
 

Expository Preaching 
 

 

 

 

 

Defining The Task 
 

Ichabod—the glory has departed!  Sad was the day when the ark, the representation of 

God’s glory, was taken from His people.  Yet a similar commentary has been offered 

about much modern preaching, God’s primary means of propagating His gospel.  Merrill 

Unger observed, “To an alarming extent the glory is departing from the pulpit of the 

twentieth century.”  Like the powerless Israelites without the ark, the church without 

strong preaching will have to welcome the new millennium defenseless & weak. 

 

Any effort at renewal must start with a clear definition of the task at hand, beginning with 

a right understanding of the theology of preaching.   

 

A Practical Theology Of Preaching 
 

Edwin Charles Dargan suggested that the development of modern preaching was largely 

influenced by three factors: 

 

1.  Ancient oratory and rhetoric 

 

2.  Hebrew prophecy 

 

3.  The Christian gospel 

 

Hebrew prophecy gave preaching its roots in the divine with regard to both message and 

motivation.  Later, the Christian gospel provided preaching with its specific content and 

commissioned it as the primary means of propagation.   

 

Divine Revelation 
 

First and foremost, preaching is rooted in the divine.  God has chosen to reveal Himself 

to mankind, and he has chosen human vessels to be mediums of that revelation.  The 

Hebrew term nabi, one of the most common terms for prophet, conveys the idea of one 

who pours forth or announces.  It includes the implication of being moved by divine 

impulse to prophesy (see Deuteronomy 13:1; 18:20; Jeremiah 23:21; Numbers 11:25-29).  

Hozeh suggests to glow or to grow wary (e.g., Amos 7:12).  Roeh simply means one who 
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sees.  These terms indicate that the prophet was on whose heart had been warmed by 

something the Lord allowed him to see. 

 

Some New Testament terms also imply the divine origin of preaching.  The word logos is 

used to refer to a word, or saying.  Sometimes the communication of God’s message to 

man is referred to as preaching the Word to people (2 Timothy 4:2).  Another word, 

rhema, emphasizes that which has been uttered by the voice.  When the Word was 

spoken in the New Testament, God actually was communicating Himself through the act 

of proclamation.  New Testament preaching was in actuality divine instruction by those 

who communicated the gospel (Ephesians 2:17). 

 

The frequently used kerusso means to proclaim after the manner of a herald.  This word 

also implies a message of authority that calls upon the listeners to hear and to obey 

(Romans 10:14-15; 1 Corinthians 1:21, 23; 2 Timothy 4:2).  Jesus used this word to 

commission His followers just prior to His gospel (Mark 16:15; Luke 24:47).  The New 

Testament preacher was one who proclaimed the message of the King of Kings to men.  

The preaching event, then, was accompanied by an atmosphere of seriousness, authority, 

and divine mandate. 

 

Clear Explanation 
 

Preaching also has its roots in the clear explanation of God’s revelation.  God has always 

provided teachers to help people understand His Word.  Nehemiah 8, for example, is an 

excellent illustration of a preaching event.  The ingredients in many modern worship 

experiences were present—a pulpit, a worship leader, the book of God’s Law, a unified 

and expectant congregation, proclamation, and both verbal and physical response.  The 

Levites taught the people God’s Word as “they read distinctly from the book, in the Law 

of God; and they gave the sense, and helped them to understand the reading” (Nehemiah 

8:8).   

 

Jesus Himself was set upon providing clear explanation to His hearers, both in the 

synagogue worship and in other contexts.  He often read and explained the Scriptures as a 

visiting rabbi (Luke 4:16-21).  To the disciples on the Emmaus road, “beginning at 

Moses and all the Prophets, He expounded to them in all the Scriptures the things 

concerning Himself” (Luke 24:27).  The word translated “expounded” is the Greek 

diermeneuo, which means to unfold the meaning of what is said, or to explain through.  

Reflecting upon the teaching of Jesus, those disciples used a similar word: “Did not our 

heart burn within us while He talked with us on the road, and while He opened the 

Scriptures to us?” (Luke 24:32).  The word “opened” is dianoigo, which means to open 

thoroughly.  The word means to open the sense of the Scriptures, or to explain them.   

 

New Testament preaching also included the element of teaching.  The word used to 

describe this element is didasko.  The apostles “did not cease teaching and preaching 

Jesus as the Christ” (Acts 5:42).  In listing the requirements of the bishop-pastor, Paul 

said that the man had to be “able to teach” (1 Timothy 3:2).  If you as a preacher or 

pastor despise “teaching” then you had better check your calling. 
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Other words also highlight the idea of understanding in New Testament preaching.  

Epiluo literally means to unloose, or to untie.  The word conveys the idea of explaining 

what is obscure and hard to understand (2 Peter 1:20).  Thus the word means to interpret.  

New Testament preaching involved unloosing God’s revelation.  Suzeteo means to seek 

or to examine together.  Paul “spoke boldly in the name of the Lord Jesus and disputed 

against the Hellenists” (Acts 9:29).  New Testament preachers sought to lead their 

listeners to examine with them the truths of God’s Word and to seek understanding of 

them. 

 

Practical Application 
 

Preaching also is informed by the biblical emphasis on the practical application of God’s 

Word to the lives of contemporary listeners.  The word translated “demonstrating” is used 

in reference to Paul’s preaching method in Thessalonica (Acts 17:3).  The Greek word is 

paratithemi, which means to place alongside.  Paul’s preaching was an applicable 

presentation of Scripture.  The same word is used with regard to Jesus’ use of the parable 

(see Matthew 13:34).  He took parables, laid them alongside the issues of life faced by 

the people, and made practical application.  New Testament preachers made personal, 

specific application to their hearers. 

 

Eternal Redemption 
 

Preaching also can be traced back to God’s redemptive activity with mankind.  The 

Hebrew word basar means to be fresh or full or to announce glad tidings (eg. Isaiah 61:1; 

Psalm 40:9).  God’s messengers were men who brought good news.  A parallel word in 

the New Testament is euangelizo, “to announce glad tidings.”  Specifically, it refers to 

the good news of salvation that God gives to men in Christ Jesus.  A note of joy and 

victory characterizes the word.  Jesus’ own job description on earth was to announce 

good news (see Luke 4:18).  The New Testament preachers went everywhere announcing 

these glad tidings (e.g. Acts 8:4, 35).  This good news, or gospel, provided preaching 

with its content. 

 

The message of good news was centered in Christ Himself.  Paul said to the Corinthians 

that he had “determined not to know anything among you except Jesus Christ and Hm 

crucified” (1 Corinthians 2:2).  He used kerugma to describe the foolish event that God 

had chosen to save people (see 1 Corinthians 1:21).  The word is from kerusso and refers 

to the message of the herald rather than to his action.  In The Apostolic Preaching and Its 

Developments, C. H. Dodd identified seven facts about the message as preached by Paul:  

(1) Old Testament prophecies were fulfilled and the new age was inaugurated by the 

coming of Christ; (2) He was born of the seed of David; (3) He died according to 

Scripture to deliver mankind out of this present evil age; (4) He was buried; (5) He rose 

on the third day according to Scripture; (6) He is now exalted at the right hand of God as 

the Son f God and Lord of the living and the dead; and (7) He will come again as the 

Judge and Savior of men.  The message of Jesus Christ was good news, and New 



Expository Preaching, page 4 

Testament preachers proclaimed it joyfully and victoriously.  Their preaching truly was 

driven by the Christ event. 

 

Public Proclamation 
 

Preaching also is informed by the idea of public proclamation before a corporate 

assembly.  The Hebrew qohelet means a caller, preacher, or lecturer (e.g. Ecclesiastes 

1:1).  The root word is qahal, which means to assemble together.  The implication is of 

one who spoke before an assembly of people.  Another significant Old Testament word is 

qara, which means to call out (e.g., Isaiah 61:1).  The prophet was one who called out to 

the people, addressing the message of God to them. 

 

New Testament preaching also involved the dynamic of dialogue.  At Thessalonica, Paul 

“reasoned with them from the Scriptures” Acts 17:2).  The word is dialegomai, which 

means to speak through or to ponder or revolve in the mind.  It came to mean to converse 

with or to discuss.  New Testament preaching had a conversational nature about it, 

engaging the listeners in a journey of discovery.   

 

Personal Confession 
 

The personal confession of the preacher was another aspect of the biblical preaching 

event.  Preaching often was viewed as giving a witness before a group of people.  The 

word martureo means simply to be a witness, to affirm that one has seen, heard, or 

experienced something.  New Testament preachers who faithfully proclaimed the truth of 

God did not do so from secondhand experience.  They knew from experience the truth of 

what they preached to others.  Like John they were able to say, “We have seen and testify 

that the Father has sent the Son as Savior of the world” (1 John 4:14). 

 

Intentional Persuasion 
 

One of the most important elements in the preaching event was persuasion.  The New 

Testament word peitho means to use words to persuade others to believe.  In Acts 13:43 

we are told that Paul and Barnabas spoke to Christian converts and “persuaded them to 

continue in the grace of God.”  In Corinth, Paul “reasoned in the synagogue every 

Sabbath, and persuaded both Jews and Greeks” (Acts 18:4).  The Bible preachers were 

persuaders.  By use of preaching, they brought men to the point of believing that Jesus 

was the Christ and deciding to commit themselves to Him. 

 

Scripture indicates that New Testament preaching as apologetic in nature as well.  The 

word apologia suggests a verbal defense, or a speech in defense of something.  

Addressing the Jerusalem mob, Paul said, “Brethren and fathers, hear my defense before 

you now” (Acts 22:1).  Other passages use the same terminology (see Philippians 1:7, 17; 

2 Timothy 4:16).  Bible preachers, in the best sense of the term, gave a defense for the 

gospel.  They presented the message of the Lord Jesus in the most convincing, appealing, 

and persuasive way possible. 
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A Philosophy Of Preaching 
 

Consideration of these roots reveals two primary forms for preaching in the Bible.  First, 

preachers during the biblical period were involved in revelatory preaching.  The prophets, 

Jesus, and then the apostles proclaimed God’s first-time revelation as they spoke.  In 

other words, they spoke information from God that man had never heard before.  Second, 

preachers during the biblical period also engaged in explanatory preaching.  After God’s 

revelation had been given, they provided explanation of that revealed information as 

people returned to it time and time again. 

 

As the biblical period closed, however, preaching naturally evolved to include the 

explanatory form only.  This uniform quality, which characterized all post-apostolic 

proclamation, establishes certain parameters for a philosophy of modern preaching. 

 

The Nature Of Preaching 
 
Much activity goes on today in various religious gatherings under the guise of preaching.  

Consequently, preachers must be held accountable for making sure they are engaging in 

the real thing.  Some standard must be employed for judging the genuineness of the 

preaching event.  Five particular criteria can be elucidated from our consideration of the 

theological roots of preaching. 

 

The mode: oral communication.  Preaching, by and large, is oral communication.  V. L. 

Stanfield once described it as “giving the Bible a voice” Al Fasol defined preaching as 

“orally communicating truth as found in the Bible.”  Preaching primarily has been an oral 

event in which a man speaks the words of God before a gathering of people.   

 

The message: biblical truth.  Preaching has a specific content—the Word of God as 

revealed in the Bible.  Preachers are to preach that which is contained in the Bible.  

Preaching is not communication about just any subject, however good and beneficial that 

subject may be.  Although all truth is Gold’s truth, He never intended for His preachers to 

speak about every true and right idea under the sun.  From Genesis to Revelation, the 

Bible primarily recounts God’s activity of re-creating mankind into His image through a 

relationship with Jesus Christ.  He has not been given the responsibility of addressing 

every good subject known to man, nor is he to become an expert in every field.  Instead, 

he must meet the tension of speaking rightly about the same subject over and over again 

in fresh and creative ways. 

 

The medium: Holy Spirit/human personality.  The message of the Bible is 

communicated through a twofold medium: the Holy Spirit and a human personality.  

From outset to conclusion, preaching is the communication of the Holy Spirit.  John 

Knox said, “True preaching from start to finish is the work of the Spirit.”  He inspired the 

Word we preach.  He illuminates our understanding as to its meaning.  He anoints our 

communication of it.  He enlightens the minds of listeners.  He convicts their hearts and 
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prompts them to respond.  Preaching is the Holy Spirit’s event.  If He is left out, 

preaching does not happen. 

 

At the same time, God has chosen to use twice-born individuals as the human instrument 

through which to communicate His truth.   

 

True preaching demands that each preacher be true to his/her unique personality.  He is 

free and responsible to shun the temptation and/or pressure to imitate another preacher.  

God has chosen the individual, and the moment he tries to be someone else when he 

preaches, he ceases to preach.  Both the Holy Spirit and the human instrument are 

necessary for genuine preaching.   

 

The mark: given audience.  Preaching is directed intentionally at a given audience.  In 

his comprehensive definition of preaching, J. I. Packer described it as “the event of God 

bringing to an audience a Bible-based, Christ-related, life-impacting message of 

instruction and direction from Himself through the words of a spokesperson.” 

 

Preaching was never intended to be a general dispensation of information void of any 

consideration of the listeners.  No two preaching events ever will involve exactly the 

same audience.  Even if this week’s congregation is made up of all the same people as 

last week’s, their experiences, attitudes, and emotions are different.  The preacher, then, 

must approach every sermon with a particular audience in mind.   

 

The motive: positive response.  The preaching event is driven by the desire to see people 

respond positively to God’s Word.  Daniel J. Baumann said preaching is “the 

communication of biblical truth by man to men with the explicit purpose of eliciting 

behavioral change.”  Biblical truth innately demands a response.  It was not given for the 

purpose of trivial consideration or entertainment.  God’s Word was intended to be acted 

upon.  Consequently, every sermon must be prepared and delivered with the intent of 

persuading people to say yes to the message. 

 

The Word is supernatural, and the preacher’s responsibility is to present it in a clear and 

understandable way so that it can take root in people’s hearts and do its work.  True 

preaching will always involve the call for action.  The preacher’s passion must be for the 

message to be lived out in the lives of his/hers listeners once they leave the preaching 

arena. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Working Definition Of Preaching 

 

The oral communication of biblical truth by the Holy 

Spirit through a human personality to a given audience 

with the intent of enabling a positive response.  
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The Process Of Preaching 
 

The very nature of preaching demands that the preacher apply the process of exposition. 

 

Exegesis 

 

The road to exposition begins with careful exegesis.  This can be defined as the procedure 

one follows for discovering the Holy Spirit’s intent in a Bible passage.  The idea comes 

from the Greek exegesis, which means a narration or explanation.  Although the noun 

form of the Greek word does not occur in the New Testament, the verb—exegeomai—is 

used in several places (see Luke 24:35; John 1:18; Acts 10:28; 15:12, 14; 21:19).  This 

word means to lead out of.  The preacher wants adequately to represent what the 

Scripture itself says by “leading out” the right meaning of a text.  John 1:18 reveals that 

Christ “exegeted” the Father to man—He “led out” the meaning of God to man.  Exegesis 

is the opposite of eisegesis, which is reading into the text what the preacher would like it 

to say. 

 

Hermeneutics 

 

Careful exegesis leads the expositor to good hermeneutics—the science of interpreting 

what a passage of Scripture means.  The Greek word translated hermeneutics is 

hermeneuo.  In half of its occurrences, the word means to translate.  A related word, 

diermeneuo, means to expound or to interpret.  Hermeneutics enables the preacher to 

determine what a text means as opposed to just what it says.  In addition, right meaning 

implies application to a particular audience.  Thus, hermeneutics enables the preacher to 

expose the meaning of a text and apply its meaning to a given audience. 

 

Homiletics 

 

Careful exegesis and good hermeneutics enable the preacher to practice “homiletics,” 

which is the art and science of saying the same thing that the text of Scripture says.  

Technically, it is the study of sermon preparation, thus establishing an unbreakable link 

between the sermon and a right understanding of the meaning of the text on which it is 

based.  Homiletics is the culmination of applying the principles of hermeneutics and 

exegesis in an effort to understand a biblical text and communicate it to listeners. 

 

Exposition 

 

When delivery is added to this whole process of exegesis, hermeneutics, and homiletics, 

the result can be described as exposition.  “Expose” means to lay open, or uncover.  

When the preacher travels this road with integrity, he will be able to lay open the mind of 

the Holy Spirit in the biblical text.  Exposition, then, may be defined as the process of 

laying open a biblical text in such a way that its original meaning is brought to bear on 

the lives of contemporary listeners. 
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Expository sermon 

 

The sermon is the final product of the expositional process.  Blackwood said, “Homiletics 

is the science of which preaching is the art and the sermon is the finished product.”  An 

expository sermon, then, can be defined as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Expository Sermon: 

A discourse that expounds a passage of Scripture, organizes it around 

a central theme and main divisions which issue forth from the given 

text, and then decisively applies its message to the listeners. 

TRADITIONAL SERMON MODELS 
 

Traditionally, sermons have been categorized according to various forms based upon certain 

qualities.  Delineations of these forms frequently have included the expository sermon as another 

sermon model.  Each of the following forms, however, could and should be subjected to the 

expositional process. 

 

Topical.  This sermon is built around some particular subject.  The idea for the subject may be 

taken from the Bible or elsewhere.  Usually the preacher gathers what the Bible teaches about 

one particular topic, organizes those passages into a logical presentation, and then delivers a 

topical sermon.  Doctrinal sermons easily lend themselves to this approach. 

 

Textual.  This sermon is based on one or two verses from the Bible.  The main theme and the 

major divisions of the sermon come from the text itself. 

 

Narrative.  This sermon has been considered simply as one based upon a narrative text.  In 

recent days, however, some have defined it by sermonic form instead of literary genre.  Thus, 

contemporary narrative sermons frequently encompass those messages that, from outset to 

conclusion, bind the entire message to a single plot as theme.  This could be described as a story 

sermon.   

 

Biographical.  This sermon presents a study of the life of particular Bible character.   

 

Dramatic monologue.  This is a specialized form of a biographical sermon in which the 

preacher becomes the character he is seeking to present.  He acts out the message of the 

character, often dressing himself in authentic biblical attire. 
 
Theological.  This is similar to the topical, doctrinal sermon in that it expounds some basic 

Christian belief in order to convey understanding and foster belief.  The difference is, the 

theological sermon usually relies more on references to general theological concepts in Scripture 

than n specific texts themselves. 

 

Ethical discourse.  This sermon is based upon a specific Bible motif that teaches the believer an 

ethical lesson.  The purpose is to build Bible morality into the members of the congregation. 
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In essence, the expository sermon is the package in which the truth is delivered by the 

preacher to the people, resulting from his own investigation and organization of the 

biblical text. 

 

An important ingredient of the expository sermon is application.  Because the Bible is 

God’s Word to man, a good expository sermon makes plain what the Bible says and gives 

clear application to the lives of the hearers.  The expositor’s main concern is to set forth 

the truth of God’s revelation in language that can be understood.  The faithful pastor will 

make a serious and sincere attempt to unfold the actual grammatical, historical, 

contextual, and theological meaning of a passage.  He then will seek to establish the 

relevancy of that passage to the lives of his listeners.  To do this, he will properly 

organize, adequately illustrate, and forcibly apply its message.   

 

 

The Benefits Of Exposition 
 

Numerous benefits surface when the truth of God’s Word is exposed, especially through 

the systematic preaching of a Bible book.  Many of the same benefits, however, apply to 

the general exposition of various passages. 

 

Biblical Literacy 

 

Today, biblical literacy is at an all-time low in evangelical churches in the United States.  

This “dumbing of the church, as Joseph Stowell called it, makes the shepherd’s task all 

the more difficult with regard to discipling his congregation.  In days gone by, a preacher 

could announce a text and assume that most people were holding a Bible and could locate 

the passage.  Neither are safe assumptions any longer.  Many Americans do not know 

even the most basic Bible stories.   

 

This scenario leaves the preacher with two options: either resign to the generation by 

minimizing the role of the Bible in his preaching or determine to change the generation 

by systematically teaching the Scriptures.  Systematic exposition, especially, enhances 

knowledge of the Bible.  By careful, exegetical study through books of the Bible you will 

become a master of the Scriptures, and your listeners will become knowledgeable 

students. 

 

Accountability 

 

Exposing the truth of a given text holds the preacher accountable in a number of areas. 

 

First, it holds him accountable for preaching what God says and not what the preacher 

wants to say.   

 

When you stand to preach an expository sermon, you know you have given yourself to 

serious and sincere study of the Word.  You can stand with a sense that you speak from 

the authority of the Bible, not your own.  You are merely the mouth and lips through 
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which the living Word of God is conveyed to the congregation.  Both you and your 

people can be confident that you are not speaking your own thoughts or opinions.  You 

are speaking “Thus saith the Lord.”  That confidence gives immense force to your 

ministry. 

 

Second, exposition in general makes the preacher work.  A lazy preacher is inexcusable.  

You should never work less than your people.  When they come to hear you preach on 

Sunday, they will have worked hard all week long.  They should expect no less from you. 

 

To stand in the pulpit unprepared—with little forethought—and deliver a message off the 

top of your head is not worthy of the Savior you represent. 

 

Third, systematic exposition forces preachers to deal with passages that might otherwise 

be overlooked or even intentionally avoided.  The temptation exists to dodge certain 

delicate subjects in the Bible such as the roles of husbands and wives, church discipline, 

leadership in the church, and the like.  When you meet them in an expository series, 

however, you must deal with them at that point. 

 

Protection 

 

Systematic exposition protects the preacher from a number of preaching pitfalls.  For 

example, it keeps him out of a rut.  Preachers have a tendency to develop a one-subject 

mentality.  Every pastor has his special areas of interests, such s the Second Coming, 

spiritual gifts, certain ethical issues, etc.  The Bible is like a magnificent fruit grove with 

all kinds of trees.  Some people like apples best, but there are also pears and cherries and 

bananas to be enjoyed.  The expository method keeps the preacher off his hobbyhorse 

and leads him to provide a balanced diet for his people. 

 

Systematic exposition also guards against using the Bible as a club.  The expository 

method allows the Word of God, rather than our own inclinations, to speak to the current 

situation.  As you faithfully proclaim the Word of God, the Holy Spirit will apply the 

truths to your listeners. 

 

Stress Relief 

 

Systematic exposition all but removes anxiety about what to preach.  Topical, hit-and-

miss preaching as well as shotgun approach to exposition can create agony for the 

preacher.  He can spend his whole week searching, scratching, and studying to find a 

topic or a text.  Such stress often seeks relief by locating the latest hot topic from the 

best-sellers in the local Christian bookstore or by searching through sermon books by 

well-known preachers.  The systematic expository method relieves this formidable 

problem.  On Monday morning you know where you are going, and you can begin your 

preparation immediately.  Should the Lord lead you to preach on another subject at some 

point during the week, you easily can make the adjustment. 
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Appetite Development 

 

An old proverb says, “Give a man a fish, you feed him for a day; teach a man to fish, you 

feed him for a lifetime.”  Believe it or not, every time the preacher stands to preach, he 

has a purpose that is higher than just teaching a lesson for that particular day.  He must 

teach people to fish.  Systematic exposition gives people an appetite for the Word that 

prompts them to go home and search the Scriptures for themselves.  They become Berean 

Christians, who “were more fair-minded than those in Thessalonica, in that they received 

the word with all readiness, and searched the Scriptures daily to find out whether these 

things were so” (Acts 17:11).  Such is the only way your people will continue to grow 

spiritually.   

 

Spiritual Maturity 

 

Charles W. Koller noted that nutritionists use the term “nutritional time bomb” with 

reference to certain deficiencies in one’s diet that may remain undetected for years.  

Those deficiencies suddenly can manifest themselves in severe sickness.  The same is 

true for those who are undernourished in their spiritual lives.  Without a proper diet of 

Bible preaching and teaching, the stress of sudden catastrophe or unusual burden make 

the spiritually undernourished too weak to weather the storm. 

 

But as the pastor faithfully preaches the Word of God, the people receive strength.  A 

reservoir of Bible truth is built within them that enables them to face times of crisis.  

God’s people will come through with great triumph if they have been fed a solid Bible 

diet. 

 

The lack of moral strength and conviction that plagues our day is due to a large degree to 

the lack of Bible preaching.  Even in the midst of today’s compromising and conforming 

culture, however, multitudes of people do have a great heart hunger for the Word of God.  

Exposition speaks to that heart hunger.  A return to strong, systematic preaching of 

biblical truth can do much to reverse the tide of immorality that threatens to engulf us.  

As believes understand the moral implications of biblical faith, they gain the adequate 

materials with which to build genuine, moral lives. 

 

 

The Dangers Of Exposition 
 

One of the facts of life is that people react against shoddy work.  The majority of the 

criticisms raised against expository preaching are not justified with regard to the 

approach itself, but they are justified with regard to the approach poorly done.  People do 

not disdain expository preaching; they disdain poor expository preaching.  Some 

preachers have fallen prey to certain dangers in expository preaching and have, 

consequently, abused the approach.  These abuses have caused expository preaching to 

fall into disrepute along the way.  Like the careful driver on a well-traveled highway, the 

pastor will do well to avoid certain potholes along the road to exposition. 
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Dullness 

 

Some believe expository preaching is merely making a few remarks based upon a long 

passage of Scripture.  Still others understand it to be a lifeless, meaningless, pointless 

recounting of a Bible story.  Sometimes the exposition is dull because of the sameness of 

approach.  Perhaps the preacher becomes pedantic; every message has the same kind of 

introduction, the same predictable wording of divisions, and the same stale finish.  Such 

will bore people out of their minds. 

 

Constantly be looking for new ways to introduce your sermons.  Search diligently for 

fresh, current illustrations.  Be a student of people so that you can apply eternal truth to 

their lives relevantly.  Make it a challenge to find striking ways to bring your messages to 

a close.  Work on your delivery in order to get your whole self into your preaching.  

God’s Word innately is alive and powerful.  You will determine whether its presentation 

is dull or exciting. 

 

Irrelevancy 

 

Some go so far as to suggest that expository preaching is irrelevant in today’s world, 

containing no up-to-date application of truth to contemporary listeners.  Expository 

preachers are sometimes charged with answering questions no one is asking.  True 

expositors, however, are actually answering questions people should be asking. 

 

Yet, the charge itself is not true.  People are indeed asking the questions expositors are 

answering; they are just asking them in different words.  You as the preacher can make 

exposition extremely interesting and positively relevant to your listeners.  Remember, 

you are not preaching merely to expose your people to information but to give them truth 

that will transform their lives. 

 

Monotony 

 

Because of the similarity of content throughout a particular book of the bible, the 

preacher must also work to avoid the danger of monotony.  Many fine expositors have 

been able to sustain the interest of people through lengthy expositional series.  

Knowledge of certain aspects of delivery can make the sermon more interesting and 

exciting. 

 

From time to time, preach from a shorter passage, maybe even a single verse.  

Remember, expository preaching depends not so much on the length of the passage as on 

the manner of its treatment. 

 

Spiritlessness 

 

Some have criticized the systematic exposition of Bible books as ignoring the leadership 

of the Holy Spirit in getting a message from God.  Three observations deem this criticism 

defective. 



Expository Preaching, page 13 

First, all of the Bible is the Word of God.  You ought never to be without a word from on 

high, even when you do not sense a particular direction from the Lord. 

 

Second, the Holy Spirit is not limited in His guidance to one week at a time.  He is more 

than capable of leading you to preach through a book of the Bible as well as leading you 

to a different text each week. 

 

Certainly, do not restrict yourself for weeks on end, even in the midst of a book series.  If 

you sense the leading of the Holy Spirit to preach on a particular text, insert a parenthesis 

into your series and pursue the new direction.  You always can return to you “home 

base.” 

 

Finally, the expositor can ensure the Spirit’s involvement in his preaching by means of 

his ongoing personal communion with the Father.  Nurture your personal worship of the 

One on behalf of whom you speak. 

 

Formlessness 

 

Some view expository preaching as an exhaustive and exhausting report of all the 

commentaries a preacher has read on a particular passage of Scripture.  Indeed, often the 

expository approach is subjected to poor sermonic presentation.  Such is the danger of the 

running commentary approach, which will be discussed later.  The preacher who ventures 

here will face the temptation of doing little preparation beyond reading a few 

commentaries. 

 

But an expository sermon at its very best is based upon thorough exegesis.  The message 

is then built around a central theme that is communicated through well-organized 

divisions derived from the text.   

 

Detailed overload 

 

One of the biggest challenges the expositor will face is determining what exegetical 

material to allow into his sermon.  You will make a grave mistake if you try to examine 

every minute part of every verse in a passage.   

 

You should study each minute detail of your preaching passage—grammar, verb tenses, 

prepositions, definite articles, and the like.  But you must be intentional and selective 

regarding the amount of technical material you bring into the pulpit.  Give the people the 

cream of your study—only what is necessary for understanding the Holy Spirit’s 

heartbeat in the text.   
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The Process Of Exposition 
 

“Thus saith the Lord…”  That phrase frequently has been used to 

summarize the preaching event—and rightly so.  In one sense, 

preaching simply is speaking on God’s behalf.  Such a task has huge 

ramifications.  Every word the preacher speaks, whether he attributes it to God or not, is 

received by the audience as being the mandate of heaven.  What a responsibility!  The 

implications, then, demand that the preacher do everything within his power to ensure 

that his sermon reflect accurately that which God actually has spoken.  In other words, an 

extremely close relationship must exist between the text of Scripture and the sermon. 

 

Analyzing The Text 
 

“And now the end has come.  So listen to my piece of advice: exegesis, exegesis, and yet 

more exegesis!  Keep to the Word, to the scripture that has been given to us.”  (Karl 

Barth) 

 

The expositor’s first and highest responsibility in dealing with the biblical text is to 

discover—insofar as possible—what the Holy Spirit was saying when He inspired a 

particular passage of Scripture.   

 

Instigation 
 

The first stage of analyzing a text of Scripture is instigation.  At the beginning of the 

process, we are asking the simple question, Where do I start? 

 

Choose Your Text 
 

The way you choose a preaching text will largely depend upon whether you are going to 

do general or systematic exposition. 

 

General exposition involves preaching expository sermons on Bible texts that are not 

necessarily consecutive passages or exhaustive treatments of an entire Bible book.  This 

preaching approach usually begins with a sermon idea.  Sermon ideas may originate from 

almost any arena as long as the preacher determines that the subject is addressed 

substantively by some biblical text.   

 

Sources For Sermon Ideas 

 

1.  The biblical text itself obviously provides the richest and safest treasury of 

appropriate preaching subjects.  As long as the passage is treated rightly, you can choose 

any Bible passage and be sure that you have a legitimate word from God (even if you do 

not have a warm, fuzzy feeling!). 
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2.  Human needs are another fine source for sermon ideas.  The problems and struggles 

that people face on day-to-day basis often are directly addressed in the Word of God.  

The preacher must constantly be a student of the human experience through his daily 

encounters with people, counseling situations, church-related activities, and current 

events on a local, national, and worldwide basis. 

 

A few words of caution.  Make sure the Bible speaks to the human need you want to 

address.  Remember, do not dare to put words in God’s mouth!  Also make sure that 

particular human need is shared by a significant number of people in your congregation.  

Do not turn you pulpit into a therapy session.  Everyone would agree that one of the 

worst things a pastor can do in a counseling session is to “preach” to the person who has 

come for counseling.  At the same time, an equally detestable act is for that pastor to go 

into his pulpit and conduct large-group counseling. 

 

3.  Congregational situations.  Part of the prophetic office and gift has always involved 

addressing the corporate life of God’s people with His Word.  As a pastor leads his 

congregation, certain situations will arise from time to time that need to be addressed 

with a message from God.  These situations might involve crisis, tragedy, or 

disobedience.  Whatever the case, you as pastor will want to bring God’s perspective to 

bear on the situation. 

 

4. The preacher’s personal experience will also provide him with a wealth of possible 

preaching ideas.  To be sure, the preacher never speaks on the authority of personal 

experience but on the authority of God’s Word.  His personal experience, however, may 

serve as a springboard to discovering what God says about a particular issue.  Personal 

devotions, spiritual victories and failures, crises, flashes of inspiration, reading, and 

general lessons about life all may serve as a seedbed for preaching subjects. 

 

 

Investigation 

 

Here we are answering the question, what does the Scripture passage say?  This stage is 

fundamental in the process, for we cannot determine what Scripture means until we know 

what Scripture says.  There are three steps to consider here: 

 

STEP #1: Do A Background Study 
 

Always begin with the “big picture” of the preaching text.  Such a picture is gleaned from 

a thorough background study of the book in which your passage is located and that 

book’s relationship to the rest of the Bible. 

 

To do a background study, consult six to eight good sources on each of the areas 

discussed below.  These might include commentary introductions, Old and New 

Testament surveys, Bible dictionaries, Bible encyclopedias, Bible handbooks, and even 

some good study Bibles.  As you read each author’s treatment of the subject, summarize 

helpful information from each work.  Then compare your summaries. 
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Biblical context.  A preacher should have a working knowledge of the various books of 

the Bible.  Knowing the particular stage of revelation of a particular passage affects 

proper understanding.  Bible doctrine is not built on Old Testament revelation alone but 

on the entire revelation of God.  Consequently, we must be keenly aware of the stage of 

revelation in which our particular Scripture passage is found. 

 

A book’s location in the canon may be crucial for understanding its nature.   

 

Authorship/speaker.  Because each writer wrote in the context of his personality, 

environment, and culture, understanding these factors frequently will provide the key to 

understanding the meaning of certain passages.   

 

For example, knowing that Matthew was a tax collector is helpful information.  His 

practice of dealing with details probably contributed to his detailed notes on the Sermon 

on the Mount.  As a Jew, Matthew naturally sought to relate Old Testament prophecies to 

the coming of the Messiah.   

 

Date.  Ask, what is the importance of the subject matter’s being written at that particular 

time?  The date of Isaiah, for instance, will determine whether the material (especially 

chapters 40-66) is viewed as messianic or reflective.  Words in 1 John take on an entirely 

new significance when you learn that they were written during a period when Gnostics 

were claiming special knowledge.  The date of the book is especially important for 

understanding passages that deal with specific cultural settings. 

 

Setting.  Knowing something about the people who first read the passage is pertinent 

data.  For example, to know that Paul’s second letter to Timothy was written to a 

struggling young pastor highlights the many exhortations and words of encouragement in 

the book. 

 

Place.  When you know that Bethel means “the house of God,” the fact that Jacob spent 

the night at Bethel (Genesis 28:10-22) has increased significance.  To know that the letter 

of 2 Timothy was written from a prison dungeon from which Paul likely was never 

released helps the emotion and passion of the writer to surface. 

 

Occasion.  Try to determine the circumstances surrounding the book’s writing.  Paul’s 

letter to the Galatians becomes more intelligible when we understand that his apostleship 

was under attack. 

 

Literary genre.  An awareness of the book’s location in the canon often is a clue to its 

type of literature.   
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STEP #2: Carve Out The Context 
 

After you have looked at the background of the Bible book, consider how you passage 

relates to the book’s overall organization.   

 

STEP #3: READ, READ, READ! 
 

Once you see the big picture of the book from which you will be preaching, the third step 

in your investigation is to read the Scripture.  At this point, no reference books will be 

consulted.  No word study will be done.  The process involves only you, God, and His 

Word.  You merely are giving yourself to a thoughtful and thorough reading of your text.   

 

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

ways: 

 

Read repeatedly.  If you are going to preach through a book, read that book again and 

again before starting your series.  As you read the book over and over, you will begin to 

get a feel for the content, a sense of the author’s flow of thought, and an awareness of the 

main arguments. 

THE LITERATURE OF THE BIBLE 

 
Prose—This form is the normal daily speech of mankind.  Most of the conversational 

texts of the Bible as well as the epistles fall into this category. 

 

Poetry—One third of the Old Testament is poetry.  Old Testament poetry does not rhyme.  

Rather, the expressions contain a parallelism of ideas.  The Psalms and the Song of 

Solomon are poetic books. 

 

Historical Narrative—This type of literature is present in the four gospels and in the 

book of Acts, as well as in several books in the first part of the Old Testament. 

 

Wisdom—Much of this literature is reflective and philosophical in nature.  Such books as 

Proverbs and Ecclesiastes fall into this category. 

 

Apocalyptic—This kind of literature is rich in symbolism.  We are specifically told that 

the book of Revelation is written in this manner (see Revelation 1:1).  Parts of Ezekiel and 

Daniel also contain such material. 

 

Prophetic—Although prophetic material can be considered a species of prose, this 

literature has a nature of its own.  Making up approximately 22% of the Bible, prophetic 

material is largely sermonic in nature and can have both immediate and future relevance. 

 

Parables—Parables are a type of comparative literature that utilizes story.  These stories 

contain an element of reality and are intended either to clarify a spiritual truth or 

deliberately leave the hearer with a certain amount of confusion. 
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Read prayerfully.  Because the bible is the inspired Word of God, your reading should be 

done with the deepest reverence.  The same Holy Spirit who inspired men to write the 

Bible will illuminate your mind, assisting you to understand what you read.  Before you 

read, pray for guidance.  As you read, remain in an attitude of expectant prayer and allow 

this exercise to be a time of communion with the Father. 

 

Now take your prayerful reading a step further.  As you begin to glean what the Holy 

Spirit is saying in a passage, pray the truth of the text for yourself and for those who will 

hear you. Such a practice does three things.  First, you begin to internalize and 

personalize the truth that you will proclaim.  Second, you begin early in the preparation 

process to identify the text with your listeners.  Third, you engage in the most powerful 

kind of prayer—that which is according to the will of God.  This kind of reading and 

praying lays the foundation for some powerful preaching! 

 

Read contemplatively.  When reading your passage, stop from time to time and put your 

mind to work on it.  Allow your thoughts to travel down many avenues.  Suck the verses 

as a child does an orange.  Chew on the passage as a cow does its cud.  Take time to 

meditate and allow your mind sufficient time to really work into the passage. 

 

Read imaginatively.  Imagination can take a familiar truth, bring it to life, and give a new 

sense of impact and excitement.  Put yourself into the passage and imagine you are 

actually there.   

 

Read purposefully.  Remember that your are moving toward a particular purpose—that 

of finding out what the passage means and how it applies to you and your people.  See if 

you can begin to identify the subject of the passage.   

 

Read obediently.  As you read the Scripture, your own heart will be confronted with 

many truths.  The preacher must never confront his people with Bible truths that he 

himself has refused to face in his own life.  The Bible admonishes, “Be doers of the 

word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves” (James 1:22).  Studying the Word of 

God in order to preach it to others is a deeply searching matter.  The pastor’s own life 

will be rebuked, challenged, and expanded weekly.  Be willing to allow your soul to be 

exposed to the teachings of the Word of God. 
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Interpretation 
 

After determining what the passage says, we turn our attention to the third stage of 

analysis.  Here we will seek to answer the question, What does the passage mean?  This 

question takes us into the area of hermeneutics, or interpretation.  At this stage, our 

expository work will become very detailed.  Every conceivable method of interpreting 

the meaning of the passage will be explored. 

 

No stone must be left unturned.  Remember, our purpose is to find—insofar as possible—

the Spirit’s intended meaning of the Scripture passage.  Paul said in 2 Timothy 2:15 that 

we are to divide rightly the Word of truth.  The phrase rightly dividing actually means, 

“cutting straight.”  The phrase was used in classical Greek of a surgeon’s use of a knife.  

The least deviation meant death to the patient.  We are dealing with issues of life and 

death to those who listen to us preach. 

 

STEP #1: Minimize The Subjectivity 
 

The first step toward properly interpreting a passage of Scripture actually is not 

something you do but something you embrace.  Tremendous care must be taken in order 

to attain biblical integrity. 

 

To be sure, as long as God chooses to use human instruments in the preaching event, 

some element of subjectivity always will be present.  Because we are imperfect beings, 

we forever will bring to the biblical text certain biases, preconceived ideas, cultural 

influences, limited worldviews, and other factors that shape our hermeneutical 

paradigms. 

 

Although proper interpretation is hard work and requires careful consideration, the vast 

majority of texts in the bible can be understood clearly and certainly.  Consequently, 

God’s preachers can stand and confidently proclaim His Word.  The preacher’s task, 

then, is to reduce the subjective element—the human element—as much as possible 

during the interpretation process. 

 

STEP #2: Study The Context 
 

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

analysis.  Exposition demands that we be familiar with all aspects of the context in which 

a particular element of truth was given.  You must determine how your passage fits in 

with the overall context of the book in which it is found, as well as with the total 

revelation and message of the Bible.  Many doctrinal errors occur because the context of 

a Scripture passage is ignored or misunderstood. 

 

The word context comes from two Latin words: con, meaning “with” or “together,” and 

texere, which means “to weave.”  The context has to do with something woven together.  

Context is defined as that part of a discourse in which the passage occurs.  The context 

guides us in explaining the meaning of the passage. 
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STEP #3: Examine The Structure 
 

Imagine yourself as a shade-tree mechanic in an auto parts store.  As you look for a part 

for your car engine, consider the exploded diagram found in the automotive reference 

book.  This diagram shows each part of your motor separately as well as how each one 

fits with the whole motor.  Because each item is labeled, you are able to locate your part 

quickly and determine how it fits into your engine.  Look at your text as an exploded 

diagram.  As you analyze it, explode the whole into constituent parts and label each one.  

This process of analysis gives you an overall view of the contents of your text. 

 

The idea is to re-create the text visually, phrase by phrase, in its exact word order.  This 

exercise helps to show the relationship of various ideas in the text in graphic form.   

 

STEP #4: Do Word Studies 
 

Once you have a handle on the structure of the text, give attention to specific words and 

the relationships between words in the text.  Word studies can help you determine the 

literal meaning of the text by revealing the simple, plain, obvious, and literal sense of the 

words, phrases, clauses, and sentences of the passage.  Never minimize the use of a 

particular word.  Jensen said, 

 
Just as a great door swings on small hinges, the important theological statements of the 

Bible often depend upon even the smallest words, such as prepositions and articles.  

Using another picture, one writer has said that as the smallest dewdrop on the meadow at 

night has a star sleeping in its bosom, so the most insignificant passage of Scripture has 

in it a shining truth. 

 

Therefore, follow these steps when doing word studies: 

 

First, read through the passage in the original language in keeping with your ability. 

 

Second, look up the meaning of the words in the original languages, using lexical aids, 

theological dictionaries, and other tools.  Find the definition of each term in the passage 

and exactly how it is used in the present context. Sometimes the original meaning of a 

word is absolutely essential to the interpretation of the passage. 

 

Third, determine how the word was used by the person who wrote it.  Many times this 

usage can be discovered by comparing it with other passages where the writer used the 

same word. 

 

Fourth, determine the grammatical use of the word.  See if a particular word is used in 

contrast with other words in your passage.  The contrast between “flesh” and “Spirit” in 

Romans 8:5-8, for example, provides a fruitful preaching passage. 

 

Fifth, be aware of cultural usage.  Be aware of special idioms and rare words employed in 

your text.   
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Sixth, determine the biblical emphasis on a word.  Using an exhaustive concordance, 

check the number of occurrences in the bible.  Try to find how the word is most 

frequently used.  Compare Old and New Testament usage. 

 

Seventh, analyze figurative language.  Figures of speech add warmth, color, and life to 

any language, including that of the Bible.  Always begin by taking words in their literal 

meaning. 

 

Sometimes the words cannot be taken literally, as when an understanding proves to be 

absurd and inconsistent with the other parts of the sentence.  Other times, the literal 

understanding does violence to the nature of the subject being discussed.  When this 

occurs, look for a figurative meaning in the terminology.   

 

After you have thoroughly considered selected words and phrases in the passage, give 

some attention to grammar.  Words do not occur in isolation but in relation to one 

another.  Look to see if the verbs are in the past, present, or future tense.   

 

STEP #5: Check Cross-References 
 

One of the best methods of interpreting Scripture is to allow Scripture to interpret itself.  

A good way to accomplish this goal is to check cross-references.   

 

If the theme of your Scripture passage is grace, find out what other texts have to say 

about grace.  Read all the references on grace and allow Scripture to interpret Scripture.   

 

STEP #6: Consider Principles Of Revelation 
 

Now determine how the text under consideration relates to the rest of biblical revelation.   

 

STEP #7: Consult Commentaries 
 

After analyzing the text from all of the aforementioned standpoints, only then should the 

expositor consider the observations that others have made about the same passage.  The 

use of commentaries is mentioned last because such sources must not be allowed to sway 

you unduly.  Our goal is to reduce subjectivity in the exegetical process as much as 

possible.  Because commentaries are written by other human beings, they bring a high 

degree of subjectivity to the table. 

 

At the same time, commentaries can provide a rich resource of information that God has 

taught other servants who have traveled before us.  Do not be afraid to use commentaries, 

but avoid the temptation to consult them prematurely so that they become crutches upon 

which you lean. 
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Implication 
 

At this point (if not before!), you probably will be tempted to begin sermonizing—taking 

all this information, organizing it, finding illustrations, and figuring out how it applies to 

your people.  Though the expositor ought to have his sermon and his people in mind 

throughout his preparation, shallowness and even heresy can show up in a sermon 

because another crucial phase has been overlooked in the analysis of the text.  This phase 

involves determining the theological implications of the passage. 

 

In other words, before the preacher can apply the text to the modern world, he must 

determine what it says to all people of all time.  At this point we want to ask the question, 

what does the passage say about God and man? 

 

 

Unifying The Theme 

 

J. H. Jowett said: “I have a conviction that no sermon is ready for preaching, not ready 

for writing out, until we can express its theme in a short, pregnant sentence as clear as 

crystal.” 

 

Analysis is not the end of your work.  Attention now must be turned to synthesis.  You 

have dissected the text through the process of analysis; synthesis involves putting the 

pieces of the passage back together in an orderly, systematic manner.  This process starts 

by pulling your material together in a unifying way. 

 

Bridging the chasm between Bible study and the sermon begins with the task of unifying 

all of the exegetical material you have uncovered.  This exercise will set you on the road 

to developing a good structure upon which to build the sermon.  Unifying the material 

and using it to design your sermon will organize it into an attractive, usable form with 

which to communicate God’s Word. 

 

The Intended Audience 
 

The first step in moving from text to sermon is to identify the primary audience in the 

passage.  Only two kinds of people live in the world—those who are lost and those who 

are saved.  Although many passages of Scripture address issues that are equally 

applicable to believers and unbelievers, most texts address either the people of God or 

unregenerate mankind.  The preacher must be very clear in his mind regarding the 

primary audience of his particular text, so that he can relate it rightly to the modern 

audience. 
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The Central Idea Of The Text 
 

The next step to unifying your Bible study material is to capsulize the mind of the Holy 

Spirit in the text.  A good expository sermon always is developed from the “big idea” of 

the passage on which it is based.  This idea has been described in various ways.  

Robinson called it the exegetical idea.  Harold Bryson and James Taylor labeled it the 

essence of a text in a sentence (ETS).  Stephen Olford referred to it as the dominating 

theme.  We will employ the terminology suggested by Al Fasol, who called this 

summation the central idea of the text (CIT).  Regardless of terminology, a good sermon 

must be given a one-sentence statement that summarizes the central idea of the Scripture 

passage being preached. 

 

The Necessity Of The CIT 
 

A survey of preachers would reveal a frightening reality at this point.  Most—including 

many who are quite proficient in sermon preparation—never take time to write out a one-

sentence statement that summarizes the subject of their text. 

 

If the preacher’s responsibility is to communicate what God already has said, then the 

central idea of any given sermon must reflect the central idea intended by the author 

himself.  As Donald G. McDougall rightly said: 

 
 Our task is NOT to create our own message; 

  It is rather to communicate the author’s message. 

 Our task is NOT to create a central theme; 

  It is rather to 

1. find the author’s central theme 

2. build a message around that theme, and 

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

 

Defining The CIT 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With few exceptions, a CIT can be found in a passage of Scripture, however difficult the 

search may be. 

 

Once you have identified the CIT, summarize that main thought in one brief, pointed 

sentence. 

 

 

 

Definition: A 15-18 word past tense 

statement interpreting what the text 

meant then. 
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The Proposition 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CIT PROPOSITION 
Paul instructed the Ephesians to stop acting like 

their fellow Gentiles and start acting like Christ. 

Christians should stop acting like the lost culture 

around them and start acting like Christ. 

Paul charged Timothy to faithfully pass the gospel 

to the next generation in the face of opposition. 

Christian leaders must faithfully pass the gospel to 

the next generation even in the face of opposition. 

Because of His faithfulness, God encouraged Joshua 

to be strong and courageous in leading the Israelites 

into Canaan. 

The people of God can have strength and courage to 

serve Him obediently because of His faithfulness. 

 

The Purpose 
 

Dwight Eisenhower always incorporated what he called the “QED” in his speeches.  The 

letters stood for quo erat demonstrandum—the bottom line.  After formulating your 

proposition, begin to think about your sermons’ purpose.  Every message ought to have a 

specific purpose aimed at a particular group of people.  This purpose defines what you 

want the audience to take away with them—what you want them to do. 

 

Distinguishing The Purpose 
 

The purpose of your message is what you desire in terms of audience response.  You 

know what the sermon is about, including its central thrust.  You even know the primary 

audience to which it should be applied.  But what do you want your listeners to do about 

that subject?  If the preacher does not know what he wants the people to do about the 

message, he cannot expect them to do anything.  Many sermons never give the faintest 

notion to those who listen what the preacher wants them to do.  If people are going to 

respond favorably, they must know what they are expected to do. 

 

CIT PROPOSITION PURPOSE 
Paul instructed the Ephesians to 

stop acting like their fellow 

Gentiles and start acting like 

Christ. 

Christians should stop acting like 

the lost culture around them and 

start acting like Christ. 

I want these Christian young 

people to commit to replace 

worldly ways with Christlike 

qualities. 

Paul charged Timothy to 

faithfully pass the gospel to the 

next generation in the face of 

opposition. 

Christian leaders must faithfully 

pass the gospel to the next 

generation even in the face of 

opposition. 

I want our Church leaders to 

commit to becoming intentional 

about discipling the people for 

whom they are responsible. 

Because of His faithfulness, God 

encouraged Joshua to be strong 

and courageous in leading the 

Israelites into Canaan. 

The people of God can have 

strength and courage to serve 

Him obediently because of His 

faithfulness. 

I want church members to know that 

our faithful God will give strength 

and courage as we obediently start 

this new ethnic mission. 

Definition: A 15-18-word present or 

future tense application of the CIT to 

the contemporary context. 
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When you think about the purpose of your message—especially those sermons addressed 

to Christians—consider several possibilities.  Sometimes your purpose will be to inform 

people about the vital doctrines in Scripture.  You will tell them about these doctrines in 

order to lead them to be more grateful to God for what He has doe for them, to build 

these truths into their daily habit patterns or to communicate them to others.  Sometimes 

you will purpose to comfort your people with a positive message from God’s Word.  

These sermons will seek to encourage and strengthen them in times of need.  At other 

times your purpose will be to challenge the people with the call of Scripture to total 

surrender or complete dedication.  Whether you seek to inform or to inspire, motivate or 

challenge, encourage or rebuke, get the purpose of your sermon clearly in mind. 

 

The Title 
 

The title pulls it all together in a memorable, attention-getting way. 

 

The Purpose Of The Title 
 

A title has a threefold purpose: 

 

1. Attention.  The sermon title is primarily designed to get attention.  It is the 

primary public relations agent for the sermon.  You are seeking to arouse interest 

on the part of those who may hear your message. 

2. Reinforcement.  The title also provides a shorter, looser rendition of the sermon 

proposition, which can reinforce the thrust of the message in the listeners’ minds. 

3. Memory.  The sermon title serves as a mooring to which the listener may tie the 

content of the message for easy recollection.  After a sermon is heard, a well-

worded title may help to jog the listener’s memory of the sermon substance. 

 

Qualities Of Good Titles 
 

Several qualities make for effective sermon titles.  Use the following characteristics as 

benchmarks in the development of your titles: 

 

Tantalizing.  Develop titles that whet the appetite of potential listeners.  Just as a good 

advertisement causes a listener to crave a piping hot pizza at lunchtime, so your sermon 

title should cause people to want to hear your message. 

 

Brief.  Capsulize your sermon in a word, phrase, or short sentence.  Make it easy for 

people to remember.   

 

Catchy.  Try to capture the gist of the sermon in a catchy word or phrase that will stick in 

the listeners’ minds.  Good titles will grab the attention and not let go. 

 

Appropriate.  Make sure your title has taste and integrity.  Avoid sensational and 

offensive wording as well as ridiculous suggestions. 
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Deliverable.  Do not promise more than you can give in a message.  Neither “The 

Second Coming” nor “How to Solve All Your Problems” are good titles—the former 

because it is too broad and the latter because it is impossible.  Some preachers have lost 

credibility because the substance of their sermon did not fulfill the enormous claims of 

the title. 

 

Related.  Each title must be related closely to the proposition of the sermon.  Do not 

promise something that the Word of God does not provide. 
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Structure {Outline} 

 

What we are talking about here is good sermon structure, or organization.  Without clear, 

logical development and organization, a sermon does not have the effect and power it 

could have.  Herbert Spencer said, “When a man’s knowledge is not in order, the more he 

has, the greater will be hi confusion of thought.”  Avoiding that confusion demands 

understanding the necessity of sermon structure and knowing how to design it. 

 

The Necessity Of Structure 
 

Simply taking exegetical material and even a central theme into the pulpit with no 

organization frustrates those who listen.  You cannot afford to take your Bible bullets and 

toss them at your congregation.  You must organize them and then systematically fire 

them.  If you structure your sermon well, you will be far ahead in your attempt to get the 

biblical message across to a contemporary audience. 

 

Understanding Sermon Design 
 

The traditional term used to describe the structure of the body of a sermon is the 

“outline.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The subordinate ideas of a design frequently are called “main points.”  The term 

“divisions” seems more appropriate, however, because the structure of some sermons is 

better described in terms of descriptions, categorizations, movements, scenes, or some 

other idea that more closely reflects the nature of the given text.  “Points” implies a more 

limited nature of sermonic design.  The major issue here is that of structure, not whether 

the wording makes a particular “point.”  These divisions, then, are developed, supported, 

clarified, and applied with subdivisions or other supporting material that expounds the 

Word of God. 

 

The Importance Of Sermon Design 
 

Good design will enhance the preacher’s ability to communicate the CIT, proposition, 

and purpose.  Designs are like road maps, enabling us to view where we are going and 

keeping us on the proper road as we journey toward our desired destination.  They are the 

burrs that lodge themselves in the minds of our listeners.  A design also may be compared 

Definition of Design: The arrangement and 

coordination of the main body of a sermon 

according to two or more divisions that support 

the development of a given proposition. 
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to an arrow.  The shaft must be straight, the point must be penetrating, and the feathers 

must be in just the right proportion to steady the arrow in flight. 

 

Good organization requires the development of main divisions before you add 

explanation, argumentation, illustration, and application to your message.  A well-

planned design enables you to place all of these added ingredients into your message in 

the most appropriate and beneficial places. 

 

A clear design gives structure to the sermon.  Too often the preacher takes a text, departs 

therefrom, and goes everywhere preaching the gospel.  Design keeps him on course and 

enables him to summarize better what he has said for final impression upon his listeners. 

 

A clear design gives guidance to the listener.  As the message is delivered, the hearer can 

better follow its logical unfolding. 

 

A design gives the sermon a sense of pace.  The message is journeying step by step 

through a passage of Scripture, moving toward an effective climax.  This logical 

development will give your listeners a sense of expectancy and anticipation. 

 

A design brings unity to the various parts of the sermon for both preacher and listener. 

 

A design gives arrangement to the abundance of exegetical material.  It will help the 

preacher know how to organize his information and determine where each piece fits best. 

 

Varity In Sermon Design 
 

Always be aware of the need to approach your sermonizing from a variety of angles.  

Because homiletics is the art of preaching, you should employ your artistic tendencies to 

create sermonic masterpieces.  Some designs will be like ladders.  Each division moves to 

the next like the rungs of a ladder. Other sermon designs will look more like a beautiful 

diamond.  The proposition of the sermon is approached from several angles so that each 

facet of the idea’s beauty may be seen.  Still other sermon designs will appear like a 

skyrocket.  The message begins on the ground, rises to magnificent heights, bursts into 

pieces, then gracefully comes to earth again. 

 

Maturing The Ideas 

 

D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones: “A scaffolding is essential in putting up a building, but when you 

look at the completed building you do not see the scaffolding; you see the building…The 

same thing precisely is true of the human body.  There is the frame, the skeleton, but it 

must be clothed with flesh before you have a body.  This is equally true of a sermon.” 

 

Like the developing human body, a sermon is not capable of realizing its full potential 

until it matures.  Some homileticians refer to this maturing process as putting meat on the 

bones of the message.  Some preachers make the mistake of presenting only the bare 
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framework of a sermon as the substance of their messages.  This practice is as 

unpalatable to a listener as unwanted bones in a good fish dinner.  The people want and 

deserve more than just a design.  They need other information that will intentionally 

support, amplify, and drive home the truths you have discovered in the Scripture.  This 

process of maturation involves two phases—amplification and incubation of the ideas in 

your message. 

 

Amplification 

 

Amplification can be accomplished with two general tasks.  First, you must determine 

what exegetical information should be included in your sermon.  Then, you must use 

certain functional elements—explanation, argumentation, application and illustration—to 

develop the truths of the text in the best way possible. 

 

                              WHAT ARE YOU DOING IN MY SERMON?   
 

The expositor must be intentional about what he lets into his sermon.  Every word, 

sentence, and paragraph must have a purpose for being there.  Time constraints, short 

attention spans, demands for relevance, and other factors call on the modern preacher to 

be saying something every time he opens his mouth.  The use of certain functional 

elements in the construction of the sermon will ensue intentional content.  Make sure 

everything you say in the main body of your sermon is characterized by one of these 

elements.  Furthermore, use the elements to determine the content of your message by 

asking the corresponding question of your exegetical material: 

 

Explanation.  What information won’t my audience immediately understand? 

 

Argumentation.  What assertion(s) won’t my audience immediately agree with? 

 

 

Application.  How are these truths relevant to my audience? 

 

Illustration.  Which assertion(s) can be enhanced with additional light? 

 

            

 

 

STEP #1: Determine The Necessary Biblical Material 
 

Not all the material you have gathered in your analysis will need to be used.  Avoid 

taking all of the technical baggage to the pulpit.  A helpful practice is to ask yourself, 

What information from my analysis is absolutely necessary for my listeners to understand 

the meaning of this text and apply its truths to their lives?  As some lady said about her 

scholarly pastor, “If he doesn’t Hebrew-root you to death, he will strangle you to death 

with Greek participles!”  Most of the people to whom you preach likely will not be 
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WHAT INFORMATION WON’T 

MY AUDIENCE IMMEDIATELY 

UNDERSTAND? 

interested in the technical details of your study.  Do all the spade work of exegesis in 

your study and then glean the preaching riches for your sermon. 

 

Any material that does not definitely amplify what you are seeking to say from the text 

must be discarded rigorously.  Use only what applies directly to the proposition at hand.  

If you acquire information so good that you must use it, file it away for ready reference 

and use it to support another message. 

 

For every bit of exegetical information uncovered in the analysis stage, you must ask the 

following question: 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STEP #2: Develop The Biblical Material 
 

Once you have determined the necessity of certain information, you then can begin to 

develop the specific biblical truth that eventually will be the meat of your message. 

 

Explain What is Unclear 
 

Explanation is the process of making something clear or plain and therefore more 

understandable. 

 

Explanation is the element that vaults the supernatural truth of God’s Word into the mind 

of the listener, thus enabling life change.  Bill Hull said, “Transformation comes through 

the commitment of the mind.  Without the proper knowledge and thinking we have no 

basis for personal change or growth.  The mind is the pivotal starting place for change.” 

 

To determine what material needs to be explained, simply ask the following question of 

all of your necessary exegetical information: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE CONTENT QUESTION 

 

Is this information absolutely necessary 

or extremely helpful in supporting the 

proposition of this sermon? 
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You may communicate this explanation through several means: 

                                     

 

                   EXPLANATION EQUIPMENT       
 

Presentation of Facts – information drawn from the analysis of the text.  “There are 

three different words in the language of the New Testament, all of which are translated 

with the English word ‘know.”  The word used in this verse means to know by 

experience.” 

 

Theological Statement – a conclusion or assertion.  “Jesus is the only way to heaven.” 

 

Narration – a story based on the setting, characters, and action of the text.  “Several 

hours before daylight, Jesus woke up before anyone else and went to a deserted place in 

order to be alone with the Father.” 

 

Cross-Reference – a supporting parallel passage.  “Some help in identifying which rock 

Jesus was referring to in Matthew 16:18 can be found in 1 Peter 2:1-8.” 

 

Comparison – relation to a familiar concept.  “One jot and one title would be similar to 

one serif and one period.” 

 

Visual Aid – object or other visual augmentation.  “Putting on the new man in Ephesians 

4:24 describes the same action as my taking off this jacked I’ve been wearing and putting 

on this new jacket” (actually do it as you speak). 

 

Oral Interpretation – reading the text as the biblical author or speaker likely intended it.  

“Come to Me [emphasis], all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I [emphasis] will 

give you rest.  Take My [emphasis] yoke upon you and learn from Me [emphasis]…” 

             

 

Regardless of which means you use, explanation always should be presented in an 

appealing, nonpedantic manner with the intent of increasing the listeners’ understanding 

of the text. 

 

Arguing What is Objectionable 
 

Regrettably, explaining aspects of the text to some listeners is not enough.  We no longer 

live in a day when people believe something just because the Bible and the preacher 

suggest it.  In other words, just because people understand an assertion does not mean 

that they automatically believe it.  Consequently, as modern culture becomes more 

steeped in pluralism and relativism, preachers of the gospel will need to become more 

skilled in the art of argumentation.  Argumentation in preaching may be defined as 

persuasion with the intent of changing an attitude or action. 
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The preacher must identify issues that might hinder the audience from embracing the 

proposition and then discuss them in a logical fashion in the spirit of Christ. 

 

Robinson suggested that preachers work on anticipating objections their listeners may 

make to the truths presented.  To determine what aspects of the passage need to be 

argued, as the following question of all of your necessary exegetical information: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following models will help you as an expositor to argue your assertions in an 

effective way: 

 

                                       ARGUMENTATION APPROACHES     
 

Authority – Citing someone whom the audience considers authoritative.  “You can trust 

what the Bible says, Billy Graham has become known over the years for saying, ‘The 

Bible says…” 

 

Rebuttal – Tactfully and diplomatically proving to be erroneous or false “Many of you 

parents encourage your children to memorize the Sunday school memory verse but you 

refuse to hide God’s Word in your own hearts.  One day, your children will grow to 

assume that if it’s not important for Mom and Dad, then it’s not important for them.” 

 

Direction/Stages – Direction involves showing that a contention is not necessarily 

wrong, but it might lead to undesirable consequences.  “Taking one drink may not be sin 

in and of itself, but statistics show that the chances of a social drinker’s becoming an 

alcoholic are very high.”  Stages involves leading to a conclusion in a progressive 

manner, when a more direct approach might be rejected.  “Many people accept the fact 

that Jesus is God.  And most would agree that God is eternal, meaning He’s still around 

today.  And everybody knows that God is Lord over everything.  That makes Jesus Lord 

over your life right now.” 

 

Causal – Showing how a cause leads to an effect or an effect is the result of a cause.  

“Since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God.”  And, “No one 

would dispute that the intricacies of a Pentium computer chip suggest that someone made 

it as opposed to its just happening by itself.  Likewise, the intricacies of our universe 

suggest a Creator.” 

 

Hierarchical – Appealing for something lesser in light of a greater example, or 

something greater in light of a lesser example.  “If that widow gave everything she had, 

WHAT ASSERTION (S) WON’T 

MY AUDIENCE IMMEDIATELY 

AGREE WITH? 
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then surely you and I can give a tenth of our income.”  “If sinful human fathers give 

presents to their children, then it follows that a perfect and good God will give good 

things to those who ask Him.” 

 

Compatibility – Showing that two things either are or are not compatible.  “You say that 

you don’t pursue God today because religion was forced on you as a child.  Let me ask 

you something: Didn’t your parents have to force you to brush your teeth as a child?  

Certainly!  But you still brush your teeth today, don’t you?  So being forced to do 

something beneficial as a child isn’t necessarily a logical excuse for rejecting it as an 

adult.” 

 

Pragmatic – Among a variety of pragmatic arguments, appealing to personal interests, 

prejudices, or emotions is one of the most common.  “Some practical reasons also exist 

for giving financially to kingdom work.  Your grandchildren are going to need a church 

where they can be nurtured and where their children can be nurtured.  Right now is the 

time to be laying the foundation for that provision.” 

 

Model/Anti-model – Appealing for action that is like or contrary to a given example.  

Model: “Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus.”  Anti-model: “You 

believe that there is one God.  Big deal!  Even the demons of hell believe that much, and 

they tremble when they think about it.” 

 

STEP #3:Apply The Biblical Material 
 

Just because the preacher explains the text clearly and makes a convincing argument does 

not necessarily mean the listeners will make the connection between the biblical text and 

their lives.  To be sure, the Bible is relevant regardless of what people may think.  But the 

Bible’s being relevant does not guarantee that every person understands its relevancy.  

The responsibility of the preacher, then, is to establish that relevancy in the minds of his 

listeners through application. 

 

Broadus described application in preaching as “that part, or those parts, of the discourse 

in which we show how the subject applies to the persons addressed, what practical 

instruction it offers them, what practical demands it makes upon them.”  Here the 

preacher does the work of linking the importance of the truth of the text with the hearers’ 

situation and need.  They are urged to accept what has been stated and act upon its 

counsel. 

 

After you have done everything you can to expound the meaning of the passage, ask 

yourself, So what?  What does this have to say to my people? 

 

The Need for Application 
 

There is a great deal of concern that has been expressed about the lack of moral 

convictions on the part of the average churchgoer.  A George Gallup poll taken in 1984 

revealed that more people were going to church than ever before, yet no lifting of moral 
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standards in American society took place.  In 1999, little had changed.  Nine out of ten 

adults indicate a religious preference of one kind or another and say that they attend 

church on at least some occasions.  Six out of ten say that religion is very important in 

their personal lives.  Despite increased church attendance, however, recent surveys 

indicate that the average American perceives “religion as a whole” to be losing its 

influence on American life. 

 

Many have expressed concern about the lack of moral change on the part of the average 

church member.  Somewhere along the way, multitudes of regular church attenders have 

failed to make the connection between the truths of the Bible and their moral implications 

for daily life.  Although many factors likely have contributed to this lack of moral 

awareness, one problem has been the failure of those in the pulpit to apply bible truth to 

the daily lives of those who listen to their sermons. 

 

John R. W. Stott, in his book Between Two Worlds, made some astute observations about 

applying the truths of God’s Word to modern congregations.  He correctly affirmed that 

application is essential.  Using the metaphor “bridge-building,” he noted that through 

application we are able to span the gap between the world of the Bible and the world of 

today. 

 

Stott asserted that two extremes often characterize modern preaching.  On the one hand is 

the tendency to live on the Bible side of the chasm.  The conservative, preacher often 

falls victim to this danger.  He is so interested in accurately finding the message of the 

Bible that he may neglect to “earth it out.”  He fails to build a bridge to the modern 

world.  Such preaching may be clearly biblical, but it lacks contemporary application.  

Exposition without application never arrives at the doorstep of modern man. 

 

On the other hand, the mistake frequently is made of living on the contemporary side of 

the chasm.  Many preachers—both liberal and conservative—are highly contemporary 

but lack a biblical base.  They may give an up-to-date picture of contemporary life but 

fail to communicate authoritative Bible truth to their congregations.  Such preaching 

demonstrates a healthy knowledge of contemporary problems but lacks the ability to offer 

God’s fresh Word as a viable solution to those problems.  Expository preachers must be 

aggressive in bridging the chasm between the world of the Bible and the world of their 

listeners.  The German theologian Tholuck said, “A sermon ought to have heaven for its 

fate and the earth for its mother.” 

 

 

The Nature of Application 
 

Biblical truth is best applied when the preacher knows as much as possible about 

contemporary man.  His knowledge of man as he lives life today makes possible a 

positive flow between the Bible world and the modern world.  This awareness will 

enhance his ability to preach the eternal Word in such a way that his people get the 

message. 
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Depending upon each individual sermon, application can e placed strategically at two 

primary places.  It can be restricted to an extended section after the main body of the 

sermon and immediately before the invitation.  Traditionally called the conclusion, this 

section would involve a restatement of the sermon’s proposition followed by a call for 

action issuing forth from the theme that has been developed.  Application also can be 

made by way of key sentences and discussions throughout the message.  Within the body 

of the sermon, strategic links can be made between truths that have been explained and 

their relevance to the lives of listeners. 

 

The following characteristics will ensure effective application: 

 

                                         APPLICATION ATTRIBUTES      
 

Personal.  Use first-and second-person plural pronouns (“we,” “us,” “you).  Such 

employment will make the truth of the text strong and direct.  Avoid merely using the 

first-person singular pronouns (“I,” “me”), which lessen—and sometimes nullify—the 

force of the application. 

 

Varied.  Use a combination of both direct and indirect application in each sermon.  

Though direct application is safest and best, do not hesitate occasionally to apply truth 

indirectly.  In 2 Samuel 12, Nathan used both approaches in confronting David His initial 

story about the rich thief was indirect, but his final application was direct: “You are the 

man!”  A study of the teaching methods of Jesus reveals the use of both methods. 

 

Decisive.  Call your listeners to some action.  After all, such is the object of the sermon.  

Good application helps them to see that the message is intended to make a difference in 

their lives. 

 

Appealing.  Do not hesitate to exhort.  Make an appeal to your listeners.  Much modern 

preaching is too impersonal.  Some of the best application you will ever do will be the 

times you earnestly plead with your people to believe something or to act in a certain 

way. 

             

 

 

 

 

 

The Approach to Application 
 

Applying biblical truth in a sermon involves three important issues.  (1) You must be 

ready to make application.  (2) You must determine exactly what biblical material can 

and should be applied.  (3) You must apply that material with integrity. 

 

The preacher should constantly be preparing to make proper application.  Several 

practices will help enhance this skill. 
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To begin with, learn all you can about people today.  Read widely.  Get yourself outside 

of commentaries and lexicons and into the worlds where your people live.  Read movie 

reviews in order to stay current in the entertainment world.  Stay in tune with music 

trends.  Visit airports, malls, and other places just to watch people.  Do everything you 

can to be a student of modern culture. 

 

Read current literature that is relevant to the text from which you are preaching.  If you 

are preaching on the Beatitudes, pursue some books—both religious and secular—that 

tell people how to be happy. 

 

Then apply the text to your own life.  Nothing will be more beneficial in applying the text 

to others than having engaged it yourself. 

 

To determine what truths in your text needs to be applied, simply ask the following 

question of all the biblical material you have determined to explain and/or argue: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Power of Application 
 

The preacher has a powerful ally as he/she seeks creatively to communicate God’s Word 

to the person I the pew.  He has been promised the assistance of the Holy Spirit.  This 

feature of the preacher’s work separates him from other communicators.  Beyond 

question, the modern preacher of the Word is facing what appear to be insurmountable 

difficulties.  He is preaching to people who are accustomed to well-trained, fluent, 

polished communicators on television and radio.  He also is trying to communicate to 

people who may have little Bible background.  Much of the terminology of Scripture may 

be foreign to them.  Relying on his own strength, he may yield to despair. 

 

The role of the Holy Spirit in Bible preaching resolves many of these problems.  The 

Spirit can arouse in the hearers deep desires to know the truth.  He has been given by our 

Lord to bring men to an awareness of their sinfulness, the adequacy of the work of Christ, 

and the desirability of salvation through Him.  The power of the Holy Spirit; makes 

preaching effective and applicable.  Paul stated in 1 Thessalonians 1:5, “For our gospel 

did not come to you in word only, but also in power, and in the Holy Spirit and in much 

assurance.” 

 

Our goal in preaching is to produce Christlike character in our people.  As we interpret 

the Scripture, capture its practical and devotional nature, and bring its life-changing truths 

to bear on the daily lives and needs of our hearers, the Holy Spirit will bring about the 

desired transformation. 

 

HOW ARE THESE TRUTHS 

RELEVANT TO MY 

AUDIENCE? 
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WHICH ASSERTION (S) 

CAN BE ENHANCED WITH 

ADDITIONAL LIGHT? 

 

STEP #4: Illustrate The Material 
 

The fourth step in amplification is to illustrate your sermon material.  To illustrate means 

to enlighten or make clear.  The verb form comes from the Latin illustare, which means 

“to cast light upon.”  Likely, you have at least thought about using some form of 

illustration prior to this point in the exposition process.  The expositor, however, should 

take some time at this stage intentionally to enhance his content with additional light. 

 

Illustrate Intentionally 
 

You probably remember several outstanding sermons you have heard.  As you reflect 

upon those sermons, you probably can remember some illustrations used in them.  

Someone has observed that people remember our illustrations but not our sermons.  To be 

sure, illustrations often make the sermon—and even save some of them!  To say the least, 

the use of a suitable illustration can be the difference between an average and an 

outstanding sermon. 

 

Illustrations are mental photographs that illumine the ideas of our messages.  We are 

preaching to a visually minded generation.  For years, psychologists have claimed that we 

learn approximately 85% through sight, 10% through hearing, 2% through touch, 1 ½ % 

through taste.  Today, we must factor in the evolution of personal computers, the Internet, 

interactive media, and other technological advances that surely have heightened people’s 

visual learning propensities.  Thus the importance of illustrations in a sermon becomes 

apparent.  We must make our sermons as lifelike as possible.  Through the pictures that 

illustrations produce in the minds of our hearers, we can make the abstract come to life. 

The mind-set of today’s modern congregations makes the intentional use of illustrations a 

psychological necessity. 

 

The preacher, then will determine where the illustration can carry the most force.  You 

may begin your sermon with an illustration.  You may want to amplify one of your main 

points with an illustration just as soon as you state the point.  Or you may want to wait 

until the end of the point to use one.  Avoid putting illustrations at same place in each 

message. 

 

Do not feel compelled to use an illustration for each truth you present.  To determine 

what material in your sermon needs to be illustrated, simply ask the following question of 

all the material you have amplified to this point: 
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Illustration Purposes 
 

Illustrations serve 5 primary purposes in their servant role. 

 

1. Illustrations clarify.  They primarily help listeners understand what is being 

explained. 

2. Illustrations intensify.  A simple, to-the-point illustration can drive home a truth 

and make it stick in the minds of the listener, thus enhancing memory. 

3. Illustrations apply.  They help build bridges to your hearers.  By means of an 

illustration you can create an awareness of need, stir emotions, move people to 

action. 

4. Illustrations attract.  Though people may not be especially interested in what you 

have to say, you can create interest and a favorable hearing by means of a well-

presented illustration.  All preachers have experienced the power of an illustration 

to hold the attention of the audience or to regain lagging attention. 

5. Illustrations argue.  They can demonstrate the validity of one contention and the 

fallacy of another. 

 

Illustration Sources 
 

You will need to work hard to find illustrations, especially when you preach to generally 

the same people on a regular basis.  Telling the same illustration several times can sap it 

completely of its vitality and appeal.  Good illustrations actually can be found anywhere.  

Be on the lookout for them.  Keep an illustration notebook handy.  Placed in alphabetical 

order, arranged by subject, note briefly the illustrations you find by observation, 

especially in the following places: 

 

 The Bible 

 

God’s Word is a fruitful source of sermon illustrations.  The many life experiences—

good and bad—of real people across the ages serve as examples of every facet of life as 

well as the relationship between God and man.  Illustrating New Testament truths with 

Old Testament experiences highlights the Bible’s unity and underscores its relevancy.  In 

addition to Bible stories, the original words of Scripture are a good source of sermon 

illustrations.  The Greek language is especially useful.  Many Greek words are 

picturesque, the meanings of which serve as whole illustrations.  Dig these out in your 

word studies during the analysis of the passage. 

 

 Current Events 

 

Some of the best illustrations will surface in your reading of the daily newspaper, weekly 

magazines, and other literature that reports current events.  Such references connect the 

Bible with contemporary culture and establish its relevancy in the minds of the listeners. 
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 Personal Experiences 

 

Your own life experiences (or the experiences of others) provides one of your best 

sources.  Do not hesitate to use them aptly to illustrate Bible truth.  Your people can 

immediately identify with them.  Several words of caution need to be noted, however.  Be 

modest when relating personal experiences.  Boastfulness will cause your audience to be 

resentful and resistant.  Be careful not to refer to family members too frequently, as that 

can be annoying.  Do not violate a confidence by taking matters told to you in private and 

using them as the basis of a sermon illustration.  This mistake can be very painful to the 

one whose confidence is broken.  And do not tell something that happened to another 

person as if it happened to you.  You could be very embarrassed by such an act. 

 

 Personal Reading 

 

Reading in a wide range of topics will bring you across many illustrations for your 

preaching.  As you read inside and outside the fields of theology and biblical studies, 

illustrations will surface that can illuminate biblical truth. 

 

 Nature 

 

Constantly keep your eyes open to the world of nature.  Jesus was a master at using such 

illustrations.  He referred to the fig tree, the lilies of the field, the soil, the wind, and other 

aspects of nature to cast light on spiritual truth. 

 

 Language 

 

Most illustrations are in the form of anecdotes—short narratives about interesting people 

or situations.  The use of language in other ways, however, also can serve as illustrative 

material. 

 

 Internet and E-mail 

 

Modern technology serves the busy pastor well at many points.  One such helpful tool in 

the search for illustrations is the Internet.  In a matter of seconds, the touch of a search 

button can yield numerous stories and facts related to just about any subject.  In addition, 

being on the e-mail lists of selected friends will bring your way a plethora of 

contemporary stories, poems, jokes, and other information, all of which can be stored 

instantly for easy access. 

 

 Sermons 

 

While listening to other preachers, you often will find illustrations you can use effectively 

in your own sermons.  Whenever you listen to another preacher, have paper and pen on 

hand. 
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Building The Sermon 

 

Picture a construction site.  A crew has just finished framing a house on top of a strong 

foundation.  Lying around the site are all the necessary materials to fill out the structure 

and finish the home.  Until that work is done, the facility is not ready to be inhabited. 

 

Similarly, the sermon is beginning to take shape at this point, but it is far from being 

ready to preach.  The work of analysis has been done.  The theme has been unified and 

amplified so that it is potent for developing the proposition.  Sufficient opportunity has 

been given to allow the creative process to unfold.  The message now is more than just a 

set of facts.  With the raw materials necessary and the spark of inspiration provided by 

the Holy Spirit, you finally are ready to build an expository sermon.  Constructing the 

sermon involves developing certain key parts in written form. 

 

Writing The Manuscript 
 

Building a sermon demands writing out the message to some degree.  One of the 

perennial discussions in homiletics is whether or not the preacher should write out his 

sermon in a full manuscript.  Some do, but probably most do not.  The average 

evangelical preacher preaches enough times each week that it becomes difficult to write 

each message in full.  But every preacher is different.  Many noted preachers—past and 

present—have written full manuscripts.  Many others have not. 

 

Although developing a word-for-word manuscript for every sermon may not be realistic 

for every pastor, such a practice certainly is a worthy goal.  By doing so, the preacher is 

able to formulate his thoughts and be intentional about his expression.  Another option is 

to write a sermon brief, which consists of summary paragraphs for each part of the 

message.  Regardless of whether or not written materials are used in the pulpit during 

delivery, developing a full or partial manuscript on a regular basis is a healthy practice. 

 

 

Developing The Parts 
 

An expository sermon should be composed of certain necessary components.  Each 

component plays a crucial role in bringing God’s revealed truth to bear on the lives of 

listeners.  Thus, purposefully build your message according to the following key parts: 

 

 Introduction 

 Exposition 

 Summation 

 Invitation 

 

The general purpose that drives each part can quickly be identified.  The purpose of the 

introduction is to introduce the sermon.  The purpose of the exposition is to expose the 
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meaning of the text for contemporary listeners.  The purpose of the summation is to 

summarize the truth of the sermon.  The purpose of the invitation is to invite people to 

respond to the message. 

 

Part #1: Engaging Exposition 
 

Technically, exposition is the act of presenting, explaining, or expounding facts or ideas, 

usually involving commentary and interpretation.  Often called the body of the sermon, 

this part is the heart of the expository message.  Here the preacher engages the listeners 

with the text of Scripture.  Using the functional elements and related homiletical devices, 

he develops the passage of Scripture according to his sermon design. 

 

The Nature of the Exposition 
 

This development can be likened to the activity in a backyard swimming pool.  For some 

preachers, the text is merely a diving board and the pool is the sermon.  These preachers 

jump off into the sermon and never return to the text.  Other preachers use the text like 

pool furniture.  They swim around in the sermon but make only casual and periodic visits 

to the Scripture text.  The expositor, however, uses the text as the pool itself.  He jumps 

off into it and takes his listeners for a swim.  The text is the sermon. 

 

Regarding the central role of the text in the sermon, Stowell’s counsel to 21st century 

preachers must be heeded: 

 
The text must be preeminent in our preparation, and preeminent in our presentation.  

Sermons that deal only lightly and/or obscurely with the text cannot achieve the purpose 

of bonding people to God and His Word.  Nor do they carry the long-term power that is 

needed to effect life-changing proclamation.  Power is not in the clever creations of the 

communicator but rather in the intrinsic truth of the Word of God through him. 

 

It should concern us that, increasingly, preaching in America today is being postured as 

more of a self-help values lecture with periodic trips of the hat to Scripture references 

than it is to a clear exposition of the truth of the authoritative Word of God.  That is not to 

say that there aren’t some times when our communication is geared to certain audiences 

of seekers or secularists where a detailed exposition of the Word of God may not be an 

appropriate entrance into their hearts.  It is to say, however, that when the church gathers 

as the body of Christ, it needs to be taught the word of God.  For in that is the only real 

power of transformational growth and development to the glory of Christ. 

 

One further important quality of the exposition needs to be considered.  Stick to your 

theme.  Stay focused.  Do not let the audience get sidetracked from the main message by 

your meandering.  You may have two, three, or four divisions, just as you might map out 

different routs by car, train, or plane, but you still have only one destination-j-one 

proposition. 

 

Part #2: Striking Summation 
 

While the development of your exposition is still fresh in your mind, immediately begin 

to formulate your summation.  Traditionally called the conclusion, the sermon summation 
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reinforces the proposition and reviews its relevancy.  At this juncture in the preaching 

event, your listeners are deciding on the issues at hand.  Like a lawyer during closing 

arguments, the preacher will bring to focus as clearly as possible the timeless truths 

exposed in the message into one final thrust upon their minds and hearts.  Striking while 

the iron is hot, he must drive home the proposition and bring the whole thrust of the 

message to bear upon the people. 

 

The Nature of the Summation 
 

A brief glance at the four key parts reveals why we avoid the term “conclusion”—it is not 

the last part of the sermon!  In reality, the sermon is not concluded until it is lived out in 

the lives of the people who hear it.  Because the Word of God always demands a 

response, all biblical sermons should culminate in a call for such action.  This invitation 

may or may not ask for an immediate, public expression of response, but the sermon still 

should culminate in some kind of challenge to respond. 

 

The Development of the Summation 
 

Despite its important role, the development of a good summation often is neglected.  

Several reasons for this neglect are apparent.  The preacher may run out of preparation 

time, causing him to tack on a thoughtless summary to the message.  Then, many 

preachers are faced with time limitations in the delivery of their sermons.  Whether due to 

radio or television deadlines or just the expectations of the congregation, the preacher 

may jettison his message prematurely.  And third, the summation sometimes is neglected 

because the other work of the sermon has not been done properly.  If the passage’s 

unifying theme has not been clarified, or if the main assertions have not been developed 

logically, the preacher will find it difficult to arrange a strong summation. 

 

                                               SUMMATION STARTERS      
 

 Recap: A brief review of the sermon proposition and divisions. 

 Illustration: An anecdote that underscores or highlights the proposition. 

 Application: One or more ways in which the listeners can live out the truth of the 

text. 

 Quotation: A telling statement by a relevant source that drives home the 

proposition. 

 Question: A thought-provoking question that forces the listeners to ponder the 

proposition. 

 Appeal: A plea or exhortation for the listeners to act on the message. 
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                                        SUMMATION STOP SIGNS     
 

Avoid several common flaws in your summations.  The following were adapted from 

some suggestions made by Donald Demaray: 

 

Stop moralizing.  Do not summarize your exposition by saying, “The moral of this 

sermon is…”  This unclear thinking is too general and vague to be 

effective. 

 

Stop when you’re through.  Do not press on after a good stopping 

point.  William Jennings Bryan’s mother leveled with him after an 

evening’s address with the painful words “Will, you missed several 

good opportunities to sit down.”  Do not let your sermon ravel out at 

the end like a ball of yarn.  When you are through, clip the loose ends, 

neatly tie them together, and leave your people with a well-developed message. 

 

Stop only when you’re through.  The exposition should be developed fully before you 

move into the summation.  Occasionally, every preacher will reach the climax of his 

sermon prematurely.  At that point, the rest of the sermon is downhill.  Careful 

organization and a sense of timing are the keys. 

 

Stop dragging it out.  Brevity is an important quality in summations.  Say what you 

want to say.  Say it briefly.  Say it pointedly.  Then be done. 

 

Stop introducing new material.  Systematic exposition especially lends itself to the 

temptation to summarize this week’s passage by taking a peek into the green fields of 

next week’s text.  Such a practice will rob your sermon of force and power.  Reserve any 

necessary comments about next week’s sermon for the conclusion of the entire service. 

 

Stop being the same.  Summarizing every message in the same way robs your sermon of 

the positive benefits of an unexpected ending.  This rut can let your listeners know you 

are wrapping up before you want them to know.  Do something different.  Be 

unpredictable.  Keep them guessing. 

 

Stop telling ‘em you’re coming.  Normally, you should not begin the summation by 

saying, “In conclusion…” or, “Finally…”  That completely destroys the element of 

surprise.  The people should not have to be told you are wrapping up the exposition. 

 

             

 

Part #3: Inspiring Invitation 
 

The final part of the sermon—the invitation—is the preacher’s call for action.  Certainly, 

the invitation is not limited to the traditional “altar call” or any other form of immediate, 

public invitation.  The invitation simply is the climactic call for listeners to commit 

themselves to acting on the truth that has been preached before they walk out the door.  
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As you develop the summation, allow your thinking to flow directly into the development 

of an inspiring invitation.  Now that you have exposed the listeners’ minds to the truth of 

God’s Word, the time has come for you to inspire them to act on it. 

 

The Bible does contain many examples of calls, appeals, and exhortations for individuals 

to respond to God.   

 

Proclamation of God’s truth implies the call for decision and proclaimers of the biblical 

text must call upon listeners to act upon the preached Word.  Whether or not persons are 

asked to respond with some immediate, public indication of their decision every time 

preaching occurs is a different matter.  In fact, the only determinant of whether or not a 

person truly acts upon the message is the changed life he or she lives long after the 

preaching event is over. 

 

Preachers today, then, uncompromisingly must call upon listeners to act upon the 

message of the text.  Regardless of the form of expression, every sermon should be intent 

upon fostering change in the lives of people.  The entire message must move toward this 

purpose.  We do not preach merely to hear ourselves talk or simply to convey 

information.  We preach for a response.  We are lawyers pleading our Lord’s cause.  We 

are calling for a verdict. 

 

The gospel of Christ innately demands a response from those who are confronted with its 

claims.  David Larsen rightly said, “The gospel is an invitation to which sinners are to 

R.S.V.P.  A response is called for.”  The invitation is the time when the people 

specifically and formally are called upon to commit such a response. 

 

Qualities of a Good Invitation 
 

First, contemporary invitations must be cohesive with the sermons that precede them.  

Expressions of response called for at the close of some preaching events have become so 

routine that they often have absolutely no relationship to the message that has been 

preached.  Some sermons dealing primarily with issues of the Christian life are followed 

with a call for persons to receive Christ. 

 

Although an invitation for salvation always is appropriate, it may not best serve a sermon 

following a call for Christians to act upon the subject of the message.  The invitation 

should never appear to be an addendum to the sermon but should flow naturally from its 

summation.  Such an inclusion prevents the perception of a break between the invitation 

and the sermon. 

 

Second, in addition to being cohesive with the message, effective contemporary 

invitations are characterized by simplicity and clarity with regard to what respondents are 

expected to do.  Intricacy and elaboration certainly are discouraged when it comes to 

giving instructions to people during an invitation.  Many growing churches employ 

invitations that proceed directly to the point, avoiding verbosity and ornate terminology.  

Do not try to be profound, professional, and polished.  Just be clear, simple, and concise. 
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The invitation should be clear in several regards.  Your listeners should be told exactly 

and specifically what they are being asked to do, why they are being asked to do it, and 

what will take place when they respond. 

 

Avoid equating “walking an aisle” with a commitment to Christ.  Clearly distinguish the 

call for repentance, belief, and public discipleship from the act of immediate physical 

response.  Clearly distinguish between calls for salvation and other types of decisions.  A 

failure to do so can result in confusion for both respondents and counselors, as well as in 

unstable commitments. 

 

Third, if you are going to invite people to make some immediate expression of response, 

make sure that what you ask them to do is functional.  The offering of effective 

invitations, for example, can greatly be enhanced by the use of trained persons to offer 

encouragement and other ministry to respondents. 

 

Churches and other ministry organizations should pay the price to investigate all related 

legal issues and then provide persons with adequate training.  Such an investment may be 

the single most helpful element in making an effective public appeal.  Although the use 

of the title “counselor” probably should be avoided, the availability of such persons 

provides great advantages. 

 

Fourth, effective invitations usually are characterized by some decisive element.  In other 

words, potential respondents most often should be called upon to make a decision and 

express the intent of such a decision in some immediate way.  Subsequent life change is 

enhanced when persons are given an opportunity to act immediately upon their 

intentions.  The decisive nature of invitations that call for immediate expressions of 

response might be called the “altar advantage.”  Psychologically, public response serves 

to confirm the decision in the life of the responder. 

 

Such a quality issues from the conviction that preaching is decisional in nature.  The 

sermon does more than make the gospel known.  It also calls for response.  When it 

comes to trusting Christ for salvation, for example, public invitations underscore the fact 

that it is absolutely necessary for a person to make a definite choice in order to become a 

Christian.  Fish observed, “One does not become a Christian by osmosis.  Nobody 

‘oozes’ into the kingdom of God.” 

 

Fifth, the demeanor of those offering public opportunities for response must be both 

nonmanipulative and nonthreatening.  This issue is one of integrity.  Potential 

respondents should not be coerced, pressured, or made to feel guilty during the moment 

of decision. 

 

Some people have a natural fear simply of being in public situations.  This fear is no 

different from other natural fears, such as the fear of heights, enclosed places, or water.  

The public invitation should be handled in such a manner that when a person responds to 

the given opportunity, he or she is not devastated by being thrust before a crowd without 

proper preparation or by being forced into some other embarrassing situation. 
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Sixth, like the application made throughout the message, the invitation should be made 

personal to every listener.  Each individual ought to feel that the preacher is talking 

specifically to him or her. 

 

As you move into the invitation from the summation, become very direct.  Such a 

personal touch will force each listener to contemplate the challenge.  If at no other time 

during the sermon, every person in attendance should realize “This is for me” during the 

invitation. 

 

Seventh, every invitation you offer should incorporate an evangelistic twist.  Always turn 

the message at some point toward an appeal to the unsaved in the audience to receive 

Jesus Christ as personal Lord and Savior.  All Bible preaching issues forth into 

evangelism.  Regardless of the Bible content of your message, the subject should include 

an evangelistic appeal. 

 

Certainly you should always begin your invitation with a call upon the primary intended 

audience to respond.  If your text mainly is speaking to believers, invite them first to act 

upon the given truth.  Do not fail, however, to transition the invitation to an evangelistic 

appeal before closing. 

 

Part #4: Intriguing Introduction 
 

The final step in building your sermon is to prepare the introduction.  This is the initial 

part of the sermon in which the preacher is attempting to buy a hearing from the 

audience.  In essence, you must buy the right to take your listeners to the next step.  The 

introduction, therefore, should be intriguing, gaining listener interest and seizing their 

attention. 

 

Some difference of opinion exists concerning when the introduction should be prepared.  

Though each preacher may have his own preference, the best place according to some 

seems to be at the end of the sermon preparation process.  Most preachers find it rather 

difficult to introduce something before they know what they are introducing!  Now that 

you have developed your exposition, tied it together in your summation, and called 

people to respond to it in your invitation, you likely have a more informed perspective 

regarding how to introduce it. 

 

Purposes of the Introduction 
 

First, gain their interest.  You either have your listeners with you or you do not in the first 

few minutes of the sermon.  In these early minutes the stage is set.  The mood of the 

audience is determined.  We cannot assume that those who sit in our congregations are 

automatically interested in what we are going to say.  We must create that interest. 
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Take time to prepare your introduction well.  Write out a strong opening 

sentence that prepares people for a strong introduction.  Someone has said, 

“light your match on the first strike.”  Songwriters use what they call a 

“hook” somewhere in the song to catch the listeners’ attention.  Use that first sentence to 

place a “hook” in your introduction and arouse the interest of your hearers. 

 

Second, introduce your text.  If an expository sermon purposes to expose the truth of a 

text, then the introduction to that sermon should introduce the preaching passage to some 

degree. 

 

Third, state your proposition.  You know what you want to say, but those who sit before 

you have no idea what you intend to say.  In your introduction let your audience know the 

central idea of the text and the proposition of your sermon.  The introduction lays the big 

idea before the people and prepares them for its development. 

 

Emory A. Griffin, in his volume The Mind Changers, said: 

 
It is wise to present this main point at the start of the message, or would we be better off 

to wait until the conclusion?  We’d do well to follow the advice of a successful country 

preacher.  When asked the secret of his success he replied, “It’s simple.  I tell them what 

I’m going to say.  I say it.  Then I tell them what I’ve said.”  Let people know where you 

are headed right from the start.  This way they will have a mental hook on which to hang 

all the illustrations and evidence you can muster to support your thesis.  If they don’t 

know where your are headed, they might unconsciously twist an example you give and 

see it as bolstering a different point of view. 

 

Fourth, establish the relevancy.  The chances of gaining interest will be greatly enhanced 

if the preacher establishes the relevancy of the sermon in the minds of his listeners.  Be 

sure to gain a favorable hearing by showing your audience that your message is important 

for their lives.  Your purpose is to move the listeners to action, to help them make certain 

decisions on the basis of the sermon you deliver.  That goal cannot be accomplished if 

they are not inclined favorably to the import of your sermon. 

 

Someone has said there are three kinds of preachers: those to whom you cannot listen, 

those to whom you can listen, and those to whom you must listen.  A good introduction 

will help you be the later. 

 

Fifth, promise the “Take Away.”  The introduction should display the fruit of listening to 

your people on a regular basis.  As you discern both their expressed needs and the needs 

that lurk beneath the surface, incorporate them into the launch-pads of your sermons.  

The introduction should establish in word and attitude your empathy and care, as well as 

a statement of what benefit the listeners will be able to “take away” from the sermon. 

 

Sixth, state your expectations.  The summation and invitation actually should begin with 

the introduction.  Early in the sermon make clear where you are going, what you expect 

of the audience, and how you want them to respond.  Begin in the introduction to drive 
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toward the invitation, keeping your purpose in mind throughout the development of your 

exposition. 

 

No paragraph of Scripture is without a personal appeal to the heart.  Find that appeal and 

begin pressing it home at the beginning of your sermon. 

 

Qualities of a Good Introduction 
 

Brevity.  In most cases, the introduction should be short.  A preacher easily can get 

carried away as the sermon begins.  Avoid every word that is not absolutely necessary. 

Albert J. Beveridge a distinguished senator said, “If you can’t strike oil in three minutes, 

you should quit boring.” 

 

R. G. Lee used to talk about preachers who built chicken coop sermons on skyscraper 

foundations.  An introduction is the porch, not the house.  Make it long enough to 

introduce the subject and no more. 

 

Variety.  When your listeners know you are going to begin each sermon the same way, 

they will be prepared to give you only their inattention, not their attention. 

 

Choose just the right kind of introduction for the message you have prepared.  Because 

texts, audiences, and occasions vary, the sermon introductions that serve each one should 

vary as well. 

 

Relevancy.  Turn the introduction quickly to the needs of the hearers so as to establish 

relevancy.  The introduction should arouse in them a sense of need.  You cannot sell them 

something they do not know they need.  Someone has said regarding this need, “Always 

grab the reader by the throat in the first paragraph, sink your thumbs into his windpipe in 

the second, and hold him against the wall until the tag line.” 

 

If you can begin with felt needs in your introduction and then connect them with spiritual 

answers throughout your message, you will be far along the road toward being an 

interesting preacher. 

 

Tension.  Create the awareness that your sermon will complete what you have begun in 

the introduction.  Indicate that the questions you have raised in the introduction will be 

answered in the exposition of your Scripture passage.   

 

Appropriateness.  The introduction also sets the mood for the sermon.  Texts and 

corresponding subjects vary in mood—some are happy and optimistic, others more 

serious in nature.  Match the mood of your introduction with the text and its subject.  You 

do not want to begin in a frivolous manner when you will be discussing something 

serious. 

 

Conviction.  The people should be aware from the very beginning of the sermon that you 

yourself are interested in the subject matter.  If you are interested, the congregation likely 
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will be interested as well.  Put yourself into the introduction with your best thought and 

energy.   

 

Types of Introductions 
 

Several kinds of introductions can be effective.  The particular type you employ should 

depend upon your text, purpose, and audience.  You may use a straightforward statement 

of a contemporary problem and how the biblical text addresses that problem.  Come up 

with your own quotable line or “zinger” that will shock or impact listeners.  Just be sure 

the statement is not so startling that everything thereafter is anticlimactic.  Other 

introductions may make use of a well-worded question or series of questions that get to 

the core of a human need or situation, followed by a statement of how the biblical text 

reveals God’s response to that dilemma. 

 

An illustration in the form of an anecdote or parable from contemporary life or history 

may be used.  The narrative would expose the central idea of the text.  A personal 

experience from your own life to which you apply the given text can be used to set up 

your corresponding proposition.  Better beginnings are hard to find.  A life situation also 

can be uses.  A real life story or circumstance often can get to the essence of a text 

effectively.  Great introductions may include a positive believe-it-or-not case history 

from your own congregation or a feature story clipped from a magazine reflecting 

Christian values. 

 

Still other introductions may center on a felt need.  Powerful beginnings can be built 

around a sympathetic reference to a need expressed by many listeners and a promise to 

show how the biblical text addresses that need.  A current event news item that is on 

people’s minds can highlight the contemporary focus of the biblical text.  Taking the 

paper into the pulpit and reading from it can also be effective. 

 

Narrative material provides another strong beginning.  A dramatic retelling of the story 

line of the biblical text with a “you are there” flavor, followed by a statement of 

connection to the parallel contemporary situation, often will seize listeners’ attention.  Or 

you may use a textual introduction.  This approach involves a direct statement of the 

biblical text or a clearly stated paragraph describing its context, followed by application 

to contemporary life.  Finally, a quotation from a person well-known to your listeners, 

followed by a statement of how the biblical text relates to that quote, can grasp attention.  

Avoid a long quotation that rambles on for a paragraph, however.  Narrow it to one or 

two sentences at the most. 
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                                                         Introduction Ichabods      
 

Beware of several undesirable ways to introduce a sermon.  Avoid these 

kinds of introductions at all cost: 

 

Hem-and-haw.  Do not neglect your preparation so that you beat around 

the bush in your introduction.  The preacher who is not really sure what he is going to say 

evidences that he has prepared neither the exposition of the sermon nor the introduction.  

He is unclear in his thought and his speech.  An audience will notice this lack of 

preparation very quickly and will respond with corresponding inattention. 

 

Apologetic.  Do not introduce your message by telling the people how poorly you have 

prepared or how little you know about the subject.  When a speaker makes excuses, he is 

not taking out an insurance policy in case he flops; he is only planting in his audience’s 

mind the likelihood of his failure.  If you are not prepared, they will know soon enough!  

Moreover, do not apologize for the nature of the subject you propose.  No apology is 

needed for any truth found in the Word of God. 

 

Trite.  Do not fill you introduction with meaningless statements that do not point toward 

your subject.  Make your introductory remarks weighty.  You are seeking to arouse 

attention.  You must give your listeners enough substance in your introduction to merit 

that attention.  If you are trite, they will not be impressed.  Usually, praise for the 

audience is trite.  If you must praise the audience or someone in it, use that praise in the 

middle of your sermon to support a point.  Churchill contended that praise in the 

introduction of a speech comes off as flattery, whereas the same praise in the middle of 

the speech comes off as sincerity. 

 

Funny.  Humor can be used effectively in the sermon, but jokes rarely serve the preacher 

well at the beginning.  If you lack the wit of a Jerry Clower or the timing of a Jay Leno, 

you can bury your sermon and embarrass both yourself and your audience. 

 

Pedantic.  Do not introduce your sermon in an academic way.  A belabored, routine 

beginning soon will bore the listeners.  Let your introduction be characterized by 

freshness and variety. 

 

Misleading.  Avoid promising something that you do not intend to deliver or cannot 

deliver.  When the preacher proposes one subject and preaches on another, the people feel 

betrayed.  Introduce your subject, then stick to it. 

 

             

 

The Development of the Introduction 
 

Once you have determined the type of introduction that is best for a particular message, 

you can develop your sermon beginning.  The following process is suggested for building 

effective introductions. 
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Agonize.  Spend time meditating on your exposition, summation, and invitation.  Also, 

empathize with your people by reflecting on their life situations.  Wrestle with these 

realities until you are able to identify the major point or points of intersection. 

 

Verbalize.  Write out your thoughts word for word, exactly as you would like to convey 

them to your people.   

 

Criticize.  Once you have written you introduction, put it to the test.  God back and see if 

it accomplishes the six purposes discussed earlier. 

 

Editorialize.  Based upon your critical review, make any changes or refinements needed. 

 

Memorize.  Commit the final product to memory so that you will be able to look your 

people in the eye and establish communication.  Your memorization may not be word fro 

word, but repeated readings and oral recitations will fix it in your verbal memory 

patterns. 
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