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PREACHING THE WORD

If anyone speaks, they should do so as one who speaks the very words of God.

—1 Peter 4:11

The unfolding of your words gives light.

—Psalm 119:130

God’s Word and Human Skill 

 

In the first Protestant preaching manual, The Art of Prophesying (1592), William Perkins wrote, “The Word of God alone is to be preached, in its perfection and inner consistency.”1 This may seem to many today to be an obvious point. Of course a Christian preacher or teacher should be communicating the Bible, they say. In Perkins’s cultural moment, however, this was not obvious. For many preachers of his day, “[God’s] grace was not irresistible. It needed to be supported by eloquence. … The faithful needed the miraculous power of preaching to buttress the Scripture.”2

Preaching in England at that time had become filled with verbal pyrotechnics, thick with ornate language, classical allusions and quotations, poetic images, and soaring rhetoric. Of course, preachers were still beginning with Bible passages—but very little time was given to actually unfolding the texts. They seemed to think the Bible needed a lot of help. A baseline confidence in the power and authority of the Scripture itself had been lost.

William Perkins and his contemporaries reacted against “the cultivated oratory” of their time. They believed that the main aim in preaching had been lost: that we let the Bible itself speak, so it can pour forth its own power. The early part of Perkins’s brief volume spends substantial time establishing that the Bible is God’s perfect, pure, and
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APPENDIX: WRITING AN EXPOSITORY MESSAGE

This volume is far from a complete textbook on preaching. You will have noticed that I’ve spent most of my time on why a certain kind of preaching is needed and what that preaching looks like in principle and in example but relatively little time on how to prepare a good sermon. A manifesto, not a manual, as I told myself many times in the writing of this book.

Yet I couldn’t completely resist the urge to provide more practical support. In this appendix I offer a mini manual to the first great task of preaching—to faithfully preach the Word. There are many good books that describe in detail how to write and deliver an expository message on a text of the Bible.1 A survey of dozens of these—some very old, some brand-new—reveals a surprising consensus on method. When you organize those top-level points of agreement, you’re left with a very helpful set of irreducible essentials of how to preach a sound expository sermon. Though the sources call for varying steps and stages, they all include following four directives in one form or another.2


	Discern the goal of the text by itemizing all the things that it says and looking for the main idea that all the other ideas support.

	Choose a main theme for the sermon that presents the central idea of the text and ministers to your specific listeners.

	Develop an outline around the sermon theme that fits the passage, with each point raising insights from the text itself.

	Flesh out each point with arguments, illustrations, examples, images, other supportive Bible texts, and, most important, practical application.



DISCERN THE GOAL OF THE TEXT3

First you must discern the goals of the biblical author. What does the author of the text want his original hearers to learn, think, feel, and do? This requires digging deeply into the text, spiraling down through multiple rounds of reading and analysis, keeping a running commentary on it, and itemizing all the things that the text says or implies. You must ask which of the thoughts are major and which are minor—which are the concepts that the other ideas explain or support. Here is a simplified approach, again distilled from the most useful books on expository preaching and seasoned with my own experience.4

Round One: Read the English text5 over at least a couple of times, beginning to write your own running commentary, noting anything that strikes you or raises a question.6

Round Two: Now read it over another two or three more times. This time look for three basic categories of things in the text: repetitions of words, ideas, or grammatical forms; connector words such as “therefore,” “because,” “for,” “since,” “if,” and “then”; and finally any metaphors or images. As you note these, add to your commentary by asking questions about each repetition, connector, or image: Why did the author use this? What was he conveying with this? How would the meaning of the passage be changed if this weren’t here?

In this round the connector words will not only make visible the text’s component parts (the parts are the clauses, sentences, and paragraphs that come before and after the connectors) but also show you the way the parts relate to one another. The relationship could be one of cause and effect, showing the results or consequences of something. Or it could be one of general to particulars, with one part of the text serving as an elaboration or elucidation of something said earlier. That relationship could also be reversed, with a later part of the text being a summary or generalization based on earlier parts.

Round Three: Read the passage through again, this time using commentaries and other tools that help you look at the text in the original language. Because of the various software programs available for Bible study, this is now possible in at least a limited way for people without academic training in the original languages.7 I try to do five main things in this round.


	Determine the meaning of each significant word, learning what the term means here and elsewhere in the Bible.

	Be sure to see if there is some repetition in the text that has been masked by the English translations. Often a Greek or Hebrew word repeated within the passage is given different English renderings by translators for reasons of style and variety.

	Use the commentaries to seek answers to things in the text that puzzled you. The best ones take plenty of time to explain obscure and difficult passages.

	Use reference tools to closely examine the images in your text and see their use and meaning in the rest of the Bible.8 

	Look for anything in your text that alludes to or quotes from other places in the Bible, especially in the other testament.9 



These last two lines of study will reveal how your text points to Christ. Add all these insights to your running commentary on the passage.

Round Four: Now ask the context questions about your text. To begin, look at the context within the biblical book. Ask: How does this passage fit in with the rest of the book? What is the message of the whole book, and how does this particular passage contribute to it? Why is it here? How would the message of the book be diminished or changed if this were not here?

You must also, however, ask how this text (and the book in which it sits) fits in with the rest of the Bible and its message. What doctrines does it touch on that are laid out in the rest of the Bible? What themes in the text run through the whole canon? Most crucially, in what way do the biblical themes running through your text point to or find their fulfillment in Christ? Your use of the reference tools in round three will have given you a lot of the answers to these context questions already. Add all new ideas to your commentary.

Finally, you should have one concluding “goal of the text” question that helps you pull all your findings together. J. Alan Motyer asks: “What is the one thing that all the other things are about?”10 Haddon Robinson asks the question as a two-parter: “Subject: what is this talking about? Complement: what is this saying about what it is talking about?”11 Some formulate the question like this: What is the central thing the author wanted his original listeners to learn, feel, and/or do? What is the goal or point of the passage? You should choose one of these heuristics to begin with, though you can certainly formulate your own version over time.

However you choose to pose the “goal question” of the text, the answer can usually be found in one of two patterns. One is in the repetitions and their relationship to one another. When “courage” or “fear” is mentioned four or five times in a passage, that is probably the central subject. The other is in the answers to the context questions of how the passage relates to the chapter, book, and Bible. The 1 Corinthians 13 “love chapter” is read and preached upon at weddings, but a look at its context between 1 Corinthians 12 and 14 shows that it was not about romantic love but about how to create peace in a community torn apart by dissension. Jesus’ statement “I am the light of the world” in John 8 can be understood best when we see that in John 7 he was making this claim during the Festival of Tabernacles, commemorating God’s glory cloud leading Israel through the wilderness. Jesus is, therefore, not speaking about some general power of illumination. He is identifying himself as the glory of Israel, the God of Moses, who has become a human being.

Write down the answer to the goal question in a sentence or two. This should be the “freshly-squeezed essence of the passage.”12 To force yourself to distill all your material, give your passage a title and, if it is a longer passage with paragraphs and parts, give each of them a title as well.

CHOOSE YOUR THEME FOR THE SERMON

Then choose a main theme for the sermon that presents the central ideas of the text while also addressing your listeners in particular. You may want to highlight different aspects of the biblical teaching depending on whether you have a homogeneous group of believers or a mixture of believers and those who do not believe. The occasion may be a worship service, a retreat, or a wedding.

Even if the central idea of the text is unambiguous (and it is not always so), that does not mean there can be only one theme for the sermon. The central textual idea can usually be faithfully presented through any of a variety of sermon themes. Sinclair Ferguson writes: “Alongside this objective exercise [discerning the central idea of the text] there is an exercise in spiritual sensitivity. … The preacher is not a systematic theologian. … He is a pastor. … Our preaching is not to be need-determined, but it must be people-oriented.”13 Ferguson is saying that we must look at both the main idea of the text (our first responsibility) and the needs and capacities of the listeners (our second) to determine the sermon theme. Stibbs says the same thing. He writes: “Some passages are very fertile. They are capable of a number of selective treatments according to the points in them chosen for emphasis and according to the corresponding particular aim and application which the preacher may have in view.”14 In another volume David Jackman says that the preacher should have not only a statement of the text’s big idea but also an “aim sentence,” by which he means “what you are praying the Holy Spirit will be pleased to do in the lives of the hearers as a result of the sermon.”15 The central text idea and the pastoral aim together produce the sermon theme.16

To illustrate the development of the theme, Stibbs takes one text: John 2:1–11, Jesus turning the water into wine at the wedding feast in Cana. The main idea of the text is found in verse 11—the miracle showed Jesus’ glory by pointing to his death, which purifies us and secures our festal joy. The plot tension in the little narrative revolves around Jesus’ enigmatic, brusque response to Mary when she tells him they have run out of wine, followed by his subsequent miracle that saves the joy of the feast. Jesus does the miracle by using jars of water normally used for purification of sin, pointing to the purpose of his own shed blood. Jesus is signaling that he must lose all joy so that we can receive it.

The miracle reveals the glory of who Jesus is and what he came to do. However, we see a number of aspects to that glory in the passage, and Stibbs shows how we can highlight this main idea through different sermon themes, depending on the context and the people we are addressing. Stibbs suggests that at a wedding his main focus would be verse 2 (“Jesus … had also been invited to the wedding”) and the sermon theme could be “Jesus should be invited into your marriage.” At a prayer meeting the main focus could be verse 3 (“Jesus’ mother said to him, ‘They have no more wine’”) and the sermon theme could be “why and how to pray.” In an address to Christian leaders and workers the main focus could be on verse 5 (“‘Do whatever he tells you’”) with the theme of “how to be useful in Christ’s work.” In a Sunday-morning sermon to a broad audience, including people all across the faith spectrum, the main focus could be on verse 10: “You have saved the best [wine] till [last].” The theme could be “the joy Jesus brings.”

In each case the same central idea of the glory of his saving death in particular is brought to the fore in a different way. The sermons begin with Jesus offering to come into our marriage, answering prayer, blessing the work of obedient colaborers, and bringing you the joy you have been looking for all you life. How? Through his death, which is glorious.17

Bible scholar Alec Motyer uses 1 John 2:1–2 to demonstrate the same process of moving from the central text idea to the theme:


My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. But if anybody does sin, we have an advocate with the Father—Jesus Christ, the Righteous One. He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.



Motyer says that there are at least six ideas or truths about Jesus stated here: (1a) Jesus’ goal is that sin diminish and disappear from our lives. (1b) Yet Jesus will not abandon us if we do sin. (1c) Jesus is an ascended advocate for us before the Father. (1d) Jesus is righteous. (2a) Jesus makes propitiation for our sins through the atonement (Greek hilasmos). (2b) Jesus secures forgiveness of them and makes this available to us and to the whole world.

Motyer thinks that the central idea, on which the others hang, is the second—that Jesus will never abandon or give up on us. The point of the passage is that we should not sin, but “if anyone does sin,” Jesus will still be our advocate, the Father will still love us, we will still be forgiven. “Each of the six truths breathes heavenly security. … As we battle with sin and constantly lose the battle [we can] credibly claim to be heirs and possessors of this great salvation.”18

Motyer echoes Ferguson and Stibbs when he says that the central idea of the text must be put into a sermon theme “tailored to the congregation to whom we are ministering.” He reminds us that we have not one but two responsibilities when we preach: “First to the truth, and secondly to this particular group of people. How will they best hear the truth? How are we to shape and phrase it so that it comes home to them in a way that is palatable, that gains the most receptive hearing, and … avoids needless hurt?”19 Motyer says, therefore, that there is never just one possible sermon theme. Even though the main idea of the text could be phrased as “the assurance of our salvation,” that does not necessarily have to be the theme of the sermon. If the congregation needs more instruction in Christian theology, the preacher could focus more on the fact that Jesus is our advocate and heavenly intercessor because he has ascended. The theme could instead be “the reality and meaning of the Lord’s ascension,” in which the emphasis is on that biblical teaching and what it means for believers. There could also be a variety of pastoral reasons that the preacher would want to focus on the important word “propitiation” in the text, which refers to the taking away of God’s wrath.20 This gives more attention to how thorough and deep our forgiveness is as a result of the cross. That theme could be “how Jesus saves us (the meaning of propitiation).” A third approach could be a more personal one, making the theme “how to deal with recurrent sin.” In each case you would still draw out and present the main idea of our infallible security and assurance, yet depending on how familiar the people are with doctrine or what sorts of things they are facing in their lives, the sermon theme could differ.

As we’ve seen, many writers suggest crafting a sermon theme combining the main text idea and the pastoral aim. However, since you can’t preach a text rightly unless you put it into its whole Bible context and show how it points to Christ, we might want to choose our sermon theme after answering three questions:


Main text idea question: What is this text talking about, and what is it saying about what it is talking about?

Pastoral aim question: What practical difference did this teaching make to the author’s readers, and what difference should it make to us?

Christ question: How does the text point us to Christ, and how does his salvation help us change in line with the pastoral aim?



After answering these questions, formulate a main theme for your sermon. It should be a people-oriented use of the text’s main idea. It is helpful if the sermon theme can be an active, declarative sentence. For example, suppose you have studied John 16:16–23 and determined that the text’s “big idea” is “Jesus comforts his disciples with teaching about his second coming.” Your sermon theme could be “Christians, through the hope Christ gives, can face anything.”

DEVELOP AN OUTLINE AROUND THE THEME

Once you have chosen the theme, develop an outline around that theme that unfolds the meaning of the passage—with each point arising from insights from the text itself—and creates narrative tension toward a climax. One kind of outline is much like a case in court—a statement of facts, a thesis, and an argument for the thesis. Another kind of outline is more like the telling of a story, with a statement of something that has knocked life out of balance, a history of the struggle to rectify things, and the description of the plotline’s resolution.

As we have noted, many expository preachers of the earliest centuries did not develop outlines per se but instead proceeded to give commentary on consecutive verses. There was, of course, an implicit outline in this method. The preacher would break the text into logical units of ideas, treating three or four verses as a unit, followed by another unit, and when he reached the end of the passage, he might summarize the main themes and teachings. In other words, the outline of the sermon was simply the consecutive structure of the passage, and the preacher did very little to suggest any other organization of the ideas. It was not until the Middle Ages that the sermon outline became customary for preachers.21 Though John Calvin sought to revive the consecutive, running-commentary method of Chrysostom and other early Christian preachers, most of his early Protestant contemporaries were more interested in recovering the rhetorical methods of the Greeks and Romans and adapting them for the church. The Puritans and their heirs went on to develop a very Scholastic, classical outline for each sermon, with a single proposition, a rigorous analysis of it, and an exhaustive defense and application of it.22

Over the last two hundred years, some consensus has developed about the qualities of a sermon outline. It should have unity, with each point supporting the main theme. It should have proportion, with each point given roughly equal time and importance, so the pace and progress of thought do not seem too slow or too fast. It should have order. That is, each point should not merely be related to the theme but should build upon the other points, carrying the thought forward, not merely repeating what was said before. Finally, it should have movement. The sermon outline should not just present data in an orderly way, nor just offer a “case” for a proposition. It should give people the sense they are being taken somewhere, building toward some kind of climax and finally being brought to face to face with God. (And yes, this includes expository sermons on nonnarrative texts as well. I’ll address movement in the next section.)23

Every point in your outline should progressively clarify or justify your theme, so that it becomes clearer, richer, and more compelling as the sermon goes on. In this way the outline provides not only order but also discipline—it forces you to practice the crucial art of knowing what to leave out. Recently you may have found some quotes and examples that would make great sermon illustrations, but if they don’t fit your outline, each part of which serves the theme, you should save them for another sermon.

The outline also helps you ensure that your main points in an expository sermon come from the text itself. In your study you have gathered a host of interesting ideas that you have seen in the text. Then you asked the goal-ofthe-text question and determined which of the ideas was, as it were, the trunk (the central idea) and which ones were the branches. Having done that, you can arrange the secondary ideas to form the points of the sermon, each one explaining or elaborating on the main idea.

It is not too difficult to see that Mark 2:1–12, the healing of the paralytic, is about the forgiveness of sins. The word “forgiven” or “forgiveness” occurs four times, and all the narrative tension in the passage is around Jesus’ assuming the right to forgive sins and the scribes’ challenge of that right. There are, however, numerous other things to notice in the text. Jesus doesn’t give the man the primary thing his friends were seeking for him, namely physical healing. Another key observation is that Jesus seems to intuit the man’s inward state, since forgiveness requires repentance and the man never verbalizes this. Another key issue in the text is Jesus’ question: “Which is easier: to say to this paralyzed man, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up, take your mat and walk’?” (verse 9). It is a trick question because, while it may seem harder to heal physically than to forgive, in the end it will require Jesus’ death to secure remission of sins.

All these items and ideas can become points in the outline. The sermon theme could be “the true healing of forgiveness.” The outline could be: (1) the need for forgiveness; (2) the grace of forgiveness; and (3) the cost of forgiveness. Verses 1–4 show the need of it. When Jesus forgives before he heals, he indicates that our spiritual need for a right relationship with God is more basic than the need for physical healing or anything else at all. Verse 5 shows the grace of it. Jesus responds even to the inarticulate longings of the man, showing that you don’t have to have it all together in order to merit God’s forgiveness. You just have to want it. All you need is need; all you need is nothing. Verse 9, the enigmatic question, puts us into the shadow of the cross. It takes only great power to heal a man physically, but it will require infinite suffering, death, and astonishing love for Jesus to be able to forgive us. However, when we receive that, we will be healed indeed of the only disease that can really, finally kill us.

Alec Motyer uses Psalm 51 as another example.24 He points to nine significant words in the text (New King James Version): “mercy, loving kindness, tender mercies, blotting out, transgressions, wash thoroughly, iniquity, cleans, and sin.” The central idea of the passage is how God deals with our sin. Motyer examines each word to see what it means in the rest of the Bible. He learns that three of the words define what sin is, three describe what we need from God for it, and three describe what we should say to God in order to receive that. Motyer then observes that all these may be presented as grounding points in the sermon, but the sermon theme will determine how to do that. Is this a sermon to Christians on an important aspect of prayer? Then the sermon theme would be how to confess our sins. The outline could be: (1) why we must confess (2) what we must confess; and (3) how we must confess. In that case each triad of words could be used to fill out each of the points.

Or is this a sermon to an audience with many people who don’t believe or who don’t know what they believe? Then a possible sermon title could be “When Life Blows Up.” The outline could be: (1) we aren’t what we ought to be; (2) why we aren’t what we ought to be; and (3) what we can do about it. This sermon would give more background on the setting for Psalm 51, recounting how David—the best king Israel ever had—nonetheless had a deeply flawed heart and “blew up his life” through an extramarital affair. The first point could establish that we are weaker and more prone to disaster than we want to admit. Here you could use the first two words. The Hebrew word translated as “sin” means to miss the mark. It goes beyond mere violation of rules to signify failing to be all we know we should be. The second point, on why we miss the mark, could be built from two subpoints: our self-absorption, our being curved in on ourselves (“iniquity” means to be bent or twisted); and our self-will (“transgression” refers to stubbornness and willfulness). These two things make the world a miserable place. The third point does not need to use all six remaining words, but it must at least focus on the Hebrew word translated as “blot out,” meaning that there is a kind of spiritual-cosmic detergent, as it were, that can remove sin down to the last fiber (Hebrews 9:14), which could bring us to Hebrews 9 and to the work of Christ.

THE MOVEMENT OF THE SERMON

Your outline has to have movement, progression, tension.25 I hear many sermons that are simply a string of good thoughts that could almost be set forth in any order—even if they are all faithfully taken from the text and in general accord with the sermon theme. That is actually a series of mini sermons, and it is invariably tedious, even when delivered with conviction. Each point in a compelling sermon must contribute something new to the theme, building on previous ones, sometimes making use of clues and undeveloped thoughts mentioned earlier but opened at just the right moment later on. In your sermons you must build some suspense that creates an eagerness to hear what is coming next and a sense of traveling to a destination. Skillful preachers can state earlier points in such a way that it will cause questions to be raised in listeners’ minds: If this is true, doesn’t it contradict that? or Won’t this create a problem with that? If that is what the Bible says, how do you answer those who object to it like this? If that is what we must do, where do we get the resources to do it? That way the preacher can answer the questions in the hearts of the listeners as he or she moves through the sermon.

Eugene Lowry argues that even if preachers are not preaching on a biblical story, the points of the sermon should nevertheless feel like the parts of a narrative.26 A narrative begins when something knocks life off balance. Life is now not the way it ought to be. For example, “Little Red Riding Hood took her grandmother some goodies” is just a fact. However, “Little Red Riding Hood was going to her grandmother’s, but a big bad wolf was waiting to eat her” is a narrative. As the story proceeds, the plot thickens as central characters fight to restore the initial balance. There are always protagonist figures and forces struggling toward the restoration of balance as well as antagonist figures and forces struggling against the restoration and against the protagonists. Finally, the story ends as the struggle results in either restoration of the balance—the desires of the protagonists (and the listeners) are reunited with objective reality—or the failure to restore balance. So every story consists of an assumption about how life ought to be, a problem or force that prevents life from being that way, and a pathway through which that life can be restored.27

Lowry believes that the general flow and movement of the sermon (though not necessarily embodied in explicit headings or points) should follow this general pattern. First, present the problem, showing the particular way indicated in the text that sin has knocked life out of whack, what Bryan Chapell calls “the fallen condition focus.”28

Then develop tension by looking under the surface at the reasons that the problem is so difficult and enduring. Crucial to this step is going beneath personal and social behavior down to the motivations of the heart.29 We may be selfish with our money, but mere exhortation won’t work, because money is more than money to us; it is identity and security. This second move must always recapitulate the gospel message that we do not have the resources to save ourselves. It seems hopeless (because it is).

Next, show how Jesus, his salvation, and faith in him solve the problem before us, objectively and subjectively. Jesus is the exemplar, who lives the human life we should be living. He dies to save us from the guilt and consequences of our failure. But in addition to all this, faith in Christ always perfectly solves the heart problem that is at the root of the difficulty. We can’t give our money away until we get new security and identity in Jesus. We can’t love our spouses rightly until we fill our inner neediness with the spousal love of Christ. The second and third moves of the sermon are intimately tied together. If, when analyzing the fallen-condition focus, you depict the problem as a matter of behavior, then the only solution will be some exhortation to try harder. Unless you get down to the level of heart dynamics and motivation, the transforming power of the gospel in the work of Christ won’t be seen as the unique, direct solution to the problem.

This is why the sermon, if it moves like a narrative, with a thickening plot and little hope—can at this point produce what Tolkien calls “the turn” that is present in all good stories. There is a reversal, an upending of normal expectations, and a sudden plot resolution that is counterintuitive and satisfying.30 This is where the gospel and the person and work of Christ are brought to bear on the problem, and he is proclaimed as the unique solution to this issue, unlike anything the world has to give. This is how Jesus is assured to be the “hero” of every well-crafted sermon.31

Here is another way to look at the underlying movement of the sermon to give it a gospel shape, a fall-redemption-restoration plotline. Remember that these are seldom or never the announced headings or even the points of your outline. I think of it as the metaoutline, the deep gospel pattern, of every sermon I preach:


	Intro	What the problem is; our contemporary cultural context: Here’s what we face.

	 Early points	What the Bible says; the original readers’ cultural context: Here’s what we must do.

	Middle points	What prevents us; current listeners’ inward heart context: Why we can’t do it

	Late points	How Jesus fulfills the biblical theme and solves the heart issue: How Jesus did it.

	Application	How you should live now.



 

Here are the assumptions behind this deep pattern. One is that the Bible addresses heart issues that are true for all human beings everywhere in every century. So the heart issues of the original readers will overlap with those of the preacher’s listeners. Also, in every text of the Scripture there are imperatives, moral norms for how we should live. That norm may be seen in what we learn about the character of God or Christ, or in the good or bad example of characters in the text, or in explicit commands, warnings, and summonses. The next assumption is that this moral imperative always presents a crisis, for when properly understood, the practical and moral obligation of the Scripture is impossible for human beings to meet. If the preacher does not bring that out, the sermon is headed for moralism, for implicitly or even explicitly asserting that our moral efforts could be sufficient to please God. If instead the preacher does bring the crisis into the light, then the listeners who have followed the path of the sermon to this point are led to a seemingly dead end. Then, when we point to the gospel, a hidden door opens and light comes in. Jesus has fulfilled the law’s requirement in our place and so protects us from condemnation. But more than that, when we put our faith in that saving fulfillment, it changes the structure of our hearts, melting them where they are icy, strengthening them where they are weak. Faith in Jesus is our only hope—but it is a sure hope.

The sermon now moves definitively out of argument and teaching toward worship and wonder when it shows how only Jesus Christ has fulfilled the requirement. If the text is a narrative, you can show how the characters in it point to Christ as the ultimate deliverer, sufferer, prophet, priest, king, and servant. If the text is didactic, you can show how Christ is the ultimate embodiment of the moral norm and the only way to become people who can begin to follow it. Finally, the sermon can take time to spell out practical ways that faith in Christ should shape our lives in this area.

CASE STUDY #1: EXPOSITORY

Here’s an example of applying this deep pattern to the story of Abraham and Isaac in Genesis 22.


	 What you must do: We must put God first in every area of life, as Abraham did. (This is where the traditional sermon ends!!)

	 But you can’t: We can’t! We won’t! So we deserve to be condemned.

	 But there was one who did: Jesus put God first, on the cross. His was the ultimate and perfect act of submission to God. Jesus is the only one to whom God ever said, “Obey me, and as a result I will send you to hell.” Jesus obeyed anyway—just for truth’s sake, for God’s sake. The only perfect act of submission.

	 Only now we can change: Only when we see that Jesus obeyed as Abraham did—for us!—can we begin to live like Abraham. Let your heart be shaped by this.



Only when I see that God has already accepted me can I even begin to try to live like Abraham. I could never even start down this road—of Abraham-like obedience. Otherwise I’d not even keep it up. I’d be so discouraged by my failures. But God has already set his love on me, prior to my obedience. Without knowing that, I’d never have the heart to start or keep going.

Only when I see that God has already accepted me can I deal with the real reasons I fail to live like Abraham. I put my “Isaacs” ahead of Christ because I think they will give me more security and worth than he will. Only by rejoicing in my acceptance will these Isaacs lose their power over me. Without doing that, I’d not have the ability to make any progress at all.

Only when I see that God has accepted me can I really want to live like Abraham for the right, nondestructive reason. As I listen to this sermon about Abraham, I realize I may try to obey God so that he will give me a happy life and family. But if I obey like that, I’m really not obeying him for his sake. I’m using the law of God to control him, not praise him. Without joying in, seeing, resting in Christ’s obedience for me, I’ll never be obeying for the right reason, nor even truly obeying at all.

CASE STUDY #2: TOPICAL

Here’s an example of an outline for a sermon on the power of beauty and sexual attraction in our culture.

1.	 What you must do: The power of physical beauty over us must be broken. Look at the devastation it has wrought in our society and in our lives. (1) It distorts women’s view of themselves (leading to self-loathing and eating disorders); (2) it demoralizes aging people; (3) it distorts men’s lives by making them reject great spouse prospects for superficial reasons and turn to pornography. What must we do? Don’t judge a book by its cover. Don’t be controlled by something superficial.

2.	 But you can’t: You know quite well we won’t be able to escape its power. Why? (1) We desire physical beauty to cover our own sense of shame and inadequacy (Genesis 3). “When you look good, you feel good about yourself” really equals “When you look good, you feel yourself to be good.” (2) We are afraid of our mortality and death. Evolutionary biologists and Christians agree that the drive to possess physical beauty is a desire for youth. We’ll never overcome our problem by just trying.

3.	 But there was one who did: There was one who was beautiful beyond bearing yet willingly gave it up (Philippians 2). He became ugly that we might become beautiful (Isaiah 53).

4.  Only now we can change: Only as we see what he did for us will our hearts be melted and freed from the belief that we can judge a book by its cover. Only when we can be in him will we be freed from our sense of shame and fear of mortality.

FLESH OUT EACH POINT

Finally, you must flesh out each of your outline’s points with a great variety of arguments, illustrations, examples, images, other supportive biblical texts, and other forms of practical application and rhetorical devices. The number and character of these things depends on the choices you have made previously about the goal of the passage, your theme, and the structure of your outline.

I will focus my suggestions here on one aspect of fleshing out the structure of the outline. In chapter 6 we looked at how to prepare for effective application; here I give some examples of applications that move along gospel-centered lines rather than (as is far more common) moralistic lines. How do we call people to obey on the basis of the text without being moralistic? How do we change their hearts so they want to obey rather than beat on their wills just to get compliance?

Faithfulness 

In Genesis 12 (Abram’s call) Abraham leaves his comfort zone and follows God’s call despite having to go it alone, without his family, and having to leave his home culture. He can become a blessing to others only if he is willing to leave the normal sources of human security. Jesus, however, was the ultimate example of someone who heard a call away from security. He left heaven itself and his glory (Philippians 2) all in order to die for us. Jesus lost his security so we could have the ultimate security—his love and salvation. When we have that, we will have the ability to take the risk to reach out to other individuals and other cultures. Only then do we become people, or disciples, “on mission.”

Caring for the Poor 

It is remarkable how much God identifies with the poor. Proverbs 19:17 says that if you are kind to the poor, you are kind to the Lord; Proverbs 14:31 says that if you insult or are unkind to the poor, you insult the Lord. A remarkable example of this is in Matthew 25, where Jesus says that when you feed the hungry, clothe the naked, shelter the homeless—you are feeding and sheltering “me.” It is tempting to preach these passages moralistically, telling people that therefore we should identify with the poor and care for them. But we often find that when we try to do this, things go wrong. We are filled with insensitive pride and we offend the poor. Or we get our feelings hurt when they don’t respond with gratitude. Or we get impatient that they seem not to be responding well. There is too much pride and too little love on our part. It’s because we tried to directly apply the biblical teaching without letting faith in Jesus restructure our hearts.

Yes, you can see that God in the Old Testament identifies with the poor; but not until Jesus do we see how far he went to do so. In Jesus he both figuratively and literally came among the poor! He was born in a manger to poor parents. He lived virtually homeless, saying, “Foxes have holes, but the son of man has nowhere to lay his head.” (Luke 9:58)32 When he died they cast lots for his robe, his only possession, and he was buried in a borrowed tomb. Not only that, but he was also the victim of a miscarriage of justice. He knew what it was like to be poor, marginalized, and oppressed. Finally he was stripped naked and died of thirst and exposure on the cross. So on the last day when people say to Jesus, “When did we see you thirsty, naked, in prison?” Jesus could say, “On the cross! There I, who deserved exoneration, got condemnation so that you, who deserve condemnation, can go free. That is the true basis for living a life of justice and care for the poor.” Seeing Jesus embrace you when you are poor helps you see that you are no better than the poor in any meaningful way. It should remove condescending attitudes and impatience.

Adultery and Marital Love 

When preaching to spouses about being faithful to their mates, at some point you must show them that the selfishness of their hearts will keep them from doing so unless they have the love of their true spouse, Jesus. He was faithful to us at infinite cost to himself. That moves us to be faithful to our spouse. And he loves us so much that we don’t need our spouse’s love as the ultimate affirmation in our lives. If it is, we will be too emotionally dependent on our spouse and won’t be able to cope with his or her ups, downs, or flaws. In Christ we have the affirmation we need—so we don’t have to look elsewhere, even when our spouse is imperfect. In Ephesians 5 Paul is speaking to spouses but especially, it seems, to husbands. Many of them had brought from their pagan backgrounds (as we bring from our own cultures) dehumanizing attitudes toward marriage. In Paul’s time marriage was seen as mainly a business relationship (you had to marry as well as you could). Paul wants to encourage husbands not only to be sexually faithful but also to cherish and honor their wives. But in Ephesians 5 Paul does not present unloving husbands a simple moral example but (again) shows them the salvation of Jesus, who was the ultimate spouse to us in the gospel. He showed sacrificial love toward us, his bride. He did not love us because we were lovely but in order to make us lovely.

Tithing and Generosity 

If you preach about tithing, at some point you must get to the ultimate giver, Jesus, who at infinite cost gave us not just a tithe of his wealth but all of it. This gives us the security and joy to give away our wealth, since the only real long-term security is to be rich in him. In 2 Corinthians 8 and 9 Paul wants the people to give an offering to the poor. But he says, in effect, “I don’t want to order you. I don’t want this offering to simply be the response to my demand.” He doesn’t put pressure directly on the will (for example, by saying, “I’m an apostle and this is your duty to me!”) or on the emotions (by telling them stories about how much the poor are suffering and how much more they have than the sufferers). Instead, Paul vividly and unforgettably says, “You know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich” (2 Corinthians 8:9). When he says, “You know the grace,” he is, of course, spiritually reminding them of that grace using a powerful image, bringing Jesus’ salvation into the realm of money and wealth and poverty. He moves them by a spiritual recollection of the gospel.

In applying texts like these concerning ethics and commandments, there is a theological, a rhetorical, and a practical reason to base your application around the work of Jesus instead of around our merit or effort. In theological terms, sanctification proceeds only as we grow in faith—as the reality of what Christ has done for us personally loosens our hearts’ need for idols. The sin under every sin is the failure to believe the gospel at the point where we turn instead to an idol. So listeners’ hearts can be softened and reprogrammed only by bringing them to Jesus. Otherwise we will believe we can be sanctified on the basis of our own effort. So the theological reason is that it’s not Christianity otherwise.

The rhetorical reason is that moralistic preaching is boring. Every family, every culture, every age has its favored forms of motivational speech. At one level these can stir us to emotion and short-term action. But they are so commonplace that it’s too easy to ignore them. As soon as people start to sense the pattern coming, they shut off because they want to avoid the guilt (Great, something else I’m doing wrong) and hopelessness (I’ve never been able to do that, and I never will) that invariably follow. Once they have disengaged, it’s very difficult to recapture their imaginations.

Finally, the practical reason is that moralistic application doesn’t work in the long term. I’m afraid a sermon that just tells people they should be generous because they have to is not dealing with the fears, false hopes, and lusts for approval and control that make people unwilling to give more. So they might give more once or twice but not actually become more generous. A sermon that just tells people to love their parents or their children and doesn’t deal with the underlying reasons those things are so hard will not really change things in people’s homes. Unless you get to Jesus, you are just beating on their wills, trying to move them into common virtue by stirring up and jury-rigging their fear and pride. The effect won’t last.
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