PC Based grammatical concordance program for the Hebrew, LXX, and Greek texts is GRAMCORD which is available through The GRAMCORD Institute (www.gramcord.org). It permits a search for individual words, word inflections, word phrases, and grammatical constructions. The Macintosh version, known as Accordance, is exceptionally powerful and valuable for exegetical study. It is available from www.accordancebible.com.
In addition, there are two excellent Bible searching software tools of worth to the expositor. 1) Bible Works 6 New Version. This is a powerful exegetical tool for searching and analyzing the original languages through complex grammatical and syntactical searches. The program also functions as a publishing utility for an excellent collection of scholarly reference works. It is available at www.bibleworks.com. 2) Logos Bible Software Series X (in various versions). While not quite as strong in exegetical searching power or as extensive in exegetical reference tools, it is nonetheless a valuable and important study tool for the expositor. The great benefit of this program is the vast number of theological e-books published only in the Libronix Digital Library System. These can be searched and used in place of paper copies so that a good number of the tools recommended below can be purchased through Logos. The program is available from www.logos.com. Beyond this, there are many good individual e-books or collections of e-books available from individual publishers available on CD-Rom.9
A Subject File
An expositor needs a filing system to enable him to organize and retrieve vast amounts of information not found in book format. Such a system should be personal and simple so that materials are easily located. It must also be flexible to allow for expansion in any area. The system should include files for materials produced by others as well as materials produced by the expositor himself. Some suggestions concerning a file system include:
1. A file system should be organized by numerically coded topics rather than in alphabetical order. If a classification number is assigned to each topic, only one point of entry per topic is necessary. This system allows related topics to be filed together and provides room to expand or subdivide any given topic.
2. Headings and structure should make sense to the individual using the system. These headings should be the same as other headings used for topics of periodical files.
3. Create an alphabetical index to the file either on cards or a computer. This facilitates quick location of all the information on a given subject.
4. Periodically purge the file of unneeded topics and materials so that it remains useful and manageable.
Developing a “Want List”
A dependable study library is the product of careful thought. Therefore, the expositor should develop objectives and priorities for his personal library. The purpose of Bible exposition should be clear, and materials should be selected with the purpose in mind. Barber identifies two major problems facing the contemporary expositor who sets out to build a reliable library.10 The first is the rising cost of books, which necessitates judicious purchases. The second is the astonishing number of new books being published every year. These two difficulties mean that a preacher needs advice in selecting library tools. The wise expositor will draw on the wisdom of Barber and others in planning a personal library. Here are several issues to resolve:
1. What kinds of materials are to be acquired? For example, will they be reference books, commentaries, theologies, periodicals, and items in areas of special interest?
2. How many of each kind of resource will be collected? The number and kinds of reference books, the balance between liberal and conservative authors, the number of commentaries per book of the Bible, and the number of books on various theological topics must be determined.
3. An actual “want list” of basic materials to be purchased should be developed. As the aspiring expositor learns of new items, he should add them to his list for future purchase.11 Standard bibliographies are a great help in this,12 as are recommendations. These can then be refined by personal inspection. A choice of paper or electronic format should be identified for each item.
4. This buying list should then be prioritized to identify which items are most important to secure first in view of a limited budget. Once the needs are clarified and prioritized, the effort and sacrifices necessary to purchase the material come easier.
Many Christians want to invest in the ministry of a biblical expositor. A prepared list of needed tools affords an excellent opportunity for others to make such an investment more meaningful. In this writer’s experience, most preachers lack a quality library because they have not made it a top priority or because they have not specifically identified the materials they need. This, more than a lack of funds, is most often the reason for not having a good library.
Finding Materials on a “Want List”
After completion of a “want list,” it must be sorted into in-print materials and those that are out of print. The two categories should be treated separately, and different sources for acquisition developed for each.
In-print items can usually be secured from a well-stocked seminary or Christian-college bookstore.13 A working relationship with such a store facilitates ordering items in the future. The expositor should subscribe to several discount book houses and purchase needed items as they are put on sale. Most theological librarians can provide a list of discount houses.14
Out of print material is easier to locate if an expositor sends his list to various dealers. A “want list” sent periodically to a select group of major used-book dealers, both in America and in the United Kingdom, is the best procedure.15 Sources in the United Kingdom are very likely to have the sought-after books because religious publishing is very extensive in these countries. Since these dealers will be able to furnish only a few items requested each time, the expositor’s library will grow slowly and with moderate expenditure. The most difficult part of finding an out of print book is getting it on a list and writing to dealers. With a little effort and persistence, any book can be located.
Reportedly, Erasmus once said that if he had some money, he would first buy some books, then some clothes, and then some food! Erasmus loved books and considered them “the greatest of all inventions!”16 In a day of great economic pressure, a similar level of commitment is required to build a sound library. Many expositors deeply committed to building such a library find the costs overwhelming. In light of this, the following proposals are offered to help locate needed material at reduced cost. These suggestions require extra effort and ingenuity, but should produce results.
1. Put an ad in a local newspaper asking for religious books. With persistence, good books can be found from former students, professors, or pastors. This technique works better in a denominational or organizational paper.
2. Visit a major university, seminary, or college library and present a want list to the individual in charge of gifts or acquisitions. Libraries always have unwanted duplicates. Almost every library has a room full of them.
3. Inspect the bulletin board of a local seminary. Opportunities to obtain personal libraries frequently will be noted. Also a “wanted” sign for used books posted on the bulletin board can be quite fruitful.
The First 600 Titles for an Expositor’s Library
After the previous discussion of the importance of a solid library for an expository preacher, it seems appropriate to include a suggested list of materials and thereby identify a model library for one who has this goal. The works listed here are only suggestions. Each person will need to adapt the list to fit his own needs. “Books are like clothes: what fits one person’s needs and style may not fit another person’s at all.”17 Also, this list is limited to a basic collection in the fields of biblical studies and theology, and does not identify other items that an expositor may wish to acquire. The expositor should acquire a number of important items on current biblical and theological issues to assist him in his study and keep himself current. The purpose of this list is to assist a new generation of aspiring expository preachers in gathering a collection of tools for this worthy task. It includes books which have or will stand the test of time and tries to avoid items based on current theological speculation.
The list has a wider purpose, however. It is for a wide spectrum of readers who are seeking to assemble a well-rounded library. Serious expositors should consider the entire list as a model library. A reasonable goal is to acquire the 600 titles in ten years. The first items to purchase have been marked with an asterisk (*). These same ones can serve as a basic list for a serious layman or devoted pastor who wishes to accumulate fewer than the proposed 600 for assistance in Bible study. The following are clarifications regarding the list:
1. Some of the volumes listed under individual commentaries are parts of sets that are also included in the list. They have not been counted twice.
2. When entire sets are recommended, it is understood that individual volumes within each set are of uneven quality because of a variety of authors. The expositor should sometimes buy selectively from sets with this in mind. In other cases, he should own entire sets so that he has resources on the whole Bible.
3. The expositor may choose to wait to purchase commentaries on individual books of the Bible until he needs them. He should remember, however, that books are in and out of print and that he may not always have the time or be in the right place to secure good materials. The key to building a good library is a good “want list” carefully pursued over a period of time. Books tend to show up when least expected and often cannot be found when needed! They are often cheaper when the need for them is not so urgent.
4. The list can also be used as a study guide for those with access to a theological library. It can also be modified and made suitable as a basis for a church library in biblical studies.
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A Study Method for Expository Preaching
John MacArthur
Careful and diligent Bible study is the key to effective expository preaching. Because the Bible is God’s holy Word, it must be treated with respect, not expounded flippantly or carelessly. An effective method of sermon preparation is based on general rules for Bible study.
An expository preacher must be a diligent student of Scripture. Because the Bible is God’s holy and sacred Word, it must be treated with respect, its purity protected, and its intended message never violated or misrepresented. It is not to be handled flippantly or carelessly, but great deliberation and industry must mark all efforts to discern its truths. A commitment to the inerrancy of the Bible carries with it a mandate to preach the Bible expositionally, as noted earlier (see ch. 2). A corollary to this principle is that preaching the Bible expositionally also carries with it the mandate of diligent study.
Fruitful expository preaching demands great effort. Since nothing is as important as the Word, no energy expended by anyone in any other field should even equal the effort of an expositor seeking to “rightly divide the Word.” Adams identifies the number-one reason for poor preaching:
I have had the opportunity to hear much preaching over the last few years, some very good, some mediocre, most very bad. What is the problem with preaching? There is no one problem, of course.… But if there is one thing that stands out most, perhaps it is the problem I mention today.
What I am about to say may not strike you as being as specific as other things I have written, yet I believe it is at the bottom of a number of other difficulties. My point is that good preaching demands hard work. From listening to sermons and from talking to hundreds of preachers about preaching, I am convinced that the basic reason for poor preaching is the failure to spend adequate time and energy in preparation. Many preachers—perhaps most—simply don’t work long enough on their sermons.1
Much shallow contemporary preaching has led people to ask why it is necessary for an expositor to go into so much detail. They want to know why I refrain from just highlighting the practical points and featuring relevant illustrations. If one really believes God inspired every word of Scripture, how can he justify treating it in such a superficial manner? And if the Word is the most powerful sword (Heb. 4:12) and the power of God for salvation (Rom. 1:16) and sanctification (John 17:17), how can anyone invest more trust in stories and clever insights than in Scripture? A man once said to the Puritan preacher Richard Rogers, “Mr. Rogers, I like you and your company very well, only you are too precise.” “Oh sir,” replied Rogers, “I serve a precise God.”2 We, too, serve a precise God, and that requires diligence and precision on our part.
Three Basic Principles for Bible Study
To be precise in preaching, hard work is not enough, however. One must also know how to work in productive study of the Bible. Being an effective expositor of God’s Word depends on the understanding of three basic principles of Bible study.3
Observation
Observation is the initial step in Bible study. An interpreter must avoid the temptation to jump immediately into interpreting the specific elements of a passage. Traina defines observation as
essentially awareness … the general function of observation is to enable one to become saturated with the particulars of a passage so that one is thoroughly conscious of their existence and of the need for their explanation. Observation is the means by which the data of a passage become part of the mentality of the student. It supplies the raw materials upon which the mind may operate in the interpretive process.4
Observation includes a broad awareness of the terms, structure, and literary form of the passage.
Observation should be careful. Traina relates the following story to illustrate the importance of exactness in observation:
Sir William Osler, the eminent physician, always sought to impress upon young medical students the importance of observing details. While stressing this point in a lecture before a student group he indicated a bottle on his desk. “This bottle contains a sample for analysis,” he announced. “It’s possible by testing it to determine the disease from which the patient suffers.” Suiting actions to words, he dipped a finger into the fluid and then into his mouth. “Now,” he continued, “I am going to pass this bottle around. Each of you taste the contents as I did and see if you can diagnose the case.” As the bottle was passed from row to row, each student gingerly poked his finger in and bravely sampled the contents. Osler then retrieved the bottle. “Gentlemen,” he said, “Now you will understand what I mean when I speak about details. Had you been observant you would have seen that I put my index finger into the bottle but my middle finger into my mouth.”5
Observation also needs to be systematic. Martin Luther likened his Bible study to gathering apples: “First I shake the whole tree, that the ripest may fall. Then I climb the tree and shake each limb, and then each branch and then each twig, and then I look under each leaf.”6
Observation must also be persistent. To repeat, extended time in observation is a must for an expositor. He must resist the temptation to plunge immediately into commentaries and other study helps. Nothing can replace firsthand observation. At the risk of seeming to violate my own guideline of keeping illustrations short, I offer the following lengthy story about the great nineteenth-century scientist Louis Agassiz and how he taught one of his students an unforgettable lesson about the importance of observation. The principles it teaches can be applied to our Bible study.
The Student, the Fish, and Agassiz
By the Student
It was more than fifteen years ago that I entered the laboratory of Professor Agassiz, and told him I had enrolled my name in the scientific school as a student of natural history. He asked me a few questions about my object in coming, my antecedents generally, the mode in which I afterwards proposed to use the knowledge I might acquire, and finally, whether I wished to study any special branch. To the latter I replied that while I wished to be well grounded in all departments of zoology, I purposed to devote myself specially to insects.
“When do you wish to begin?” he asked.
“Now,” I replied.
This seemed to please him, and with an energetic “Very well,” he reached from a shelf a huge jar of specimens in yellow alcohol.
“Take this fish,” said he, “and look at it; we call it a Haemulon [pronounced Hem-yoo lon]; by and by I will ask what you have seen.”
With that he left me, but in a moment returned with explicit instructions as to the care of the object entrusted to me.
“No man is fit to be a naturalist,” said he, “who does not know how to take care of specimens.”
I was to keep the fish before me in a tin tray, and occasionally moisten the surface with alcohol from the jar, always taking care to replace the stopper tightly. Those were not the days of ground glass stoppers, and elegantly shaped exhibition jars; all the old students will recall the huge, neckless glass bottles with their leaky, wax-besmeared corks half eaten by insects and begrimed with cellar dust. Entomology was a cleaner science than ichthyology, but the example of the professor, who had unhesitatingly plunged to the bottom of the jar to produce the fish, was infectious; and though this alcohol had “a very ancient and fishlike smell,” I really dared not show any aversion within these sacred precincts, and treated the alcohol as though it were pure water. Still I was conscious of a passing feeling of disappointment, for gazing at a fish did not commend itself to an ardent entomologist. My friends at home, too, were annoyed, when they discovered that no amount of eau de cologne would drown the perfume which haunted me like a shadow.
In ten minutes I had seen all that could be seen in that fish, and started in search of the professor, who had, however, left the museum; and when I returned, after lingering over some of the odd animals stored in the upper apartment, my specimen was dry all over. I dashed the fluid over the fish as if to resuscitate it from a fainting-fit, and looked with anxiety for a return of the normal, sloppy appearance. This little excitement over, nothing was to be done but return to a steadfast gaze at my mute companion. Half an hour passed, an hour, another hour; the fish began to look loathsome. I turned it over and around; looked it in the face—ghastly; from behind, beneath, above, sideways, at a three-quarters’ view—just as ghastly. I was in despair; at an early hour I concluded that lunch was necessary; so, with infinite relief, the fish was carefully replaced in the jar, and for an hour I was free.
On my return, I learned that Professor Agassiz had been at the museum, but had gone and would not return for several hours. My fellow students were too busy to be disturbed by continued conversation. Slowly I drew forth that hideous fish, and with a feeling of desperation again looked at it. I might not use a magnifying glass; instruments of all kinds were interdicted. My two hands, my two eyes, and the fish; it seemed a most limited field. I pushed my finger down its throat to feel how sharp its teeth were. I began to count the scales in the different rows until I was convinced that that was nonsense. At last a happy thought struck me—I would draw the fish; and now with surprise I began to discover new features in the creature. Just then the professor returned.
“That is right,” said he; “a pencil is one of the best of eyes. I am glad to notice, too, that you keep your specimen wet and your bottle corked.”
With these encouraging words he added,—
“Well, what is it like?”
He listened attentively to my brief rehearsal of the structure of parts whose names were still unknown to me: the fringed gill—arches and movable operculum; the pores of the head, fleshy lips, and lidless eyes; the lateral line, the spinous fin, and forked tail; the compressed and arched body. When I had finished, he waited as if expecting more, and then, with an air of disappointment,—
“You have not looked very carefully; why,” he continued, more earnestly, “you haven’t seen one of the most conspicuous features of the animal, which is as plainly before your eyes as the fish itself; look again, look again!” and he left me to my misery.
I was piqued; I was mortified. Still more of that wretched fish! But now I set myself to my task with a will, and discovered one new thing after another, until I saw how just the professor’s criticism had been. The afternoon passed quickly, and when, towards its close, the professor inquired,—
“Do you see it yet?”
“No,” I replied, “I am certain I do not, but I see how little I saw before.”
“That is next best,” he said earnestly, “but I won’t hear you now; put away your fish and go home; perhaps you will be ready with a better answer in the morning. I will examine you before you look at the fish.”
This was disconcerting; not only must I think of my fish all night, studying, without the object before me, what this unknown but most visible feature might be; but also, without reviewing my new discoveries, I must give an exact account of them the next day. I had a bad memory; so I walked home by Charles River in a distracted state, with my two perplexities.
The cordial greeting from the professor the next morning was reassuring; here was a man who seemed to be quite as anxious as I that I should see for myself what he saw.
“Do you perhaps mean,” I asked, “that the fish has symmetrical sides with paired organs?”
His thoroughly pleased, “Of course, of course!” repaid the wakeful hours of the previous night. After he had discoursed most happily and enthusiastically—as he always did—upon the importance of this point, I ventured to ask what I should do next.
“Oh, look at your fish!” he said, and left me again to my own devices. In a little more than an hour he returned and heard my new catalogue.
“That is good; that is good!” he repeated, “but that is not all; go on.” And so, for three long days, he placed that fish before my eyes, forbidding me to look at anything else, or to use any artificial aid. “Look, look, look,” was his repeated injunction.
This was the best entomological lesson I ever had—a lesson whose influence has extended to the details of every subsequent study; a legacy the professor has left to me, as he has left it to many others, of inestimable value, which we could not buy, with which we cannot part.
A year afterward, some of us were amusing ourselves with chalking outlandish beasts upon the museum black board. We drew prancing star-fishes; frogs in mortal combat; hydra-headed worms; stately craw-fishes, standing on their tails, bearing aloft umbrellas; and grotesque fishes, with gaping mouths and staring eyes. The professor came in shortly after, and was as amused as any, at our experiments. He looked at the fishes.
“Haemulons, every one of them,” he said. “Mr. ——— drew them.”
True; and to this day, if I attempt a fish, I can draw nothing but Haemulons.
The fourth day, a second fish of the same group was placed beside the first, and I was bidden to point out the resemblances and differences between the two; another and another followed, until the entire family lay before me, and a whole legion of jars covered the table and surrounding shelves; the odor had become a pleasant perfume; and even now, the sight of an old, six-inch, worm-eaten cork brings fragrant memories!
The whole group of Haemulons was thus brought in review; and, whether engaged upon the dissection of the internal organs, the preparation and examination of the bony framework, or the description of the various parts, Agassiz’s training in the method of observing facts and their orderly arrangement was ever accompanied by the urgent exhortation not to be content with them.
“Facts are stupid things,” he would say, “until brought into connection with some general law.”
At the end of eight months, it was almost with reluctance that I left these friends and turned to insects; but what I had gained by this outside experience has been of greater value than years of later investigation in my favorite groups.7
The same kind of prolonged pondering of the Scriptures will eventually pay even more enduring dividends, stretching into eternity.
Interpretation
After observing in detail the various parts of a passage, the next logical step is to determine their meaning. That process is known as interpretation. Observation answers the question, “What does the passage say?” Interpretation answers the question, “What does the passage mean?”
One should interpret the Bible literally, in its normal and natural sense, seeking to understand its meaning and not to read his own into the text. Proper interpretation follows the rules and methods of hermeneutics and exegesis summarized in earlier discussions (see chs. 7–8). It is largely concerned with bridging the gaps that exist between the Bible writers and the present day. At least four such gaps exist:
1. The language gap. The Bible was written originally in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek. Therefore, to interpret it correctly, one needs to understand the original languages. English-based word studies, such as Vine’s Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words and Colin Brown’s The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology are helpful for those who do not know Greek.8 Vine’s Expository Dictionary of Old Testament Words and R. Laird Harris et al., Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament (which is keyed to Strong’s Concordance) are useful for those who know no Hebrew or Aramaic. Commentaries are also a good source for word studies. Of course, no substitute is comparable to working in the original languages for those who know Greek and/or Hebrew.
2. The cultural gap. The cultural setting in which each part of the Bible was written is very different from our twenty-first century western culture. To interpret each part properly, one must understand the culture of its time. For example, understanding the Old Testament requires a knowledge of ancient Judaism and pagan culture, just as comprehending first-century Jewish culture is important in interpreting the Gospels. A comprehension of first-century Greek and Roman culture helps the interpreter grasp the New Testament Epistles correctly.
The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah by Alfred Edersheim is an excellent source of background material on the Jewish culture of Jesus’s day. The Daily Study Bible Series by William Barclay, although theologically blurred, is a very helpful source of information on the cultural background of the Gospels and the Epistles. Barclay’s theology is suspect in many areas, but he provides good insights into the culture of the first-century world.
3. The geographical gap. Understanding the geography of Bible lands is sometimes essential in unlocking the meaning of a passage. In 1 Thessalonians 1:8, for example, Paul wrote to the Thessalonians, “For the word of the Lord has sounded forth from you, not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but also in every place your faith toward God has gone forth.” The amazing part of that statement is that Paul had left Thessalonica only a short time before writing 1 Thessalonians. How had their testimony spread so rapidly through the surrounding area? A study of the geography of the region reveals that one of the major highways of the Roman Empire, the Ignatian Highway, ran right through Thessalonica. Thus, travelers along the Ignatian Highway could rapidly spread the Thessalonians’ testimony far and wide.
A good Bible atlas, such as The Macmillan Bible Atlas or the Wycliffe Historical Geography of Bible Lands, is indispensable in understanding Bible geography.
4. The historical gap. Knowing the historical setting of a passage often helps immeasurably to understand its meaning. A major effort of research to develop the historical background of a passage often is the major key to its interpretation. For example, understanding the history of Pilate’s relationship with the Jewish leaders helps explain why he gave in to their demands to crucify Jesus, though he had pronounced Jesus innocent. Pilate had already antagonized the Jews by some of his policies, and they had reported him to Caesar. Pilate feared that another complaint might get him into serious trouble with the Emperor. He was in no position to refuse their demands.
Bible encyclopedias, such as The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible or the Baker Encyclopedia of the Bible, contain helpful articles on matters of historical interest. New Testament History by F. F. Bruce and The Bible as History by Werner Keller are also helpful. Books on biblical archaeology are important sources for historical information as well.
Application
After observation and interpretation comes application. Bible study is not complete until the truth discovered is applied to life situations. Application answers the question, “How does this truth relate to me?” The following questions will help apply the truths discovered in Bible study:9
1. Are there examples to follow?
2. Are there commands to obey?
3. Are there errors to avoid?
4. Are there sins to forsake?
5. Are there promises to claim?
6. Are there new thoughts about God?
7. Are there principles to live by?
Meditation is an important, final step in the process.10 Meditation entails focusing the mind on one subject, involving reason, imagination, and emotions. It is a natural overflow of the discovery process in Bible study. Concentrated meditation on the truths of God’s Word weaves those truths into the fabric of our lives. Perhaps, Paul had this meditative process in view when he told Timothy to be “constantly nourished on the words of the faith and of the sound doctrine” (1 Tim. 4:6).
Excellent Bible study skills are the foundation upon which good expository sermons are built. The expository preacher is, by definition, a skilled Bible student. He interprets Scripture accurately, applies its truths in his own life, and then proclaims them to his congregation.
Studying for the Expository Sermon
An expositor needs to develop a plan of studying for his sermons. His method should be systematic and should include basic elements for effective, productive Bible study. The following method is the one I follow in my own study.
Read the Book
I usually preach through entire books of the New Testament, so I always begin by reading the whole book. You cannot begin your exposition of a Bible book until you have read and generally observed the message and flow of thinking through all of it. Maturing as an expository preacher, I have come to realize how important this step is. When I was less experienced, I sometimes found myself chasing down rabbit trails in my interpretation because I lacked familiarity with a book’s theme. Skipping this step may lead to contradicting oneself later. For example, in 1 Thessalonians, God’s eschatological wrath is mentioned in 1:10 and again in 5:9. We would want to make sure that our interpretation of wrath in those two passages is consistent.
Context is the most important hermeneutical principle. By reading and familiarizing ourselves with the entire book, the expositor can relate each passage to the overall context of the book. Putting together a general outline of the book and identifying key verses is also helpful in grasping the overall flow.
At this point I also read the introductory sections in several good commentaries. Through this I become familiar with the author of the book, the addressees, the book’s theme or purpose, the date of its writing, and other important background material. General introductions, such as R. K. Harrison’s Introduction to the Old Testament or Gleason Archer’s Survey of Old Testament Introduction for Old Testament books and Everett Harrison’s Introduction to the New Testament or Donald Guthrie’s New Testament Introduction for New Testament books, also provide background material. Bible encyclopedias are another useful source of this kind of information.
Read the Passage
The first step in studying an individual passage is to read it. I read it repeatedly in my English Bible (I use the New American Standard Bible) until it is pretty well fixed in my memory. I try to do that early in the week of preaching it, or even before, so I have time to meditate on it. Before I get into actual preparation, I want to be mentally grappling with the passage. Once I begin concentrating on my sermon text, it dominates my thinking, conversation, and reading during my time of preparation. All this begins with becoming familiar with the text. I rarely consciously memorize Scripture, but by the time I finish preparing the sermon, I usually have the text fairly well memorized.
Find the Main Point
This concept is referred to as the “big idea,” the thesis, or the proposition.11 It is the main idea the passage is teaching. That main truth is very often connected with the main verb in the passage, though not necessarily so, especially in a parable or narrative passage. I ask myself, “What is the primary message of this passage? What is the central truth? What is the main expositional idea?” Once I have found it, I write it out in a complete sentence because it is crucial that the main idea of the passage be clear in my own mind. Subsequent development of the text hinges on it.
This becomes the target I aim for in the exposition. It is also the primary message I want my people to retain after they hear the sermon. So it is crucial that the proposition be carefully thought through and clearly stated. Everything else in the sermon builds to support, elucidate, convict, and confront the hearer with the main truth. This means every expository sermon is a unit with one main theme or topic, rather than a rambling through a text verse after verse.
Organize the Passage
Having found the main point, I begin to look for the subordinate points that support it. They will often be connected with the subordinate verbs, participles, or infinitives. This is the first step in outlining the passage. It also provides a confirmation of the main point. If the main thought I have determined for a passage is not broad enough to include all the other thoughts or is not fully supported by them, I need to rework it.
Let me illustrate the process of finding the main and subordinate points by looking at Matthew 28:19, 20. The main verb is “make disciples,” while “go,” “baptizing,” and “teaching” are all participles modifying the main verb. The main point, then, might be “how to make disciples.” The subpoints would be “going,” “baptizing,” and “teaching.” The sermon explains how to make disciples by fulfilling those three duties.
Analyze the Structure
After reading the passage and discovering the main and subordinate points, the next step is a detailed analysis of its words and grammar.12 I work through the passage in detail in the Greek text, taking notes on a legal-sized note pad. I look first of all for any problems in the passage, such as an important textual variant, an unusual word, or a difficult grammatical construction. At this point, I begin to use study tools. One very helpful tool is the Linguistic Key to the Greek New Testament by Fritz Rienecker and Cleon Rogers (Zondervan). This little book goes through every passage in the New Testament and gives key lexical and grammatical insights on nearly every verse. I also use a Greek concordance because I want to see how key words are used elsewhere in the New Testament. I do word studies of significant terms in Greek lexicons. I find Abbott-Smith’s A Manual Greek Lexicon of the New Testament to be handy for the general meaning of words. For more definitive studies I turn to Bauer, Arndt, and Gingrich’s A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature or Moulton and Milligan’s The Vocabulary of the Greek Testament. Liddell and Scott’s Greek-English Lexicon contains detailed information on how words were used in classical Greek. For a thorough discussion on how a word was used in classical Greek, the Septuagint, and the New Testament, I turn to Colin Brown’s The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology or Kittel’s Theological Dictionary of the New Testament. Commentaries, particularly those on the Greek text, also contain useful lexical and grammatical insights. A. T. Robertson’s Word Pictures in the New Testament is another rich source of lexical and grammatical information.
I also find it helpful to diagram the passage.13 While I no longer write out the diagram, since I can usually visualize it mentally, diagramming each sentence makes me aware of the grammatical structure. When studying the grammar of a passage, I pay special attention to prepositions and the case of the nouns. Finding the direct object, the indirect object, and whether something is in apposition to something else can be crucial to understanding the passage correctly. A knowledge of English grammar is essential for this process. During this phase, I read all the available good commentaries to assist in the interpretation and to garner cross-references and theological insights.
Put Together an Exegetical Outline
As the final step in the study process, I put together a preliminary outline. This is not the outline for the sermon. It is not alliterated, and I may write down several different ways of stating each point. I have purposely placed this step toward the end of the study process. Doing even a preliminary outline before the detailed study of the passage increases the danger of reading into a passage something that is not there. We must draw the outline from the passage, not bend the passage to fit some preconceived outline. We do not want to be like the preacher who said, “I’ve got a great sermon and I’m looking for a passage to put it in.” Making the outline follow the other steps in the study process avoids this tendency.
Add Illustrations
After the outline is refined, I search for the best biblical illustrations. I prefer biblical illustrations because they teach the Word while they illustrate, because they are God’s choice of illustrative material, in that Scripture interprets itself best, and because they have divine authority to go with human interest. Other illustrations can certainly be added to these. Finally, I write the introduction and conclusion—now that I know what I am introducing and concluding.14
Three Key Words
Expository preaching can be summed up in three key words: inductive, exegetical, and expositional.
Expository preaching is inductive. That means simply that we approach the text to find out what it means, to let it speak for itself. It is the opposite of the deductive method, which goes to Scripture with a preconceived idea and reads that idea into the text. A deductive approach may be valid sometimes, but extreme care must be taken to make sure the passage really does support an idea before using that approach.
Expository preaching is exegetical. The expository preacher must do his homework in the passage before he preaches it. That means following proper hermeneutical and exegetical principles and practice. That is really what this chapter has been about, laying out a study method that facilitates an exegetical approach to a text. An expository preacher is to be a man noted for “handling accurately the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15).
Expository preaching is expositional. It approaches the Word of God inductively, studies it exegetically, then explains it to the people expositionally. Expositional preaching seeks to clarify what is difficult to understand in a passage. It opens up the Word and exposes the less obvious meanings and applications it contains.
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Central Ideas, Outlines, and Titles
Donald G. McDougall
Hard work is required to preach expository messages, especially in determining the central idea and outline of a passage. Word meanings alone will not yield the data needed to do this. Only a detailed analysis of a passage’s grammatical structure, along with lexical information, will lead to a real understanding of a passage’s contextual flow. A single statement, the larger context, or recurring ideas may be the key to discovering the central idea of a section. Various passages lend themselves to different types of outlines—some to a basic contextual outline, some to a “string-of-pearls” outline, and some to a “waves-of-the-sea” outline. Sermon titles should accurately reflect the sermon content; although they are not on the same level of importance as central ideas and outlines, they are nevertheless significant in support of the sermon through the “atmosphere” they create.
“I would like to be able to preach expository messages. What do you suggest I do?” Those were the words of a pastor following a Bible conference in his church. He reflects the feeling of many, but the path from desire to reality is not short or easy.
As a long-distance runner, my participation in the Boston marathon was a lifetime highlight. It was necessary to qualify to enter that race. Most who qualify to run in such races are not what you would term “great natural athletes.” They are simply people who have exercised much personal discipline and have worked very hard and long to reach their desired goal.
The same can be said about good expositors of the Bible. They have disciplined themselves to work hard and long. Nowhere is that discipline and hard work more demanding and rewarding than in determining the central idea and structure of a passage. In this brief discussion only a few basic ideas can be developed, but if these are followed, they will cause the form of the sermon to reflect the essence of the passage and that is legitimate expository preaching.
A pastor recently suggested that exegesis classes in seminary should focus more on lexical studiesÿ1 than syntaxÿ2 since, according to him, “most pastors are concentrating on word studies these days.” This philosophy leads to the conclusion that teaching based just on thorough etymological study of significant words is expository preaching. That is not true. The syntax and structure of a passage lie at the very heart of true expository preaching.
The meaning and significance of a given word is only comprehended through a clear understanding of its context. This should be evident to anyone who reflects on common usage of the English language. Extreme care is required to ensure that the meaning of a word in one book or by one author is not arbitrarily transferred to another book or author. The structure or flow of each passage is, therefore, of utmost importance in preparing a true expository or exegetical message. Understanding the argument of a passage and of an entire book is essential if one is to comprehend what the author is communicating.3
Examining the Context
Therefore, the first step in preparing to preach on a passage is to determine the parameters of its context. Failure to define the parameters usually results in the misunderstanding and misrepresentation of a passage’s meaning. The only way to determine these boundaries is to study the syntax of a passage and determine where a section begins and ends. The standard chapter and paragraph divisions identified in various ways in Hebrew, Greek, and English Bibles cannot be used for this, because they are unreliable.
Many instances of unfortunate chapter and paragraph breaks occur and cause a casual reader to miss the point of a passage or obscure the full significance of a writer’s meaning. For example, the chapter division at 2 Corinthians 7:1 has often hidden the connection between 6:11–13 and 7:2–4. Furthermore, many fail to see the broader contextual significance of the injunction not to be “bound together with unbelievers” in 6:14–7:1. Another example is the new paragraph marked at James 1:12 by both English and Greek texts (that is, Nestle-Aland 26th ed. and United Bible Society 3rd ed.). This has often led to a misunderstanding of the relationship between James 1:9–11 and the broader context of verses 2–12 and hidden the function of verse 12 as a conclusion to the preceding discussion (James 1:2–11).
The essential ingredient in dealing with central ideas, outlines, and titles in expository preaching is an understanding of the structure of the passage to be preached. The expositor should not communicate his own central idea, nor his own outline, nor his own title. He is, rather, to teach the central idea, outline, and theme of the author. Failure to reflect the author’s theme, outline, and central idea is a departure from true exposition.
Recording and careful study of lexical and syntactical material for a passage is tedious and time consuming. But that process does not begin to compare with the time necessary to grasp the full significance of the material gleaned. Further, additional time and care are vital to assimilate the material and its practical significance to one’s own personal life. It must be emphasized that the expositor does not “make” a message out of a passage. Rather, he interacts with the contextual material until the message of the author emerges. The first step of recording the material could take a day or two. The following steps of understanding the significance of the material and its relevance to one’s life could take days or weeks or, in a fuller sense, even a lifetime.
It has been my practice over the years to begin studying a book of the Bible at least months, sometimes years, before preaching sermons on it. This study is for personal benefit and at a relaxed pace. Through the prolonged process I accumulate extensive notes so that when the week for preaching on a given passage arrives, much of the groundwork has been done. Initial thoughts for the following weeks’ messages begin long in advance as introductory passages are studied. Then, in a good week, it usually takes Monday and sometimes part of Tuesday to record most of the information. The next few days are spent reviewing the data repeatedly, not trying to make a proposition, outline, or sermon title, but rather trying to grasp a fuller perception of the central thrust and outline of the passage.
The following discussion and illustrations show what is entailed in finding and communicating the central idea, outline, and theme of a passage. Three important elements are helpful to keep in mind throughout the process. Always remember that we are to preach from the passage, preach from our heart, and preach for changed lives.
Preach from the Passage
Many of the subsequent suggestions will repeatedly echo the importance of preaching from the passage. Years ago, while on a backpacking trip, we left the trail, lost our way, and had to make a path though tall grass in constant rain. It was difficult because we were forging a new path through the forest. On the way back, it was entirely different because we followed a well-beaten path. We even let the children run ahead. As long as they stayed on the path, they could not get lost.
This is important to remember while preparing to preach. The purpose of the expositor is to follow the path established by the biblical author and not to create his own trail. The reason why so many preachers struggle to remember where a sermon is going, and are therefore bound to their notes, is that they have created a path of their own and are not following the clearly marked path established by the author. For that reason, listeners have a similar problem when, at a later time, they try to retrace the steps of the message on their own.
Preach from Your Heart
Years ago in a college class, a girl gave a speech on Hawaii and was having a difficult time. The teacher stopped her and asked, “Weren’t you born in Hawaii?” and “Weren’t you raised there?” To both questions, she responded, “Yes.” He then replied, “Then just tell us about it.” If an expositor follows the path laid out by the author and wrestles long with God over the application of the truth to his own life, then when he finds himself struggling or stumbling in his delivery, he can go back to that path and his own personal interaction with truth and preach both from the passage and from his heart.
Preach for Changed Lives
A study of Scripture clearly shows that whether it was an Old Testament prophet, John the Baptist, Jesus, or Paul, the message was always given to achieve a desired change in belief or behavior. For instance, people who hurt need encouragement, that is, a changed outlook. An elderly preacher often recounts the time in his early years when a well-seasoned minister told him, “Remember, you are preaching to hurting people.” That advice transformed both his life and his ministry. This is a good reminder as we prepare to preach.
Determining the Central Idea of a Passage
The central idea of a true expository message reflects the central idea intended by the Bible author himself. Sometimes the central idea is evident from a careful examination of the primary text. On the other hand, often only a study of the broader context that may even extend to the context of the whole book can reveal what it is.
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.
How does one identify the key thought and make it the main point of his expository message? Following are a few ways in which this can be done.
Find the Central Idea from a Single Statement in the Passage
The central idea can sometimes be found at a single point in the text. It is important to remember that in normal writings, whether Hebrew, Greek, or English, the main thought of a paragraph is not always found in its first sentence. As in any in-depth study of literature, it is important to identify the main thought or focus of a section. After this, it is imperative to make that the main focus of the message. A few examples will clarify.
1 Timothy 4:6–16. The main thought of 1 Timothy 4:6–16 is in verse 16, where Paul states, “Pay close attention to yourself and to your teaching.” This is central to the entire passage. It helps if the expositor and his audience are aware of this principal thought from the very beginning of a message. It helps them piece the rest of the passage together. The first thought, “pay close attention to yourself,” is developed in 4:6–10. The latter, “pay attention to your teaching,” is the essence of 4:11–15. The impact is enhanced when one realizes that this is a twofold emphasis elsewhere in both 1 Timothy and Titus. These are two key reminders for all church leaders.
Galatians 6:1–10. The proposed chapter and paragraph divisions in Galatians 6:1–10 cause two problems. First, the chapter break makes it easy to study these verses separately from the verses immediately before. One may miss the relationship of these verses to walking in the Spirit and evidencing the fruit of the Spirit. The second problem occurs if one observes the paragraph separation of both Greek and English texts that sets verses 6–10 off from verses 1–5. With the passage divided in half, the uniting thought of the entire passage in verse 10, “let us do good to all men, and especially to those who are of the household of the faith,” will probably go unnoticed. Another result of such a division is an obscuring of the close relationship between the three parallel commands and cautions found in 6:1–8.
1 Peter 5:1–11. The main thought of 1 Peter 5:1–11 is in the middle of verse 5. Verses 1–5 revolve about the command to “clothe yourselves with humility toward one another” in verse 5. This responsibility is applied first to leaders (5:2–4) and then to those who are led (5:5a). Once again, the new paragraph indicated by the texts at verse 6 should not cause the expositor to separate 5:6–11 from the first five verses. They are inseparably connected in thought and emphasis. This is evident in the references to “humility” in the middle of verse 5 and God’s giving grace to “the humble” in the last part of verse 5 and the command “to humble oneself” under God’s mighty hand in verse 6. The central thought of the message should somehow reflect the need for humility in attitude and service.
Matthew 5–7. In the Sermon on the Mount recorded in Matthew 5–7, Jesus laid a foundation in 5:1–16 upon which He built in 5:17–20. Verse 20 contains the key for understanding the verses that follow. Jesus there said, “Unless your righteousness surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you shall not enter the kingdom of heaven.” In the verses immediately following (5:21–48), He showed them how their righteousness must exceed that of the scribes. In 6:1–18 He described ways their righteousness must exceed that of the Pharisees.
Zechariah 4:1–14. The central idea of the Zechariah 4:1–14 is doubtlessly found in 4:6 where the angel says, “This is the word of the Lord to Zerubbabel saying, ‘Not by might nor by power, but by My Spirit,’ says the Lord of hosts.” This principle is given pictorially in 4:1–5, and its results are described in 4:7–10.
Zechariah 3:1–10. The central idea in Zechariah 3 is found in the statement, “See, I have taken your iniquity away” (v. 4). This is expanded later in the statement, “I will remove the iniquity of that land in one day” (v. 9). As in Zechariah 4, the picture is given in 3:1–5, and the further description is in 3:6–10.
Finding the Central Idea from the Larger Context
The central idea is sometimes found in a “sandwich-type” structure. Many examples of this structure exist both in broad and restricted contexts.
1 Corinthians 12–14. First Corinthians 12:31–14:1 provides an example of a sandwich-type structure in a broad context. Paul ends the twelfth chapter with the command to “earnestly desire the greater gifts” (12:31a). The list preceding this command (v. 28) indicates the greater gifts were “first apostles, second prophets, third teachers.” Since the number of apostles was limited, the greatest gift available to most local churches was prophecy. The same form of the verb for “earnestly desire” comes again in 14:1 with the command to “desire earnestly spiritual gifts, but especially that you may prophesy” (emphasis added). This is a very slight variation of the same command. Sandwiched between those two commands is the thought best described in Paul’s own words: “And I show you a still more excellent way.… pursue love.” The central thought sandwiched between 1 Corinthians 12:31 and 14:1 is that the church is to pursue the greater gifts, but in so doing is to manifest the spirit of love described in chapter 13.
Hebrews 10–12. Hebrews 10:32–12:1 provides another “sandwich” example in a larger context. Chapter 10 ends with the reminder of “the former days, when … you endured” (10:32) and the present days, when “you have need of endurance” (v. 36). This is followed by what is known as “the faith chapter” (Heb. 11). The chapter division is really “an interruption to the thought” since the sense in chapter 11 “flows directly out of 10:35–39” and then flows naturally into chapter 12.4 The thought continues in 12:1–7 with the reminder that we are to “run with endurance the race that is set before us” and are to fix “our eyes on Jesus … who … endured the cross” and “consider Him who endured such hostility” (12:1–3). The author then wrote that “it is for discipline that you endure” (v. 7). A message communicated in chapter 11, sandwiched (as it were) between the closing verses of chapter 10 and the opening verses of chapter 12, is that a genuine faith is one which endures. This is evident both in the admonition on either side of this chapter and in most of the examples within the chapter itself.
2 Corinthians 6:11–7:4. One of the prime examples of sandwiching in a smaller context is found in 2 Corinthians 6:11–7:4. Recognizing this corrects the misunderstanding that has often arisen when 6:14–7:1 is separated from the commands on either side of it. The emphasis on openness of heart and mouth is clearly seen in the two commands, “Open wide to us also” (6:13) and “Make room for us in your hearts” (7:2). Couple this with Paul’s personal example of opening his heart and mouth to them in 6:11. Sandwiched between is the responsibility of not being unequally yoked together with unbelievers. This is accompanied by rhetorical questions to teach that we as believers have no partnership, fellowship, harmony, or agreement with unbelievers. In fact, we have nothing in common with them (vv. 14–16). Therefore, we must stop patterning our lives after the world. Instead, we need to “cleanse ourselves” from both the inner (spirit) and outer (flesh) defilement of sin so that such an openness of heart and mouth toward other Christians can exist (7:1).
Finding the Central Idea from Recurring Ideas
The central idea can sometimes be found by noting recurring ideas in a passage. As one reads and repeatedly rereads certain passages, an outstanding idea (or group of ideas) comes to the fore. By observing this, he can catch the emphasis of the author.
Ephesians 1:3–14. One of the key passages in which the central idea is found by merging recurring ideas of a context is Ephesians 1:3–14. As Robinson wrote,
But as we read it again and again we begin to perceive certain great words recurring and revolving round a central point:
“The will” of God: vv. 5, 9, 11.
“To the praise of His glory”: vv. 6, 12, 14.
“In Christ”: vv. 3, 4, 6, 7, 9, 10bis, 11, 12, 13bis.
The will of God working itself out to some glorious issue in Christ—that is the theme.5
Using the words in the passage, these verses can be summarized in the statement that God is doing all things after the counsel of His will in and through the person of Christ for the praise of His glory.
Matthew 6:19–33. The portion of the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 6:19–33 has both a mixture of recurring ideas and a related statement of the central idea. When taken together, the two conclusively convey the message of the passage. The twofold reminder by Jesus to “stop being anxious” (v. 25, author’s translation) and “never be anxious” (vv. 31, 34, author’s translation) frames the illustrations regarding anxiety (vv. 26–30). Then the contrasting command comes: “But seek first His kingdom and His righteousness; and all these things [the things over which we tend to become anxious as delineated earlier] shall be added to you” (v. 33). It is plain, then, that believers are to both stop being anxious and refrain from becoming anxious about physical needs. They are rather to seek God’s kingdom and righteousness and trust Him for their provisions.
Determining the Outline of a Passage
There is a need to determine not only the central idea of a passage but also the outline that reflects the thinking of the author. Three basic principles should guide us as we discuss outlining for expository preaching. These three will somehow recur time and time again in the following discussion of individual passages.
Communicate the message; don’t just outline it. Concentrate on the communication of the message, not just its outline. We have such a penchant for nice, pat outlines. Having an outline is not bad. Nor is it bad to have an outline that people can remember, but creating an outline that inadequately reflects a passage’s meaning is terrible. When having a special outline into which preconceived human ideas can fit usurps the importance of teaching the central idea of a section, then the would-be expositor has lost his bearings. At that point, the message ceases to be an exposition of Scripture and becomes an exposition of the preacher’s thoughts.
Find the outline; don’t create it. As illustrated by the backpacking trip described earlier, many preachers have trouble remembering the points of their message (causing them to refer to notes constantly) because they have made their own path through a passage and are not following the clear path dictated by a biblical author.
Let the passage dictate to you; don’t dictate to it. A major danger for those who prefer neat, three- or four-point outlines with parallel points is that the passage may not lend itself to that luxury. When it does not, you dare not force it. One of the greatest compliments ever paid me was given inadvertently when a lady commented after a message, “I came to realize that you didn’t have an outline; it just flowed.” Actually I did have an outline I was following, but it was inconspicuous; that is how it should be. As will be discussed later, a book like James should not be made to fit into a simple, western thought-pattern since it reflects a different mind-set that should be honored by being communicated.
If space permitted, this same plea also could be made for the understanding of entire books of the Bible. Two examples must suffice. It is easiest to remember the contents of Genesis by focusing on four key activities and four key individuals, but it is better to emphasize the oft-repeated “the book of the generations of …” in outlining the book. In addition, Acts can be outlined in a number of ways. We would do well, though, to consider the progress reports which conclude six sections of that book (6:7; 9:31; 12:24; 16:5; 19:20; 28:30, 31). The reader who reflects on these divisions defined by Luke gains further insight into the meaning of the author.
Basic Contextual Outlining
It is indisputable that an expositor must concentrate on determining the outline that best reflects the thought pattern of the author. A few examples will illustrate the principles given above.
1 Thessalonians 1. The central idea of the first chapter of 1 Thessalonians revolves around the statement, “We give thanks” (v. 2). This clause is then followed by three participles (vv. 2b, 3, 4) that describe different aspects of that thanksgiving. The first participle (v. 2b) tells the manner of the thanksgiving, the second (v. 3) the time of the thanksgiving, and the third (v. 4) the reason for the thanksgiving. Verses 5 and following are connected with verse 4 by a causal particle that indicates the thoughts to follow are subordinate to verse 4. The author thereby distinctly indicates that, although other important thoughts occur in the chapter, the chapter’s major thought or theme is thanksgiving with an explanation of (1) how it is done, (2) when it is done, and (3) why it is done.
With the syntactical flow of the chapter in mind, it is then possible to study a single section within that context in detail. Once again, the structure is of supreme importance. Verse 3, for example, has three parallel ideas that are indicated by three nouns of action: work, labor, and endurance. These three are connected with three Christian graces: faith, love, and hope. The nouns of action describe three characteristics of the Christians in Thessalonica that are needed in any church seeking to fulfill its God-given responsibility. The church needs workers, especially those who labor to the point of fatigue and do not give up in their labor for the Lord.
The words for faith, hope, and love can in turn be classified as subjective genitives.6 This indicates that the needed work is produced by those who have faith; the needed labor to the point of fatigue is produced by those who have sacrificial love; and the much-needed endurance is seen in the lives of those who have directed their hope toward the Lord Jesus Christ. In the final analysis, what the church really needs to fulfill its mission are faith, love, and hope. Genuine faith, love, and hope will motivate those who possess them to work, to labor to the point of fatigue, and to endure to the end. These elements should be reflected in both the message and the outline of this verse.
2 Thessalonians 1. Thanksgiving is also the leading thought in 2 Thessalonians 1. Here Paul not only gives thanks but also reminds his readers that they are obligated “to give thanks” (v. 3; see also 2:13). This is important to remember when preaching on this chapter. Because several significant eschatological statements come in this portion, many think of this passage only as eschatological truth, but the author’s primary purpose is not to present an eschatological treatise. He is, rather, expressing some of the major reasons for his thanksgiving for his readers. The two major parts of this chapter are the thanksgiving (1:3–10) and the prayer (1:11, 12). Thanksgiving for what God is doing for them [and us] in the present (vv. 4, 5) and what God will do for them [and us] in the future (vv. 6–10) should receive prime emphasis in an exposition of the former of the chapter’s two sections.
Galatians 6:1–10. This text is an excellent example of a passage that plainly outlines itself. As mentioned earlier, the central thought of the passage is in verse 10. With that as a starting point, the section’s development is obvious. Also, its relationship with the preceding context must be kept in view. This passage describes the lifestyle of an individual who is filled with the Spirit and manifests His fruit:
Central idea: As those who are walking by the Spirit and manifesting the fruit of the Spirit …
1A. What are we to do? (6:10)
“let us do good to all men”
1B. Do good to all men (stated but not developed)
2B. (Do good) especially to the household of faith
What does this entail? This is developed in 6:1–8:
1C. Repair
1D. The command (6:1a)
2D. The caution (6:1b)
2C. Bear
1D. The command (6:2)
2D. The caution (6:3–5)
3C. Share
1D. The command (6:6)
2D. The caution (6:7–8)
2A. When are we to do it? (6:10a)
“while we have opportunity”
3A. Why are we to do it? (6:9)
“in due time we shall reap if we do not grow weary”
Figure 12–1
Galatians 6:1–10
Zechariah 4. Zechariah 4:1–14 is one of many Old Testament portions that naturally and easily outline themselves. The main thought of the passage, as noted above, is in verse 6. The verses before that (vv. 1–5; see also vv. 11–14) describe in pictorial form the truth of verse 6. The verses which follow (vv. 7–10) present the outworking of the same truth in the life of God’s servant.
The expositor should use care in outlining. Although some segments fall into an easily recognized and preachable outline, some are not so simple to outline, and a simple structure should not be imposed upon them. Two important passages illustrate where the thrust of an author and not a simple outline must be adhered to if the progression of thought is to surface accurately.
A String of Pearls
James 1:1–12 is most correctly viewed as a beautiful string of pearls. That is the best way to describe the progress of James’s argument. Several considerations indicate that verse 12 is a summary of verses 2–11, one of the most significant being that the noun form of the word for “trial” found in verse 2 and again in verse 12 is used exclusively in these verses. This contrasts with the verb form of the same word (translated “tempt”) which is found exclusively in verses 13 and 14. The shift in forms indicates a new subject.
Having concluded that the first section extends from verse 2 to verse 12, the passage can be divided roughly as follows:
1A. What we are to do—1:2
2A. Why we are to do this—1:3–4
3A. How we are to do this—1:5–8
4A. How this practically affects our lives—1:9–11
5A. What lies ahead for those who live this way—1:12
Figure 12–2
James 1:1–12
Even if this outline were used, however, the expositor could fail to convey adequately, if not personally understand, the author’s logical development. This section of James 1, and indeed the whole book, is not outlined according to western standards. This structure, and therefore our preaching on the chapter, should be characterized more as “a string of pearls,” since that is what it is. Even from the English text one can see that “endurance” is the closing thought of verse 3 and the opening thought of verse 4. The same pattern is followed with the use of “perfect” in verse 4a and verse 4b, “lacking” in verse 4b and verse 5a, “ask” in verse 5a and verse 6a, and “doubting” in verse 6a and verse 6b. Following a beautiful string of precious jewels like this is an important part of an exposition of this passage and others like it.
This is important to remember because James is not the only author to do this. On a broader scale, Paul has many examples of this structure. An understanding of this helps the expositor see not only the flow of an entire section, but also the interrelationship of thoughts in successive sections in a book.
Waves of the Sea
Another type of structure occurs in the first chapter of Ephesians. The person studying verses 3 through 14 is best served by realizing that Paul did not use a simple, balanced outline. In fact, to impose a symmetrical outline on this passage overlooks either the message or the feelings of the verses. The paragraph is emotion-packed. Paul had labored hard and fought many battles as God’s servant and now that he and his ministry were well along in years, he reflected on all that God had done and was doing. As he did so, he could not even bring himself to pen the letter in his normal style, but rather broke out in ecstatic praise to God. The outpouring of praise is not smoothly structured, according to usual standards. To regard it as such is to miss the impact of his words. The thoughts expressed could best be compared to waves smashing against the seashore, one after another. The same thoughts kept coming back time and again, but each time with varying intensity.
This section recalls another picture: that of the finale in most fireworks displays. Burst after burst explodes in the sky. Without a replay, it is impossible at one viewing to define or appreciate fully any single burst. The entire experience must be fully appreciated, albeit with a sense of awe. That is the thrust of this passage. To pick it up, one needs to concentrate on the powerful waves that keep smashing upon the seashore or on the magnificent bursts of light that break out against a dark sky, or, if you will, on those deeply impressive, transcendent thoughts that keep presenting themselves.
Even so, some sections of Ephesians 1:3–14 may, and even should, be dealt with another way. After the overwhelming experience of viewing so much light exploding all at once against a darkened sky and of gaining an appreciation for the overall thrust of the passage, it is helpful to go back and look carefully at each segment of the magnificent display. After all, the words have so much beneficial information for healthy Christian living. More than one message is necessary if the expositor or his audience is to approach a full awareness of the significance of what Paul said.
The importance of each detail is evident as early as the first verse in this passage (Eph. 1:3). It has some of the book’s major themes in capsulized form. When developing this verse, one needs simply to follow each word in sequence to find the outline. For outlining, the words of the verse can be used or headings with the same ideas can be adapted. Notice both in the following illustration.
As we look at the opening words of Ephesians 1:3, it is instantly apparent that Paul had, for some reason, interrupted his normal epistolary introduction. He usually began with thanksgiving and prayer for his readers. He had these here, but only after he completed this initial outburst of praise (see vv. 15, 16). What caused him (and will cause us) to break forth in such an outburst of praise? Undoubtedly it was reflecting on the unity God has brought to His church, but ultimately it was centered in Paul’s understanding of:
1A. The Source of Our Blessings (1:3a)
“God … has blessed us”
(Incidentally, God’s name only appears here in the twelve verses, and yet He is the agent of most of the active as well as passive actions referred to.)
2A. The Scope/Substance of Our Blessing (1:3b)
“with every spiritual blessing”
(It cannot be overemphasized that one of the greatest hindrances to understanding this book is that the blessings defined herein are not material, neither physical nor financial, but spiritual.)
3A. The Sphere of Our Blessing (1:3c)
1B. “in heavenly places”
(One cannot even begin to comprehend the message of the book without understanding the significance of this phrase and, one need not, in fact should not, go outside the bounds of the book to understand it.)
2B. “in Christ”
(Without this the message of Ephesians does not exist.)
Figure 12–3
Ephesians 1:3
Choosing a Title for a Message
Devising catchy titles for messages has become a highly developed skill for many preachers. But as important as titles are, coming up with great titles is not a primary criterion for a true expositor. It is possible to labor hard and long to come up with that special wording to attract the attention of many, only to find that very few people pay attention to it or even care. Title-searching can become a significant drain on a preacher’s time. It is necessary to remember at least a few basic principles with respect to titles.
Titles Should Reflect the Content of the Message
Make the title reflect what the sermon will say. Recently a paper with a very catchy title was offered at a conference. One listener commented, “The content of the paper was in no way reflected in the title.” In another setting, a skilled musician, while discussing a certain cantata, said, “The problem with the works prepared by that composer is that too often ‘the form transcends the message.’ ” These two thoughts should be kept in mind when choosing a title for a message. The title should reflect the sermon content and should in no way transcend or obscure it.
An example of having a title that reflects the message of a passage can be drawn from 1 Peter 2:1–10. These verses are a unit. The “therefore” in verse 1 indicates that the unit is a logical outgrowth of 1:22–25. Three distinct subsections compose the unit: 2:1–3; 2:4–8; and 2:9–10. The first centers around the command to crave the word with unquenchable thirst (see v. 2). The main emphasis of the last subsection is on proclaiming the excellencies of God (see v. 9). But what is the essence of verses 4–8?
A study of the titles given to 1 Peter 2:4–8 reveals that despite the fact that the rest of the verses speak primarily of Christ and not the believer, the focus is often placed on the spiritual sacrifices of verse 5. Yet the focus of even verse 5 is on Him. Believers are “living stones” (v. 5) only because of their relationship to Him who is by quality a “living stone” (v. 4). In addition, the only reason why the spiritual sacrifices please God is their channeling “through Jesus Christ” (v. 5). In the choice of a title, then, the focus must be on the person of Christ rather than the work of the believer, on Him to whom the believer continually comes (v. 4). Only then, secondarily, is attention drawn to the believer’s relationship to and service for Him.
With this background, some preliminary titles come to mind that reflect the content of the subsections while showing their close relationship to each other.
1. Our relationship to the Word of God—2:1–3
2. Our relationship to the Son of God—2:4–8
3. Our relationship to those without God—2:9–10
An awareness of these three central ideas leads to the following titles for a series of messages on these three sections.
1. The Priority of the Child of God (thirst for the Word)—2:1–3
2. The Position of the Child of God (relationship to Christ)—2:4–8
3. The Privilege of the Child of God (proclamation)—2:9–10
Whatever the titles may be, they must reflect the meaning of the passage and hence the contents of the sermon.
The Time Spent Should Reflect the Importance of the Title
Allot time required for sermon-title preparation according to its importance in comparison with the importance of the sermon’s content. On some special occasions a title could determine the number and nature of the people who attend. At such times, one does well to give more attention to the title, always, of course, assuring that it reflects the sermon content. On most occasions, however, the title has little to do with the nature or the number of those in attendance. Most people pay more attention to what is preached than to the sermon title. It is hoped that people will return every week because they know they will receive God’s message, not because of a titillating title. Therefore, without neglecting the title altogether, concentrate most attention on the content of the message.
The Title Should Complement the Message
Make the title complement the message in its thoughtfulness and pattern. This suggestion needs to be applied in line with the two previous ones regarding sermon content and time spent. Most people will revisit a restaurant because of the food served—that is, sermon content—and not just because the table setting looks good. But on the other hand, it is uniquely rewarding when they can to go to a restaurant that provides both a nice atmosphere and a good meal. Therefore, it is important, in giving due regard to the content of and time spent on the message, to give some consideration to the setting in which you place your sermon. The title is what provides a sermon with its “atmosphere.” One that measures up to the content of the message in thought and form is definitely beneficial.
The Necessary Discipline
Undoubtedly, there are some great natural athletes. When it comes to the field of expositors, however, probably no such thing as a great natural expositor exists. To be a true and acknowledged expositor of the Word requires discipline. It takes hard work and thorough preparation for which there are no substitutes. A lot of time and effort must be spent establishing the central idea and determining the outline of a passage. Some time also should be given to the sermon title. All three phases must accurately reflect, and none should obscure or take precedence over, the message of both the human and divine authors of Scripture.
ÿ1 That is, studies of individual words.
ÿ2 That is, the discipline that examines how words, phrases, and clauses are joined to each other.
3 See Warren Wiersbe, The Dynamics of Preaching (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999).
4 James Moffatt, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews, International Critical Commentaries (reprint, Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1968), 158; see 156, 192.
5 J. Armitage Robinson, Commentary on Ephesians (reprint, Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1979), 19.
6 That is, the noun in the genitive case acts as a subject and performs the action implied in the substantive that it qualifies.
MacArthur, J. (2005). MacArthur Pastor's Library on Preaching (183). Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson Publishers.
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Introductions, Illustrations, and Conclusions
Richard L. Mayhue
The three “undervalued” components of expository sermon preparation include introductions, illustrations, and conclusions. Due to the complexities of pastoral ministry in general and message preparation particularly, pastors tend to let these three slide. The congregation, in contrast, eagerly looks forward to how its pastor will handle these elements of the message. This discussion, which intends to equip the preacher for a new level of expository excellence, is built around purposes, sources, variations, guidelines, and preparation tips for these three parts of an exposition.
The relationship of seasonings and sauces to gourmet cooking parallels the role of introductions, illustrations, and conclusions in preaching. The main meal, or the message, should never be eclipsed by secondary features; nonetheless, these garnishings can dramatically enhance the flavor/interest level of a meal/message well prepared in other respects.
None of these three elements can replace the Holy Spirit’s work of impacting people with the power of God’s Word. However, to ignore or minimize these proven features of good communication makes a preacher negligent in exercising his human responsibility to be as effective as possible.
You can usually tell how a pastor’s week went by his introduction, illustrations, and conclusion; hectic times tend to crowd out or minimize his time spent on them. Whether they are deemed unimportant to the communication process, excessively time consuming in proportion to their perceived value, or unappealing hard work, slighting them can measurably lessen the potential impact of a message from a purely human perspective. Robinson reminds us, “Introductions and conclusions have significance in a sermon out of proportion to their length.”1 Avoid the deception of underrating their importance.
If a preacher fails to gain his audience’s attention with a captivating introduction, he has probably lost them for the rest of the message. If his main points are not clarified or made memorable with quality illustrations, then the effect of his message can be short-lived. If he bypasses concluding his remarks with a review or exhortation, the purpose of the message will probably not be achieved. The ensuing discussion describes how to avoid these common pitfalls.
Introductionsÿ2
By definition, “to introduce” means to acquaint or to bring into play for the first time. The introduction is to a sermon as an opening kickoff and run-back are to a football game, as the initial volleys of gunfire are to a battle, or as a departure from a harbor is to an ocean voyage. It is a time for everyone to acclimate to what follows the initial situation and to gain a sense of direction.
Someone has said that the introduction to a sermon may be likened to the prelude to a poem, the preface to a book, the portico to a building, or the preamble to the statement of a case in court. The prelude introduces us to a poem, suggests its method and meaning or message. The preface to a book also does that.… An introduction, then, must introduce.3
Purposes
The element of ethos, that is, the preacher’s perceived credibility in the mind of his audience, can be markedly influenced by the kind and quality of his introduction.4 This is especially true in cases where listeners have no previous acquaintance with their preacher. As the adage goes, “First impressions are lasting impressions.” The initial impact of the introduction may even shape the final effect of a message.
Listed below are some of the major reasons why introductions are important and what a preacher can accomplish with them. Not every introduction will necessarily incorporate every reason. The setting, the relationship of the preacher to the audience, and the kind of message determine the appropriate combination of these purposes. Overall, the introduction will put the preacher and his hearers mentally in step with each other:
1. Capture and redirect the audience’s attention to focus on the preacher and his message.
2. Enhance the audience’s goodwill toward the preacher.
3. Create audience interest in and anticipation of the body of a message.
4. Demonstrate the biblical importance of a message.
5. Answer every listener’s unspoken question, “Why should I listen to this message?”
6. Orient listeners to the preacher’s wavelength.
7. Make the preacher’s intended course of discussion clear to his audience so that they can follow along and not get lost on the preaching journey.
Variations
Only a preacher’s imagination and creativity limit the kinds of effective introductions. The introduction used, however, should be tailored to fit a speaker’s relationship to his audience, the occasion for the message, and the intended outcome of the sermon.
Consider the following examples of effective kinds of introduction.5 These suggestions assume that the expositor reads continually for fresh ideas and insights into both the biblical text and life itself.
1. Current statistics which highlight a contemporary problem to be addressed in the message.
2. Historical illustrations that serve to acquaint listeners with the message theme.
3. Humor.
4. Current events that relate to the message.
5. Careful reading of the biblical text from which the message comes.
6. Real-life stories.
7. Biographical illustrations.
8. Striking quotations.
9. Rhetorical questions directed to the audience.
10. Personal experiences of the preacher.
11. References to current, well-known books.
12. Life-related problems for which biblical solutions will be forthcoming.
13. Contemporary confusion over biblical teaching to which the preacher will bring correction and clarity.
14. Highly interesting personal correspondence.
15. Appropriate prayer.
16. Fictional stories.
17. Modern-day parables.
18. Personal testimony.
19. Hymns related to the message.
20. Asking an audience for their response to a hypothetical situation.
Guidelines
Every introduction should have a clear purpose—both to the preacher and the congregation. It should never be hastily prepared or indiscriminately tacked on to a message. Use these factors to evaluate the appropriateness and effectiveness of your introduction:
1. Does it fit the occasion? For example, the introduction of a message at a banquet would be different than one in a worship service.
2. Does it connect with—that is, actually introduce—the subject of your message?
3. Do you deliver in the message what you promise in the introduction?
4. Is it short, like an appetizer in relation to the main course (generally no more than five to ten minutes)?
5. Do you avoid using humor just for humor’s sake?
6. Do you create the highest possible level of interest to capture the audience’s attention?
7. Is the introduction crisp and striking?
Preparation
As a general rule, development of introductions comes toward the end of message preparation. That way the message is pretty much in place and the introduction can have the highest level of relationship to the central focus of the exposition.
As I write this chapter, three sermons I plan to preach soon are before me. Let me use these to “flesh out” the guidelines just given. I selected a parishioner’s personal note—“Brother, don’t ever try to be a big preacher. Instead, preach a big Savior”—and a striking C. S. Lewis quote on pride to introduce the message on David’s battle with ego in 1 Chronicles 21:1–7.
A moving letter from a severely discouraged pastor friend opened my message on Peter’s “sifting” by Satan in Luke 22:31–34:
I am presently looking for a second job in order to offset the possibility that the church might not be able to pay my salary in the near future. It is the most soul-destroying, wearisome activity I have ever endured. But it has given me a remarkable insight into the financial pressures and discouragements of men who cannot find work or are underemployed.
Please pray for the church and its growth. Please pray for me; Satan regularly overwhelms me with fears and discouragement. And, taking God out of the equation, his fears and discouragements are perfectly logical. I do not know when I last had a full night’s sleep without waking up in the midst of one of these satanic attacks. It has worked out for good, however, in that I have learned the value of incessant supplication before God’s throne, even though much of that time occurs when I would rather be sleeping.
Surprising words from psychologist Carol Tavris’s book Anger: The Misunderstood Emotion started my message “How to Control Your Anger” from James 1:19–20. Her book disagreed with the consensus of psychologists on anger and essentially confirmed what Scripture teaches. I did not use it to prove the Bible true, but rather to demonstrate that the field of psychology was being challenged by one of its own members to rethink the emotion of anger. I wanted to dislodge abruptly the mistaken notion that psychologists have all the answers and are in agreement on everything.
Illustrationsÿ6
“To illustrate” means to enlighten or to make clear. Few have expressed the value of illustrations as well as Spurgeon:
Mr. Paxton Hood once said, in a lecture that I heard him deliver, “Some preachers expect too much of their hearers; they take a number of truths into the pulpit as a man might carry up a box of nails; and then, supposing the congregation to be posts, they take out a nail, and expect it to get into the post by itself. Now that is not the way to do it. You must take your nail, hold it up against the post, hammer it in, and then clinch it on the other side; and then it is that you may expect the great Master of assemblies to fasten the nails so that they will not fall out.” We must try thus to get the truth into the people, for it will never get in of itself; and we must remember that the hearts of our hearers are not open, like a church door, so that the truth may go in, and take its place, and sit upon its throne to be worshipped there. No, we have often to break open the doors with great effort, and to thrust the truth into places where it will not at first be a welcome guest, but where, afterwards, the better it is known, the more it will be loved.
Illustrations and anecdotes will greatly help to make a way for the truth to enter; and they will do it by catching the ear of the careless and the inattentive. We must try to be like Mr. Whitefield, of whom a shipbuilder said, “When I have been to hear anybody else preach, I have always been able to lay down a ship from stem to stern; but when I listen to Mr. Whitefield, I cannot even lay the keel.” And another, a weaver, said, “I have often, when I have been in church, calculated how many looms the place would hold; but when I listen to that man, I forget my weaving altogether.” You must endeavour, brethren, to make your people forget matters relating to this world by interweaving the whole of divine truth with the passing things of every day, and this you will do by a judicious use of anecdotes and illustrations.7
The emphasis that writers of Scripture place on illustrations should be a most compelling motivation for us to walk in their footsteps. We delight in the imagery and illustrations of Old Testament prophets in such passages as Isaiah 20, Amos 5, and Ezekiel 1. Jesus also captivated His audience with illustrations from nature and with parables. Revelation becomes intensely memorable because of the numerous illustrations and imagery from the Old Testament. Wise is the contemporary preacher who emulates his ancient predecessors, not to mention using their materials as a primary source of illustrations.
Purposes
Here are the major “whys” of illustrating.8
1. To interest the mind and secure the continuing attention of the audience.
2. To make our preaching three dimensional and lifelike.
3. To explain Christian doctrine and duties in a clear understandable manner.
4. To communicate convincingly to those who respond better to pictures than to facts.
5. To ensure that the message is unforgettable.
6. To involve all the human senses in the communication process.
7. To catch the hearing of the disinterested.
Sourcesÿ9
Illustrations can be found everywhere. The keys to having good illustrations are continual searching, constant collecting plus filing, easy retrieval, and keen discernment to select just the right illustration.
Some of the most important places to look for illustrations include:
1. Your pastoral experience (used with great discretion).
2. The lives of other people (autobiographies, biographies, or personal acquaintances).
3. Newspapers and periodicals.
4. Illustration books.
5. Books and magazines, both Christian and secular.
6. Scripture.
7. Books of quotation.
8. Almanacs.
9. Specialty books like Guinness Book of World Records.
10. Hymnals and histories behind particular hymns.
11. Other men’s preaching, whether in person, in print, or on tape.
12. Hebrew, Aramaic, or Greek word studies.
13. Pastoral magazines such as Leadership or Pulpit Helps.
14. Biblically oriented archaeology, customs, or history books.
15. People in your congregation who help you by looking for illustrations.
16. Dictionaries and encyclopedias.
17. Science.
18. Devotional guides such as Our Daily Bread.
19. Biblical geography books.
20. Your personal and family life (use sparingly).
Guidelines
First, consider some “don’ts”: Don’t use canned, trite, or commonplace illustrations. Don’t use an illustration just because it is a great illustration; make sure it illustrates your point from the biblical text. Don’t betray personal or congregational confidences when illustrating from your pastoral experiences. Don’t use an illustration merely to move the congregation emotionally. Don’t be dishonest with personal illustrations by exaggerating or manufacturing an experience. Don’t repeatedly use your favorite illustrations.
Now, the “do’s”: Do be diligent in searching for and collecting the best illustrations. Do use just the right illustration to make your point. Do keep your congregation in mind; for example, illustrations from our American culture would not have worked when I preached in the Soviet Union. Do use illustrations to clarify the biblical text. Do be discriminating and use only choice illustrations. Do consult a wide variety of sources for your illustrations.
Preparation
Collecting and filing illustrations will only be as fruitful as your ability to retrieve them quickly, months or years later. No preferred method used by most expositors exists. Instead, each one develops a system that works for him.
Some of the ways to file include:
1. Alphabetically by topic.
2. Sequentially by biblical text.
3. Randomly in a general file of illustrations.
With experience, each preacher must decide what method or combination of methods is best for him. Remember the bottom line: being able to retrieve just the right illustration quickly when needed. Generally, you develop introductions and conclusions in the final stages of sermon preparation. In contrast, you collect illustrations months or years before you use them.
To illustrate the message on David’s pride in 1 Chronicles. 21:1–7, I used
1. A story told by a personal friend about an experience he had serving as a naval officer in Vietnam.
2. A quote about Satan from Goethe’s Faust.
3. A personal experience I had as a guest on a nationally broadcast Bible question-and-answer show.
4. A quote from a well-known Old Testament scholar.
5. Numerous biblical texts incorporating similar content or experiences to reinforce my point.
With Luke 22:31–34, I had these:
1. A list of famous people who at one time in their lives had been considered failures.
2. Abraham Lincoln’s less-than-illustrious career in politics prior to his excellent presidency.
3. The story of a British naval captain whose ship had a near collision.
4. Quotes from When Smart People Fail.
5. Numerous biblical citations to parallel the text in content or experience.
To shed light on the James 1:19–20 treatment of anger, I chose
1. A newspaper report of a medical study which linked excessive anger with disease.
2. A Chinese proverb on anger.
3. A quote by Thomas Jefferson on anger.
4. Parallel material on anger from Proverbs.
5. Old Testament characters who misused anger.
6. A quote from a secular physician on the destructive nature of anger.
7. Quotes from ancient literature on anger.
8. A Reader’s Digest story about a hot-headed man who murdered four people in an angry rage.
9. Numerous parallel passages in Scripture.
Conclusionsÿ10
“Ending,” “bringing to a close,” and “shutting up” all describe what the word “conclude” means. Most students of preaching agree that it is the most-likely-to-be-neglected aspect of proclamation. However, just as an athlete needs to finish strong at the end of a race or game, the preacher must be at his best in the closing minutes.
A conclusion must conclude. And in order to conclude well it must include. In order to conclude perfectly, it must also preclude. When we are concluding we are concluding. We are bringing everything to an end. A conclusion must include the things which have been said, as to their spiritual and moral impact and appeal; and it must preclude the possibility that those who listen may escape from the message, so far as is possible.11
Purposes
A conclusion should be tied directly to the end result that the biblical text requires of the audience. Multiple purposes for a conclusion because of diverse needs among the listeners are also possible.
Commonly, one or more purposes will help develop a conclusion:
1. Review or summarize the message content.
2. Explain the sermon’s application.12
3. Exhort the audience to obey the sermon’s appeal.
4. Call for some sort of decision to mark the beginning of the required obedience (this should be a part of all messages).
5. Encourage, comfort, or in some other way build up the flock with the message.
These purposes can normally be achieved directly. Other times they will be built into a real-life story or a prayer. Careful discrimination must dictate the most effective means.
When preachers desire to identify people who have made decisions in order to follow them up, several options in closing the message or the service are open. People can fill out decision cards in the pew or be asked to respond to an altar call. Also, trained counselors can be available and a prayer room open after every service where people know they can come in response to a concluding appeal.
Guidelines
Frequent neglect of conclusions has been compared to the game of golf. “The tee shot (introduction) is straight and true, the fairway game (body of the sermon) is skillfully played, but the preacher ‘blows’ his putt (the conclusion).”13 Here are some “putting” tips to help “break par” with your conclusion.
1. Do not add new material in a conclusion.
2. Make a conclusion clear and specific.
3. Let your conclusion reflect the demands of the passage you just preached.
4. Avoid prolonging your conclusion, especially with calls for decisions, thus usurping the Holy Spirit’s role in the appeal.
5. Be direct and brief (no more than five minutes as a general rule).
6. When you begin a conclusion, avoid lapsing back into the message. Conclude.
7. Direct the conclusion to cause people to change their beliefs and/or behavior.
8. Try to conclude with something for everyone: unbelievers and believers, young Christians and mature Christians.
Preparation
The idea of conclusion should be in mind all the way through the preparation process. A pertinent question is, “As a result of this message, what changes does God want in my life and the lives of those who hear it?” Then as “processing and principlizing” ends, the conclusion should start to take shape in your thinking. As you pull the message together, continue to sharpen and focus the pointedness of your conclusion.
The message on David’s pride (1 Chr. 21:1–7) concluded this way:
True humility will be marked by these qualities:
• A greater desire to serve than to be lord (Matt. 20:26, 27).
• Peace in being last rather than first (Matt. 20:16).
• Contentment in living low instead of high (Phil. 4:11, 12).
• More satisfaction in giving than receiving (Acts 20:35).
• A compulsion to forgive rather than to exact punishment (Matt. 18:21–35).
• A desire for exaltation only by the hand of God (Matt. 23:12).
These qualities marked the One who walked this earth as the model of humility, the Lord Jesus Christ. Let’s be like Him. “Blessed are the gentle, for they shall inherit the earth” (Matt. 5:5).
David’s confession in Psalm 32:1–7, a personal illustration from ministry, plus a quotation from Theodore Roosevelt closed the message on Peter’s near defeat in Luke 22:31–34. A key question with a practical answer capped off the message on anger from James 1:19–20: “If I sin with anger, how can I recover?”
Encouraging Excellence
John Stott reminded us,
It is an enormous privilege to be called to preach in the contemporary world, and to be a biblical expositor! For one then stands in the pulpit, with God’s Word in his hands, God’s Spirit in his heart, God’s people before his eyes, waiting expectantly for God’s voice to be heard and obeyed.14
With this great privilege comes an equally important responsibility. We all need to carry out our sacred duty to exposition at the highest level of excellence, an excellence that extends even to our introductions, illustrations, and conclusions.
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Thematic, Theological, Historical, and Biographical Expository Messages
Irvin A. Busenitz
To be truly biblical, preaching must be expository, even if it is thematic, theological, historical, or biographical. Expository sermons of these types must be thoroughly biblical, not only in their foundation but in their superstructure as well. The effectiveness of the messenger and the power of the message depend upon a close attention to the Word presented with grammatical, historical, literary, and contextual accuracy. For these special kinds of expository messages, certain guidelines must prevail, and many tools are available to assist the research process; but there are no shortcuts. The path to powerful preaching inevitably demands diligence in the Word.
Just as verse-by-verse preaching is not necessarily expository, preaching that is not verse-by-verse is not necessarily non-expository. Granted, some topical approaches are not expository, but such need not and certainly should not be the case. No book deals with topics that directly impact daily life more than the Bible. Thus, to be effective, all topical preaching and teaching, whether the topic be thematic, theological, historical, or biographical, must be consumed with expounding the Word.
Jesus expounded the Scriptures powerfully (Mark 1:22), but not always verse by verse. As an expositor, He sometimes spoke topically, using many different Old Testament Scriptures as the basis of His teaching. Sometimes He touched on a specific theme or aspect of theology, such as the nature of the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 13), divorce (Matthew 19), or how to pray (Matthew 6; Luke 11). At other times He employed a historical event (Luke 13:4–9) or character (Matt. 12:41–45). Yet He always used the Word as the foundation and building blocks of His instruction. On the basis of Jesus’ example, it can be unequivocally asserted that all truly biblical preaching is also expository and is not necessarily restricted to a verse-by-verse format. It can take alternative forms, too.
Topical preaching has many benefits. First, used at the end of one book study and before starting another, it provides variety. The change from one type of presentation to another often contributes freshness and causes increased attentiveness. Preaching on a theme or salient point of doctrine can give people a greater understanding of a particular subject, resulting in a greater impact on their lives. Larsen observed,
Topical preaching has a venerable place in the history of the craft. Its legitimacy is seen in the validity of biblical and systematic theology. While this should not be the first choice of the pastor-teacher, every pastor will preach topically on occasion.… Because the topical sermon can be more relentlessly unitary, one discovers that any list of the ten sermons which have most decisively influenced world culture and society consists mostly if not entirely of topical sermons.1
Second, restricting preaching solely to the verse-by-verse method without including any kind of didactic treatment of major biblical themes, doctrines, and ethical teachings is to make an unbiblical distinction between preaching and teaching, thereby withholding from a congregation essential perspectives on the Word. Stevenson asked,
Is there any reason why he should meet them week after week but leave them ignorant of doctrinal meanings …? The didactic and kerygmatic sides of the gospel cannot be separated, one to be assigned to the pulpit, the other to the church school. To separate one from the other is to kill both.2
Precautions
Contrary to what is frequently thought (and, by the preponderance of its usage, apparently taught), topical preaching is not always the easiest. In many respects, it is the most difficult when done with correctness and accuracy. Consider these reasons. First, the biblical text often used for topical homilies is merely a springboard for launching a selected topic and has no inherent relationship to the topic of the message. When this happens, the preacher draws from his own personal perspectives, ideas, principles, and world view to develop the subject. This is not expository preaching. The preacher’s proper task is to deliver the goods, not to manufacture them. He is the waiter, not the chef. Therefore, the biblical text must be his resource, the fountain of truth to which he constantly resorts, from which he himself continually drinks and from which he faithfully draws to satisfy the thirst of others. Exercising this kind of control over topical preaching is hard work.
Second, the Scriptures garnered to support the emphasis of a topical message are many times wrested from their context and forced to teach something they do not espouse. The memorization of selected verses of the Bible, beneficial in and of itself, frequently exacerbates the problem. For example, how often has Matthew 18:20 (“For where two or three have gathered together in My name, there I am in their midst”) been employed to console the faithful few at poorly attended prayer meetings, rather than to assure divine presence and enablement in implementing church discipline? This type of pitfall is most common, often capturing its victims unwittingly. Noting its dangers, Stevenson asserts, “To the extent that this kind of preaching uses the Bible at all, it does so to exploit or devour it and not to listen to it, let alone to stand under it and be guided by it.”3 In such cases, pastors “are using the text as its masters rather than serving the text as its ministers.”4 Avoiding this type of danger is very time-demanding. Whether the subject is thematic or theological, each Scripture must be thoroughly researched so as to do justice to its historical and literary context.
Third, though “problem preaching” or “life-situation preaching” may bring much contemporaneity to the pulpit and thus capitalize on relevant issues, it often generates greater focus on the problem than on the solution. It may also occasionally expose the preacher to a “he’s-preaching-at-me” accusation. Broadus cautioned against a restricted focus on one’s immediate concerns:
Subject preaching is the orator’s method par excellence. It lends itself to finished discourse. But it has its dangers. The preacher easily becomes interested in finding subjects that are interesting and readily yield a good oration rather than such as have a sure Christian and scriptural basis or such as come close home to the needs of his people. He is tempted to think more of his ideas and his sermons than of “rightly dividing the word of truth” and leading men into the Kingdom of God. He is in danger also of preaching in too narrow a field of truth and human need, since of necessity he will be drawn to those subjects that interest him personally or with which he is already familiar. Unless, therefore, he is constantly widening his horizon by diligent study, he will soon exhaust his resources.5
Consequently, great diligence is required to avoid a “problem-only” orientation when using this method. With a reasonably broad coverage of the Bible in one’s preaching, a wide variety of problems and life situations can be addressed naturally and delicately without violating expository boundaries in employing a “topical” approach.
When preaching on a theme, a theological doctrine, or a historical event or character, the expositor must endeavor to utilize Scripture fully in his preaching. His task is to unfold the Scriptures, not merely to enfold them into a topic. The latter will bend the Word to conform to the preacher’s perspective; the former will bend the preacher’s perspective to conform to the Word. This is important, because it is the Word that is “living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword” (Heb. 4:12). It is the Scriptures that bear witness about Christ (John 5:39). It is the Gospel that is “the power of God for salvation” (Rom. 1:16). Desire to be relevant or current must not prevail over biblical authority. Through the knowledge of the Word, the Spirit of God convicts, directs, and strengthens for Christian living.
Consequently, unless the Scriptures constitute the basis for all the structural elements of a sermon and unless the expositor labors diligently in the context of each of the texts he cites, a sermon will inevitably lack the power of the Word of Truth rightly divided, and hearers will be misled, both in the substance of what is taught and in the example of Bible study methodology. As Koller has poignantly noted, “The preacher must lead his people into the text, not away from it.”6
General Principles
Sermons are classified in different ways, so it is not always evident what category a sermon falls into. Some are categorized on the basis of content and others according to homiletical style. Most classifications must be viewed as nothing more than a skeleton, rough sketches around which the artist crafts the findings of his study. Consequently, the type of sermon chosen depends on which type will match the message to be preached. The sermon-type is to serve, not dominate. Hence the underlying commitment must not be to the class of sermon, but to the sine qua non dictated by biblical hermeneutics and the sermon-preparation process. As a respected authority has noted, these must guide the craftsman:
[Sermon structures] are always secondary to purpose and utility. They are tools, and in the shaping of tools and the techniques for handling tools experimentation and invention are desirable. But these require intelligence and faithfulness to underlying principles.7
Some underlying principles are well defined and very specific, applying more directly to one type of sermon structure than to another. Other guidelines are more generic and give equally significant direction for all types. General principles will be reviewed next and, after this, specific guidelines will be outlined.
When?
The times when a preacher may wish to present an expository sermon with a thematic, theological, historical, or biographical structure are many and varied. A most effective, and probably the easiest, time is when one is preaching through a book and arrives at a subject requiring greater depth of explanation. For example, when preaching through the Gospel of John, one may pause at 1:1 for an extra message (or extra messages) on the deity of Christ, including a discussion of the related Jehovah’s Witness errors; at 1:12, 13 to treat the subject of divine election; at 1:14 to discuss the incarnation of Christ; or at 4:24 for a series on worshiping God.
A pastor must be careful, however, not to become too involved with every topic that stems from the text. Too many topical messages along the way cause the audience to lose the train of thought of the ongoing consecutive exposition. In the return to book exposition after a topical study, it is imperative to review the structural and thematic flow of the book.
Other occasions for topical sermons include times of significant events in the life of a church, a community, or the world. The death of a church-family member or a tragedy in the community are also suitable occasions for topic-centered messages. Wars (especially those in the Middle East) give unsurpassed opportunities to focus on subjects like eschatology, the return of the Lord, the omnipotence and sovereignty of God, and the holiness and judgment of God. Major earthquakes give similar openings to treat earthquakes of the Bible, including the significance of such an event and the time frame of its biblical occurrence.
Special days like Christmas, Easter, and Mother’s or Father’s Day are the most obvious times for topical sermons. Such special occasions often generate increased church attendance and greater attentiveness to the teaching of the Word. They can be strategic occasions for greater effectiveness. However, though one does not want to miss the opportunities such times afford, it is not necessary to produce a special sermon for every special occasion. Pressure to generate something new every time can lead to eisegesisÿ8 rather than exegesis. Unger warned,
Topical sermons most readily suggest themselves for special days and events of the year. But the faithful preacher must beware that the incessant clamor of special days and events of the year for recognition does not prove a temptation to lure him from true Bible exposition. [Special days] tend to crowd out solid exposition of the Bible and to displace it with superficial preaching deficient in Biblical content and appeal.9
Special days and events bring with them significant beneficial effects, both to the process of sermon preparation and to the hearers. People are often caught up with the significance of the day or moment, allowing the pastor to build his sermon from the foundation already in place. The joy of Mother’s Day or the excitement generated at Christmas often enhances the impact of a message.
How?
Some very basic principles must undergird all preaching of God’s Word. Because it is His Word, it must be studied and presented with care and accuracy. James 3:1 is an ever-present warning and should not be overlooked or underestimated! These underlying principles are, in many respects, the same for all sermons, regardless of their homiletical structure or manner of textual focus. However, sermons that focus on particular subjects or issues are by their very nature extremely vulnerable to particular short-comings. Consequently, the fundamental principles of preparation require constant attention in this type of preaching.
The first of these principles is contextual analysis. Whether one is preaching thematically, theologically, historically, or biographically, he must give close attention to the context of each verse or phrase used in preaching. This is especially true if he is using other passages and cross-references to develop a subject. It is dangerously easy to slip into “proof-texting”10 when developing this kind of message. A verse in support of a sermon point may contribute to great oratory, but be wrong for expository preaching! As Haddon Robinson puts it, “A text cannot mean what it has not meant.”11
Contextual analysis requires attention to both the immediate and the remote contexts. Focusing on the remote context draws attention to the thematic unfolding of an entire book. For example, understanding 1 John as setting forth various tests which people may apply to see whether they are in the faith, as Robert Law convincingly demonstrates it does,12 will significantly influence the interpretation of individual texts within the epistle.
A study of the immediate context will yield equally significant benefits. For example, Hebrews 13:5b (“I will never desert you, nor will I ever forsake you”) is frequently quoted meaninglessly and applied inaccurately, because it has been detached from verse 5a (“Let your character be free from the love of money, being content with what you have”). This principle is often paid lip service, but the actual expending of energy toward its true implementation is far more difficult and too rarely practiced. Researching the context of narrative and biographical passages, especially of the Old Testament, can demand extra effort because they are frequently lengthy.
The second principle is historical analysis. While often overlooked or summarily passed over, this kind of study can generate tremendous insight into a passage and result in a significantly improved comprehension of the text. For example, a historical study of the Feast of Tabernacles and the ritual reenactment of God’s provision of water from a rock in the wilderness furnishes a sharpened perception of John 7:37–38: “If any man is thirsty, let him come to Me and drink. He who believes in Me, as the Scripture said, ‘From his innermost being shall flow rivers of living water.’ ” In the preaching of Matthew 19:1–12, the text comes alive with the observation that the Pharisees’ query regarding divorce takes place in Perea, the precise region where Herod Antipas beheaded John the Baptist after being confronted by John regarding his divorce (Matt. 14:1–12). It is obvious that the Pharisees were attempting to lure Jesus into a situation where Herod might kill him, too.
A third general principle is literary analysis, which basically looks at the type of literature in which the text is found. Is it biography, history, letter, proverb, parable, or what? Aune noted the importance of carefully observing the literary form of a passage:
Literary genres and forms are not simply neutral containers used as convenient ways to package various types of written communication. They are social conventions that provide contextual meaning for the smaller units of language and text they enclose. The original significance that a literary text had for both author and reader is tied to the genre of that text, so that the meaning of the part is dependent upon the meaning of the whole.13
Each genre embodies characteristics that are distinctive; thus, each requires attention to its own unique interpretive principles. For instance, Jesus’s teaching on prayer in Luke 18:2 is prefaced with these words: “Now He was telling them a parable” (v. 1). The interpreter is informed that the teaching is to be construed in keeping with principles of parabolic hermeneutics. Therefore, the interpretive strategy has obvious differences from one adopted in Exodus 20:15: “You shall not steal.” Recognizing and understanding the genre of a given passage prompts a reading strategy, rules out false expectations, and represents an entrée to the meaning of the text.14
In the final analysis, placing the preaching text within the broader contextual, historical, and literary framework of the biblical author simply extends to the Bible the same courtesy that we extend to the morning newspaper. Only when that is done will one grasp the authorial intent and release the power of the “rightly divided” Word. These principles elicit a commitment of time and energy, and generally do not yield instant results. Yet their fruit is sweet and the rewards great for using them.
Specific Principles
Thematic Preaching
Guidelines. As a safeguard against selecting a text that does not accurately undergird the subject under consideration, the first principle for thematic preaching requires that the primary text for the sermon be chosen contextually—that is, as faithfully reflecting what the text means in its own context. Too often in thematic preaching, a sermon is prepared on a purely topical basis, and the text chosen as a “motto” to sound the theme and bless the preacher’s ideas.
Unfortunately, this is an exploitation of the biblical text. The text “simply serves as a catalyst; the actual content of the sermon is derived elsewhere and frequently could have been suggested just as well by a fortune cookie.”15 Instead of accurately expounding the Scriptures, the would-be expositor heralds nothing more than personal or cultural values saturated with randomly chosen Bible verses.
Preachers are called to be ministers of the word of God. This means that the sermon should be much more than ‘one man’s opinion’; the sermon should be the word of God.… A sermon is the word of God only to the extent that it faithfully proclaims the word of God in the Bible.16
The Word of God rightly divided brings authority to the sermon, thereby protecting the preacher from heresy and, at the same time, giving the audience a means to validate and defend the instruction.
A second principle for thematic preaching is to focus on biblical word (or sometimes, short-phrase) studies, researching in particular those words around which the theme is built. For example, when preaching on 1 Thessalonians 5:16 (“rejoice always”), one researches the meanings and biblical usage of the words “rejoice,” “joy,” and the general exhortations in Scripture to be glad. In the process, various aspects of rejoicing will emerge, such as its source(s), its hindrances, its rewards, and so on. This method incorporates the important element of using Scripture directly to obtain guidance and teaching for a sermon and avoids the danger of falling into wayward philosophical abstractions. Where an abundance of biblical information exists on a given theme, the expositor will need to sift and select the parts with more significant suitability. At the same time, thoroughness should not be sacrificed.
A third thematic principle requires that a subject of appropriate size be chosen. The broader the topic, the more difficult it is to cover the pertinent material with justice and cohesiveness, and the more difficult it is to instruct people, generate understanding, and foster retention. Alexander noted,
The more special the subject, the more you will find to say on it. Take it as a general rule, the more you narrow the subject, the more thoughts you will have.… It requires vast knowledge and a mature mind to treat a general subject, such as virtue, or honor, and it is much better to begin with particular instances.17
It is sometimes desirable to preach on a broad subject, such as an exposition of a whole book of the Bible in one sermon. The benefit of this type of message is that it affords people a comprehensive grasp of the contents and significance of the whole before it is broken into its parts.
This “macro” approach, however, intensifies the preparation demands on the expositor, for unless he understands the constituent parts, he cannot present the whole accurately. Furthermore, the temptation of a busy pastor is to present the obvious, reciting facts and details already known to his people, thereby sacrificing the primary value of exposition, that is, telling the audience more than they can glean from a casual reading. This has the disastrous effect of leaving both himself (in the preparation process) and the audience without meaningful interaction with the Word and thus without instruction, increased comprehension, and opportunity for spiritual growth.
To restrict the scope to be covered allows for depth of research and precision in instruction. Broadus added, “It is usually better that the subject should not be general but specific. This not only promotes variety in successive sermons but really makes each subject more fruitful.”18
Ultimately, such preaching can and should be expository—a rich development and presentation of the Word of God. Regardless of one’s specific homiletical approach, preaching must be biblical or it is not expository. It must be filled with teachings from the Word, not with humanistic perspectives or cultural philosophies.
Tools. The expositor has many tools at his disposal when researching a particular theme. Listed below are just a few of the basic ones:
a. A good English concordance.
b. Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 10 vols., ed. by Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich (Eerdmans).
c. Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, 2 vols., ed. by Archer, Harris, and Waltke (Moody).
d. Treasury of Scripture Knowledge (Revell).
e. W. E. Vine, Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words (Revell).
f. Dictionary of New Testament Theology, 3 vols., ed. by Colin Brown (Zondervan).
g. Numerous books on preaching for special occasions, such as Herbert Lockyer’s All the Holy Days and Holidays (Zondervan).
h. Your own file is one of the best, if you have been faithfully reading, clipping, and storing away. It is imperative that you have a good filing system, one that permits you to retrieve the appropriate materials quickly.
Theological Preaching
Guidelines. Preaching a theological expository sermon is very similar to thematic preaching. For the most part, the principles given there apply here, too. However, some additional elements apply specifically to theological topics and thus require separate explanation.
Theological instruction transpires continually within a verse-by-verse expository sermon in brief excurses, paragraphs, or sentences. Nevertheless, to furnish perspective, expand theological understanding, and provide greater appreciation for the nature and character of God, such doctrinal teaching occasionally requires specific unified attention in a sermon devoted exclusively to it. Theological preaching is often shunned because of a pastor’s lack of theological acumen and his unwillingness to pay the cost of preparation. But despite its high price tag, it needs to be done. The health of the church necessitates it.
Doctrine, that is, teaching, is the preacher’s chief business. To teach men truth, or to quicken what they already know into freshness and power, is the preacher’s great means of doing good. The facts and truths which belong to the Scripture account of sin, Providence, and redemption, form the staple of all scriptural preaching. But these truths ought not simply to have a place after a desultory and miscellaneous fashion in our preaching. The entire body of Scripture teaching upon any particular subject, when collected and systematically arranged, has come to be called the “doctrine” of Scripture on that subject …; and in this sense we ought to preach much on the doctrines of the Bible. We all regard it as important that the preacher should himself have sound views of doctrine; is it not also important that he should lead his congregation to have just views?19
Theological sermons need not be dry. Broadus observes that it “all depends on the way in which it is done. The dry preacher will make all subjects dry; dull anecdotes and tame exhortations have sometimes been heard of.”20 Conversely, theological sermons can and should be as fresh and vibrant as the pastor’s own zeal for knowing God, his zest for discovering the deep riches of God’s Word, and his passion for preaching the whole counsel of God. Much more than a theological lecture is required; mandated is a treatise passionately delivered and overflowing with evidence that the subject has captured the heart and life of the pastor and now begs to infiltrate the innermost being of the hearer.
By way of caution, the expositor must avoid making a single doctrine his hobby horse. The Word of God in its entirety is to be explained, not just one favorite portion of it. Nor should one avoid those doctrines which may be controversial with some audiences. They, too, must be taught.
It would seem to be a just principle that a preacher should never go out of his way to find a controversial matter or go out of his way to avoid it. He who continually shrinks from conflict should stir himself up to faithfulness; he who is by nature belligerent should cultivate forbearance and courtesy. When the text or topic naturally leads us to remark upon some matter of controversy, we should not, save in exceptional cases, avoid it. We should of course be mainly occupied with the advocacy of positive truth; but … in many cases we cannot clearly define truth save by contrasting it with error. And since errors held and taught by good men are only the more likely to be hurtful to others, we are surely not less bound to refute them in such cases than when advocated by bad men.… While faithfully and earnestly opposing error, even as held by Christian brethren, let us avoid needlessly wounding the cause of our common Christianity.21
Elsewhere Broadus appropriately cautioned, “Be faithful and fearless, but skillful and affectionate.”22
Tools. Topics on which to preach theological sermons are seemingly innumerable. Included in the great doctrines of the faith would be the attributes of God, the doctrine of the church, the Holy Spirit, and the inerrancy and trustworthiness of the Bible and its transmission to us. One could preach on each of the key points in the doctrinal statement of his church, and so on.
Resources for this type of preaching are many, including the following:
a. John Gill, A Body of Divinity (Sovereign Grace).
b. John MacArthur, The Ultimate Priority (Moody)
c. John MacArthur, The Gospel According to Jesus (Zondervan).
d. John MacArthur, God, Satan, and Angels (Moody).
e. John MacArthur, God With Us (Zondervan).
f. John MacArthur, Heaven (Moody).
g. John MacArthur, Charismatic Chaos (Zondervan).
h. John MacArthur, The Master’s Plan for the Church (Moody).
i. Thomas Watson, A Body of Divinity (Sovereign Grace).
However, it is best to begin with the Scriptures themselves and thereby, in essence, write one’s own theology. This cannot be encouraged too strongly! The freshness of the material and the rewards of discovery will exceed what can be gained from a study of theology books. After one’s own study, theology books become an excellent source for reinforcement and enhancement. As Unger has wisely admonished, “The best work in this field will carefully expound what the Scriptures themselves reveal more than what might be gleaned from books of theology.”23
Historical Preaching
History rightly presented has tremendous attractiveness to an eager-to-learn mind. Nor does it lack power to impact and generate understanding. History is the ultimate teacher, patiently waiting in the wings of life until one opens to its persistent knocking. Unfortunately, the old saying is all too applicable: “The only thing we have learned from history is that we have learned nothing from history.”
But this need not be the case. To a greater degree than secular history, biblical history generates great attraction to the truth and is imbued with great power to produce spiritual discernment and influence. Most appropriate are the words of Paul in 1 Corinthians 10:11: “Now these things happened to them as an example, and they were written for our instruction.”
In the Bible the designs of Providence are not left to be judged of by our sagacity but are often clearly revealed, so as to show us the meaning of things obscure and the real co-working of things apparently antagonistic. Thus the Bible histories act like the problems worked out in a treatise of algebra, teaching us how to approach the other problems presented by the general history of the world. The oft-quoted saying of an ancient writer that “history is philosophy teaching by example” applies nowhere so truly as to the inspired records, which are God himself teaching by example.24
Consequently, with so much valuable data at his disposal, it behooves the expositor to research the biblical archive and expound the biblical histories that were sovereignly commenced and which have providentially transpired.
Guidelines. Historical preaching requires an acquaintance with the physical surroundings of a context. A Bible expositor should review geography and topography together with the manners and customs of Israel and her neighbors. He should study them industriously so that he can visualize the scenes so as to recreate them vividly in the minds of the hearers. When preaching from historical books such as Ruth, Esther, Jonah, or Acts, for example, he should incorporate both the setting and the substance of the text in his sermon. Included with the content, the setting provides an expositor with a wealth of historical information from the surrounding physical realm and with an opportunity to present the sermon in dramatic storybook fashion.25
Tools. Commentaries will generally include some historical and geographical information. Topographical and archaeological assistance is usually more difficult to retrieve. However, a number of excellent works are available for the expositor researching the historical.
a. Merrill C. Tenney, ed., The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible (Zondervan).
b. James B. Pritchard, ed., The Harper Atlas of the Bible (Harper & Row).
c. Paul L. Maier, trans. & ed., Josephus, The Essential Writings (Kregel).
d. Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah (Eerdmans).
e. J. Alberto Soggin, A History of Ancient Israel (Westminster).
f. Michael Grant, The History of Ancient Israel (Scribners).
g. F. F. Bruce, New Testament History (Doubleday).
h. Richard L. Niswonger, New Testament History (Zondervan).
i. Everett Ferguson, Backgrounds of Early Christianity (Eerdmans).
Biographical Preachingÿ26
It seems that nothing interests people more than stories about other people. News (or gossip, for that matter) about another person is like honey to flies. It rarely fails to attract a crowd. When tirelessly researched and skillfully presented, an invitation to peer into the life and character of a biblical personage brings with it an unveiling of sin and motivation toward maturity. Biblical principles are not abstract; they occur on the stage of living history displayed in biblical personification. Since this is true, biographical preaching is a powerful true-to-life instrument eagerly waiting to be used as an effective tool in an expositor’s repertoire.
Guidelines. Generally speaking, biographical sermons are constructed and delivered in one of two ways. One way is to tell the story of the person and then to follow it with the lessons drawn from his experience. Another is to draw one lesson from each point/stage of a biblical character’s life. The lesson is extracted and applied at each stage of the description before moving on to describe the next stage. The reverse is equally effective. The lesson is stated and then followed with a portion of the life story to illustrate it. “If the story has been properly told, the truths one wishes to enforce will already be so clear that they can be driven in and clinched quickly.”27
Biographical preaching faces the same primary concern that confronts all topical preaching: being true to the context. Because of the ease with which one can extract a “juicy” vignette for a sermon, preachers may be tempted (often unconsciously) to make the life of a biblical character teach lessons it does not teach. The temptation is especially strong when illustrating from a single incident or characteristic from a biblical individual’s life. Such temptations should be vigorously avoided since biblical biographies are generally descriptive, not prescriptive.
Consequently, it is generally safer to use the biblical character’s entire life as an illustration rather than extracting a single point. And since the Bible frequently furnishes only brief and incomplete sketches, filling in the gaps must be strictly compatible with known or recorded facts. Biblical biographical preaching must be seen first within the context of the Bible’s theme. Biographies form an integral part of the whole of sacred history and serve a very specific purpose in the delineation of that history. For this reason, they must be seen first as a part of the larger picture.
Some preachers abuse biographical preaching by shunning it, because they feel they have little talent for description and storytelling. Others abuse it by focusing only on the historical person without teaching anything substantial. A chief benefit of describing lives in the Bible is from character analysis, a study of God’s sovereign, providential workings in their motives and actions, both good and bad. Koller has aptly cautioned,
It must be remembered that the Bible was not given to reveal the lives of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, but to reveal the hand of God in the lives of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; not as a revelation of Mary and Martha and Lazarus, but as a revelation of the Savior of Mary and Martha and Lazarus.28
Furthermore, biographical preaching must have more substance than just a rereading of the text in a Sunday school fashion. It must teach insight into the sovereign workings of the hand of God, insight that comes only through diligent research and faithful study.
Tools. The pages of Scripture abound with men and women from every walk of life, such as, kings, beggars, housewives, zealots, and servants. Biblical material from which to preach is not lacking in this area. Though tools to assist in preparation are not quite as numerous, many are still available. In addition to Bible encyclopedias that generally provide good historical background material, the following are quite helpful:
a. John MacArthur, Twelve Ordinary Men (Word).
b. John MacArthur, In the Footsteps of Faith (Crossway).
c. Richard Mayhue, Fight the Good Fight (Christian Focus).
d. Gene Getz, Joseph (Regal).
e. Elmer Towns, History Makers of the Old Testament (Victor).
f. Herbert Lockyer, All the Apostles of the Bible (Zondervan).
g. Herbert Lockyer, All the Men of the Bible (Zondervan).
h. Herbert Lockyer, All the Women of the Bible (Zondervan).
i. Herbert Lockyer, All the Children of the Bible (Zondervan).
j. Herbert Lockyer, All the Kings and Queens of the Bible (Zondervan).
k. J. D. Douglas & Merrill C. Tenney, The New International Dictionary of the Bible (Zondervan).
Summing Up
Whether preaching thematically, theologically, historically, or biographically, the bottom line is that the Scriptures must be the primary resource and contextual guidelines must be observed. They are the expositor’s chief source of spiritual insight and teaching, the place to which he turns first before studying the many available helps. And once in the Scriptures, the expositor must take great pains to utilize them in a fashion that will reflect the authorial intent.
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Expository Preaching from Old Testament Narrative
David C. Deuel
A significant part of the Bible is devoted to sections of narrative literature, also referred to as “story.” The advantages of preaching from this type of passage have not been fully realized because preachers have not preached the sections just as they are in the text. Advantages to be capitalized on include the intrinsic interest involved in such stories, the patterned nature of the stories, the timeless truths illustrated, and the way the stories lend themselves to easy application. Yet certain precautions are necessary in preaching narrative sections. An artificial structure must not be imposed on them. They must not be used solely as a resource of illustrations for the rest of the Bible. They are not just examples of obeying or disobeying God’s law. By observing these guidelines and precautions, the expository preacher can utilize narrative sections to great advantage in his preaching.
Song titles such as “I Love to Tell the Story,” “Tell Me the Old, Old Story,” and “Tell Me the Story of Jesus” reflect the important role of stories in a Christian’s life. For example, evangelistic efforts commonly include the use of stories, just as Stephen and others told (for example, Acts 7:2–50). A “testimony” is the believer’s story about how Jesus has worked in his life. It is the essence of the gospel message: Jesus’ story about His exemplary life and substitutionary death. In Christian educational programs, teachers instruct children in one of the most effective ways possible: they tell them stories, both biblical and contemporary.
If all the above examples are true, then why do preachers usually not preach biblical narratives (that is, storiesÿ1) as stories? Often expositors use an illustration (that is, a story) to clarify a point, apply a principle, or wake up a sleepy congregation. They do this because stories make sermons clear, relevant, and interesting.2 Yet many seem uncomfortable in preaching narrative as story, perhaps fearing to appear ridiculous or sound condescending. Consequently, they either refrain from preaching narrative, or in preaching it, they reduce the narrative to the stereotypical, three abstract propositions or points without dealing with the story’s plot or allowing the story to have its full impact on the reader. Either of these reactions is unnecessary. Narrative makes its own point(s) in an interesting and effective manner, while the selection and arrangement of the story’s details provide clues for finding them.3
Nearly one-third of the Bible is narrative. Because the story format of biblical narrative hinders expositors from preaching this large proportion, two general suggestions in understanding and preaching Old Testament narrative will help the expositor capitalize on this gold mine of preaching material.
Preach The Story Line
Following the story lineÿ4 facilitates a grasp of some of the characteristics of narrative. “Narrative, in its encompassing sense, is an account of events and participants moving over time and space, a recital with beginning and ending patterned by the narrator’s principle of selection.”5 Biblical narratives are stories in which the message is “embodied in a structure of events and persons, rather than in a structure of verbal generalizations.”6 Why change the format when preaching them? If the preacher’s goal is to be expositional, what is more expositional than preaching the text in its story-line form?
The following are characteristics that mark biblical narrative as story-like. These features of narrative are best preserved by preaching narrative as God gave them, that is, in story form.
Narrative Has Literary Power
“Story” means story-like history. Biblical narrative combines qualities of literature and history. From a literary standpoint, narrative is very carefully written and employs a set of conventions not combined in other types of biblical literature.7 Even many of the dialogues embedded in narratives display unique literature-like features.8 On the other side, history focuses on the cause-and-effect relationships of events. Understanding the cause of an event enhances one’s understanding of the event itself.
Comparing biblical narrative with a history of Israel shows that the literary features of narratives do more than inform historically. So a narrative’s concentration is not so much on historicity versus fictionality as it is on how biblical writers chose to recount historical events.9 Spirit-inspired writers were not trying to report all that happened, because most biblical narrative is narrowly focused. God led these writers to include what He wanted recorded and to do it in the way He wanted it recorded and without error. Because narrative blends features of history and literature, the story is the best format for preaching the narrative’s message in the form God gave.
Biblical narrative, then, is neither history, strictly speaking, nor is it prose.10 Prose does appear in the Old Testament in letters (such as, 2 Sam. 11:15), proclamations (such as, Ezra 1:2–4), some dialogues (such as, 2 Sam. 9:1–4), and other forms, but it does not share many of the characteristics of biblical narrative.11 The latter is a different type of literature and should be preached in a way that maintains its distinctiveness.12 One of the qualities that separates biblical narrative from prose and provides clues for its interpretation and preaching is the thoughtful structuring displayed in its symmetrical format and patterns of expression.
Narrative Is Patterned
Patterning, a primary characteristic of Old Testament narrative that notes its formation into a specific literary plan, offers two advantages in preaching. First, it presents a unifying framework essentially marking the narrative’s parameters. The story follows a prescribed but general pattern that identifies it as a story.13 A more complex pattern occasionally unites the entire story, giving it a deliberate symmetry. For example, some narratives form an “X” or chiastic pattern, where the middle through the last episodes parallel closely the first through the middle ones, but in reverse order. One oft-used saying illustrates this pattern: “When the going gets tough, the tough get going.”
A second aspect of patterning is its provision of a form for the sermon. This helps in capturing the text’s intended emphases, one of the hardest, but most important parts of sermon preparation. One of the most difficult decisions for a preacher before preaching is determining the form of his message. Expository preaching purposes to preach the message of the biblical text. But what about the form of the scriptural message? Form is part of the text, too.
In a sense, preaching requires the messenger to make at least minimal changes of the message from one form, say a psalm, a letter, or a narrative, into another form called a sermon. In other words, a preacher must structure his sermons, unless he merely reads the text.14 His message, then, may be in a form or forms inconsistent with the text treated.
Both the preacher who moves verse by verse through a well-studied passage and the one who preaches without a preplanned text or message have decided on the form of their sermons. The former chooses to follow a commentary-application format, probably because he feels that it is the truest to the original. The latter follows a stream-of-consciousness format, perhaps because he feels that he must rely directly on the Holy Spirit. Part of the frustration of expositors in trying to preach narrative comes in attempting to translate the form of the text into a sermonic structure. What form should it assume?
If the sermon needs to represent the entire message of the original, will the usual point-by-point outline suffice? What will constitute the individual points? Summaries of the separate episodes? Behaviors or attributes of the characters in the narratives? Theological propositions inferred from the text? No wonder would-be expositors are often perplexed by narrative.
The structuring stage is greatly simplified by selecting the story line as the format to represent the narrative passage and by following the emphases in the patterning of the narrative for deriving emphases for the sermon. This requires deliberate effort by the preacher, because narrative sermons should stress the message of the narrative. A simple retelling of the story may not do this. As one homiletician suggests, the preacher must “move in and out of the story with analogues, explanations, and interpretations as the plot line of the story moves along.”15 Whether he does this with points of the sermon or with pauses for elaboration at the text’s points of emphasis is a matter of individual judgment. But by preaching the story, the expositor can simplify a potentially complex task of representing patterns and preserve the narrative’s patterned quality most effectively.
Narrative Is Timeless and Universal
Biblical narrators concern themselves with relaying facts; that is, they do, indeed, convey historical information.16 Yet they also guide perspective and responses to events.17 It is this subtly prescriptive quality of biblical narrative that makes it inherently “sermonic.” Biblical narrative assumes “that what happens to the characters in the story is somehow a model of the enduring human situation”18 and that the characteristics of God in the story are timeless, as well. When people hear or read a biblical narrative, they have a strong tendency to say, “I can relate to that.” Preachers sometimes refer to the generalizations drawn from such passages as “timeless principles” and the activity of drawing such generalizations as “principlizing” the text.19
But not all that occurs in narrative is truly timeless. In fact, much of the detail is culture-specific, such as the festivals and offerings prescribed for Israel under the law. Issues of this type are affected by progressive revelation, for example, the nexus between Israel and the church. All such items that fall under the continuity/discontinuity rubric must be considered carefully. The tendency to become overly prescriptive or exemplary to the exclusion of the Bible’s forward movement in redemption history must be avoided. Each passage must be interpreted carefully to learn its intended message before being taught and applied. But one of the best formats for bringing out either the narrative’s timeless and universal character or its redemption-historical development is the story-line sermon.
Narrative Relates Experience
A natural tendency in preaching narrative is to sound like a historian. Extreme manifestations exasperate congregations as, for instance, when the sermon becomes a lecture on cultural anthropology. This extreme points once again to confusion regarding the major distinction between historical writing and biblical narrative. Historiography, as traditionally conceived, seeks to reconstruct historical events based on facts. The objective is to tell what happened. Biblical narratives aim to impact readers with what happens, that is, “they provide a vicarious experience of the truth to be taught, and thus they move persons to identify with and live by that truth.”20 In short, narrative as story is very application-oriented. For this reason, the story line in the sermon tends to preserve the narrative’s experiential quality more cogently than most other formats.
On the other hand, because narrative impacts its audience in such subtle ways, it is difficult to codify fully into a set of interpretive principles or procedures. In the Joseph story, for example, the listeners’ sympathy for poor Joseph being led off as a slave could be lost unless time for audience reaction is allowed at that point. For this reason, reduction or cutting the story down in size and scope, is a great challenge. Some would say this is impossible, but it is not if one presents the story line carefully.
Narrative Is Difficult to Reduce
Reduction is the process whereby the expositor takes a larger and more detailed block of text and summarizes it, perhaps in a brief single sentence, clause, or word. A question could be raised regarding the wisdom of reducing biblical narratives to sermon propositions and points. After all, if the biblical writer intended a strictly propositional format to communicate his message, why did he employ narrative?
Perhaps the answer is that narrative communicates that particular message better. This does not mean that the preacher may never use summary points, propositions, or theological abstractions. It seems that the message of a narrative must be reduced somehow, either by the preacher or the listener, before it can become contemporary. If nothing else, time requires this. So the process of generalizing requires at least some reduction.
Even from the standpoint of pedagogy, when some might contest the narrative’s capacity to teach, the story line can hold its own. This is the lesson of the Old Testament itself. Much of Old Testament religious symbolism and many Old Testament rituals, monuments, feasts, etc., were designed to prompt the children to ask questions like “What does this rite mean to you?” (Ex. 12:26) or “What do these stones mean to you?” (Josh. 4:6). The teaching response was almost always a story.
The issue remains, “What is the best way to preach biblical narrative?” In most cases, presenting the narrative as story is technically the easiest, $exegetically the safest, rhetorically the most effective, and lends itself to the most natural application. “Moreover, developing the sermon in the same form as the text will enable the congregation all the better to follow the exposition of the text and to test and remember the sermon.”21 Attempts to handle narrative sections in other than a story-line format may account for the frustration of expositors in trying to preach narrative.
Look to the Total Theological Message
A second general suggestion in handling narrative revolves around three possible ways of mishandling such portions. Special precautions are necessary to avoid overlooking major theological emphases.
Substituting the Preacher’s Conceptual Structure for the Narrative’s Unifying Structure
Biblical narratives are complete stories. Even the Joseph story (Genesis 37–50),22 although part of a larger complex of narrative, has its own introduction and conclusion. Unifying patterns, in joining together parts of the story, give it a cohesiveness that makes it a story. The preacher sometimes ignores a narrative’s inherent unity, however, by focusing on some of its tantalizingly colorful details.
Does the following exemplify a familiar title, proposition and outline of a narrative sermon?
Text: Genesis 37–50
Title: “Joe Christian”
Proposition: BE LIKE JOSEPH: Respond Correctly
A. Flee Immorality: Potiphar’s wife enticed Joseph.
B. Work Hard: The jailer and the Pharaoh assigned work to Joseph.
C. Forgive Others: The brothers mistreated Joseph.
This arrangement is right as far as it goes. The title, proposition, and outline focus on the attributes and behavior of Joseph. All three outline points are supportable by clear, didactic passages elsewhere in Scripture. They are not unbiblical. But they do not go far enough.23
Sermons that focus primarily on the behavior or character of an individual in the narrative (sometimes called “biographical sermons”) may miss the passage’s broader theological teaching. Some narratives do prescribe behavior, but the Joseph story does not merely present a model of how young people should be or behave. If the preacher is looking for an exemplar and settles on the Joseph story, he has exchanged the story’s unifying structure for his own conceptual structure. He chooses the narrative only for the sake of certain details within the story. Joseph’s behavior may well be part of the message, but the preacher has made it the whole message. This inevitably leads to no more than prescriptive mimicry.
A simple corrective for this is to focus on the entire message to its original audience instead of having the congregation identify with specific characters in the story.
Searching for Details in the Narrative to Illustrate New Testament or Other Old Testament Passages
A second mistaken approach preaches Old Testament narrative only to illustrate New Testament or other Old Testament principles. Illustrations, if not overdone, perform an important function in teaching or preaching situations. Using Old Testament stories as illustrations of either good or bad behavior is not wrong. Joseph’s behavior toward Potiphar’s wife, his ten brothers, and God is exemplary.24 Using Old Testament narrative only to illustrate New Testament teaching, however, results in ignoring much Old Testament instruction that may serve as background for New Testament theology, or else as teaching not repeated in the New Testament. Creation, law, and covenant are in Old Testament narrative which, if ignored or used for illustrations only, will create many problems of biblical imbalance. An adequate theological framework must include the whole Old Testament (see 2 Tim. 3:16, “All Scripture …”).
New Testament writers used characters, events, and all kinds of phenomena from the Old Testament as illustrations (such as Hebrews 11, etc.). Nevertheless, this does not prove that the incorporation of details of an Old Testament narrative for illustrative purposes is the way to preach that Old Testament narrative. An Old Testament narrative as a textual unit presented an entire theological message to its original audience. Through theological abstraction, it may have called for an ethical change, either directly or indirectly. Or it may move the history of redemption forward, demonstrating how God’s redemptive purpose is at work in the world. Should it not do the same in sermons today? To preach the message of a narrative passage is to take it in its entirety, not to dwell just on character/behavior traits of individuals in the narrative.
An expositor should use great caution in proving a theological or ethical principle by employing an Old Testament narrative. He should find clear admonitions of “do or believe this” or “do not do or believe this” elsewhere in Scripture before drawing on narrative illustrations to elaborate on the point. Adopting the theology of Job’s counselors indiscriminantly, for example, is not wise. Similarly, a blind following of the ethical example in narrative portions of Scripture is unsafe. In other words, the expositor wants to assure that the Bible advocates a certain doctrine, attribute, or behavioral quality before illustrating it with an Old Testament narrative. Professing Christians have at times wrongly justified bad theology or immoral actions on inferior grounds, that “so and so, an otherwise virtuous Bible character, spoke/did it.”25
Limiting the Narrative to an Ethical Reflex of the Law
A different, but related, way of mistreating narrative is to use it to show what happens when God’s people obey or disobey His law.26 Following this assumption is a way of strengthening ethical norms not specifically stated in Scripture. In this third interpretive scheme, Joseph’s good behavior and subsequent reward are viewed as part of the complex of the blessing and cursing which came as a result of his obeying or disobeying the law. A case in point is his ascendancy to the role of second-in-command in Egypt because of his obedience to God’s law. Preaching of this type often dwells on disobedience as a cause of lost blessing or punishment. Using narrative thus seems to make good sense, for characters in the narratives are demonstrating either good or bad ethical behavior. In a certain sense, it is correct. Yet the question is the same: “Is this all that the narrative teaches?” or more significantly, “Is this what the narrative was intended to teach?” Clearly, some narratives have more to say.27 A problem here is that the sovereign grace of God, clearly prominent in the Joseph story, is omitted because of exclusive attention to human works.
The three misuses of Old Testament narrative just summarized emphasize the need for caution in preaching. What the Bible itself teaches often differs considerably from the ways one uses the Bible to teach. Without special precautions, the expositor may use narrative characters to teach something that is only supported in another part of the Bible, whether it be through substituting the preacher’s propositions/points, careless use of illustrations, or ill-advised choice of legal-case exemplars. The Joseph story does not merely affirm this young man’s exemplary behavior. A sermon reflecting the story’s true emphasis must take the complete message, the theological dynamic of Joseph’s character within God’s sovereign plan—salvation history.
Joseph’s response to his brothers’ pleas for forgiveness pointedly summarizes the details of the whole story. The God-given dream (Gen. 37) was fulfilled by God when the brothers, upon recognizing Joseph, fell before him (Gen. 50:18). Thus, the dream marks the beginning and ending of the preaching unit and provides clues to an interpretation featuring God’s providential care and guidance. Joseph’s two statements to his fearful brothers are also part of the narrative patterning. These two emphasize God’s sovereign control over all that has happened as a result of their sin: “You sold me.… God sent me” (Gen. 45:5; see 45:7–8) and “You meant evil against me, but God meant it for good” (Gen. 50:20a). The brothers had evil intentions and bad behavior. God allowed the latter, but curtailed the former so that His purpose to build a nation, even from such a poor breed as slave traders, might not be thwarted.
The point is that the expositor should not indiscriminantly use Joseph or any other biblical character as an example. Far more importantly, he should not neglect to preach and teach such portions for their truth intentions as represented in the entire textual unit. Or, more boldly, if he focuses on Joseph’s behavior only, he has not preached Genesis 37–50.
The question remains, “How does one preach narratives like the Joseph story?” Perhaps the easiest, most effective way, the way truest to the biblical form, is just to retell the story, allowing the story itself to heighten points of application. Is this not the way that Sunday school teachers teach children these stories? Why stop at age eight or nine? Why reduce the story to three points (often just three examples of good behavior), when telling the whole story brings honor to the sovereign hand of God? Homiletically speaking, which has more impact, hearing an abstract proposition about God’s sovereignty (such as, “God is sovereign”) or seeing it borne out in the experience of God’s people? When a preacher states an abstraction, he usually follows it with an illustration to enhance comprehension of the abstraction. Narrative preached as narrative has already incorporated the illustration.
Who Is Sufficient?
One final question may enter the preacher’s mind when approaching Old Testament narrative. Who is sufficient for the task of preaching Old Testament narrative? It is true that identifying the conventions of narrative, then formulating them into interpretive guidelines, is as complex as it is important,28 but those who read and study the narrative portions of Scripture come to understand these conventions intuitively. Not only does understanding come through careful reading, but also “there is a certain commonality among narrative traditions of whatever age and culture, just as there is a certain commonality among different language systems.”29 Readers “tend to apply most of these rules intuitively, simply as close readers to the biblical text.”30
Preaching narrative is important. If the expositor has committed himself to preaching “the whole counsel of God,” he will soon discover that a large portion of Scripture is either narrative or narrative-like. Because narrative follows a story line, (1) it has literary power, (2) it is patterned, (3) it is timeless and universal, (4) it relates experience, and (5) it is difficult to reduce. In light of these factors, the expositor does well to maintain the story format.
Preaching the story line in its entirety has the advantage of guarding against at least three common shortcomings in the interpretation of narrative: (1) ignoring the narrative’s unifying structure for the sake of the preacher’s conceptual format, (2) searching for details in the narrative merely to illustrate New Testament and other Old Testament passages, and (3) limiting the narrative to an ethical reflex of the law. None of these methods handles the entire textual unit or looks for the complete theological and ethical message.
When preaching narrative, one should take the spotlight off the Joseph-like heroes and shine it on the only praiseworthy character in the story—God. Perhaps because of such a focus, those to whom he preaches will make God the focus of their life stories. As a byproduct, human behavior will probably improve also, and not in just a threefold way to correspond to a three-point message.
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Moving from Exegesis to Exposition
John MacArthur
Preaching an expository sermon involves more than merely repeating the technical results of one’s Bible study. True expository preaching involves transforming technical details into principles or doctrines so that the expositor preaches theologically with appropriate applications. This discussion focuses on how to bridge the gap from exegesis to a Bible exposition.
Careful and diligent Bible study is the foundation of the expository sermon. This compels the expository preacher to be first of all a student of Scripture with a reverence and awe for God’s Word that makes him diligent in his study (see Is. 66:2, 5; 2 Tim. 2:15). He examines the Bible inductively, letting it speak for itself by using a systematic study method, correct rules of hermeneutics, and skillful exegesis. He employs all the appropriate study tools to enhance his understanding of a passage. These necessities have been discussed earlier (see chs. 7–11).
But preaching an expository message involves far more than standing in the pulpit and reviewing the high points, details, and components unearthed through research. Neither a word study nor a running commentary on a passage is, in itself, an expository sermon. An expository sermon does more than simply explain the grammatical structure of a passage and the meanings of its words. A true expository message sets forth the principles or doctrines supported in the passage. True expository preaching is doctrinal preaching.1
The proper elements in an expository sermon may be summed up as follows:
1. Preaching is expository in purpose. It explains the text.
2. Preaching is logical in flow. It persuades the mind.
3. Preaching is doctrinal in content. It obligates the will.
4. Preaching is pastoral in concern. It feeds the soul.
5. Preaching is imaginative in pattern. It excites the emotion.
6. Preaching is relevant in application. It touches the life.
The task of the expository preacher is to take the mass of raw data from the text and bridge the gap between exegesis and exposition. The following is the process I follow in doing that.
Developing the Main Body of the Sermon
Proper communication in preaching involves taking people through a logical, systematic, and compelling process.
Be Aware of the Logical Flow of the Message
As I begin to develop the main body of the message, I am concerned first with logical flow. I want to take the people step by step through the process of interpreting the passage. I often state my main idea in the form of a question and then show how the passage answers it. If I raise a question that is critical to their spiritual lives, they will stick with me to get the full answer.
After developing that question or compelling theme, I begin to refine the outline, making sure the points all relate clearly to the main idea. The outline is the road map that takes people through the logical flow of a passage to the destination of doctrine to be applied. It is critical that this flow be clear.
As I move through the passage, I not only give the correct interpretation, but enough of the interpretive process to show them how reasonable that interpretation is. It is not enough to tell people what a passage means; you also must show them why it means that. Avoid pontificating; show listeners how you arrived at your interpretation. For example, I cannot just state that the messenger of Satan that tormented Paul in 2 Corinthians 12:7 was a demon-inspired person. I must also give my reasons for interpreting the passage that way. This also teaches them an interpretive method they need to apply in their own study of Scripture.
Include Discussions of Problematic Interpretations
I devote a major part of my study time on a passage resolving the problems it poses. The first time I preached through Romans 6, early in my ministry, it took me a month of studying before I could fully grasp the argument. And when I began my study of 1 John, I felt almost like abandoning the ministry! It is an extremely difficult epistle to outline, and some of its passages offer hard challenges to the interpreter. Avoid the temptation to ignore problems. Every devoted Bible student has been frustrated with commentaries that ignore obvious difficulties. The expositor should not frustrate his people this way. They can often interpret the obvious parts of a passage for themselves. They need a leader to explain the difficult ones. The faithful preacher knows he must deal with the whole text, avoiding nothing, since all is inspired and intended for the understanding of God’s people. Frequently, the richest nuggets lie buried in the deepest places.
Taking the people through interpretive steps in solving a problem teaches them a basic Bible-study process. Involving them in the discovery process also excites them about Bible study. It is not necessary to overwhelm them with all the details, but do show them enough of the process to enable them to defend the conclusions drawn. Do not put them in a position where they have just your word to lean on. They are going to share your conclusions with other people. Give them some hard data to offer in defense of the conclusions, so that they will have more than just “I believe it because my pastor said it.” Consciously preach to a second generation of hearers who will be a target for your hearers.
I first define clearly an interpretive problem or difficulty in the text. Then I briefly state all alternatives. Finally, I explain why I chose the alternative I did. I find that explaining problems generates high interest. By raising a provocative question, I get people’s attention because they want to know the answer. So do not avoid problems; rather, draw your people into the adventure of discovery.
The expositor’s primary goal is to teach the Word accurately and completely, not to move people’s emotions independently of a comprehension of the text. Their only wholesome emotional response comes through understanding the text’s meaning. Most speakers try to motivate, excite, and generate emotion through either rousing stories, oratorical manipulations, or histrionics of some sort. Without a comprehension of divine truth, this produces a short-lived reaction that cannot sustain a lasting transformation. People live out their theology. The stronger the hearer, the more well defined and biblically framed his belief system is, the more his conduct will conform to the Word and to truth. So teach people the deep things of God, avoiding nothing.
Connect the Passage with the Rest of Scripture
After tracing the logical flow of a passage, I show how it fits the rest of Scripture. I do that by cross-referencing each point. In my notes, I list all the cross-references I find that clarify, illuminate, or expand the truth, although I do not necessarily share them all when I preach. Listing them in my notes gives me a permanent record of my thoughts on a given point. Explaining to your people the significance of essential cross-references supporting and clarifying your points adds credibility to your interpretation and strengthens the doctrine. It shows its harmony with the rest of Scripture. Make sure, however, that the verses used really support your point when properly interpreted in their own context. Traina warned of those who “fail to take the time to examine each unit to discover its singular meaning, and … therefore frequently make erroneous associations. The result is much faulty interpretation.”2 He added,
The danger to which attention is being called is the failure to interpret each unit in its own right before blending various units together. If each passage is first expounded as a literary entity, then valid associations will be made, and such associations will be beneficial. But if there occurs an amalgamation of material before each unit is expounded in view of its own context, then errors in exposition will be the inevitable result.3
Commentaries, lexicons, and concordances are good sources for cross references. Perhaps the best source, however, is The Treasury of Scripture Knowledge. It gives extensive cross-references for nearly every verse in the Bible. Its format is similar to marginal references found in most Bibles, but the citations are far more extensive. The book 10,000 Biblical Illustrations contains another helpful collection of references to aid in using the Bible to explain the Bible. Also consult The MacArthur Topical Bible.
By reinforcing the truths of a passage with other Scriptures, you acknowledge the analogia Scriptura, the analogy of Scripture. This hermeneutical principle states that Scripture does not contradict itself, but is consistent in its teaching. Scripture is its own best interpreter. Obscure passages should always be interpreted in light of clear ones. Packer wrote,
The Bible appears like a symphony orchestra, with the Holy Ghost as its Toscanini; each instrumentalist has been brought willingly, spontaneously, creatively, to play his notes just as the great conductor desired, though none of them could ever hear the music as a whole.… The point of each part only becomes fully clear when seen in relation to all the rest.4
People love to see the big picture. They want to know how everything fits together. It is sometimes difficult for them to grasp a truth presented in isolation, but bringing analogous passages to bear on a text enriches its truths by viewing them from different angles. The more times you illustrate a truth from Scripture, the more you fix it in your listeners’ minds. Cross-references help etch truths deeply into your people’s consciousness.
When looking for cross-references, start with the book your passage is in, then move on to other books by the same author, then to the same testament, and finally to the whole Bible. Remember to check parallel accounts of the same story in the Gospels. Look for passages containing the same word or words, as well as conceptual cross-references—those teaching the same doctrine.
Finding Appropriate Biblical Illustrations
Having put together the main body of the sermon, I then concentrate on illustrations. I first return to illustrations that have come to mind and have been recorded in my notes as I worked through the main body of the message, to refine them and add others where needed.
Illustrations are critical to a good expository message. Spurgeon likened them to windows in a building. They do not support the structure, but they do let in light. He wrote,
A building without windows would be a prison rather than a house, for it would be quite dark, and no one would care to take it upon lease; and, in the same way, a discourse without a parable is prosy and dull, and involves a grievous weariness of the flesh.… Our congregations hear us with pleasure when we give them a fair measure of imagery: when an anecdote is being told they rest, take breath, and give play to their imaginations, and thus prepare themselves for the sterner work which lies before them in listening to our profounder expositions.5
Illustrations serve several purposes:
1. Illustrations make an exposition interesting. People will often say to me after a sermon, “That was a great sermon!” when what they really meant was that it had a couple of good illustrations. Illustrations also keep the listeners’ attention. Spurgeon pointed out that
A house must not have thick walls without openings, neither must a discourse be all made up of solid slabs of doctrine without a window of comparison or a lattice of poetry; if so, our hearers will gradually forsake us, and prefer to stay at home and read their favourite authors whose lively tropes and vivid images afford more pleasure to their minds.6
2. Illustrations make an exposition memorable. People often remember a sermon because of a striking illustration in it. In fact, when I preach a sermon and use an illustration I have used before, people sometimes tell me they have heard the sermon before, when all they really remember is the illustration. Even years later, people still remember some illustrations.
3. Illustrations make an exposition convincing. People will not be persuaded by what they do not understand. Sometimes a good illustration, by showing how a principle works in a life situation, will convince people of its truth.
4. Illustrations make an exposition clear. People sometimes are dazed by the minutiae of an exposition. An illustration opens a window and gives them relief from the stark facts. Spurgeon said,
To every preacher of righteousness as well as to Noah, wisdom gives the command, “A window shalt thou make in the ark.” You may build up laborious definitions and explanations and yet leave your hearers in the dark as to your meaning; but a thoroughly suitable metaphor will wonderfully clear the sense.7
5. Illustrations make an exposition motivating. Giving examples (especially biblical ones) of people whose experience illustrates a biblical principle will motivate hearers to put it into practice in their own lives.
Too few illustrations make a sermon dull and hard to follow, but at the other extreme, use of too many illustrations is also undesirable. The purpose of an expository message is to teach the meaning of a biblical passage. Too many illustrations or illustrations that are too long will water down the doctrinal content of a sermon. Once again, Spurgeon’s warning is timely:
Illustrate, by all means, but do not let the sermon be all illustrations, or it will be only suitable for an assembly of simpletons. A volume is all the better for engravings, but a scrap-book which is all woodcuts is usually intended for the use of little children. Our house should be built up with the substantial masonry of doctrine, upon the deep foundation of inspiration; its pillars should be of solid Scriptural argument, and every stone of truth should be carefully laid in its place; and then the windows should be ranged in due order, “three rows” if we will: “light against light,” like the house of the forest of Lebanon. But a house is not erected for the sake of windows, nor may a sermon be arranged with the view of fitting in a favourite apologue. A window is merely a convenience subordinate to the entire design, and so is the best illustration.8
I look primarily for biblical illustrations. The New Testament writers used the Old Testament for illustrations more than any other source. It is appropriate to use illustrations from other sources, but I prefer biblical ones for two reasons. Biblical illustrations, unlike nonbiblical ones, have authority. Illustrations from other sources may be interesting and help hearers grasp a point better, but they are not the inspired Word of God. A second reason I prefer biblical illustrations is that they teach, as well as illustrate. They expand your people’s knowledge of the Bible.
The best source of biblical illustrations is 10,000 Illustrations from the Bible. Other helpful sources include topical Bibles such as Nave’s or the Topical Index and Digest of the Bible. Since the Old Testament was written for our instruction and as an example of truth illustrated in the lives of other people (1 Cor. 10:11), it is the first place to look. The next place I go is to the Gospels to see if Jesus’s life or teaching illustrates the doctrine I am preaching.
Many sources of nonbiblical illustrations are available, but the expositor should always be alert to finding good illustrations of his own. Developing an illustration file can be beneficial, especially if it is well indexed.
It is very important for an expository preacher to develop a “parable perspective,” that is, learn to think in analogies. The most effective communicators are those who have learned how to use analogies to provide windows to what they say. They take abstract truths and make them concrete and thus more easily understood. Practice in inventing parables or analogies is helpful. When I taught a seminary course in homiletics, I required students to compose a parable each week. Learning to think in analogies saves time looking for illustrations. Do not, however, use analogies as a source for truth, because doctrine comes from Scripture, not from analogies. Analogies illustrate truth, but do not establish it. Disregard for this axiom is widespread and has led to all kinds of error.
Putting Together the Final Sermon Outline
After developing the main body of a sermon, cross-referencing it, and adding biblical illustrations, the next step for me is to complete the final form of my outline.
I prefer to keep my outlines simple. I do not like complicated ones with a lot of subpoints. Outline points are hooks to hang thoughts on. They are lights along the pathway to enable listeners to stay on the path. They help retain listener attention and facilitate comprehension. An imbalanced, confusing, or complicated outline is self-defeating.
Outline points must be parallel in structure, that is, all built around the same part of speech, such as all nouns, all verbs, or all adjectives. They should all be either questions or declarative statements. An example of a nonparallel outline from Matthew 28:19–20ÿ9 is as follows:
What Is Involved in Making Disciples?
I. Going
II. Baptizing
III. Instruction
The first two key words are verbs, but the third is a noun. The correct way of formulating these points is:
I. Going
II. Baptizing
III. Teaching
Subpoints, in addition to being parallel, must relate to their main point. In the following example, the third subpoint is not only unparallel, but also does not relate to its main heading:
I. God’s love for us
A. Seen in His sending of Christ into the world
B. Seen in His forgiving of our sins
C. Sin results in death
As you preach a message, periodically reviewing its outline reminds your people where you are. Their minds often wander during a message. They tune out and then tune back in. Frequent reminders of your location in the outline help them return quickly to your flow of thought. If they cannot get back into the context of your remarks, they may become lost and tune out altogether.
Writing the Introduction and Conclusion
This is the final step in preparing an exposition. Only after the rest of the sermon is put together can you know what to introduce and conclude. Writing the introduction first tempts one to bend the passage to fit the introduction. My introductions tend to be somewhat lengthy, because I have to set the historical and cultural background of a text and review the context. Make sure your introductions do not disclose too much of what is to come, or the rest of your sermon will be like watching a replay of a football game when you already know the final score. Do not allow an introduction to undermine the discovery process that you want your people to experience in the main body of your message.
The conclusion should summarize the main points of a message, and leave the people with a challenge to put what they have learned into practice in their lives. Always preach in the second person to make it personal and preach for a verdict. Force people by the logic, clarity, and power of your exposition to make a life-changing decision based on what they have heard.10 I want them to leave knowing so clearly what God requires of them that they also know whether they have obeyed or refused to submit to that requirement. A summary statement, illustration, or parallel passage of Scripture can reinforce the need for them to respond.
Seven “Be’s” of Expository Preaching
After the hard work of exegesis and the development of the sermon, the message is ready to preach. But before stepping into the pulpit to preach it, remember the following general guidelines:
1. Be Prepared
I cannot emphasize this enough. The Word of the living God is the source of our messages, and its truths are inexhaustible. There is simply no excuse for a man stepping into the pulpit without having something profound, insightful, and rich to share with his people.
My father is an expositor, and one thing he hammered into me when I was young was the importance of preparation. He told me again and again, “Don’t you ever go into a pulpit unprepared. And if you say ‘The Bible says …’ you make sure to the best of your ability that it truly does say that.” Lack of preparation leads to poor preaching, offends God, and leads people to weakness, not strength.
People often ask me if I get nervous before I preach. That only happens when I am not sure what I will say. If I know what I am going to say, I do not get nervous, no matter what the subject is. Confidence is directly linked to preparation.
Too many men enter the pulpit without working the results of their study and exegesis into an expository message. As a result, they are unsure where they are going, and the sermon is unfocused. Still others fail to spend enough time in study and message preparation. Make sure you are thoroughly prepared before you get into a pulpit to expound God’s holy Word.
It is very easy to be hard to understand, just be unfamiliar with your subject and the listeners will share your lack of understanding. They may think you were too deep for them, but that is not true. You had not grasped your own subject, or they would have grasped it, too. It is very difficult to be clear; you have to master your subject.
2. Be Interesting
Refrain from boring people with the Bible. Preach more than what is obvious in a passage, what your people can see for themselves. The way to avoid preaching just the obvious is to work hard in preparation. Make sure your well is a lot deeper than their buckets. Make your sermons an adventure in discovery for your people.
3. Be Biblical
The Word is “living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword, and piercing as far as the division of soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart” (Heb. 4:12). Stories, analogies, anecdotes, or discussions of current events do not have the power or authority of the Word of God. Power in expository preaching comes from the Word, not from slighting it in favor of other themes.
4. Be Prayerful
After all is said and done, after all our diligent study and careful preparation, if we are not energized by the Holy Spirit, our preaching will be in vain. I once read of a godly pastor who years ago kept repeating, “I believe in the Holy Spirit. I believe in the Holy Spirit,” from the time he left his office until he stepped into the pulpit. He acknowledged his total dependence on the Holy Spirit’s power.11
We need to bathe our sermons in prayer. Generally speaking, prayer is a way of life. Specifically, I begin praying for the sermon the moment I begin preparation and then pray particularly for my Sunday-morning message on Saturday night, often falling asleep in prayer. I pray Sunday morning, first privately in my study, then with some of the elders, thus surrounding the message with prayer. Then in the afternoon I pray directly for the evening message. Afterward, I have a season of prayer with other pastors before preaching.
5. Be Enthusiastic
If you cannot get excited about what you are to say, you cannot expect your people to get excited, either. The message God gives should be like fire in our bones so that we have to preach because we are weary of holding it in (see Jer. 20:9). When I step into the pulpit on Sunday after a week of study and preparation, I am excited about what I will say. People sometimes ask me how far in advance I prepare my messages. I prepare each week for that Sunday. That is where my intensity comes from. The thrill of fresh discovery generates my enthusiasm.
Some years ago we had a Christmas outreach at our church. I asked one of the men at my table how long he had been coming to the church. “A year,” he replied. “And how long have you been a Christian?” I inquired. He answered that he was not a Christian. “Why do you come?” I asked. “I’m in sales, and you’re so enthusiastic that you get me pumped up for my week of selling.” I politely told him there was more to my messages than just enthusiasm. Yet, I was grateful to learn that I was not boring. There must be an enthusiasm, an excitement, and an intensity in our preaching.
6. Be Authoritative
Preach with conviction. The Bible is God’s authoritative word to man. As someone remarked, “God didn’t give us the Ten Suggestions; He gave us the Ten Commandments.” We could define authority as “soft confidence.” If we believe what we say is true, we should say it with confidence and authority. We say soft confidence, because we cannot resemble a spiritual drill sergeant, barking commands at our people.
Preach in the second person. Say “you,” not “we” or “they.” You are God’s spokesman from Him to them, so you must be direct in the use of “you.”
I remember hearing several years ago that the Los Angeles Police Department had to flunk a man out of its police academy because he had a weak, high-pitched voice. They felt it inappropriate for him to tell people, “You’re under arrest!” in a voice that did not sound authoritative. We must preach with conviction, and people must sense it. As Paul wrote to Timothy, “Preach the word … reprove, rebuke, exhort, with great patience and instruction” (2 Tim. 4:2).
7. Be Relevant
Avoid being oblique, obscure, pedantic, or using outdated illustrations to which people cannot relate. Show how the timeless truths of the Word of God touch their everyday lives.12
True expository preaching is actually the most effective kind of applicational preaching. When Scripture is accurately interpreted and powerfully preached, the Spirit takes the message and applies it to the peculiar needs of each listener. Apart from explicit general application in principlizing the main parts in the exposition, the expositor is not compelled to give a set number of points of specific application before a sermon can have an applicational impact. That is not to say he should not make some illustrative applications, but if the text is allowed to speak fully, applications will multiply far beyond what he can anticipate as the Spirit of God takes His Word and applies it to each listener.
If hundreds or even thousands are present, the expositor by proposing his own specific applications may place unnecessary restrictions and run the risk of eliminating many other applications to the lives of his hearers. Rather, he should concentrate on giving the correct meaning of the text and be content with general applications. This grants the Holy Spirit, who is most capable in applying the Word to every heart, His rightful place in speaking to individual lives.
God’s high and solemn calling to preach His Word demands our best study and careful exposition. The spiritual food of God’s Word causes our hearers to grow in grace, so we must be sure that it is properly prepared before we serve it to a congregation, and we must serve it in a manner befitting its unique authority.
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Bible Translations and Expository Preachingÿ1
Robert L. Thomas
Expository preaching presupposes the goals of teaching an audience the meaning of the passage on which the sermon is based and urging obedience to that meaning properly applied. Two types of Bible translations are available as “textbooks” the preacher may use in accomplishing this task. One type follows the original languages of Scripture in form and vocabulary insofar as possible without doing violence to English usage. The other type is not so much governed by phraseology in the original languages, but accommodates itself to contemporary usage of the language into which the translation is made. It is possible, with a fair degree of objectivity, to measure how far each translation deviates from the original languages. The greater degree of deviation inevitably reflects a higher proportion of interpretation on the translator’s part. Regardless of the accuracy of the interpretation, the preacher will at times disagree with it and have to devote valuable sermon time to correcting the text. The best choice of translations on which to base expository preaching is, therefore, one which more literally follows the original languages and excludes as much human interpretation as possible.
English versions of the Bible can be classified in different ways. They can be classified in regard to historical origin, in regard to textual basis, in regard to theological bias, and in regard to usage of the English language. These areas of consideration are not without relevance to exegesis and expository preaching, but for purposes of the current study, a fifth classification will be examined, that of the philosophies of translation used in producing Bible versions.2
This category of analysis is chosen because of its very close connection with exegesis and exposition. In such an investigation as this these two terms, exegesis and exposition, must be clearly defined. “Exegesis” is the critical or technical application of hermeneutical principles to a biblical text in the original language with a view to the exposition or declaration of its meaning. “Exposition” is defined as a discourse setting forth the meaning of a passage in a popular form. It is roughly synonymous with expository preaching. In a comparison of these two it is to be noted that exegesis is more foundational and more critically and technically oriented. Exposition is based upon exegesis and has in view a more popular audience. The exposition under consideration here is public and spoken exposition rather than written exposition.
In the practice of exposition or expository preaching it is assumed that the preacher’s goals include the teaching of his passage’s meaning to the audience.3 Such teaching points out items in the text that are obvious but may never have been noticed. It also calls attention to items that may be completely hidden from the reader of an English translation. It will, in addition, explain passages that are difficult to interpret. In the process of imparting new teaching, the expositor also will remind his listeners of truth previously learned. Based on all this instruction, the preacher will apply the principles of his passage to listeners with a view to producing spiritual growth and transformation in their lives.
It is obvious that the above aims are much more attainable if the congregation has an English version of the Bible in which to follow the sermon, preferably the same translation as that used by the leader of the meeting. The question to be addressed in the following discussion is, with what type of translation can the minister of the Word best accomplish his goals? In other words, what kind of connecting link between exegesis and exposition is the most desirable? Stated still another way, what type of translation is most advantageous for use in the practice of expository preaching? But before this question receives an answer, several important issues regarding translation must be discussed.
Two Philosophies of Translation
In search for an answer to this question about the kind of version needed, it is necessary first to understand, in some detail, features of the two major philosophies of translation.
One philosophy focuses most of its attention on the original text or the source of the translation. This is called the literal or formal equivalence method of translation. The other is more concerned with the targetÿ4 audience of the translation. This is referred to as the free or dynamic equivalence method of translation. A literal translation seeks a word-for-word equivalency, trying also to retain the grammatical structure of the original insofar as the destination language will permit. A free translation aims for communicative effectiveness or an effect upon the reader in the receptor language comparable to that produced upon the original readers and listeners.5
According to dynamic-equivalence advocates, literal translations, which are for the most part the traditional and older ones, have not allowed adequately for cultural and social factors that affect readers of a translation.6 The formal-equivalence advocate responds that the translator of a free translation has not shown sufficient respect for the inspired text.7
Translating freely is not a new idea. Jerome, who produced the Latin Vulgate at the end of the fourth century, purposed to translate the sense, not the words, of the original whenever translating anything other than Scripture.8 John Purvey, an associate of John Wycliffe, expressed much the same sentiment in the late fourteenth century when he said that the unit in translation cannot be the word, but at the very least the clause or sentence.9 Yet, the degree of freedom advocated by these scholars is inapplicable to many modern English versions. Jerome did not apply these standards to the Vulgate, and the second edition of the Wycliffe version, in which Purvey was most influential, would now be classed as a literal translation. A major breakthrough in free translating came at the very beginning of this twentieth century with the publication of the Twentieth Century New Testament. Though translated by those of a basically non-scholarly orientation, this project paved the way for a flow of scholarly works geared more to modern English practice than to the precise wording of the original text.10 These have included undertakings by Weymouth, Moffatt, Goodspeed, and Knox as well as the New English Bible and the Good News Bible.
In connection with the last of these, there finally developed a philosophical rationale for what the free translator had been doing for many decades already.11 It was at this point that the title “dynamic equivalence” was applied to the practice.12 Many of the principles of modern communications theory were then integrated into translation practice.
Side-by-side with the newer emphasis in translation, the traditional philosophy of literal translation, labeled “formal equivalence” and then “formal correspondence” by the theorists of the American Bible Society,13 continues to present its candidates: the Revised Standard Version, the Modern Language Bible, the New American Standard Bible, the New American Bible, the New King James Version, the New American Standard Bible Update, and the English Standard Version.
Among English translations, the roots of this philosophy are deep. The first English translation done by associates of John Wycliffe was a very literal translation, corresponding word-for-word, whenever possible, with the Latin text on which they based their translation.14 The principle of literality was observed so scrupulously in the Douai-Rheims version that the English product is unintelligible in some places. The goal of the King James Version translators was to be “as consonant as possible to the original Hebrew and Greek.”15
The contemporary preacher is thus faced with a choice between these two types of English translations. The reaction of some might be to question whether there is that much difference between the two. They would want to know whether the differences are measurable. Of interest also is the nature of the differences and how they affect expository preaching.
Measurement of Differences Between Free and Literal Translations
Evaluations of translations in regard to the philosophies of their translation techniques have usually been general in nature. For example, “The neb [New English Bible] is a free translation, tending to paraphrase and, in some instances, to wordiness.”16 “The niv [New International Version] is also too free in its translation.”17 “The nasb [New American Standard Bible] is a literal approach to the translation of the Scriptures.”18 “The nab [New American Bible] is more faithful to the original than is either the jb [Jerusalem Bible] or the neb [New English Bible].”19 The Modern Language Bible sought to avoid paraphrase, and so is a “fairly literal” translation.20
General appraisals such as these are helpful as far as they go, but are at best vague in their connotation and at worst open to question as to their accuracy. Can they be made more definitive and defensible? In other words, can tests of dynamic equivalence and formal equivalence be applied to various versions so that equivalency of effect and conformity to the original can be measured? The answer in the case of dynamic equivalence is a qualified “no,” and in regard to formal equivalence it is “yes.”
Testing the communicative effectiveness of translations and thereby determining their degrees of dynamic equivalence is a very inexact task. According to Nida, a translation should stimulate in a reader (in his native language) the same mood, impression, or reaction to itself that the original writing sought to stimulate in its first readers.21 This is an unattainable goal and one that can be only approximately achieved.22 Impressions of different people will vary widely after reading the same biblical passage. Also “equivalent effect” is difficult to quantify, because no one in modern times knows with certainty what the effect on the original readers and listeners was. To assume that a writing was always clear to them, as is frequently done, is precarious.23 Yet tests have been devised to measure how well modern readers comprehend what they read. One of the most successful of these is called the “Cloze Technique.”24 It consists of reproducing portions of literature with words intentionally omitted at regular intervals. A representative group of people who are unfamiliar with the literature are given these portions and asked to insert the missing words. On the basis of their success in doing so, statistical data are compiled on the readability of the literature in question. By using comparable sections of different English versions, one can formulate an estimate of the comparative communicative effectiveness of these versions.
The limitations of this test are several. They center in the difficulty of assembling a sufficiently representative group of people.25 Vocabulary aptitudes vary widely even among members of the same family. Backgrounds and experiences differ to the point that members of the same socio-educational group reflect wide discrepancies in scoring on such a test. Devising a pattern of meaningful results is next to impossible because of the extreme subjectivity of the quantity or quality being tested.
The test of formal equivalence is more successful, however. It is a test of “deviation values.” First formulated by Wonderly,26 this procedure consists of five steps.27
The first of these steps is to take a passage of suitable length, say from thirty to fifty Hebrew or Greek words, and number the words consecutively.
Second, each word is translated into its nearest English equivalent, in accord with standard lexical tools based on principles of literal interpretation. This stage, known as the “literal transfer,” is carried out without rearranging the word order. In cases where alternative English renderings are possible, both choices are included. The consecutive numbers from step one remain in their proper sequence. Of course, the result of this step is incomprehensible English. Nevertheless, this is an important intermediate stage.
The third step consists of changing the English word order and making any other changes necessary to produce a readable English format. Changes thus made are kept to a minimum, being only those absolutely necessary to make the sense of the English comprehensible. This process is known as the “minimal transfer.” In this rearrangement each word or phrase retains its original sequential number, the result being that the numbers no longer fall into their previous consecutive sequence. The result of this step is called the “closest equivalent” translation. This closest equivalent constitutes a standard to which various published translations may be compared.
The fourth part of the procedure for determining deviation values of English versions is the comparison of these versions, one by one, with the closest equivalent translation in the section of Scripture under consideration. Such a comparison will reflect five types of differences: changes in word order, omissions from the text, lexical alterations, syntactical alterations,28 and additions to the text. Each time a translation differs from the closest equivalent, an appropriate numerical value is assigned, depending upon the degree of difference between the two. When the values for the five kinds of differences are totaled, a deviation value for the section is established. From this deviation value for the thirty to fifty words is extrapolated a deviation value per one hundred words.
The fifth and last step is to repeat the whole process in other passages until a sufficient sampling of the whole book is obtained. The deviation values from all the passages are then averaged together to obtain a single deviation value per one hundred words for the whole book. This can be done for each book of the Bible in any selected version.
The deviation values obtained through this test have no significance as absolute quantities, but when the value for one version is compared to that of another, the versions that are closer to the original text can be identified, as can the versions that differ more extensively from the original.
From such relationships as these a diagram can be constructed to reflect the profile of each English translation in relation to the others.29 A range of deviation values for literal translations, free translations, and paraphrasesÿ30 can also be established to show in which category each translation belongs and how it compares with other translations within the same category. (See Figure 17–1.)31
A comment is needed about the dividing point between literal and free translations and between free translations and paraphrases. These are somewhat arbitrary, but not completely so. The niv is taken as the bottom of the range of free translations because of its own claim to follow the method of dynamic equivalence.32 Yet it is more literal than other versions that are also based on the dynamic equivalence principle. Phillips Modern English (pme) is taken as the bottom of the range of paraphrases because Phillips’s initial purpose was not to produce something that would be scrutinized as closely as a translation.33
Figure 17-1
Deviation Values in Romans
The advantage of this test is that it lends a degree of objectivity to general evaluations of the various versions. For example, when Lewis says that the Jerusalem Bible is rather paraphrastic in nature,34 we would take issue with him on the basis of its difference from Phillips. While the jb is one of the freest of the free translations, it is not so free as to be called a paraphrase. We would likewise question the propriety of Kubo and Specht in calling the New English Bible “paraphrastic.”35 Though these reviewers may be correct about some of its renderings, the translators claimed to have refrained from paraphrase,36 and an application of the deviation test places the neb well within the category of free translations.
On the other hand, when Lewis says that the niv uses “dynamic equivalence” renderings in a number of placesÿ37 or that the neb is a free translation or when Kubo and Specht say that the New American Standard Bible and Modern Language Bible are literal translations,38 the accuracy of their words is borne out. Lewis is also correct when he says that the New American Bible is more faithful to the original than the Jerusalem Bible or the New English Bible.39
Bruce is almost correct when he states that the nasb retains the precision in rendering that made the asv (American Standard Version) of such great value as a handbook for students.40 A comparison of deviation values for the two versions reflects that actually the asv is more literal than the nasb, but that the nasb still falls low in the range of deviation values set for literal versions. In other words, Lewis’s opinion is confirmed: the nasb is relatively literal, but is not entirely free from paraphrasing.41 Van Bruggen is also proven correct when he notes the distinct difference in literality between the King James Version, the Revised Standard Version, and the New American Standard Bible on the one hand, and the New International Version, Good News Bible, and the Living Bible on the other.42
Deviation values can be used in a variety of ways to detect translation trends. For example, a comparison of deviation values for different books reflects differing degrees of deviation within the same version. Subsequent reviews by committees notwithstanding, when a different translator is assigned to each book, there is a good chance that a given version will vary from book to book in its deviation values. The Jerusalem Bible is a case in point. In Romans, it is close to the top in deviation value among free translations but, in 1 Corinthians, its value locates it at the bottom of that range. (See fig. 17-2.) The Modern Language Bible in Romans and 1 Corinthians show translator tendencies that are in reverse of the Jerusalem Bible. In Romans the version falls into the literal translation range, but in 1 Corinthians it reflects substantial characteristics of a free translation. (See again Figure 17-2.)
Kubo and Specht are right when they observe that the Jerusalem Bible is not a homogeneous translation.43 The same observation applies to the Modern Language Bible when comparing deviation values in Romans and 1 Corinthians.
Another point to be made is that a line between literal translations and those that are free cannot be precisely drawn. Therefore, there is not a great deal of difference between a translation at the top of the literal range and one at the bottom of the free range. For example, the philosophy behind the rsv (Revised Standard Version) is not radically different from that of the niv, even though the former is classed as literal and the latter as free. On the other hand, there is a significant difference between a translation in the lower range of literal, such as the asv, and one in the lower range of free translations.
Figure 17-2
Deviation Values in 1 Corinthians
Of further interest are the deviation values of versions in the Tyndale tradition. (See fig. 17-3.)
Tyndale’s work was near the top of the literal translation range, but subsequent revisions moved closer and closer to the zero base, until the twentieth century. Since then, deviation values have both decreased and increased.
Interpretation as a Factor in Translation
The above discussion of degrees of deviation from the form of the original text raises a question about what factor or factors account for the higher deviation of some versions in comparison with others. In more general terms, what are distinctives of free translations and paraphrases that set them apart from literal translations?
Figure 17-3
Deviation Values in Romans
The largest single distinction lies in the area of interpretation. To be sure, some interpretation must accompany any translation effort.44 In this connection Barclay is right,45 and the editor of the Churchman is wrong in saying that translation and interpretation must be kept rigidly separate.46 For example, one cannot translate 1 Corinthians 7:36–38 without adopting a view as to whether the passage is referring to the virgin’s father or to her male companion. Still, the largest difference between translations of a relatively low deviation value and those of a high value lies in the quantity of interpretation behind the renderings. In free translations and paraphrases this element is, as a rule, substantially higher.47
This highlights a difficulty inherent in free translation and paraphrase. The translator must choose one interpretation from the possible alternatives, thus leaving the English reader at the mercy of his choice.48 The translator of a literal translation can often retain the ambiguity of the original text and thus allow the English reader to interpret for himself.49
For example, the reader of Galatians 5:12 in the New King James Version (nkjv) will need the help of a commentary to understand the verse.50 What does it mean, “I could wish that those who trouble you would even cut themselves off”? The readers of free translations and paraphrases will not need a commentary, however, because translators have interpreted for them. In the gnb (Good News Bible), niv, jb, and neb “cutting off” is interpreted as referring to a deprivation of the male reproductive glands.51 In the pme and the lb (Living Bible), a different interpretation is adopted. The statement is made to mean separation from the Christian assembly.
The added responsibility of a dynamic-equivalence translator is made apparent by this comparison. He has also become a commentator. It is to this added role that some have objected.52 Without acknowledging that he has done so, such a translator has attached his own personal interpretation to the text, thereby excluding from the reader a consideration of the other possible meanings of the text. A literal translation can, on the other hand, often leave the same obscurity in the English text as is found in the original.
Similar dilemmas arise in numerous passages.53 Which interpretation is right in 1 Thessalonians 4:4, the one which says that Paul speaks of control over one’s own body, as in the jb, neb, niv, pme, or the one that says he speaks of taking a wife in marriage, as in the lb, rsv, and gnb? Or should the translator shun the responsibility of making a choice, as is done in the kjv, the nkjv, and the nasb?
Does 1 Timothy 3:2 prohibit appointment of an overseer who is a bigamist, as strongly implied by the niv, lb, pme, and the gnb through the addition of the word “only”? Or does it forbid appointment of a man who is a divorce , as the jb indicates? Or perhaps the verse speaks of the quality of faithfulness without dealing with marital history, as is the choice of the neb. But maybe the decision in this matter should be left to the expositor or the English reader, as indicated by the noncommittal rendering of the kjv, nkjv, rsv, and nasb.
Kubo and Specht, as well as Lewis, are among those who seriously question whether a translator has the right to read his own interpretations into the text.54 They would be joined by many in this objection when the translator’s interpretations are blatantly wrong. Such is the case in John 1:1, where Moffatt’s “the Logos was divine” and the GNB’s “he was the same as God” both miss the point that the verse intends to teach, the Deity of the Word.55
Some translations have evidenced an awareness of the problem of excessive interpretation in succeeding editions of their works. For example, in earlier editions the rsv gave “married only once” in 1 Timothy 3:2, but in the 1959 edition it was changed back to “the husband of one wife.” Phillips has also removed some of the extreme interpretive elements in a more recent edition of pme.56 The 1978 edition of the niv is more literal and less interpretive than the 1973 edition.57
The Effect of Interpretive Versions on Preaching
With the above discussion in mind, it is time to answer the question of what type of translation is the best basis for expository preaching. For some preachers, the communicative effectiveness of a free translation or paraphrase is very important. This advantage should not be underestimated.58 Yet, if the ultimate goal of the expositor is to teach the meaning of his passage as the foundation for applications to his congregation’s practical experiences, he is seriously hindered if he uses a version with excessive interpretive elements. It is a copout to use a free translation or paraphrase under the pretext that all translations are interpretive. The fact must be faced that some versions are more interpretive than others, and a choice must be made in this light.
Upon encountering an interpretation different from his own, as he is bound to do,59 the expository preacher must tell his listeners that the meaning is not what their Bibles say it is. This is a procedure quite different from explaining an ambiguous statement. It will assume the character of a reversal of what the translation says. This practice, when repeated too frequently, increases confusion and reduces pedagogical effectiveness.
The situation is analogous to teaching a subject in the classroom with a textbook that expresses viewpoints opposite to those held by the teacher. The class time is consumed with refutations of what the textbook teaches. Such an unsound teaching technique greatly diminishes the success of the learning process, especially in the situation where people are led to believe they hold an authoritative book in their hands. They have been taught that this is the “Bible,” not a commentary on the Bible.
It is far more advantageous to use and encourage the audience to follow in a more literal translation, one the translator has transmitted from the original language in such a way as to give the church an accurate translation on which to do its own exegesis, and not one that subjects the church to limitations in the translator’s understanding of what the text means.60 It is the job of the expositor, not of the translator, to explain the meaning of the passage under consideration. When a servant of the Lord imposes on the people of God his personal interpretation, he is morally obligated to clarify his role, that it is one of an expositor, not a translator. In any work that is precisely called a translation, interpretation should be kept to a minimum. Otherwise, the role of the expositor is usurped, and the work becomes a commentary on the meaning of the text, not a translation into the closest equivalent of the receptor language.
Byington has reflected this view of translation:
To say in my own words what I thought the prophet or apostle was driving at would not, to my mind, be real translation; nor yet to analyze into a string of separate words all the implications which the original may have carried in one word; the difference between conciseness and prolixity is one difference between the Bible and something else. So far as a translation does not keep to this standard, it is a commentary rather than a translation: a very legitimate and useful form of commentary, but it leaves the field of translation unfilled.61
Commentaries are much needed, but it is a mistake to assume that a translation can function in that role without ceasing to be a translation. Preaching from an interpretive free translation or paraphrase is almost tantamount to preaching from a commentary, not from a translation. It is not the translator’s job to mediate between God’s Word and modern culture as the commentator or expositor does.62
This is why a strong consensus exists that free translations and paraphrases do not furnish English texts that are suitable for Bible study.63 This is why the general recommendation to follow a literal translation for study purposes is widespread.64
Conclusion
While it must be granted that a sermon is not the same as a classroom lecture, it is still similar to it in that edification of sermon listeners takes place only when learning takes place. To this end, insofar as philosophy of translation is concerned, it is proposed that the best link between exegesis and expository preaching, the best textbook to use in public exposition of the Word, is a literal translation of the Bible, one in which the interpretive element is kept to a minimum.
The final choice of a translation must not be based on translation techniques alone. It must take into account historical origin, textual basis, theological bias, and usage of the English language also. Among these, however, the philosophy followed in the translation process remains a major factor for consideration in the choice of a version on which to base effective Bible exposition.
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Delivering the Exposition
John MacArthur
It is not enough just to have a message; you must also deliver it powerfully. Although “delivery” cannot be taught, per se, it can be improved by practicing some basic principles. Recommendations include establishing a disciplined routine before you preach and working diligently to be natural in the pulpit. Attention to methods of delivery, voice use, eye contact, and gestures can also improve delivery.
It is the most difficult element in teaching men about expositional preaching to teach someone to become skilled in the actual delivery of an expository sermon. Some expositors feel quite at home in the pulpit immediately, but others experience continuing uneasiness. However, by following some basic principles, anyone can improve his effectiveness in public presentation as an expositor of God’s Word.
Careful preparation is only part of the expository preaching experience. The climax comes in what Martyn Lloyd-Jones calls “the act of preaching.” Thorough exegesis and clear organization are crucial to an effective message. But a good sermon poorly preached is no better than a poor sermon properly preached. One has light but no heat; the other heat with no light.
Message content is the most important part of any sermon. What value is knowing how to preach with the eloquence of Apollos if you have nothing worthwhile to say? You cannot make up in zeal what you lack in substance. Good preaching techniques may be in evidence throughout a message, but without significant substance in the remarks, the result is inferior.
Conversely, worthwhile substance can be ineffective if communicated in an unskillful fashion. The congregation deserves to hear God’s message preached in both spirit and truth. The manner of delivery is also important, as Jefferson reminded us:
It is surprising how stoutly and stubbornly the churches insist upon preachers knowing how to preach. They will forgive almost everything else, but they will not forgive inability to preach.… No man who knows how to preach with grace and power need stand idle in the market-place a single hour. Churches are scouring the country in search of such a man, and he cannot escape if he would!1
The demand for qualified preachers in Charles Jefferson’s day is, unfortunately, not as strong now as it was then. Yet, God’s standards have not changed. An expositor must have the message right and then preach it with a zeal and passion befitting divine truth.
The expositor who faithfully prepares and then energetically delivers his exposition week after week will stand out in both heaven’s notice and the church’s attention.
After Preparation—Before Preaching
An expositor is like an athlete who has finished his last practice, but now must endure the tedious wait until the game. True champions can maintain their concentration and intensity; other athletes cannot. The best expositor, like the winning athlete, must not forget why he prepared—to deliver a soul-searching, life-changing exposition of Scripture with all of the authority and power of a spokesman for God.
To build this kind of bridge between the study and the pulpit, three principles help keep the preacher on track:
Purpose
Begin by focusing on the reality that your sermon is an offering to the Lord. Be driven by the truth that the Lord is your highest judge. Then your consciousness will compel you to deliver the truth as a holy offering to Him. This gives you the proper frame of mind for your solemn responsibility.
What your colleagues or congregation may think or say is not your major concern. Know that delivering the message the Lord has given you is your service to the Him for His satisfaction. That is why Paul charged Timothy “in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 4:1) to preach the Word. Let your thoughts after preparation and before delivery dwell on the Lord and His response to your expositional offering to Him. In the hours immediately before you preach, face the serious reality that you must deliver up a sacrifice that will be acceptable to the divine author of Scripture.
Passion
Feel deeply about the truth you are to preach.2 If you were giving a book review or reciting an autobiographical vignette, it would be different. Remember that expositors have a mandate from God to preach the truth and that eternal consequences hang in the balance.
This mandate is not easy to obey, nor is it a light load to carry. It is difficult and demands our best effort and utmost concentration. Taking this charge seriously produces an inner compulsion to reach the pulpit better prepared than when leaving the study.
Pattern
In addition to the essential foundations of realizing a heavenly purpose and maintaining a holy passion, implementation of a carefully planned procedure can bring the preacher to a spiritual crescendo as he stands in the pulpit. I follow four conscious and disciplined steps to ensure that on the Lord’s day I will deliver the best exposition possible:
1. I prefer to allow some time between doing my rough draft (exegetical notes) and writing out the preaching manuscript. This gives time for the message to settle in and reach a fresh level of clarity in my own thinking. If possible, I like to sleep on it for a night before the final touches are added. Sometimes this is not possible, but even in the most pressing of times, I try to allow a period of several hours.
2. Once both Sunday messages are in their final form, I usually take Friday evening to relax, relieve the mental fatigue, and remove the cobwebs. I often don’t pay much attention to my message until around 6 p.m. Saturday.
3. After the Saturday-evening meal, I retire to my study at home for several hours and go through the morning message, marking up the preaching manuscript with a red pen. I really go over it with a fine-tooth comb so that I become intimately familiar with it. This way I will not be tied to the preaching notes on Sunday. If I do any refining, it is usually minor. I go through the same process Sunday afternoon for the evening message. I rarely do anything Saturday night other than review my notes. This helps to keep my mind focused and my thinking process clear. I then can close out Saturday night with my message thoroughly internalized so that I’ve recaptured the same flow of presentation and grasp of content that I had when the message was completed several days before. I go to bed reasonably early.
4. I fall asleep with my mind on the message. I drift off to sleep praying through my message and awaken Sunday to pray again. As I dress to go to church, I pray with my mind focused on the message and trying not to let anybody or anything distract me. Our elders pray with me before the service and then I am free to enter into the worship and praise of the service before I begin preaching.
Everyone will differ in how he bridges the time span between a finished message in the study and the preaching of it on Sunday. It will depend on his personality, family life, and other responsibilities. Yet, the general framework of (1) remembering that the ultimate purpose in preaching is to present an acceptable sacrifice to the Lord, (2) allowing the sacredness of preaching to be your passion, and (3) establishing a pattern of lifestyle that optimally prepares you to preach in prime mental and spiritual condition on Sunday allows a preacher to rest in God to accomplish His divine purposes through the preaching experience.
A Compelling Delivery
Every man who enters the pulpit must be conscious that his delivery will either enhance the exposition or detract from it. What makes the act of preaching effective? What qualities characterize the sermon delivery of forceful expositors?
Good preaching begins with clarity of content. And clarity begins with a single, easy-to-recognize theme. In his book Preaching and Preachers Martyn Lloyd-Jones recounted an event from his first year of preaching:
It was the custom in Wales at that time, on special occasions, to have two preachers who preached together in a service, the younger man first and the older one following.… The old man was kind enough to listen to me in the afternoon, and it was the first time he had heard me trying to preach. As we were being driven in a car together to have some tea at the house of the minister of the church, the old preacher, who was exactly sixty years older than I was, very kindly and with a desire to help and to encourage me gave me a very serious warning. “The great defect of that sermon this afternoon was this,” he said, “that you were overtaxing your people, you were giving them too much.… You are only stunning them, and therefore you are not helping them.” And then he said, “You watch what I shall be doing tonight. I shall really be saying one thing, but I shall say it in three different ways.” And that was precisely what he did, and most effectively.3
Your exegetical study should have identified a theme. The key in delivering the exposition is to make that theme stand out. Stress your theme and your major points as you preach. Avoid complex outlines; they cause your listeners to miss your major points. The most helpful way of emphasizing your theme and outline is repetition. As you move from one point to the next, use brief transitional sentences to review the points you have already covered. Restate the central idea of the message as often as appropriate. One way to ensure that your listeners comprehend your theme and development is to print it in the church bulletin with room for them to take notes.
Use clear language. Clear ideas need to be communicated in understandable ways. If ten people in your congregation will not understand the word “felicity,” use “happiness” instead. Being scholastically impressive at the expense of listener understanding is counterproductive.
G. Campbell Morgan argued that passion is an essential ingredient for an effective delivery. In explaining what he meant by “passion,” he recalled a discussion the English actor Macready had with a well-known pastor. The pastor was trying to understand why crowds flocked to fictional plays but few came to hear him preach God’s changeless truth. Macready responded, “This is quite simple.… I present my fiction as though it were truth, you present your truth as though it were fiction.”4
Morgan added,
I am not arguing for mere excitement. Painted fire never burns, and an imitated enthusiasm is the most empty thing that can possibly exist in a preacher. Given the preacher with a message …, I cannot understand that man not being swept sometimes right out of himself by the fire and the force and the fervency of his work.5
So what is passion? Kaiser answered,
From the beginning of the sermon to its end, the all engrossing force of the text and the God who speaks through that text must dominate our whole being. With the burning power of that truth on our heart and lips, every thought, emotion, and act of the will must be so captured by that truth that it springs forth with excitement, joy, sincerity, and reality as an evident token that God’s Spirit is in that word. Away with all the mediocre, lifeless, boring, and lackluster orations offered as pitiful substitutes for the powerful Word of the living Lord. If that Word from God does not thrill the proclaimer and fill [him] … with an intense desire to glorify God and do His will, how shall we ever expect it to have any greater effect on our hearers?6
Often in the midst of some deep theological discussion, the apostle Paul
seems to forget his argument and bursts forth into one of his flights of great eloquence.… A theology which does not take fire, I maintain, is a defective theology; or at least the man’s understanding of it is defective. Preaching is theology coming through a man who is on fire. A true understanding and experience of the Truth must lead to this. I say again that a man who can speak about these things dispassionately has no right whatsoever to be in a pulpit; and should never be allowed to enter one.7
In his own inimitable way, Spurgeon said of those who lack passion,
When I have thought of the preaching of certain good men, I have wondered, not that the congregation was so small, but that it was so large. The people who listen to them ought to excel in the virtue of patience, for they have grand opportunities of exercising it. Some sermons and prayers lend a colour of support to the theory of Dr. William Hammond, that the brain is not absolutely essential to life. Brethren, … you will, none of you, covet earnestly the least gifts, and the dullest mannerisms, for you can obtain them without the exertion of the will.… Labour to discharge your ministry, not with the lifeless method of an automaton, but with the freshness and power which will render your ministry largely effectual for its sacred purposes.8
Another quality always found in great preaching is authority.9 One of the things that so impressed those who heard our Lord was that He spoke “as one having authority,” unlike the Scribes and Pharisees (Matt. 7:29). The effect of an authoritative message is dependent on the character of the messenger.
If the life of the preacher does not harmonize with his words, the resultant discord will drown out the message, regardless of how well prepared and delivered it is. Thus Paul commands Timothy to give heed to himself as well as to the message (1 Tim. 4:16). It is equally true, however, that a man with a flawless reputation who is openly careless in his handling of God’s Word does not—indeed, cannot—preach with authority. Both pure character and competent performance are necessary.
Authority comes from the preacher’s mandate to proclaim the King’s Word as a herald with all the authority of the throne behind him (2 Tim. 4:2). A herald has authority as long as he faithfully presents his King’s message. The preacher’s authority also rests on an accurate relaying of the message of God’s Word.
Using Scripture to illustrate and support the points of a sermon also strengthens the authority of a message. And do not fear using the second person. Say, “You can’t serve God and money,” instead of “We can’t serve God and money.”10 Morgan expressed it thus:
The preacher should never address a crowd without remembering that his ultimate citadel is the citadel of the human will.… The preacher comes with good news; but he does not come with something to be trifled with. His message has in it an insistent demand, because he comes from a King.11
Clarity of thought, clear language, passion, and authority are all characteristic of good preaching. But ultimately only one thing can make the act of preaching effective in changing lives: the power of the Holy Spirit. Paul wrote to the Corinthians, “My message and my preaching were not in persuasive words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, that your faith should not rest on the wisdom of men, but on the power of God” (1 Cor. 2:4, 5, italics added).
Improving Your Preaching
Every man, regardless of his current level of skill, can significantly improve his delivery by following a few practical steps.
It is not the time to stop working when exegesis is complete, illustrations are in hand, and final touches on an exposition have been added. Several important steps remain.
First, the expositor must select a method of delivery. If he has preached more than a few times, he has probably already chosen a method or perhaps constructed a hybrid that works best for him.
Most homileticians identify four basic methods of delivery.12
1. Reading—The preacher takes his manuscript into the pulpit and reads from it.
2. Reciting—The speaker repeats from memory what has been written and learned.
3. Extemporizing—The plan of the discourse is drawn out on paper and all the principal points are stated or suggested, but the language is extemporaneous.
4. Freely delivering—After thorough preparation, the preacher goes into the pulpit without notes or manuscript and without conscious effort to memorize the sermon.
The most common method among evangelicals is some form of the extemporaneous. It has the advantage of permitting freedom for the Spirit to direct, unlike reading and recitation, but avoids the risk of free delivery, which is forgetting some important point or perhaps a whole message!
The method chosen determines the quantity of preaching notes used. We especially encourage preachers to write out their sermons. Robinson wrote,
A good part of the preparation for delivery lies in the use of a manuscript. For me, writing a sermon is a way of thinking. When I have thought myself clear, delivery is much more natural. Sometimes the greatest flaws in delivery come because the speaker is not completely sure of what he wants to say.13
He continued,
I believe it is absolutely essential that a minister have his introduction clearly in mind when he stands to speak. While other parts of the sermon may be outlined, the introduction ought to be written out. It is in the introduction that the preacher establishes contact with the people in the pew.… If there is ever a time that the mind will go blank, it is in the first moment or two when you get on your feet.14
The benefits of writing out your expository message in some level of detail are many. The positive results will accrue over the expositor’s lifetime of expositional ministry. Here are a few to convince you that the increased value is worth the additional effort.
1. Insures that your best thoughts in the study are retained for later as your best thoughts in the pulpit.
2. Clarifies the preacher’s thinking through the extra refining step of writing.
3. Crafts the expositor’s verbal expressions in a more memorable way for both the preacher and pew-sitter.
4. Captures and preserves the cumulative effect of your studies, that is, there is a previous foundation on which to build the next time the text is studied.
5. Provides already-studied reference material when the same word, concept, or theological concept is encountered in another text studied in the future.
6. Enables the message to be used again for other future occasions, such as, Bible conferences, magazine articles, books, or special teaching opportunities.
7. Guarantees consistency when you are preaching in a multiple-service setting.
Once you have written the notes you intend to take into the pulpit, repeatedly go through your sermon in that note form to make sure you know how to verbalize your outline. Working through your message will force you to put your exposition into words, and enable you to identify any problem areas. That will translate into a much smoother flow of words during the delivery. Although such effort requires time and discipline, it will pay rich dividends on Sunday when you preach.
In Lectures on Preaching Phillips Brooks defined preaching as the communication of divine truth through human personality.15 Lloyd-Jones’s definition was very similar: “a proclamation of the truth of God as mediated through the preacher.”16 Thus, speaking to a congregation from the pulpit should be no different than speaking with them individually in the pastor’s office. The larger audience merely requires enlarged speaking intensity, facial expressions, and gestures so that all get the same message. In the words of Broadus,
Delivery should be the spontaneous product of the speaker’s peculiar personality, as acted on by the subject which now fills his mind and heart.… Delivery does not consist merely, or even chiefly, in vocalization and gesticulation, but it implies that one is possessed with the subject, that he is completely in sympathy with it and fully alive to its importance, that he is not repeating remembered words but setting free the thoughts shut up in his mind. Even acting is good only in proportion to the actor’s identification with the person represented—he must really think and really feel what he is saying. The speaker is not undertaking to represent another person, to appropriate another’s thoughts and feelings, but aims simply to be himself, to speak what his own mind has produced.17
The Spirit cannot work through a preacher while he is imitating the external style of other preachers, even those he admires. Spurgeon’s advice is wise:
Let every man, called of God to preach the Word, be as his Maker has fashioned him.… The good and the evil in men of eminence are both of them mischievous when they become objects of servile imitation; the good when slavishly copied is exaggerated into formality, and the evil becomes wholly intolerable. If each teacher of others went himself to the school of our one only Master, a thousand errors might be avoided.18
Concerning the voice, the key word is “variety.” Before the modern microphone, preachers had to shout to be heard by everyone in the congregation. Tales about the volume of some of the great leather-lunged preachers of the past border on the superhuman. Today, however, sound systems in even the smallest churches make the softest-spoken man clearly heard, so shouting is unnecessary.
Several elements characterize every word we speak: pitch, resonance, inflection, volume, rate, and tone. It is helpful to study the common pitfalls of each by examining a good book on speech.
An easy way to learn your own irritating vocal habits is to record yourself on tape and ask a local speech or voice specialist to analyze it. In all of this, avoid any artificiality; your goal is a natural conversational style.
Another important aspect of a natural delivery is eye contact. The goal is to know the message well enough to allow more time to look at the audience than at sermon notes. A congregation grows restless quickly if they do not sense that the preacher is speaking to them. Eye contact with a single individual can be very distracting to the preacher, however, so a balanced view of the whole audience is needed to give greatest freedom for a dynamic delivery.
Gestures should be limited and natural. During delivery,
Be natural; forget yourself; be so absorbed in what you are doing and in the realization of the presence of God, and in the glory and the greatness of the Truth that you are preaching … that you forget yourself completely.… Self is the greatest enemy of the preacher, more so than in the case of any other man in society. And the only way to deal with self is to be so taken up with, and so enraptured by, the glory of what you are doing, that you forget yourself altogether.19
With time and diligence your delivery can improve dramatically. But improvement means change, and change requires honest evaluation. Your family, church staff, and flock will provide feedback for you. Learn to listen to their suggestions.
A Final Charge
When you mount the steps to the pulpit and are about to speak God’s Word on His behalf, let these exhortations come to mind:
• Preach to honor God’s Word.
• Preach to reach the unconverted.
• Preach to please God.
• Preach to equip Christians for the work of the ministry.
• Preach to lift up the downhearted.
• Preach to be more effective this time than last.
• Preach to bring conviction of sin and repentance.
• Preach to compete with no one but yourself.
• Preach to refresh the spiritually weary.
• Preach to exalt the Lord Jesus Christ.
Then let this prayer of a past generation come forth afresh from you:
O My Lord,
Let not my ministry be approved only by men,
or merely win the esteem and affections of people;
But do the work of grace in their hearts,
call in thy elect,
seal and edify the regenerate ones,
and command eternal blessing on their souls.
Save me from self-opinion and self-seeking;
Water the hearts of those who hear thy Word,
that seed sown in weakness may be raised in power;
Cause me and those that hear me
to behold thee here in the light of special faith,
and hereafter in the blaze of endless glory;
Make my every sermon a means of grace to myself,
and help me to experience the power of thy dying love,
for thy blood is balm,
thy presence bliss,
thy smile heaven,
thy cross the place where truth and mercy meet.
Look upon the doubts and discouragements of my ministry
and keep me from self-importance;
I beg pardon for my many sins, omissions, infirmities,
as a man, as a minister;
Command thy blessing on my weak, unworthy labours,
and on the message of salvation given;
Stay with thy people,
and may thy presence be their portion and mine.
When I preach to others let not my words be merely elegant and masterly,
my reasoning polished and refined,
my performance powerless and tasteless,
but may I exalt thee and humble sinners.
O Lord of power and grace,
all hearts are in thy hands, all events at thy disposal,
set the seal of thy almighty will upon my ministry.20
1 Charles Edward Jefferson, The Minister As Prophet (New York: Crowell, 1905), 17, 23.
2 Alex Montoya, Preaching with Passion (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2000).
3 D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Preaching and Preachers (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1971), 257.
4 G. Campbell Morgan, Preaching (reprint, Grand Rapids: Baker, 1974), 36.
5 Ibid., 37.
6 Walter C. Kaiser, Toward An Exegetical Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1981), 239.
7 Lloyd-Jones, Preaching, 97.
8 C. H. Spurgeon, An All-Around Ministry (reprint, Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1960), 316–17.
9 Richard L. Mayhue, “The Authority of Scripture,” TMSJ 14 (Fall 2004).
10 Bruce Mawhinney, Preaching with Freshness (Eugene, Oreg.: Harvest House, 1991), 196.
11 Morgan, Preaching, 13.
12 E.g., John A. Broadus, On the Preparation and Delivery of Sermons, rev. ed. (reprint, San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1979), 265–73.
13 Haddon Robinson, personal correspondence, 13 May 1991.
14 Ibid.
15 Phillips Brooks, Lectures on Preaching (reprint, New York: Dutton, 1907), 8. Brooks’s exact words are, “Truth through Personality is our description of real preaching.”
16 Lloyd-Jones, Preaching, 222.
17 Broadus, Sermons, 264–65.
18 C. H. Spurgeon, C. H. Spurgeon Autobiography Volume 1: The Early Years, 1834–1859, rev. ed. (reprint, Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1962), 234.
19 Lloyd-Jones, Preaching, 264.
20 Arthur Bennett, ed., The Valley of Vision (reprint, Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1975), 186.
MacArthur, J. (2005). MacArthur Pastor's Library on Preaching (262). Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson Publishers.
19
Frequently Asked Questions about Expository Preachingÿ1
John MacArthur
John MacArthur’s thoughts about miscellaneous phases of preaching do not fit under any main heading of Preaching: How to Preach Biblically, but have come in response to questions asked him in pastors’ conferences and expository preaching classes at The Master’s Seminary. The current discussion reproduces his brief but suggestive answers to these questions.
How long does it take you to prepare a sermon?
I spend less time now than I did earlier in my ministry. I used to spend about fifteen hours on a sermon, but now it is about eight or ten hours. Over the years of my ministry, I have accumulated more information, more knowledge of the Scriptures, and more Bible-study skills. These allow me to dig deeper into a text in ten hours than I could in fifteen hours earlier in my ministry.
The big challenge facing me now is not just in the area of interpretation, but in communication. I have been at the same church for more than thirty-five years, so I have to fight to keep from falling into a pattern of similarity. It is a challenge for me to be fresh, and not just say the same things over and over in the same way.
Do you find it easier now to develop a sermon from a passage?
I never study to make a sermon. I study to understand the text. As I have grown in the Lord and in the knowledge of the Word, I have been able to dig deeper into the passages I study. I just keep studying until I have discovered all the rich truths I can from a text. I only preach part of what I find in my study process. Even doing this, however, I often wind up with a three- or four-week series from what began as a single message.
Preaching is a science, an art, and an adventure. It is a science in that it is based on the well-defined and absolute rules of hermeneutics and skills of exegesis. Interpretation is not whimsical, but implements literal, historical, grammatical, and contextual principles.
But preaching is also an art. Preaching a passage is similar to painting a picture. No two artists, though they use the same tools and techniques, will paint exactly the same picture. In the same way, no two preachers, even using the same principles of interpretation, will develop the same sermon. Applying the principles of sermon preparation and delivery is an art whose application depends on the skill, experience, and perspective of the preacher.
Preaching is also an adventure. A spiritual dynamic is at work when I step into the pulpit. I find myself saying things I had not planned to say as the data from my study come together in a way I had not seen before. When this happens, I may depart from my notes and amplify the new thought. That is why it sometimes takes me several weeks to preach through notes originally designed as one sermon.
How do you guard your preparation time?
I use a system I call “planned neglect”: I plan to neglect everything else until my studying is done. I set aside Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday to prepare for my Sunday messages. Not until I have accomplished what I need to on those days do I then stop and care for other matters. I have an assistant and two secretaries who help shield me from the affairs of a large ministry that would deluge me and rob me of my study time. Of course, I am available when I need to be.
I realize all pastors do not have a personal assistant or a large staff to share the responsibilities of their ministry. Neither did I in the early years. But my commitment to studying the Word has never changed. If other details take my time, I simply put in longer hours that week. Our goal as pastors is not to do all the work of the ministry ourselves, but to equip our people for ministry (see Eph. 4:11–16). We can only accomplish this effectively through preaching based on thorough study. So I know that time spent in preparation will result in more sharing of my load by a maturing church.
Since notable expositors are avid readers, what are your reading preferences?
The irony of it is that when I was in college, I did not want to read. I was a typical athletic guy who was usually outdoors, and I preferred not to be indoors reading. I arrived at seminary and had no choice. So I just began to read and, of course, it was all about what I wanted to know. I really fell in love with reading theology. So now I read theology—books on doctrine—and commentaries. Every week of my life, I read all of the commentaries on any passage I am preaching, and then I just read theology. This comes in many volumes that deal with divine issues or divine themes, not just in theology textbooks, but also in books that deal with particular doctrines and doctrinal issues like the Holy Spirit, Christ, sin, or salvation. For variation, I then sprinkle in biographies of spiritual men and occasionally a really “hot” book on important contemporary issues.
To what extent do you use notes? Do you write a manuscript?
During my study I write out the flow of my sermon. Then, from that rough draft, I write out notes to take into the pulpit. I usually have about ten half-sheets of notes for each message. I have everything written out that I want to cover. I have some statements written exactly the way I want to phrase them. Certain truths need to be stated accurately or in fresh terms, so that I am not misunderstood or repetitious.
Since I preach in the same church week after week, I do not want to phrase the same truths in exactly the same way time after time. To keep my messages new, I need to guard against falling back into habitual ways of saying things. Extensive notes help me avoid that. They also assure that I do not forget something important I wanted to say. Since I use many cross-references, I need to write down their chapter and verse as well.
My notes are the record of my study of a passage, so I try to make them thorough. If they are too cryptic, I will not remember my flow of thought later when I review them. For example, if my notes say, “Tell story of boy and dog,” six months later I may not remember what boy and what dog. Even referring to an Old Testament story requires some notes, so I can recall later what nuance of that story was relevant. I am also writing a commentary series on the entire New Testament. Sometimes the commentary on a book is written several years after I have preached through the book. My notes need to have enough of my exegesis to reflect how I interpreted a passage for the sake of this later use.
I am not really bound to my notes when I preach. I do not read a manuscript. On Saturday evening (or Sunday afternoon for the Sunday-evening message) I read through my notes and highlight key points with a red pen. These red notations are a visual crutch if I need them. I have learned through experience how to look at my notes while I am preaching without it being obvious to the congregation. I could preach my sermons without my notes. I might forget a few things, or not say something exactly the way I wanted to, but the main thrust of my message would be there.
How important is the size of your pulpit?
I want my pulpit to be about forty-two inches high and to have a very slight slant. I like that height because I can look across my notes at the audience. I can literally glance at my notes while I am looking at them without them seeing my eyes drop. When I move my eyes from side to side or front to back, I spot my notes and pick up what I want.
I don’t like a pulpit that is deeply slanted because it forces me to raise my head noticeably to see the congregation; similarly, a pulpit that is too low makes me look down, showing the congregation the top of my head when I slip a look at the sermon notes. I prefer to stand back from the pulpit so I can look across the notes at the audience. They can hardly sense that I use notes. In fact, they always ask me whether I use notes when preaching.
One of the techniques that I have developed is to do everything that I can to divert their attention when I turn a page. It will come while I am making a very strong point, telling a very special story, giving a clear analogy, or speaking very passionately about some issue. At this point I turn a page. I want to shield them from any impression that I am only giving them my notes. I want them to know that I am giving them my heart.
What use do you make of quotes and illustrations?
I never quote someone just because he is an authority. The Scripture is authoritative and does not need outside support. The only time I quote an authority is on a matter about which Scripture is silent. Usually when I quote a commentator or theologian, it is because he has stated the truth in a clear, definitive, prosaic, or graphic manner. I only quote someone who has said something in a unique way worthy of quoting. I would not quote him just because what he said was true, since I could do this in my own words.
Of course, when I quote someone, I am careful to credit him. To quote someone else as though it were your own words is wrong. Yet I read so many different discussions and pour so many things through my mind as I prepare my sermons that it is next to impossible to document the source of each thought. As long as I phrase the thoughts in my own words and combine them with other thoughts, it is not necessary to footnote them. Extensive footnoting is proper in a book. I am careful in my books to document my sources, but too many references to sources would be distracting in a sermon.
A balance is the ideal. We cannot document every thought in our sermons. On the other hand, we should give credit where due. Pastors sometimes ask me if they can use my material. I have given blanket permission for anyone to use my sermons and preach them in whole or in part if they wish, and I do not want any credit as the source. If what I say has value to someone, I am honored for him to use it for God’s glory. The truth is all His.
Yet if someone re-preaches one of my sermons without enriching it by going through the discovery process, that sermon will inevitably be flat and lifeless. The great Scottish preacher Alexander Maclaren once went to hear another man preach, a young man with a reputation for being a gifted preacher. Much to Maclaren’s surprise, the young man said at the outset of his message, “I’ve had such a busy week that I had no time to prepare a sermon of my own, so I’m going to preach one of Maclaren’s.” He did not know Maclaren was in the audience until Maclaren greeted him afterward. He was very embarrassed and became even more so when Maclaren looked him in the eye and said, “Young man, I don’t mind if you are going to preach my sermons, but if you are going to preach them like that, please don’t say they are mine.”
To rely too heavily on the sermons of others robs one of the joy of discovering biblical truth for himself. Such sermons will lack conviction and enthusiasm. Sermons by other preachers should be another study tool, like commentaries or illustration books.
Do you practice your sermons before you deliver them on Sunday?
I have no trial run or dress rehearsal of my sermons. I know that some men vocalize their sermons in advance and find it very helpful. Part of the adventure of preaching for me is getting into the pulpit and hearing what comes out. While I am preaching, my mind is working at its highest level, and it is in the pulpit that my sermon takes its final form. To rehearse sermons in advance would not do me much good, since I would probably say things differently once I stepped into the pulpit.
I do read through my notes several times and think through the sermon before I preach it. I try to ask myself, “What do I want the people to learn from this sermon?” I tend to apply the truths in a situation relevant to my own life. I trust that I am similar enough to everyone else that those truths will apply to others also.
How long should a sermon be?
As long as it takes to cover the passage adequately! I do not think the length of the sermon is as important as its content. At times I have preached fifty minutes and it has been ten minutes too long. Other times, I have preached an hour and twenty-five minutes and it has been just right. The important thing is to cover the main point so that people are convinced of its truth and comprehend its requirements. If you have nothing worthwhile to say, even twenty minutes will seem like an eternity to your people. If you are interesting, they will stay with you. Do not mistake persuasion for long-windedness, however. If you preach longer than you should, you will sacrifice persuasiveness.
I am convinced that biblical exposition requires at least forty minutes. Less than this just is not sufficient to probe the text deeply. If it takes fifteen to twenty minutes to give the setting, ten to fifteen minutes to draw out the principles, five to ten minutes to cross-reference them, and five to ten minutes for a conclusion, you already have about fifty minutes. Rarely does a man preaching twenty-five to thirty minutes do doctrinal exposition.
That is why developing the logical flow of a sermon is crucial.2 If your message is clearly outlined and you lead your people through the process of discovery, you will hold their attention. Your sermon must be going somewhere. You cannot merely give a number of assorted truths unrelated to each other. If your sermon lacks interest because it is disjointed, your people will lose interest.
If you are going to be a Bible expositor, forget the twenty- and thirty-minute sermons. You are looking at forty or fifty minutes. In any less than that, you can’t exposit the Scripture. The purpose of a sermon is not to get it over, but rather to explain the Word of God. My goal is not accomplished because I am brief. My goal is accomplished when I am clear and I have exposited the Word of God.
Won’t people get bored if you preach too long in the same book?
I think people will be bored if you are boring. It is not related to how much time you spend in a book. As long as you are saying things that capture their interest and challenge their lives, they will not care what book you are in or for how long.
I think, however, that a balance is desirable. If you are preaching through a heavily doctrinal book like Romans or Hebrews, it is good to give your people a break from that periodically. If you are preaching through one of the Gospels, such may not be necessary. When I preached through Matthew over an eight-year period, I rarely felt the need to take a break. Matthew contains such a mixture of doctrinal passages, parables, and narrative passages that it changes pace frequently on its own.
At times, too, you will need to deal with a specific topic. You may find that people in your church are being influenced by an unbiblical teaching that you must combat. Or they may be confused over a Bible passage or a theological issue. Also, you may occasionally see a need to preach about the biblical view of a significant world event. In general, though, preaching through a book will not bore people if you are an interesting preacher. This is the purest form of expository preaching.
Why are you compelled to preach verse by verse through books of the Bible, unlike other notable preachers such as C. H. Spurgeon?
Spurgeon was not a pure expositor. He frequently preached topically. He was a great writer of sermons and was masterful in his prose and his insights, plus he possessed tremendous creativity. His mind had tremendous imaginative capacities. He could also hold an audience.
One of the reasons I preach verse by verse is because I could never produce such inspiring, clever, creative, topical sermons week in and week out as he did. He had an immensely creative imagination. I just don’t have that, nor do many other preachers that I know. Where creativity is strong, so is the danger that it can turn a preacher away from the exposition of Scripture. We need to guard against this without suppressing legitimate creativity.
I could wish that Spurgeon had preached the book of Romans verse by verse. If he had done with Romans or Hebrews what he did with the book of Psalms, which resulted in The Treasury of David, his expositional legacy would be unsurpassed.
Most of all, however, preaching verse by verse through books of the Bible is the most reasonable way to teach the whole counsel of God. If I am obligated to teach the whole new covenant message and all of the mystery unfolded, the only systematic way that I know to teach it all is to take it the way it comes, one book at a time from beginning to end. If I were to approach the goal of teaching the whole New Testament in random fashion, it would be a hopeless maze to lead people through. On the other hand, if I am committed to teaching the Word of God systematically so that all of the revelation of God is brought before His people, the only reasonable way of doing that is to go through it one book at a time.
Also, the only effective way of seeing the significance of a passage is in its context. Going through an entire book sets the passage in its context on its widest, deepest, and richest level. One other thought: neither the Old Testament nor the New Testament was written as a collection of verses to be thrown into the air and allowed to fall back wherever they might. Rather, each book has a reasonable, logical, inspired flow of thought going from point A to point Z, with all stops in between. Each was designed by the Holy Spirit so that you have the Holy Spirit communicating something powerfully and clearly in the whole letter: you dare not miss a single part!
If I received five letters in the mail one day, it would make no sense to read a sentence or two out of one, skip two, read a few sentences out of another, and go to the next one and read a few out of that, and on and on. If I really want to comprehend the letter—what is going on, the tone, the spirit, the attitude, and the purpose—I must start from the beginning and go to the end of each one. If that is true of personal correspondence, then how much more is it so of divine revelation.
If we are to proclaim the “whole counsel of God,” why do you preach predominately from the New Testament?
Paul said that he was a minister of the new covenant. Since he was responsible to preach the new covenant, I think it is compelling for us to herald the new covenant, too. What we find then is that we must primarily preach Christ and herald the new covenant, which is New Testament literature, the mystery now unfolded that was hidden in the past.
At the same time, we draw on the illustrative material in the Old Testament. I think the Old Testament material can be summed up like this: first, it describes God; then, it gives His law for life, His rules for righteous behavior; third, it shows how God blesses those who obey; and fourth, it tells how God punishes those who don’t. The Old Testament also becomes the great source of illustrative material as we reach back to get some of the magnificence and fullness of God before the cross.
Another personal component for me is that when I was in seminary I realized that I could not be expert in Greek and Hebrew at the same time. Having had twenty-four units of Greek in college, I decided to follow that up and pursue New Testament studies as a primary objective for my own life and ministry.
The third little piece for me is that I have a personal goal in my life to preach through the whole New Testament. I desire to herald faithfully all the counsel of God and the revealed mystery of the new covenant. Occasionally, for variety I will sprinkle in an Old Testament series such as a study of Daniel or a character study.
When preaching through a book, how much of the text do you cover in each sermon?
Basically, I cover one unit of thought. The number of verses will vary, depending on how I divide it. For example, I covered 1 Thessalonians 5:12, 13 in one sermon, verses 14, 15 in another, and verse 16 in a third. I could have preached the entire passage 5:12–16 as one message, since it is all related. Instead, I chose to subdivide it so as to give more emphasis to each section.
As you remember from the earlier discussion of “A Study Method for Expository Preaching” (chapter 11), the first step in my study is to read and become familiar with the entire book. That helps me separate the book into units of thought. Observing the outlines of passages in various commentaries is also helpful. Ultimately, each preacher must decide for himself how to organize the text. That is part of the art of preaching.
Where does storytelling fit into expository preaching?
I am not into storytelling. I fail to see the value of multiple, long, drawn-out illustrations. I think you can make a point effectively with a simple analogy. After all, the only value a story has is to put a window into an otherwise somewhat darkened truth. You pull up the shades so somebody can see a teaching more clearly. If you can do that with a brief analogy, you can keep the flow going better than by inserting a long story.
Stories have emotional impact, but they are lightweight compared with Scripture. People respond to a story with the idea, “Now I can sit back and hear this nice story.” I call it communication in the light vein. I would rather find a concise analogy or an Old Testament illustration and keep the sermon moving than get caught in some long story that might send the wrong signal to people.
I want them to stay at my level of intensity. When I think they need a few relaxing moments, I will break in with a breather such as a funny statement or something that is simple. I try to pace the message that way. In my mind, stories tend to shut down the level of intensity that I prefer people to maintain. I tell a story when it is appropriate, but this happens only rarely. I like to think that I can say the same thing as effectively with a brief comparison.
I’ve heard it said that 50 percent of a sermon should be application. Could you comment?
I think that is arbitrary. I prefer to say that all of a sermon should be applicable. If I preach the Word of God powerfully and accurately, everything I say should apply. Obviously, not all will apply to everyone in the same way, but it is my intent to speak what is life-changing for all.
I believe the goal of preaching is to compel people to make a decision. I want people who listen to me to understand exactly what God’s Word demands of them when I am through. Then they must say either, “Yes, I will do what God says,” or “No, I won’t do what God says.”
While I believe in the importance of illustrations, I do not believe that 50 percent of a sermon must be applications.3 If I preach that we should love our neighbors, I need not devote half of my sermon to telling my people in exhaustive detail how to love this way. It is the Spirit who applies the truths of Scripture to each person.4 But if we fail to give our hearers some clear principles they can apply, we have failed to present God’s Word properly. Remember, people live out their theology or beliefs, but they forget your exhortations. They will apply what they genuinely believe to be true.
How do you find the balance between instructing people and playing to their emotions?
Emotions are important. They were given to us by God, and they often move the will. People do not usually make decisions in an emotional vacuum. I do want to stir people’s emotions when I preach, because truth that warms the heart can move the will.
When Jesus spoke of true worship, He described it as worship “in spirit and truth” (John 4:23–24).5 What He meant was that emotion and truth in combination constitute true worship. Our worship of God must be based on truth, yet should also involve the emotions. It should be our goal to encourage the proper components in worship. The hymns and special music, as well as the pastoral prayer and sermon, must articulate truth. Yet they should also stir the emotions and activate the will.
What I oppose is artificially stimulating the emotions in isolation or separation from truth. This practice smacks of manipulation and peddling the Word of God (see 2 Cor. 2:17). Two extremes must be avoided: truth without emotions and emotions without truth. The two are seen in Jesus’ discussion with the Samaritan woman in John 4. The Samaritans’ worship was enthusiastic and emotional, but not based on truth. On the other hand, the Jews’ worship was based on truth, but was cold, unemotional, and dead. Both were wrong. True worship is based on truth, and involves the emotions.
How do you differentiate between persuasion and manipulation?
The difference lies in the means we use to persuade. The Word of God is the only legitimate means of persuasion. Legitimate persuasion is cognitive, stirring the mind with reasonable truth. Convincing with tear-jerking stories, histrionics, and emotional outbursts takes an unfair advantage of people and wrongly muddles their thinking. That does not mean we cannot use all the communication skills available to us, but we should avoid playing on people’s emotions, even by repeated singing or playing of hymns. These are artificial and should be avoided because they bypass the reason.6
Our goal in preaching is to constrain people to choose change because it is reasonable and right before God, not because they have been manipulated into some momentary feeling or action. We persuade them from the Scriptures to choose the right course of action. We do not pile on emotional pressure until they break. We want them to know clearly what the alternatives are and that they must choose. If after hearing our sermon someone does not know what he is supposed to do about it, we did not reach that person. I believe the legitimate point of persuasion ends with the clear presentation of the truth and must not move beyond that to artificial emotional stimuli for eliciting a response. This latter kind of appeal has produced false Christians and weak believers bouncing from one emotional high to another without a theology to live by.
In 1 Timothy 4:13, Paul wrote to Timothy, “Until I come, give attention to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation and teaching.” What he told Timothy was to read the text, explain the text, and apply the text. That verse is a call to persuasive, expository preaching. Paul himself was a very persuasive preacher, but he never tried to manipulate emotions to move people artificially. At the end of one of his messages, King Agrippa exclaimed, “In a short time you will persuade me to become a Christian” (Acts 26:28). Agrippa clearly understood the message. Unfortunately, he made a wrong decision in spite of his understanding.
Ultimately, however, our sermons will only be as persuasive as our lives. A traveling speaker who does not remain in one place long enough for people to get to know him may be able to “fake” it without a consistent life to back up his message, (though this is regrettable). Those of us who preach to the same people week after week, however, cannot do that. Our people know us, and our persuasiveness depends on the quality of our lives. Paul’s preaching was persuasive; but it was his life that won the hearts of people. The Ephesian elders cried when Paul left them, but not because they would not hear him preach anymore. They were “grieving especially over the word which he had spoken, that they should see his face no more” (Acts 20:38). The integrity of the preacher’s life is a key element in persuasiveness.
What are your thoughts on drama in the pulpit?
I was at a pastors’ conference where one of the speakers came out in diapers with a doll under one arm, a pacifier around his neck, and a baby bottle in his hand. He proceeded to talk about baby Christians. In my judgment I would have to say that such a performance appears to be a crutch, and it seems that only a weak preacher would need such a crutch. You have to believe that the power of God’s Word will be more effective than any human drama or communication gimmick. Nothing is as dramatic as the explosion of truth on the mind of a believer through powerful preaching.
How do you get yourself up for a sermon when you’ve been down during the week?
I often work harder on my sermons when I am not doing so well. Feeling good and excited about my message tends to carry me. When I feel bad, which is very rare, I know I have to give it everything I have, and I turn up the effort. It is similar to athletics. Many athletes exert themselves more when they feel below par.
The same is true when I think my message is not too exciting. I work harder to find ways to make it exciting. Often those sermons turn out to be better than others in which the material is great.
Do you have an illustration file?
If I find a good illustration, I usually use it right away. I do have a file, but in the years I have been in the ministry, it has grown large and cumbersome. So much material is in it that it is tedious and time-consuming to go through it. Keeping track of illustrations is one area where a personal computer is of immense help.
Do you use a personal computer?
In recent years people have tried to get me to begin using one, but I have a system that I am comfortable with. I do all my own research and write out all my sermon material from my rough notes. No one types it for me. This allows me to pour it through my mind one more time. My administrative assistant and my secretaries use computers to help me in all other areas of my ministry outside sermon preparation.
Do you use a preaching calendar to schedule your messages?
I have a general plan in that, before I finish the books I am currently preaching from, I decide what books I want to preach through next. But I cannot schedule what to cover week by week. As I mentioned earlier, I do not always know what I will cover until I begin preaching. This makes preaching an adventure, but it also means a preaching calendar would have to be revised so frequently that it would be useless.
Since I generally preach through books of the New Testament, a preaching calendar for me is unnecessary. I know what passage I will be preaching each Sunday. A preaching calendar is useful for those who preach topically. Wasting precious study time each week trying to figure out what to preach on should be avoided.
Even when I re-preach an old set of expositions, I cannot set a fixed schedule because I may encounter a theme that takes more time than I planned.
Do you ever get nervous when you preach?
In preaching, I can honestly say I am never nervous. The only thing I feel in my heart is this continual prayer: “Lord, please help me to get this truth across clearly, authoritatively, and passionately so that You are rightly represented here. Help me in the process of doing this!” I am never nervous because I am always prepared. If I was unprepared or if I thought I was facing something I could not handle, then I would have a reason to be nervous. I think nervousness is sort of an ego-defense mechanism because one is afraid he will be embarrassed or fall on his face. To be honest, I do not feel involved personally in what I do. I don’t even think about myself. I only want to honor the Lord and avoid embarrassing Him in any way.
What two or three books on preaching have profoundly impacted your thinking?
The first book that affected my thinking was John Broadus’s On The Preparation and Delivery of Sermons. A second book that really hit me hard was John Stott’s book The Preacher’s Portrait in which he explained five New Testament words that pictured the preacher’s vast responsibility and duty. Then I read D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones’s Preachers and Preaching. Those three have influenced me greatly.
What abiding lessons would you teach men who are committed to expository preaching, that will sustain them for a lifetime of ministry?
First of all, make sure that every expository message has a single theme that is crystal clear so that your people know exactly what you are saying, how you have supported it, and how it is to be applied to their lives. The thing that kills people in what is sometimes called expository preaching is randomly meandering through a passage. Second, when you go into a church that is not accustomed to exposition, realize that a period of training the listeners is needed. You must move your flock from whatever they have been hearing into thinking logically, rationally, and even deeply about the Word of God. This is the process of weaning them from whatever they have been on and whetting their appetites for the meat of God’s Word.
Next, you need to go in with a long-term perspective. My dad said to me years ago, “I want you to remember a couple of things before you go into the ministry. One, the great preachers, the lasting preachers who left their mark on history, taught their people the Word of God. Two, they stayed in one place for a long time.” These were two good pieces of advice. Everybody used to say, when I first came to Grace Community Church, that I would only last about a year or two, because they saw me as a communicator. But in my heart, I knew I wanted to do two things: one was to teach the Word of God systematically and the other was to do it in the same place over the long haul. I knew that was the only way I could nourish people who would be really doctrinally solid.
Fourth, realize that as you begin to unfold the Scripture, your ministry is going to change. You cannot know everything that the Bible is going to say unless you have dug deeply into it. You may think you have everything wired, but four or five years into your ministry, you will come to a passage that will change the way you think about a certain issue and the way your church does things. You and your people must allow the Word to shape your church.
What is the ultimate key to effective preaching?
Very simply, stay in your study until you know that the Lord will gladly accept what you have prepared to preach because it rightly represents His Word. Let me close with an unforgettable plan suggested by an unknown parishioner as to how to accomplish this.
Fling him into his office. Tear the “Office” sign from the door and nail on the sign, “Study.” Take him off the mailing list. Lock him up with his books and his typewriter and his Bible. Slam him down on his knees before texts and broken hearts and the flock of lives of a superficial flock and a holy God.
Force him to be the one man in our surfeited communities who knows about God. Throw him into the ring to box with God until he learns how short his arms are. Engage him to wrestle with God all the night through. And let him come out only when he’s bruised and beaten into being a blessing.
Shut his mouth forever spouting remarks, and stop his tongue forever tripping lightly over every nonessential. Require him to have something to say before he dares break the silence. Bend his knees in the lonesome valley.
Burn his eyes with weary study. Wreck his emotional poise with worry for God. And make him exchange his pious stance for a humble walk with God and man. Make him spend and be spent for the glory of God. Rip out his telephone. Burn up his ecclesiastical success sheets.
Put water in his gas tank. Give him a Bible and tie him to the pulpit. And make him preach the Word of the living God!
Test him. Quiz him. Examine him. Humiliate him for his ignorance of things divine. Shame him for his good comprehension of finances, batting averages, and political infighting. Laugh at his frustrated effort to play psychiatrist. Form a choir and raise a chant and haunt him with it night and day—“Sir, we would see Jesus.”
When at long last he dares assay the pulpit, ask him if he has a word from God. If he does not, then dismiss him. Tell him you can read the morning paper and digest the television commentaries, and think through the day’s superficial problems, and manage the community’s weary drives, and bless the sordid baked potatoes and green beans, ad infinitum, better than he can.
Command him not to come back until he’s read and reread, written and rewritten, until he can stand up, worn and forlorn, and say, “Thus saith the Lord.”
Break him across the board of his ill-gotten popularity. Smack him hard with his own prestige. Corner him with questions about God. Cover him with demands for celestial wisdom. And give him no escape until his back’s against the wall of the Word.
And sit down before him and listen to the only word he has left—God’s Word. Let him be totally ignorant of the down-street gossip, but give him a chapter and order him to walk around it, camp on it, sup with it, and come at last to speak it backward and forward, until all he says about it rings with the truth of eternity.
And when he’s burned out by the flaming Word, when he’s consumed at last by the fiery grace blazing through him, and when he’s privileged to translate the truth of God to man, finally transferred from earth to heaven, then bear him away gently and blow a muted trumpet and lay him down softly. Place a two-edged sword in his coffin, and raise the tomb triumphant. For he was a brave soldier of the Word. And ere he died, he had become a man of God.
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Epilogue
The Listener’s Responsibilities
In an age when shallow preaching is common, both shallow hearing and personal application are also common.
Too many laymen speak about the preaching event as if it were a one-way street, as if the responsibility for what transpires when the Bible is proclaimed rests solely on the shoulders of the preacher. But that’s not so! Effective communication demands competence from all parties.1
Preaching: How to Preach Biblically would not be complete without a word about the listener’s responsibilities in the expository process. Everything culminates in the hearers. The science and art of producing an expository sermon are empty efforts if no one hears and assimilates the message. Three vital principles will aid the listener who wishes to gain the most from an expository message. They are at the same time his responsibilities as well as his privileges.
Anticipation
The listener must be prepared to receive the preacher’s message. Some components of anticipation to enhance the listening experience are basic and obvious, though often overlooked.
1. Be Personally Ready
The basic outlook of the listener must be to identify himself as the target of the message. The whole purpose of sitting in the listener’s seat is exposure to the message for the purpose of personal confrontation, information, conviction, motivation, and transformation. The hearer’s thoughts should not be concerns about how well the preacher is doing, how clever or interesting he is, or how well structured his sermon is. The listener is not there to admire or criticize a piece of oratorical art, but to be spoken to personally by God’s representative. The object of the preaching event is a change in thinking, attitude, and behavior. The hearer must prepare himself with this anticipation.
2. Be Physically Ready
A basic key to good listening is being in good physical condition. This depends on adequate rest, well-balanced meals, and proper exercise. Each of these varies with different individuals, but all are essential to being alert and ready to comprehend what is spoken.
People do not listen well when they are tired or hungry. Their minds drift to other things because of improper care of their bodies. On the other hand, being awake and attentive is essential for one to hear God’s message in a refreshing and dynamic way. The way one spends Saturday evening and Sunday morning, for example, will directly affect the expository exchange between expositor and listener.
Just before Jesus was betrayed, He asked His disciples to stand watch while He prayed in anticipation of the cross. Apparently they were not physically ready to comply, because Jesus “came to the disciples and found them sleeping, and said to Peter, ‘So, you men could not keep watch with Me for one hour? Keep watching and praying, that you may not enter into temptation; the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak’ ” (Matt. 26:40, 41). After leaving them to pray two more times, Jesus again “found them sleeping, for their eyes were heavy” (v. 43). He commented, “Are you still sleeping and taking your rest?” (v. 45). In a somewhat different situation, a listener does well to be alert and to watch also as he prepares to hear God’s Word.
3. Be Prayerfully Ready
Expository preaching can be defined as a spiritual event through which Almighty God Himself speaks His Word to the hearts of men and women so that they might know and understand His will and obey it. So prayer is an essential element in readying one’s heart to hear what God wants to communicate through His appointed messenger.
Two distinct, yet inseparable, objects summarize the format for preparatory prayer: Pray for the preacher as he communicates God’s message, and pray for the ability to comprehend what God communicates, as the psalmist prayed: “Deal bountifully with Thy servant, / That I may live and keep Thy Word. Open my eyes, that I may behold / Wonderful things from Thy law” (Ps. 119:17, 18).
Scripture implores Christians to pray for their preachers. For Paul, faithful prayer by believers for those who proclaim God’s Word boldly was foundational (see Rom. 15:30–32; 1 Thess. 5:25; 2 Thess. 3:1; Eph. 6:19; Col. 4:2–4).
If a people are looking for rich sermons from their minister, their prayers must supply him with the needed material; if they seek for faithful sermons, their prayers must urge him, by a full and uncompromising manifestation of the truth, to commend himself to every man’s conscience in the sight of God (see 2 Cor. 4:2). If God’s people are going to expect powerful and successful sermons, their prayers must make him a blessing to the souls of men!2
The Puritan John Angell James offered this insightful call for prayer.
Prayer is a means of assisting the minister which is within the reach of all. They who can do nothing more, can pray. The sick, who cannot encourage their minister by their presence in the sanctuary, can bear him upon their hearts in their lonely chamber: the poor who cannot add to his temporal comfort by monetary donations, can supplicate their God “to supply all his needs according to His riches in glory by Christ Jesus” (Phil. 4:19): the timid, who cannot approach to offer him the tribute of their gratitude, can pour their praises into the ear of Jehovah, and entreat him still to encourage the soul of His servant: the ignorant, who cannot hope to add one idea to the stock of his knowledge, can place him before the fountain of celestial radiance: even the dying, who can no longer busy themselves as in former times for his interests, can gather up their remaining strength, and employ it in the way of prayer for their pastor.3
To receive the message from God’s messenger with greatest benefit, believers must pray for their pastor’s ability to impart it.
Attention
Expository preaching is and always has been God’s chief tool for producing growth in grace. Therefore, it deserves the closest attention. Though every Christian should read, study, and meditate on Scripture, God uses Bible exposition for the optimal enhancement of his spiritual growth. It is not overstating the case that preaching should be the chief means of dispensing strengthening grace in a believer’s life. Spiritual advancement, then, will hinge on how determined one is to assemble with other Christians when God’s Word is faithfully proclaimed (see Heb. 10:25).
Preaching is one of God’s chief means of sowing seed and helping fruit grow; it is a way of watering and fertilizing the crop. But you must break up the hard clods that have formed in your soul over the week, turn under the weeds, and prepare the good soil to receive the good seed.4
Nothing has changed since Jeremiah Burroughs wrote,
In the hearing of God’s Word we profess our dependence upon God, for the knowing of His mind, and the way to eternal life.… Remember that you come to tender up your homage to God, to sit at God’s feet, and there to profess your submission to Him. That is one end of your coming to hear sermons.5
God has called, equipped, and gifted godly pastors and teachers to preach His Word faithfully. Because He has done this, we need to fulfill our responsibility in gathering to hear what He says through His servants.
Attitudes
Confessing all known sin removes hindrances and opens one’s heart to hearing the truth (see 1 Pet. 2:1, 2). Exposure to the inspired “sword” of the Word (see Heb. 4:12) allows the Spirit of God to bring conviction of sin and to demand true repentance. Repentance will inevitably bring an increased desire to hear more of God’s truth and will promote more spiritual growth. Growth, then, is contingent on how much a believer allows God to teach him through His herald.
Adams observed, “Like disobedient children, people do not want to listen. Even believers, habituated in ways of disobedience, have great difficulty listening to God.… It has been easier for sinners to blame preachers than to admit their own reluctance to listen.”6
Moses told the children of Israel in his day about the required readiness: “God says to us today, ‘Take to heart all the words with which I am warning you today, which you shall command your sons to observe carefully, even all the words of this law. For it is not an idle word for you; indeed it is your life’ ” (Deut. 32:46, 47). Failure to measure up to this requirement as a hearer leads inevitably to shallow listening.
Actions
It is not enough to talk about wanting to hear the preached Word; we must implement these desires regularly. Nothing substitutes for regular attendance in the weekly services of a local church. Though the writer of Hebrews was emphasizing the mutual encouragement of believers among themselves, he also warned them not to forsake their corporate gathering for worship and preaching: “Let us consider how to stimulate one another to love and good deeds, not forsaking our own assembling together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another; and all the more, as you see the day drawing near” (Heb. 10:24, 25).
Application
Many contemporary critics decry expository preaching as lacking relevance and clear personal application. This kind of criticism reflects a misunderstanding of or disbelief in the inherent power of the Word of God. Since the expositor’s first concern is to clarify the meaning of the text, it may be granted that expository preaching is not driven by the same kind of obsession with illustrations and applicational formulas that characterize most topical and textual preaching. The expositor depends on the power of the text itself when rightly explained, and is assured that application of the truth in a personal and individual way is ultimately the responsibility of the listener, in concert with the Holy Spirit, of course.
One historian comments, “Calvin sought to make the biblical message clear so that under the power of the Holy Spirit it could make hearers alive to God’s presence.”7 How much better it is to allow God the Holy Spirit to shape and mold us into Christ’s image, rather than limiting the application of Scripture to human ingenuity! Jay Adams suggested that the listener “constantly seek to discover God’s message in the verse or verses from which it was preached, going so far as to summarize it in one sentence.… Unless you can do this, it is doubtful whether you got the message.”8 If a listener cannot grasp the principles taught by the text of the sermon, he will fail to understand their application to his own life. If he does understand them, he will be unable to escape their specific application made by the Spirit to his own life.
When Jesus declared to His disciples, “He who has ears, let him hear” (see also Revelation 2–3), He was setting forth a general principle. Leith has written, “For Calvin as for Luther (‘Lectures on Hebrews’) ‘The ears alone are the organ of the Christian man.’ Hearing the Word of God makes one worthy of the name Christian.”9 Those who have their ears trained to hear the Word of God must take the responsibility of understanding the truth taught and applying it to their lives.
Summary
What is the listener’s responsibility to expository preaching? He must prepare with the right anticipation, give undivided attention, and under the leadership of the Holy Spirit apply what he learns from Scripture to his own life. Only by these means can he maximize the spiritual benefits to himself and others with whom he will share the truth.
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Appendix A
John MacArthur’s Preaching Notes
The following pages contain a close approximation of the handwritten preaching notes used by John MacArthur, Jr. in his preaching of the message entitled “The Man of God” (1 Tim. 6:11–14). In the interests of space conservation and clarity, they have been carefully recopied to furnish an example of how an expositor can prepare for and preach an expository message (see Preface).
Appendix B
Preaching Is an Adventure!
Teaching on the subject of preaching at the seminary is always a special treat. As you would expect, that is a topic about which the students are eager to learn: how to organize, prepare and structure the message, and how to build the introduction, the conclusion, the outline and all the things so important when preparing to preach the Word of God.
Inevitably it turns into a question and answer session as they try to pick my brain after having done this for so many years. Whenever I get into a setting like this I always have to confess that the ideal in preparing a sermon would be to study a passage of scripture, pick a unit of truth out of the text, develop the interpretation of it, get a good outline so people can follow the flow, create an introduction and a conclusion, and preach it. That is the ideal; that would be a real sermon.
As I teach that, however, I recognize the fact I am probably one of the poorest examples of structure in a sermon. And that is because, no matter how carefully I craft a sermon with somewhat equal parts that are both discernable and clearly identified by an outline, it rarely works out that way. In the study, it all seems to fit together very well.
But then, as is often the case, I only get a third of the way through it! I always prepare everything as a unit, but I rarely preach it as a unit. That, of course, blows the outline and the conclusion. Consequently, what the congregation gets is a long introduction and a point or two. A few years ago I was in Montreal, doing a week-long series of lectures on expository preaching with a group of French-speaking pastors. During a question and answer time, one of the students asked, “Dr. MacArthur, we understand what you are teaching us, but we also listen to your tapes (those of us who can understand English), and we wonder why you don’t do what you’re telling us to do?”
And so I always have to confess to the students that as hard as I endeavor to take the sermon that I’ve prepared and give it in one setting, I generally find myself unable to pull it off. Preaching is a science. That is to say, there are fixed laws of interpretation that cannot be violated if you are going to understand the text the way God intended. There is a scientific way to approach the Word of God. The process is not mystical, esoteric or intuitive. There are laws of language—syntax, lexicography, context, history, philosophy, background, etc.—that inform the text so that you can accurately interpret it.
But having done all that, the fact remains that teaching is also an art. It is an art and the art depends upon the adventure of the moment. When you get all the colors on the palette and you get the outline of how the painting should be, there is still that element of inspiration that comes out of you in the midst of the adventure. If that sounds like a rather muddled defense of why I cannot finish a sermon, that is exactly what it is intended to be.
Part of the joy of preaching is the very adventure of it. No matter how carefully I prepare, there is a serendipitous element to my preaching that is formed and guided by the Holy Spirit. The well of my mind—a lifetime of Scripture that has been poured into my soul—is so much deeper than what is in my notes. Informed by the Word and energized by the Holy Spirit, the preaching experience is a dynamic adventure that is too precious to me to submit to the rigid structure of an outline.
The objective is not to give you information in a perfectly clean little package that you will never forget, because you will forget! Preaching is more of a spiritual event that is intended to grip your heart and shake you loose from your comfort. It is designed to take you where you haven’t gone in terms of your thinking and understanding of the Word of God. It is intended to create a spiritual response in that very moment and to deposit some things that will shape, over a long period of time, a fixed set of convictions in the fabric of your life.
And so all of that simply to say that I wanted to finish last Sunday’s message but I did not.
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