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The Study of Preaching

by Scott M. Gibson

Professional societies have as part of their purpose to advance
study in a given field.  One of the purposes of the Evangelical
Homiletics Society is “to make scholarly contributions to the
field of homiletics.”  This journal is one expression of such a
contribution.  In addition, the Evangelical Homiletics Society
meets for its annual meeting where members submit papers typ-
ically based on the theme or topic of the conference.  This edi-
tion of the journal has papers from various years of the society’s
meetings.  All of the authors are intensely interested in the study
of preaching.

The first article is by Jeffrey D. Arthurs on preaching sermons
from the book of Proverbs.  Arthurs’ article was awarded the
Keith Willhite Award, voted by members at the conference as
being the outstanding paper presented.  The Keith Willhite
Award is given in memory of the late co-founder and second
president, Dr. Keith Willhite.

The second article by Brian T. Hartley explores worship and
preaching with a view to understanding it through the teaching
of Walter Ong.  Hartley challenges readers to consider the way
words work in preaching and worship.

Randal Pelton and Jeff Carroll in the third article examine what
it means to preach Christ from gospel narratives.  The question
they ask is, “Spiritualize, allegorize, or moralize – What’s a
preacher to do?”  Pelton and Carroll analyze the process of
Christ-centered preaching from gospel narratives.
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Finally, Dale Keller raises the question, “How is the preacher to
preach the sermon?”  He asks this question in light of the work
of Marshall McLuhan, who said, “The medium is the message.”
Keller examines the God-human relationship and the role it
takes in preaching.

For the sermon in this edition, J. Kent Edwards looks at the
place of the preacher in this world as he challenges readers from
Jeremiah 1.  This was Dr. Edwards’ presidential sermon deliv-
ered at the October 2004 meeting of the Evangelical Homiletics
Society at Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary in Wake
Forest, North Carolina.

Finally, preachers and those who study preaching write books.
The journal is committed to reviewing books on preaching from
across the theological spectrum.  We have a lot to learn about the
field – the study and practice of homiletics.  The books reviewed
in this edition will continue to assist readers in the decisions they
make about the books they will read and use in their classrooms
and studies.

For the October 2005 issue the journal will have the theme: “The
New Homiletic.”  If any reader would like to submit an article
on the New Homiletic, please send a proposal to me at 
sgibson@gcts.edu upon receipt of this issue of the journal.
Submitted proposals will be reviewed.  Articles will be due 31
August 2005.  Thanks in advance to those who will participate.
The intention of the editorial board is to develop a thematic
approach to each edition.  Your suggestions are welcome for
future themes.

Thank you for your continued support of the journal.

3
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Short Sentences Long Remembered:
Preaching Genre-Sensitive Sermons from Proverbs

by Jeffrey D. Arthurs

(editor’s note: the article by Dr. Arthurs was recognized by the
Society with the Keith Willhite Award at the October 2004
Evangelical Homiletics Society meeting held at Southeastern
Baptist Theological Seminary in Wake Forest, North Carolina.
The Willhite Award is given to the outstanding paper presented
at each year’s meeting.  The Award is in memory of co-founder,
Keith Willhite.)

Introduction

Proverbs are a universal literary form.  Like stories and poems,
they are common in nearly every culture and era. They abound
in modern Western culture just as they did in the ancient world.
We see them on tee shirts, coffee mugs, posters, and calendars.
Parents quote them to children, teachers quote them to students,
friends quote them to friends, and the media quotes them to
everyone.

The largest repository of biblical proverbs is, of course, the
Book of Proverbs, but this literary form, the shortest of all
genres, is scattered throughout the Bible as in 1 Samuel 10:12,
“Therefore, it became a proverb, ‘Is Saul also among the
prophets?’” and Hosea 8:7, “They sow the wind, they reap the
whirlwind.” Crossan estimates that there are 130 aphorisms in
the Gospels alone.1

The purpose of this paper is to explicate the formal and
rhetorical features of the genre—how this genre communicates
and what it does—so that we can reproduce some of those
features in our sermons. 

4
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How Proverbs Communicate, What Proverbs Do

Three questions reveal the key literary and rhetorical features of
proverbs: (1) Who speaks (and listens to) a proverb? (2) What
do they say? (3) How do they say it?

The Words of the Wise: Who Speaks (and Listens To) 
a Proverb?

Proverbs are found on the lips of authorities. The teacher guides
the student, “Haste makes waste!” and the parent warns the
child, “He who walks with wise men will be wise, but a
companion of fools suffers harm.” Each of the first seven
chapters of Proverbs begins by addressing “my son” as the
father urges his child to “accept my words” (2:1), “do not forget
my teaching” (3:1), “pay attention (4:1), “listen well to my
words of insight” (5:1), and so forth. Clearly, the Book of
Proverbs is a repository of advice from an authority to a
subordinate, and that relationship is normal when we speak
proverbs. Paraemiologist (proverbs scholar) Neal Norrick
states: “In citing a proverb, the speaker signals . . . that he wants
to or at least is willing to assume the role of teacher/advisor for
his hearers. One would hardly expect a child to utter proverbs to
his parents or teachers.”2 The use of the proverb allows the
speaker to borrow authority from traditional wisdom to support
his or her own ideas.

That phrase “traditional wisdom” is crucial in understanding the
rhetorical force of proverbs because these anonymous sayings
circulate as the distillation of cultural values. As Norrick states,
“Hearers tend to react to proverbial utterances as they would to
directives from authoritative sources. The weight of traditional
or majority opinion inculcates proverbial utterances with
authority.”3 Proverbs are “common sense,” thus speakers easily
incorporate them like “commonplaces” into myriad discussions.
“Commonplaces” were stock arguments from classical rhetoric
which could be plugged into nearly any argument.4

5
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Proverb users take the mantle of authority, but this does not
imply that listeners are automatons who respond like Pavlov’s
dogs. On the contrary, proverbs prompt speakers and listeners to
collaborate to produce meaning. Proverbial meaning can be
determined only from the context of its utterance. This rhetorical
phenomenon occurs because proverbs are pithy and often use
poetic language. I’ll say more about these features below, but
here my point is that proverbs are so short that they cannot
present a nuanced argument, and their language may be so
figurative that meaning may not be readily apparent. 

For example, I have heard the proverb “Silence is golden”
applied to three different situations: A mother ordered her child
to be quiet with the proverb; a girl consoled her shy date when
awkward phrases entered the conversation; and a third speaker
exuded contentment over the stillness of a forest.5 Each speaker
expected the “interpreter” to rely upon context for correct
interpretation.

When Jesus speaks proverbs in the Gospels, we have sufficient
context to understand the potentially ambiguous sayings, but the
book of Proverbs supplies less context. While chapters 1-9 are
unified poems, most of the other chapters are simply a catalog of
maxims. Yet even within this catalog, the compiler has given us
some “context” by grouping sayings by topics such as the
drunkard (23:29-35), the king (25:2-7), and the sluggard (26:13-
16). Some scholars such as Garrett believe that context also
exists on a more subtle level than obvious cohesion by theme.6

Catchwords and inclusio sometime indicate that the compiler
intended a group of proverbs to shed light on each other.

The necessity of context for interpreting proverbs produces
interesting communication dynamics. One dynamic is
collaboration. The speaker discerns what proverb fits a given
situation and then “encodes” meaning about that situation with
a proverb. The listener must “decode” the speaker’s intention.

6
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Meaning does not often reside in literal words and
straightforward transmission. Instead, the listener collaborates
with the speaker to construct the intended meaning by using
contextual clues. Thus, communicating with proverbs is risky
business.  “This is the irony of the proverb form: it speaks
wisdom, but it also requires wisdom to be rightly heard and
employed.”7

The risk is similar to what occurs when a speaker uses irony. The
“point” lies in authorial intention, not always in literal language,
and the audience must reconstruct the author’s meaning. On a
stormy day I may say to you, “Nice day,” but I intend to
communicate the opposite of the literal words, and I depend on
you to figure that out. As we all know, sometimes it works, and
sometimes it doesn’t, but when it does work, the dynamic unites
sender and receiver as they collaborate to construct meaning.8

These pithy and figurative sayings seem folksy on the surface,
but the more you get to know them, the more you see the
complex dynamics that occur when sages speak.

Apples of Gold in Settings of Silver: 
What Do Proverbs Say?

Proverbs transfer hokmah to the  naïve. Dundes calls proverbs
“charters for belief and models for action.”9 In the Hebrew Bible
hokmah is a “teachable craft,”10 giving “prudence to the simple,
knowledge and discretion to the young” (1:4). For example,
money can’t buy happiness (Eccl. 5:10); pride comes before the
fall (Prov. 11:2); and he who guards his lips guards his life
(13:3).

These biblical proverbs may sound like the oratory of
inspirational speakers,11 but what makes them differ from
humanistic wisdom is not so much their content as their
theological underpinning, namely, the fear of the Lord which is
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the beginning or “chief part” of hokmah (1:7). Reverencing and
trembling before God mitigates the potential hubris of Proverbs.
These snappy sayings sound like self-help humanism only if we
see the world as existing independently from the King, but “for
Israel the experiences of the world were always divine
experiences, and the experiences of God were always
experiences of the world. The world is never experienced as
purely secular, as apart from the Lord who controls it and who
is revealed in it.”12

Proverbs transfer hokmah by making observations on repeated
phenomena. These observations are made in present tense,
indicative mood, implying that “this is the way things are.” The
intention behind the book of Proverbs is, of course, admonitory,
but it makes its admonitions by calling us to observe: The
contentious wife is irksome; the hot-headed man makes
enemies; the gossip loses friends; and so forth. These sayings
admonish us to take action, but the admonition does not burst
through the front door in a huff. It comes through the back door
and invites us to concur before we act.

Because proverbs summarize phenomena and yet are quite
short, they must distill insight. Leland Ryken calls them
moments of “epiphany.”13 Thousands of cases demonstrate that
money does not bringing happiness, and all of those cases are
distilled in Ecclesiastes 5:10, “He who loves money never has
money enough.” As Ricoeur states, “Without being a narrative,
a proverb implies a story.”14

Since proverbs distill general categories of human experience,
we must remember that they are not promises. “A proverb is
larger than one case, but not large enough to embrace all cases.
. . . As wisdom, they transcend a single situation, but they do not
have indiscriminate force to be applied anywhere and at all
times.”15 For example, the biblical sage has observed that the
fear of the Lord adds years to life (9:11), but presumably the

8
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same sage would not deny that holy men and women have been
martyred. “Those who utter proverbs do not worry about
possible exceptions (neither do lyric poets); they trust people to
use their common sense in recognizing that a proverb need not
cover every possible situation.”16

In our goal to preach genre-sensitive sermons, the next question
is particularly interesting because much of the rhetorical force of
a genre or a sermon lies in its form.

Pleasant Words are a Honeycomb: How Do Proverbs Talk?

The most obvious stylistic feature of proverbs is that they are
short. An entire literary unit can be as few as six words in
Hebrew and not many more in English.  Their brevity makes
proverbs easily memorized. As Alter states, “The didactic poet
does not want to set up eddies and undercurrents in the unruffled
flow of his language, because the wisdom itself derives from a
sense of balanced order, confident assertion, assured
consequences for specific acts and moral stances.”17 Similarly,
Smith states, “To epigrammize an experience is to strip it down,
to cut away irrelevance, to eliminate local, specific, and
descriptive detail, to reduce it to and fix it in its most permanent
and stable aspect, to sew it up for eternity.”18

Even though proverbs can be quite short, we must not forget that
they are poems. They utilize figurative language, hyperbole,
chiasmus, and all the other features of Hebrew poetry including
all types of parallelism. Like all literature, proverbs comment on
the universal by way of the particular. They utilize synecdoche
even more than metaphor. The “tent” stands for the family unit,
a “faithful witness” stands for the whole class of truth telling
folk, and the “tongue” stands for the awesome power of
language. Sometimes this figurative language needs
“translation” from one culture to another as when Ecclesiastes
9:4 speaks of the “living dog” and “dead lion.” In ancient Israel

9
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dogs were despised and lions revered. Exegetical digging yields
homiletical treasure.

As brief poems, the aural qualities of proverbs are prominent.
Rhythm and rhyme, alliteration and assonance help proverbs
lodge in memory and exhibit their roots in orality.19 “Birds of a
feather flock together” stays with us better than “Persons who
bear striking resemblance tend to associate with one another.”

Many of these aural qualities are mitigated when translated, so
if you have the ability to read Proverbs aloud in Hebrew, I
suggest you do so. The compact nature of Hebrew, particularly
evident in proverbial style, gives these gems a brilliance which
is lost when words swell in translation. Here is a literal
translation of 16:18, “Before breaking, pride.  Before stumbling,
haughtiness.” Sometimes a commentary or felicitous translation
will maintain Hebrew’s aural qualities, as with Williams’
rendering of 12:11, “The tiller of soil has his fill of bread, but the
pursuer of vanities has an empty head.”20

Proverbial style not only enhances memory, it also functions
rhetorically to prompt listeners to yield to the content.
Paraemiologist Kirshenblatt-Gimblett explains:

Proverbs sound authoritative. The truths they
proclaim feel absolute . . . . The proverb’s form
reinforces this effect by sounding so “right.” Neat
symmetries and witty convergences of sound and
meaning, tight formulations of logical relations,
highly patterned repetitions, structural balance and
familiar metaphors encapsulate general principles
and contribute to the feeling that anything that
sounds so right must be true.21

Another feature of proverbial style is fondness for humor. A
translation like Today’s English Version or The Message helps

10
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capture the impish spirit of stones tied in slings, thorn bushes in
a drunkard’s hand, dogs returning to their vomit, lions roaming
the street, sluggards too lazy to withdraw their hands from the
dish, and a man grabbing a dog by the ears (26:8, 9, 11, 13, 14,
15, 17). Like all humorists, the sage of Proverbs makes us grin
by unexpected or incongruous juxtaposition. For example, the
parallelism of 11:10 sets us up to expect rejoicing with
prosperity and wailing with perishing, but instead we hear
“shouts of joy” when somebody perishes. That’s what happens
when the wicked perish. Yippee!

The last stylistic feature I will mention is the prominence of the
female role. Women are plainly present when addressed or
described as mothers, wives, harlots, and they are figuratively
present when the noble woman personifies wisdom as in chapter
8. McKenzie argues that the unusual presence of the female in
wisdom literature fits the genre well. Speaking generally, not
descriptively of every case, women/proverbs focus on the
mundane specifics of daily experience, and women/proverbs
tend to communicate indirectly. “Though often excluded from
formal, public arenas . . . women occupy a role as informal
historians and social critics and arbiters of morality. Given the
place of women in the traditional social order, it makes sense
that wisdom, a highly pragmatic religious tradition, would be
imaged in female form.”22

Strategies for Preaching this Genre

Preachers have many options for re-communicating proverbs
since these sound bites of hokmah connect with “secondary
orality”—cultures where people can read but have been
socialized to think in stories, relationships, and proverbs. Most
people learn and verbalize their faith this way.23 Most of my
suggestions below help preachers move toward what Tisdale
calls “preaching as local theology and folk art.”24
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Do not preach selfish behavior, humanism, or materialism.

I have heard many sermons that walked a fine line (and
sometimes went over the line) when offering all that God
offers—“the fear of the Lord brings wealth and honor and life”
(22:4)—but they left out the fear of the Lord! Proverbs are not
prescriptions for the American dream. They are prescriptions for
how to live skillfully in a world created by the sovereign,
generous, and fearsome Master. The first step in living skillfully
is to revere God. To use proverbs to enthrone self is to make a
categorical error, or as Long states, “To listen to a proverb
without at the same time hearing its covenantal background is to
pry a gem from its setting.”25

“Health and wealth” sermons are common in the “Prosperity
Gospel” movement, but a subtle form also shows up in the
“Seeker Sensitive” movement. As part of that movement for
many years, I walked the line myself. Ask God to give you
wisdom to handle biblical proverbs the way the compiler
handled them: as motivation and instruction to walk the strait
path, not as way to baptize carnal desire.

Preach thought units.

This is standard procedure when preaching any genre, but I call
attention to it here because determining thought units in
Proverbs can be tricky. While the long poems of chapters 1-9
and 30-31 are self-evident units, the catalog of individual
proverbs are often grouped with other short proverbs of similar
theme; but sometimes the connection is subtle. You may not see
immediately what proverb x has to do with proverb y, but look
again. Expect unity.

Having said this, a topical approach can also be a genre-
sensitive way to preach from the catalog. The book of Proverbs
tosses out observations on themes like old age, gossip, laziness,

12
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alcohol, and humility. We can gather all the proverbs on a theme
and preach a complete message or series on that theme. In a
sense, your “text” is the entire book from which you glean a
number of short pericopes.

Use your imagination.

This genre communicates with images, so in our study we
should imagine those images. This is what the original author
intended. Try to see, hear, and feel the firebrands, pigs, jewels,
trees, crowns, rods, scales, and fountains. As you use your
imagination in exegesis, remember that many images need
“translation.” We no longer live on our roofs (25:24). In our
preaching, the mocker shooting “firebrands and deadly arrows”
(26:18) may toss dynamite and shoot a shotgun, or he may drop
napalm and discharge a cannon.

Show as well as tell.

Proverbs admonish, but they often do so by simply observing
phenomena. For example, “Stone is heavy and sand a burden,
but provocation by a fool is heavier than both” (27:3). The
proverb clearly intends to exhort: “Don’t be a fool! Don’t
burden people with silly aggravation”; but the exhortation is
made in the indicative mood. In other cases, proverbs mix the
imperative and the indicative moods as in this one: “Do not
boast about tomorrow, for you do not know what a day may
bring forth” (27:1). The intent is always to produce volitional or
ideational change, but “observation” is the horse that pulls the
cart.

Preachers who want to reproduce the rhetorical impact of the
indicative, even while clearly intending the imperative, should
make observations. We can do so by using statistics, examples,
current events, and stories. Remember that a story, or a group of
stories, lies behind each proverb.  Show the congregation the

13
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result of cheerful words. Show them what is happening in
society because of alcohol abuse. Encourage and warn by
describing “the way things are.”

Turn on the spot light.

As an extension of Suggestion 4, McKenzie tells us to turn on
the “spotlight,” not the “floodlight.”26 This means to rove
mentally through society searching for situations which should
be illumined by a particular proverb. To use a different figure,
“like the binoculars one finds at scenic overlooks, the proverb
beckons us to pull over for just a moment and look through it out
over the landscape of our journey, looking for situations to
which it can bring ethical clarity.”27 Proverbs describe and
provide hokmah for apt situations, not all situations. The sage
knows the difference, but the fool doesn’t. That is why a proverb
in the mouth of a fool is as useless as a lame man’s legs
(Proverbs 26:7).

In terms of our preaching, this means that swing the spotlight
across society to find situations illumined by the proverb; then
“narratives, vignettes, story-like threads that the proverb tugs
from the fabric of everyday life would be told, each thread
punctuated by the proverb itself, quoted as an interpretive
refrain.”28

Make your central idea “proverbial.”

With uncanny unanimity, theorists of speech communication
have emphasized the value of communicating one unified idea.29

If the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, then the
central idea is the beginning of oral communication. The best
central ideas are those which lodge in memory, and that task is
easily accomplished when we borrow proverbial style—brevity,
balance, image, and sound values. When we center our sermons
on one captivating idea, we preach not only as the sages spoke,
but also as the listeners listen because in the age of secondary

14
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orality distilled, memorable phrases are as common as cell
phones. Advertisers coin jingles to lodge in memory, and
politicians summarize their messages in one-liners to make the
evening news. We live in the age of the sound bite.

One way to make our central ideas proverbial is by using the
proverb itself. A statement like “life and death are in the power
of the tongue” (18:21) is concise and striking, just the qualities
we want for our big ideas.

We can also coin our own proverb. When preaching on how to
overcome bitterness, John Piper argued that people who hold
grudges try to take judgment into their own hands, not trusting
God to dispense justice. The argument was dense, so Piper gave
the people a nugget to take home: “If you hold a grudge, you
slight the Judge.”30 When arguing for the “the supremacy of God
in preaching” he says, “The one who satisfies gets the glory; the
one who gives the pleasure is the treasure.”31

Another way to preach proverbs “proverbially” is by rephrasing
a modern proverb. We can “learn a lesson from the parodist who
boldly goes where he is not supposed to go.”32 Instead of
“Seeing is believing” we can proclaim “Believing is seeing.” Or
try this one: “Life is short, pray hard.”33

Dueling proverbs.

Compare and contrast modern proverbs with biblical ones.
McKenzie calls this “dueling proverbs.”34 This technique
focuses two spotlights on the same situation, evaluating
culture’s repository of wisdom with God’s. Sometimes our
culture speaks truth, and sometimes it is found wanting. For
example, “Money makes the world go round” could be paired
with Proverbs 11: 28, “Whoever trusts in his riches will fall, but
the righteous will thrive like a green leaf.” American proverbs
that embody values such as progress (“Records are made to be
broken”) and what McKenzie calls “visual empiricism” (“A

15
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picture is worth a thousand words,” “What you see is what you
get”) need theological and homiletical scrutiny.35 We must help
our people take every thought captive to the obedience of Christ.
When preachers know the Bible’s proverbs and are mindful of
culture’s proverbs, they are “equipped to offer the dehumanized
consumers in the pews an alternative identity, worldview, and
way of life.”36

Borrow the proverb’s movement.

To organize your message according to how God communicated,
try to reproduce the proverb’s flow of thought and feeling. For
example, antithetical parallelism provides simple and clear
sermonic movement: “This, not this,” or “this vs. this.”
Synthetic parallelism suggests inductive form which culminates
eventually in your main idea, and synonymous parallelism
suggests a semi-inductive form which states your point but then
circles back to intensify that point.

Adopt the teacher’s stance.

How can preachers reproduce the pedagogical tone of Proverbs?
Not by being authoritarian since proverbs aren’t (they make
observations) but by encouraging listeners to ponder. As George
MacDonald said, “The best thing you can do for your fellow
man, next to rousing his conscience, is—not to give him things
to think about, but to wake things up that are in him; that is, to
make him think things for himself.”37

Teachers know how to do this. They engage the students to
surface latent knowledge, beliefs, and values. Here are some
“pedagogical techniques” I used when preaching a series from
Proverbs:

Quiz. I asked the congregation multiple choice questions such
as “what does the word ‘fear’ mean in the phrase ‘the fear of the
Lord.’”

16
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Participation. In a message directed to young people from
4:20-27, I gave them a space to draw as we looked at the
passage. The passage describes the ears, eyes, lips, heart, and
feet of one who pursues wisdom, and the young people drew
these body parts on a stick figure.

Discussion. I quoted a line from a “hymn”—Twas guilt that
taught my heart to fear and pride my fears relieved”—and then
asked the congregation what presuppositions about fear lie
behind that line. Since the congregation was large, the
“discussion” was hypothetical, taking place in their minds, but it
nevertheless took place.38

Feature women.

Even though women make up more than 60% of evangelical
congregations, preachers (mostly men) usually do not address
their needs and questions.39 We need to do more than lob
Proverbs 31 to the congregation on Mother’s Day. Preaching
Proverbs gives us the opportunity to praise the role women play
in God’s kingdom, address them directly, and choose
illustrations that connect with them.

Use some humor.

Many proverbs use exaggeration and quirky juxtapositions.
That’s how God has communicated to us. Try it yourself as you
re-communicate the Word. Of course, if you don’t have a gift for
humor, you might want to stick with numbers 1-10 above.

I find that preaching from the book of Proverbs ignites my
creativity, heightens my relevance, and broadens my subject
matter. I enjoy it. I hope that these suggestions increase your
skill and motivation when preaching on short sentences long

17
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remembered.
Notes

1. John Dominic Crossan, In Fragments: The Aphorisms of Jesus (San Franscisco: Harper and
Row, 1983), 330-341.

2. Neal R. Norrick, How Proverbs Mean: Semantic Studies in English Proverbs (New York:
Moulton, 1985), 29.

3. How Proverbs Mean, 28.
4. Walter J. Ong, The Presence of the Word: Some Prolegomena for Cultural and Religious

History (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1967), 60-87. See also Aristotle,  The Rhetoric
and Poetics of Aristotle,  trans. W. Rhys Roberts and Ingram Bywater, (New York:  Modern
Library, 1984), 1356b, where Aristotle calls proverbs “received opinions.”

5. For a similar example see Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, “Toward a Theory of Proverb
Meaning,” in The Wisdom of Many, eds. Wolfgang Meider and Alan Dundes (New York:
Garland, 1981), 113-114.

6. Duane A. Garrett, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, vol. 14 in The New American
Commentary: An Exegetical and Theological Exposition of Holy Scripture (Nashville:
Broadman Holman, 1993), 46-47.

7. Thomas G. Long, Preaching and the Literary Forms of the Bible (Philadelphia: Fortress,
1989), 58.

8. See Wayne C. Booth, “The Pleasures and Pitfalls of Irony: Or Why Don’t You Say What
You Mean?” in Rhetoric, Philosophy, and Literature ed. Don M. Burks (West Lafayette,
Ind: Purdue U P, 1978), 1-13.

9. Alan Dundes, The Study of Folklore (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1965), 279.
10. James Crenshaw, Old Testament Wisdom: An Introduction (Atlanta: John Knox, 1981), 167.
11. See Jeffrey D. Arthurs, “Proverbs in Inspirational Literature: Sanctioning the American

Dream,” Journal of Communication and Religion 17/2 (Sept. 1994): 1-16.
12. Alyce M. McKenzie, Preaching Proverbs: Wisdom for the Pulpit (Louisville: Westminster

John Knox, 1996), 35.
13. Leland Ryken, How to Read the Bible as Literature (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984), 124.
14. Paul Ricoeur, “Biblical Hermeneutics,” Semeia 4 (1975): 113; in Long, Preaching and the

Literary Forms, 57.
15. Long, Preaching and the Literary Forms, 55.
16. Ryken, How to Read the Bible as Literature, 124.
17. Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry (New York: Basic, 19), 164.
18. Barbara Herrnstein Smith, Poetic Closure: A Study of How Poems End (Chicago: U of

Chicago Press, 1968), 208, in Ryken, How to Read the Bible as Literature, 122.
19. Gordon D. Fee and Douglas Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth: A Guide to

Understanding the Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982), 196.
20. James G. Williams, “Proverbs and Ecclesiastes,” in The Literary Guide to the Bible, Robert

Alter and Frank Kermode, eds. (Cambridge, Ma: Harvard U Press, 1987), 273. This entire
article is an outstanding explication of the aural qualities of Hebrew proverbs. See also, J.
M. Thompson, The Form and Function of Proverbs in Ancient Israel (The Hague: Mouton,
1974), 21-23.

21. “Toward a Theory of Proverb Meaning,” 111.
22. McKenzie, Preaching Proverbs, 30.
23. Tex Sample, Ministry in an Oral Culture: Living with Will Rogers, Uncle Remus, and

Minnie Pearl (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1994). See also, Grant Lovejoy, “’But I
Did Such Good Exposition’: Literate Preachers Confront Orality,” JEHS 1/1 (December
2001): 22-32.

24. Leona Tubbs Tisdale, Preaching as Local Theology and Folk Art (Minneapolis: Fortress,
1996).

25. Preaching and the Literary Forms, 59.
26. McKenzie, Preaching Proverbs, xvii.

18

 EHS Book March 2005_ EHS Book March 2005  5/2/14  2:42 PM  Page 18



27. McKenzie, Preaching Proverbs, 20.
28. Long, Preaching and the Literary Forms of the Bible, 65.
29. See Keith Willhite, “A Bullet versus Buckshot: What Makes the Big Idea Work?” in The

Big Idea of Biblical Preaching: Connecting the Bible to People, eds. Keith Willhite and
Scott M. Gibson (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), 20-22.

30. John Piper, “Battling the Unbelief of Bitterness,” Preaching Today Audio, issue 249.
31. John Piper, The Supremacy of God in Preaching (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1990), 26.
32. McKenzie, Preaching Proverbs, 94. 
33. McKenzie, Preaching Proverbs, 94.
34. McKenzie, Preaching Proverbs, viii, 127-134.
35. McKenzie, Preaching Proverbs, 80-81.
36. McKenzie, Preaching Proverbs , 88.
37. George MacDonald, The Gifts of the Christ Child: Fairy Tales and Stories for the Childlike,

vol. 1, ed. Glenn Edward Sadler (rpt. Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1973), 27.
38. For more help using dialogue, see Jeffrey D. Arthurs and Andrew Gurevich, “Proclamation

Through Conversation: Dialogue as a Form for Preaching, Journal of the American
Academy of Ministry 5 (Winter/Spring 1997): 35-45.

39. PulpitTalk, “Preaching to Women” 1/4 (Summer 2003). See also Alice P. Mathews,
Preaching That Speaks to Women (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003).

19

 EHS Book March 2005_ EHS Book March 2005  5/2/14  2:42 PM  Page 19



Worship and Preaching in a Technological Society:
A History of the Word through an “Ongian” Lens

by Brian T. Hartley

(editor’s note: Brian T. Hartley is Assistant Professor of
Philosophy and Religion at Greenville College, Illinois.)

Abstract

Using a model articulated by Walter Ong, this essay suggests
that technology has shaped worship and preaching through three
stages of history—oral, typographic, and, now, an electronic
culture. Each perceives “the word” differently, and reminds us,
in the words of Marshall McLuhan, that “the medium is the
message.”

Introduction

Worship involves the use of the senses, though at the time we
may not be fully aware of it. As one moves through history,
however, there has been a rearrangement of the priorities of the
world of sense, what Walter Ong calls the “sensorium.” That
rearrangement has moved through three stages, beginning with
(1.) the oral culture of the ancients, developing into (2.) the
typographic culture made possible with the introduction of the
alphabet and, later, taking on a much more powerful presence
with the invention of printing, and, finally, (3.) in the last
century-and-a-half moving into an electronic culture which links
humanity together into what Marshall McLuhan described as
“the global village.” These three movements have not tended to
cancel each other out, but, rather, have built upon each
successively, with the result that today all three types exist, at
least at some level. At the center of this revolution stands the
word, the primary metaphor with which the Christian tradition
has operated.
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Oral Culture

“The ears are the only organs of a Christian.”
Martin Luther

In the ancient world, the word functioned as event. In an oral
culture, “the word is something that happens, an event in the
world of sound through which the mind is enabled to relate
actuality to itself.”1 Because of this “event” orientation, words,
themselves, were understood as something mysterious, bearing
a power all their own, and, because there was an inability to look
things up, the past was always present in a very real and concrete
way. In this culture, the epic poets emerged as the high priests of
the word who re-created the presence of God by means of the
combination of words and the spinning of tales.

When one encounters the Hebrew prophets, one is brought face-
to-face with this ancient understanding of words and their
inherent power. The Hebrew dabar (“word”) connotes
something active and alive, behind which there exists a living
God. That inherent power of the word allowed the prophet to
begin his utterance with the formulaic pattern, “Thus says the
Lord.” The power did not reside in the prophet, but in the words
which he spoke which had an existence all their own,
inseparable from the giver of the words.

By the time the Bible came to be written down, this oral
understanding was living side-by-side with the age of script,
made possible through the invention of the linear alphabet
around 1500 B.C.E. For the first time, words were not
understood as sounds traveling through time, but had a separate
objective existence on the page. Whereas before, words had
partaken of the mystery of the larger creation—what Jacques
Ellul describes as “being multicentered and flowing, evocative
and mythological”2 — now by means of the alphabet there
existed the possibility of a sense of order and control. Formal
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logic became possible in this new setting and a subtle, but
important shift took place from the priority of rhetoric to the
principles of grammar.

The Bible, then, partakes of elements of both the oral and the
written. In the earlier materials, such as the earliest sections of
the Hebrew Bible, one catches a glimpse of a world where
orality and narrative are the dominant genres. In later Biblical
materials, such as John’s gospel or the later epistles, this sense
of the word as something on a page is beginning to emerge and
create a different frame of reference. One can understand
something of the difference by examining the predilections of
two contemporaries, Augustine and Jerome. The former emerges
as a thoroughgoing oral man, trained as a professional
rhetorician, even when he deals with the written word. The
latter, however, is one of the early textual critics, who sees his
task as that of restraint and definition.

The result of the emergence of the text is that reference now
shifted from the ear to the eye and symbolic meaning was
viewed with disfavor. The illusion began to emerge that one
could understand a text “literally,” without much reference to
context. This was reinforced with the emergence of type in
Western Europe in the 15th-century, in the process that is
commonly known as the invention of print. Ong suggests that
this was the point at which there occurred “a widespread
reorganization of the sensorium favoring the visual in
communication procedures, that is favoring the visual in
association with the use of words.”3 A subtle shift took place
from the priority of hearing to that of seeing.

Though icons had functioned and flourished throughout the
early and medieval church, they had tended to be standardized
for the purpose of directing to the believer’s mind the stories
associated with them. For instance, the picture of Jesus in the
catacombs as a shepherd was a standard depiction meant to
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bring to memory Jesus’ own description of himself as the good
shepherd in John’s gospel. For a culture in which literacy would
have been rare, the picture or icon (such as the familiar stations
of the cross) allowed the worshipper to enter into the familiar
Biblical stories, for it was the hearing of these stories that was
primary. In the fourth century, Ambrose of Milan could say,
“Everything we believe, we believe either through sight or
hearing…. Sight is often deceived, hearing serves as a
guarantee.”4 With Gutenberg, this understanding of the
sensorium was to be challenged and, eventually, defeated.

Typographic Culture

Not only did printing eliminate many functions
previously performed by stone figures over portals
and stained glass in windows, but it also affected less
tangible images by eliminating the need for placing
figures and objects in imaginary niches located in
memory theaters. By making it possible to dispense
with the use of images for mnemonic purposes,
printing reinforced iconoclastic tendencies already
present among many Christians. 

Elizabeth Eisenstein
The Printing Revolution

The key impact of print is its ability to order and control. The
word type (from the Latin typus) means “the mark of a blow, a
stamp, print or footprint, the product of pressure.”5 Type was,
thus, something set, placed into rigid lines. Everything was then
locked up with the aid of quoins—wedges which put the whole
assembly under internal pressure and could be manipulated with
a key. This typographical world was one of compression,
“locked-up chunks of metal and wood.”6

The result was a kind of spatialization of sound which favored
the visual over the oral with regard to words. Alphabetic
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typography linked visual perception to verbalization in a way
previously unknown. This created an illusion which became a
hallmark of Renaissance and Reformation hermeneutics. We
begin to hear interpreters speak of the “literal meaning” of
words or a phrase. Anyone who has worked closely with
language knows that it is multivalent and highly dependent on
context. But with such clear and distinct letters in a fixity of
space, there developed a kind of visual chimera of something
that can be pinned down, quite literally.

A revolution in the way people made sense of their world,
writing and print created the isolated thinker, the man with the
book, who literally could hold the word in his hands. Words
came to be seen as something objective, disconnected from their
human context. Elizabeth Eisenstein points out that “gifted
students no longer needed to sit at the feet of a given master in
order to learn a language or an academic skill. Instead, they
could swiftly achieve mastery on their own, even by sneaking
books past their tutors.”7

The whole setting of worship underwent profound changes. In
many cases, newly reformed churches were literally stripped of
their furnishings. The underlying reason for this iconoclasm had
to do with a fundamental insight of Luther and the reformers
after him that the Christian was passive in worship, as in
salvation—totally dependent upon God. Luther’s understanding
of the origin of language in the “bottom of the heart” was,
“nothing less than a rejection of the traditional understanding of
the intimate connection of vision and emotion and a statement
of the primary connection of language to the human affections.”8

Luther argued against violent iconoclasm, but oftentimes to no
avail. Statues were defaced or destroyed, windows were
smashed, and walls were whitewashed. As Margaret Miles has
suggested, “sixteenth-century people destroyed images not
because they loved them too little or were indifferent to them but
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because they loved them too much and found themselves
attached to them.”9 Ridding themselves of images allowed them
to “picture” themselves in new ways and eventually would lead
to the disruption of traditional social and spiritual hierarchies.

For Protestants, “the reading eye became the ancillary of the
hearing ear.”10 Henceforth, if eyes were to be engaged in the act
of worship, it was primarily in the act of reading. Instead of the
word being something that was associated with hearing, it came
to be understood primarily as something that could be confined
to a book. Centuries later, this would lead to churchgoing itself
being replaced for some by the Sunday paper, the pulpit being
ultimately displaced in a number of cases by the periodical
press.11

The primary monuments of the Reformation are typographical.
In the English tradition, Thomas Cranmer was able to take the
multiple liturgical traditions and compress them into one book,
the famous 1549 (and later 1552) Book of Common Prayer.
Even today, Anglicans are best known for their adherence to
“the book.” This, plus the better-known Bible of 1611, variously
known as the King James or Authorized Version, were to have
more impact on the English-speaking world than any other
monument from the first two centuries of print.

When John Wesley finally resolved to ordain ministers for the
American colonies, he gave to them printed documents as his
legacy. These books included a collection of his sermons, the
Methodist Discipline, and his “Sunday Service,” an abbreviated
version of the liturgy to be found in the Book of Common
Prayer. As circuit riders fanned out into the American frontier,
they brought with them books—oftentimes at least the Bible, a
hymnal, and the Discipline. These books provided chaotic
frontier communities with a sense of order. Printing provided the
structure by which immigrant Europeans could organize even
the “primitive” American backwoods.
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A fundamental difference in the conception of God had also
been wrought. By the 18th-century, God had moved from being
a speaker to being an architect, “a manipulator of objects in
visual-tactile space.”12 If God’s word could be confined to a
book, perhaps God could be tamed as well. The worship that
emerged in this context tended to be stately, orderly, and word-
oriented. Neil Postman has described the characteristics of this
culture as detached, analytical, devoted to logic, and abhorring
contradiction.13 This was reflected in all aspects of the worship
service: the sermon, the hymns, and the liturgy. All of these gave
priority to the objective nature of God and the rational use of the
mind. For instance, the verses of a hymn had a logical sequence
that built concept upon concept until a coherent idea of the
person or work of God would have been set forth. Sermons
normally averaged between two and three hours in many Puritan
congregations where the preacher would meticulously develop a
text in what, ironically, came to be called “Puritan plain style.”
The words of consecration which before had been uttered in
Latin (oftentimes unfamiliar and somewhat mysterious to the
parishioners) behind a screen as the host was held aloft, now
gave way to liturgy pronounced in the common tongue available
to individual parishioners in their own copies of the Book of
Common Prayer. Perhaps it was true what the ancients had said,
“Verba volant, scripta manent”—words fly away, what is written
stays put.

Electronic Culture

A preacher who confines himself to considering 
how a medium can increase his audience will 
miss the significant question: In what sense do new
media alter what is meant by religion, by church,
even by God.

Neil Postman 
Technopoly

 EHS Book March 2005_ EHS Book March 2005  5/2/14  2:42 PM  Page 26



27

The shift from print-based culture to electronic communications
is as epoch-making as either of the two previous cultural
changes. That change, however, Sven Birkerts suggests “is still
being delivered slowly, piecemeal, by way of the entrenched
agencies of print. This circuit-driven renovation is happening in
every sector, on every level, and the momentum will not slacken
until the electronic web has woven itself into every potentially
profitable crevice.”14

One result in our churches is that there are severe sensoria and
generational differences when it comes to an understanding of
worship. Because of the impact of print, sermons changed to
suit the requirements of the new literary form. Whereas rhetoric
in an oral context may have depended upon repetition and
circumlocution, congregations from only a generation or two
ago understood discourse as “links in a chain, leading the
listener irresistibly to an appreciation of the speaker’s main
ideas.”15 As Postman and others have pointed out, preachers a
hundred years or so ago designed and delivered their sermons in
the style of printed texts. This remains the expectation of the
older generation in many of our churches. 

The advent of the electronic media, however, has had an
enormous impact on younger generations in the pew—none
more so than television. Bernard Reymond cites at least four
different effects: 1.) pictures on television are becoming more
important than reality; 2.) because television gives precedence
to images and sound effects at the expense of the spoken word,
the Christian today is much more conscious of the total setting
and the overall ambience of the place of worship; 3.) people
tend to talk and act as if they were in front of an invisible
camera; and, 4.) our ability to sustain interest and attention is
affected by the “flash” cutting techniques of television, whereby
a real happening is represented on our screens by a series of
rapidly changing shots and images, highly-charged and often
repeated in different sequences.
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One response by Christians has been to simply buy into the
medium, reduplicating its approach in an attempt to “spread the
gospel.” Reymond dubs this a “rhetoric of bad faith,” an
approach best represented as: 

a series of audio-visual clips whose real message is
hardly capable of bringing any audience into touch
with God, but is much more clearly intended to keep
the viewers hooked, and to solicit gifts of money
from them to ensure that the programme goes out
each week. The usual ‘coming up next’ of the other
programme presenters becomes, in their mouths,
‘send us the money we need in order to keep on
transmitting this stuff.’16

The danger of this naïve use of the medium is that the gospel
simply becomes a means of salvation that appears under the
guise of entertainment. Oftentimes, it simply distracts or, at best,
reinforces what the listeners already believe.

Thoughtful Christians are beginning to recognize that
communication is more than simply the use of words. Walter
Ong’s understanding of the “sensorium” can be helpful here as
we come to understand that meaning is conveyed through smell,
sound, gesture, color, and rhythm. To think that we are not
changing the message when we use a different medium is not to
recognize the power of the medium to shape even the content to
its own mold. Even a subtle change, such as the movement of
words being read individually on a page to those being flashed
onto a wall or screen, signals a significant shift in how the
“word” is conceptualized.

This movement from one medium to another also means
exchanging one understanding for another and, when this
happens, something is inevitably lost. Susan White, a liturgist,
expresses grave concern over the loss of mystery in the advent
of the messianic age of technology and technique: 
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Mystery, once the experience of that which was
impenetrable and awesome, has become simply
something to be uncovered, defined, and
manipulated. Such important theolo-liturgical
concepts as time, judgment, death, retribution, and
sin have been irrevocably altered within the human
imagination, and the idea that there is a
‘technological fix’ to any problem is deeply
embedded in our corporate consciousness. There is
loose in the world a pervasive sense that it is
technology which provides the legitimating myth for
the choices made by individuals, communities, and
nations.17

Whether God is reduced to an image, a box, a book, or a
machine, what all of these culturally-conditioned paradigms
have in common is the desire to exert control over the One
whom Christians proclaim is uncontrollable. These shifts in
technology remind us that our experience of God is neither
simply of the nature of the mind or of the feelings, but that
worship and preaching, at their truest and best, engage all of the
senses. When this happens, instead of closing down our
understanding, they open up fresh possibilities for our encounter
with a cruciform and incarnate God, whose gospel is life-
changing in the midst of a control-oriented and experientially-
obsessed culture.
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If You Can’t Spiritualize, Allegorize, or Moralize, What’s a
Preacher to Do?

Preaching Christ From Gospel Narratives

by Randal Pelton and Jeff Carroll

(editor’s note: Randal Pelton is Senior Pastor of Calvary Bible
Church in Mt. Joy, Pennsylvania and Jeff Carroll is at Capital
Bible Seminary)

Abstract

Of all the genres, preaching Christ should be the easiest in the
Gospels.  Unlike Old Testament narratives where Jesus is hard
to find, the Gospels are sermonic history writing whose main
character is Jesus.1 The Gospel records are intended to make
theological statements about Jesus, yet many sermons from the
Gospels revolve around non-Christ-centered themes.  What is a
preacher to do?

Introduction

A sampling of written and spoken sermons shows how prevalent
it is for preachers to spiritualize, allegorize, and moralize (SAM)
a Gospel preaching portion.  The result is a failure to preach the
Christ-centered message the author intended.  In an effort to
challenge this approach, we want to take a fresh look at Gospel
literature and offer guidelines for preaching Christ from the
Gospels.  This fresh look attempts to go beyond genre-studies at
the level of hermeneutics and enter the realm of “practical
interpretation”2 for the purpose of creating Christ-centered
themes for biblical sermons.

The Importance of Genre Studies

Over the past fifteen to twenty years we have been told again
and again that an understanding of genre is crucial to
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understanding the meaning of the biblical text.  The following
authors state their case: “genre provides a set of rules and
allow[s] the interpreter greater precision in uncovering the
author’s intended meaning;”3 Chisholm notes that “Without
knowing how these genres ‘work’ the interpreter can easily miss
the message;”4 Greidanus speaks of preachers committing a
“genre mistake” which drastically affects interpretation;5 Ryken
suggests that, “sometimes the correct interpretation of a unit
depends on identifying the precise genre of the passage.”6

No doubt, genre impacts meaning.  The question for the
expositor is, How?  How does genre provide the set of rules
from which accurate meaning is extracted?  For the most part,
basic exegetical tools and practices (e.g. word studies, grammar,
syntax) remain the same across the genre spectrum.  There is
even some overlap among the literary features and devices of
the various genres.  But at times the distinct literary features and
devices of a particular genre warrant careful study.  The reason
genre plays a huge role has to do almost exclusively with the
structure of the particular book, segment, and preaching portion.

We all can readily see the difference between the structure of a
letter versus the structure of a poem versus the structure of a
story.  Structure is important to the biblical preacher because the
structure of a particular book determines how much context must
be consulted in order to interpret correctly a preaching portion
of Scripture (the amount of biblical Text chosen to preach).  One
thing we learned from Alter, for instance, was that the structure
of Old Testament narrative requires the student to pay attention
to a large segment of context if subtleties of meaning are to be
discovered.7 Genre affects structure and structure affects context
which determines meaning.8

As we talk about genre leading to the discovery of meaning, we
are referring to the discovery of the meaning of an entire
preaching portion — the sermon’s theme or big idea. While it is
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true that the features and devices of a genre may affect meaning
at the level of exegetical fragments — words, phrases, clauses,
and isolated sentences — they also affect meaning and
discovery of the theme of a preaching portion.  This is vital for
the preacher who is forced each week to move beyond genre-
studies at the level of hermeneutics and enter the realm of
“practical interpretation” to which Estes referred.9

A pastor armed with a working knowledge of the literary
features and devices of the biblical genre increases his ability to
identify the theme conveyed by the biblical author.10 What
follows is an attempt to translate a theoretical “model” for
understanding Gospel genre into practical interpretation of the
theme of a Gospel preaching portion that will preserve its
Christ-centered purpose.

The Uniqueness of Gospel Literature

Gospel genre poses a unique challenge for the preacher.  Fee and
Stuart suggest, “The four Gospels form a unique literary genre,
for which there are few real analogies.”11 Gundry12 provides an
interesting analysis of the reason for the uniqueness of the
Gospels, so unique that he suggests that scholars avoid speaking
of a “genre called ‘gospel’” which “implies a literary tradition
of that kind prior to our gospels.”13 Classify them as you will,
but Gundry’s analysis opens the door for the need to analyze this
unparalleled genre so that pastors can readily discover Christ-
centered themes from Gospel preaching portions.  The following
is a list of some of the more important characteristics of Gospel
genre that affect the discovery and development of Christ-
centered sermon themes:

The interaction or interplay between various genres and
sub-genres

Ryken says “A literary approach begins with the conviction that
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the Gospels are first of all stories.”14 Certainly the Gospels have
a narrative flavor, but to see them as only classic, historical
narrative is misleading.  Ryken does affirm, “If we come to the
Gospels with the usual narrative expectations of cause-effect
plot construction, a strict beginning-middle-end framework, and
the principle of single action, we will be continuously frustrated.
The Gospels are too episodic and fragmented, too self-contained
in their individual parts, and too thoroughly a hybrid form with
interspersed non-narrative elements to constitute this type of
unified story.  The Gospels are an encyclopedic or mixed
form.”15

Within the Gospels preachers find didactic, narrative, parabolic,
apocalyptic, and other types of literature employed to
communicate the author’s message.16 Understanding how the
author uses these genres together is a key step for the expositor.
At times accurate themes for biblical sermons will only be
discovered by observing the interplay of two or more genres
within a preaching portion.

The occasional nature of the Gospels

In comparison to the Epistles, the occasional nature of the
Gospels is arguably less apparent and, therefore, often
neglected.  “Evangelical hermeneutics has somehow stressed the
author’s intention for every book of the Bible except the
narrative portions.  We forgot that each Gospel is developed
differently and must be studied by itself as a single whole in
order to understand its inspired message.”17 The structure of
narrative portions causes their occasional nature to be
overlooked.

Knowledge of the occasion for a particular Gospel is essential to
appreciate the direction of the author’s storyline.  We know, for
instance, that it is the different intentions, purposes, or occasions
of the human authors which give rise to the need for writing
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harmonies of the Gospels.  Osborne speaks of Gospel plots at
the “macro level.”18 The occasion or purpose or intention of the
author at the macro level then provides the parameters for
understanding the theme of individual preaching portions.

We acknowledge that the theme of a preaching portion must be
consistent with the macro plot of the entire Gospel and, as a
result, contribute to the author’s reason for writing.  Some
suggest that the Gospel of John is unique because of its
evangelistic thrust.  If the other three Gospels are written
primarily for Christians, then this will radically affect the
interpretation of virtually each preaching portion.19

The main character is Jesus20

You are all thinking it, so you might as well say it, “Well, duh!
Of course the main character in the Gospels is Jesus.”  If that is
so, then all other characters are minor characters.  By definition,
minor characters rarely, if ever, find themselves figuring
prominently into the development of biblical themes for a
preaching portion.

Remember that Jesus is not only the main character of the
Gospels, but He is also their purpose for existence.  The Gospels
present theological statements about Jesus through the records
of His works and words.  The Christ-centered nature of the
Gospels means that Jesus Christ and allegiance to Him will be
the focus of our preaching even if another strong character is
present in the account.

There is a third aspect about Jesus being the main character of
the Gospels which helps preachers discover Christ-centered
themes for biblical sermons.  Except for the birth records in the
Gospels and those verses which discuss the life of Christ before
He speaks, all other preaching portions highlighting His works
yield meanings in connection with Jesus’ teaching.  A careful
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reading of pre-Christ-speaking sections reveals that their themes
are guided by Old Testament didactic elements—the fulfillment
of previously recorded prophecies.  A helpful example of this
principle is seen in Scott’s chiastic structure of the Gospel of
Mark cited by Greidanus21 which places the center of the chiasm
at God’s command to listen to His Son.

Reasons for Spiritualizing, Allegorizing, and 
Moralizing the Gospels (SAM)

Greidanus provides concise definitions and examples of
committing SAM, so we will limit this section to exploring
possible reasons for these practices.22

Philosophical Reasons—There has been and continues to be a
tendency to think that since God wrote the Scriptures every
piece of minutia should yield timeless, relevant truth.  This
approach leads some preachers to develop an obsession to “find
a sermon” in the incidental details of the Gospel narrative.  This
mindset may stem from an exaggerated view of inspiration, but
it is like saying we have to see a house in every finish nail.
While certainly being inspired and contributing to the
theological idea, the story fragments do not contain by
themselves the inspired idea.

Greidanus showed how Origen demonstrated this mindset to an
extreme: “Origen was convinced that...every word had to have
profound meaning—or rather, a meaning that would profit the
reader and the hearer.”23 A conversation I had with an area
colleague, Pastor Mike Horsman, reminded me how prevalent
this philosophy still is.  He stated that his belief in the doctrine
of inspiration implied the automatic relevance of every segment
of the Bible.  But by using the term “segment” we must not be
talking about incidental details within the segment.  Many
North American pulpits may be filled by preachers who confuse
the two.
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Practical Reasons—Preachers past and present have wrestled
with the tension between accuracy and relevance.  Greidanus
points out that “another shortcoming in Calvin’s sermons [in
relation to preaching Christ from the Old Testament] is
occasioned by a combination of his pastoral concern for
relevance and his employment of the homily style.”24 The
seeker-sensitive model of pulpit ministry utilized in many
churches today may be encouraging preachers to guarantee
relevancy through identification with story fragments.
Willimon suggests that “perhaps the most frequent modern
pitfall is moralizing....The pastor, in an attempt to be relevant...,
turns every text into some simplistic, moralistic program.”25

It sounds odd, but the search for relevance according to today’s
definition will most likely lead the preacher away from a Christ-
centered theme from a Christ-centered Gospel.  Unintentionally,
the frantic search for relevance competes with the preacher’s
obligation to discover the Christ-centered theme.  In a phone
conversation with Elliot Johnson, professor of Bible Exposition
at Dallas Theological Seminary, he said that he has witnessed
this approach in the preaching of some of their own graduates.
The desire to connect an ancient passage with modern
parishioners makes fertile ground for committing SAM.

Another practical reason that SAM is committed so widely is
that it may still be the most recognized model of preaching
certain segments of the Gospels.  Greidanus has cited actual
sermons that illustrate the point.26 Most of us have heard them
and, perhaps, have preached them.  Up to this point on the
homiletical front, there has not been sufficient teaching within
our training institutions to inject enough preachers into the scene
to help offset the SAM model which has often set the standard
for years.

Hermeneutical/Theological Reasons—At the heart of
committing SAM is a failure to think in terms of the whole
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versus parts.  The preacher wrongly assumes that meaning for an
isolated Gospel preaching portion can be discovered apart from
the broader context.  Osborne suggests that “Narrative studies
recognize that meaning is found in a text as a whole rather than
in isolated segments.”27

Remember that one aspect of the structure of the Gospels which
makes this difficult is that so many of the stories seem self-
contained.  At first glance one should be able to interpret the
story on its own merit.  Working in the Gospels may require
even a seemingly isolated, free-standing story, to be interpreted
in light of the surrounding framework of the preceding and
following narrative or other genres/sub-genres.

Working Towards A Solution

Remember the Purpose of the Book

The first way to avoid SAM is to pay attention to the Gospel
writer’s purpose and audience.  Fee and Stuart write:

different Christian communities each had need for a
book about Jesus…. So one was written first (Mark,
in the most common view), and that Gospel was
‘rewritten’ twice (Matthew and Luke) for
considerably different reasons, to meet considerably
different needs.  Independently of them (again, in the
most common view), John wrote a Gospel of a
different kind for still another set of reasons.28

The key statement from Fee and Stuart had to do with their
identification of the original readers being “different Christian
communities.”  While the Gospel of John may be expressly
evangelistic in nature (cf. John 20:31), the other three Gospels,
despite their evangelistic look, are designed for a saved
audience.  This, in itself, affects interpretation and application of
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preaching portions from the Synoptic Gospels.  Preachers are
often prone to give evangelistic twists to sections not designed
for that purpose.

The opposite problem can occur when preaching from John’s
Gospel.  It is tempting in John 20 to moralize from the negative
example of Thomas about the consequences of not being with
the believers.  To place undue stress there would be to miss the
purpose of John’s Gospel which uses this preaching portion to
call people to believe in the resurrected Christ without seeing
the evidence for themselves (v. 29).

Another example can be seen from John 4 which records Jesus’
encounter with the Samaritan woman at the well.  Often this
narrative is used to teach methods of personal evangelism.
Again, to place undue stress there and moralize the
methodology of Jesus is to miss the evangelistic thrust of the
story from John’s perspective—calling people to receive the
living water.

Pay Attention to the Larger Context

Another way to avoid SAM is to remember that meaning for an
individual preaching portion at times is derived from a larger
context.  At the very least, meaning must always be consistent
with the larger context.  Like we discovered from studying Old
Testament narrative, Gospel genre at times requires that we take
into account a much larger section of text than we might be
comfortable with.  Oftentimes in the Gospels, several scenes,
acts, and stories are woven together to make a theological
statement.29

Robert Alter argues that Old Testament exegetes must assume
“that the text is an intricately interconnected unity” rather than
assuming that “it is a patchwork of frequently disparate
documents.”30 Old Testament narrative requires the student to
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be “attuned to small verbal signals of continuity and to
significant lexical nuances.”31 We pose that the same is true for
the Gospels. The Jewish flavor of Matthew’s Gospel in
particular displays the same connectedness and “verbal signals
of continuity” (cf. the occurrence of “offend” or “offences” from
13:54-19:2).  In the case of Matthew 17:24-27 (Jesus paying the
temple tax), relevance to the original readers and to us is
displayed in the surrounding context—Jesus’ humility and the
humility needed for His disciples.  Meaning is affected by genre
because genre affects structure and structure affects context
which determines meaning.

An extreme implication of this is that there may be individual
preaching portions which may not contain a theme of their own.
For example, Gospel writers will use narratives as illustrations
of their intended theological point.  Fee and Stuart note that,
“stories...are placed in a context of teaching, where the story
itself serves as an illustration of what is being taught.”32 To
preach that story would be to only preach an illustration, not the
actual truth being presented.

Consider Mark 8:1-38.  Vv. 22-26 record the story of the healing
of the blind man in Bethsaida.  This narrative preaching portion
is illustrative of the condition of the disciples who failed to see
the significance of the feeding of the four thousand.  This
healing miracle narrative is wedged between the disciples seeing
the miracle of the loaves but not really seeing what it says about
Jesus and the account of Peter’s confession of who Jesus really
is and yet not seeing his mission. The gradual clearing of the
man’s vision is a picture of the gradual clearing of Jesus’
followers’ understanding of Jesus and the nature of His
kingdom.

The pastor who is preaching through the Gospel of Mark and
lands on the story of Jesus healing the blind man for his Sunday
sermon is going to end up preaching an illustration.  The
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theological concept which might be extracted from the story will
not be in line with the theme determined by the context.  That
preacher will deduce a sermon idea which was not intended by
Mark and, in doing so, will no doubt resort to some form of
SAM.  What is misleading is that the narrative has a beginning,
middle, and end and possesses its own plot and characters—all
the makings of a story.  But the story is incomplete theologically
and is only a contributor to a theme that communicates the
author’s intention. In this case the miracle story has meaning
only as it is connected to the didactic portions of the larger
context.

The opposite extreme of a preaching portion containing no
theological theme is one that seems to have too many.  Paying
attention to the larger context is helpful at times in narrowing
the pastor’s options to the one theme the author intended.
Buttrick33 writes: “One of the problems with Luke 17:11-19 is
that the passage seems to suggest too many motifs....What are
we to make of such a mishmash of thematics?  The passage is
intentionally designed, but we seem to have more intentions
than we can handle.”  The story of the ten lepers is best zeroed
in on by paying attention to the previous context which teaches
the need for faith and the reality of a servant’s obedience to his
master.  The parable ends with the statement of v. 10: “we have
done that which was our duty to do.”  The following example of
the ten lepers shows them responding to Jesus’ command to go
and show themselves to the priests—they did their duty to fulfill
the law of the commandment.  Only one person mixed
obedience with a faith that worshiped God through His Son.
The balance of obedience and worship that Buttrick is looking
for in Luke 17:11-19 is found through a careful analysis of the
previous context.

Grant Osborne cites Berlin to discuss the problem of seemingly
multiple meanings within a preaching portion: “as Berlin points
out, a story usually has multiple perspectives as the biblical
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narrator like a movie camera zeros in on one aspect then another
in the developing plot, thereby guiding the reader in several
meaning directions at the same time.”34 We are suggesting that
the larger context will help the pastor narrow these options so
that the intended message is identified.  The nature of
communication means that God did not mean to guide the reader
in several meaning directions at the same time without making
it clear how those multiple meanings combine through
subordination to create a dominant theological concept.

Beware of Searching for Relevance in Exegetical Fragments

The most fatal mistake resulting in SAM occurs within the
preaching portion itself.  Many pastors fail to think in terms of
the whole versus parts.35 An important question to answer when
studying the Gospel literature is, How many details in Gospel
narratives are designed to teach timeless truth?  At what point is
it hermeneutically sound to move from the incidental details of
the story to timeless principles?  Osborne teaches that “As the
story is retold, application...will suggest itself in natural ways
within the story.”36 We suggest that those “natural ways” of
discovering application will many times result in some form of
SAM.

In his study of the kingdom parables of Jesus, Mark Bailey
writes: “Ramm speaks of the presence of ‘accessories.’  These
details ‘are necessary for the drapery of the parable, but are not
part of the meaning.’”37 The same can be said of narratives.  The
stories found in the Gospels are replete with incidental details
which are important for retelling the historical event, but which
do not contribute directly to the formation of the biblical Christ-
centered theme.  SAM occurs when pastors “draw...moral
inferences from isolated elements.”38

It is best to find timeless, preachable truths from the whole
preaching portion rather than its minutia.  As a safeguard against
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SAM we contend that the whole be understood at three levels:
the occasion and purpose of the whole Gospel; the whole section
comprised of multiple preaching portions, including various
genres and sub genres that jointly contribute to the theme of the
Gospel; and finally the whole preaching portion.

Concerning the approach which resulted in Midrash, Alter
writes: “the Midrash provides exegesis of specific phrases or
narrated actions but not continuous readings of the biblical
narratives: small pieces of the text become the foundations of
elaborate homiletical structures that have only an intermittent
relation to the integral story told by the text.”39 A perusal of the
earlier-mentioned examples of SAM provided by Greidanus
shows what can happen when pastors draw application from
incidental details lifted from the whole story.40

From step 6 in his method of getting from exegesis to
exposition, Robert Chisholm writes:

Summarize the main literary/theological theme(s)
and lesson(s) of the story.  This will often entail an
analysis of characterization.  Who are the most
significant characters, what role do they play, and
how should they be evaluated from a moral
perspective?41

The pastor has to be careful about evaluating the individual
character from a moral perspective because to do so is to
immediately run the risk of committing SAM by drawing
timeless principles from details lifted from the whole story.

Timothy Peck argues for the theological validity of preaching
about Old Testament biblical characters: 

rather than choosing between a false disjunction of
either preaching God-centered or human-centered
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sermons, the nature of the Bible itself suggests that
we preach of God’s relation to humanity.
Approached from this perspective, the Old
Testament stories become paradigmatic for how God
deals with humanity.”42

Certainly the same can be said about the New Testament Gospel
stories.  However, the sermon theme, which is devoted to the
human side of the God-dealing-with-humanity drama, will
commit some form of SAM.  Not only will the pastor pay no
attention to the intention of the original author,43 but he will also
hunt for relevance in the fragments of the character’s attitudes
and actions rather than in the whole narrative.

The Didactic Portions Control the Direction and Theme of
Narrative Portions 

When a pastor discovers that a mixture of genres (e.g., narrative
and parable) is combining to make a theological statement about
Jesus Christ, he should keep in mind that the didactic or teaching
elements within that section will help interpret the rest of the
section.  Over and over again, we discovered that all other
genres bow in submission to any teaching sections within their
domain.  Fee and Stuart state that at times, “stories...are placed
in a context of teaching, where the story itself serves as an
illustration of what is being taught.”44 Pastors will discover that
many of the miracle stories are affected by this principle.

We have already referred to Mark 8 and the story of Jesus
healing the blind man of Bethsaida.  That narrative is controlled
entirely by the previous didactic section of Jesus explaining the
significance of the miracle of the loaves.  Consider also the
narrative sections which follow Christ’s teaching in Luke 18:9-
14 (addressing those who trusted in themselves that they were
righteous).  Vv. 15-17 is the story of people bringing infants to
Jesus.  Vv. 18-27 is the story of Jesus’ encounter with “a certain
ruler” who asked what he could do to inherit eternal life.  The
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two stories provide a positive and negative example of the
earlier teaching about who receives justification from God.  A
sermon from Matthew 11:1-6, for example, makes theological
sense only as a pastor allows the teaching of Jesus in v. 6 to
control the narrative of John’s question posed to Jesus from
prison.

Be Careful About Moralizing the Methodology of Jesus

Whereas the words of Jesus provide some controls over the
narrative portions of the Gospels, the works of Jesus do not
contribute in the same way.  When Jesus teaches either in true
didactic fashion, through parables, or in dialogue with a minor
character, His recorded speech contains a theological idea that is
preachable.  Forms of SAM are rarely, if ever, committed in
didactic material (we know the parables have been allegorized
to death), but it is very tempting for a pastor to moralize the
methodology of Jesus.  While pastors will urge their parishioners
to emulate the lifestyle of Jesus and follow His teaching, their
focus should not be on His methodology.  One prevalent form of
SAM is moralizing the methodology of Jesus.  Since the
Gospels are filled with so many of the things that Jesus did, it is
tempting for a pastor to preach a sermon which encourages the
people to do exactly what Jesus did.  How can it be wrong to ask
people to do what Jesus did, especially when Christian book
stores are selling WWJD bracelets?

We are suggesting that there are two reasons why moralizing the
methodology of Jesus is not wise.  One reason is because there
are so many facets of His work that Christians—even Spirit-
controlled Christians—cannot imitate.  For instance, Christians
not armed with omniscience cannot enter into evangelistic
encounters with the same skillful comments as Jesus (cf. the
many evangelistic encounters of Jesus in the Gospels such as
John 4).  While it is correct to follow His example and
evangelize the non-Christian, it is impossible to follow His
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exact method of personal evangelism.  Osborne writes, “The
modern reader will not seek to duplicate the miracles so much
as to relive the faith-commitment of these stories.”45

The second reason is that to focus on the methodology of Jesus
diverts the pastor from the author’s intention for recording the
event (cf. Matthew 4 in appendix; in the John 4 example, paying
attention to Jesus’ recorded speech leads to the intended
meaning of the story). The question for the modern reader is not,
What would Jesus do?, but instead, What does Jesus want us to
do? (we know...it doesn’t make for as good a bracelet—
WDJWUTD?!).

Allow the rest of the New Testament to Guide Theme and
Application

The discussion and analysis of the Old Testament Scriptures
being characterized as sub-Christian, non-Christian, or pre-
Christian showed the difficulty scholars have in interpreting
certain sections of the Old Testament.46 These same categories
are also pertinent to the discussion of preaching from the
Gospels.  That study led Greidanus to conclude that the Old
Testament must be interpreted from the perspective of the New
Testament.  We suggest that the unique nature of the Gospels
(recording events which preceded pre-resurrection Christianity
and the teachings of Jesus which were packed with the already-
not yet tension of His kingdom) require that they be interpreted
from the perspective of the rest of the New Testament.

We believe Alter’s analysis is pertinent to the Gospels.  He sees
the Old Testament as “a real narrative continuum, as a coherent
unfolding story in which the meaning of earlier data is
progressively, even systematically, revealed or enriched by the
addition of subsequent data.”47 We see the New Testament
display some of those same characteristics.  One reason for that
is the unique purpose of sermonic history writing.  The tension
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within the Gospels is for the writer to remain true to the
historical events while still teaching theology to the original,
post-resurrection readers.48 At times within the Gospels, it is
helpful to refer to any post-Gospels New Testament literature
which cites an event in the life of Christ.  Not necessarily for
interpretation, but certainly to show relevance.

While the pastor’s interpretation can be derived from the
wording of the Gospel narrative itself, application, so often the
point at which SAM occurs, may be guided by later New
Testament allusions to the Gospel event.  For example, observe
how the writer of Hebrews applies the event of the temptation of
Jesus in 2:17-18 and 4:15.  Rather than moralizing the
methodology of Jesus (fighting temptation through quoting
Bible verses), the writer shows that our Savior can be trusted
with confidence to deliver us when we are going through
temptation.  The meaning of the enigmatic discussion Jesus had
with Peter over paying the temple tax in Matthew 17:24-27 is
cleared up only as 1 Corinthians 9:18-23 (Paul limiting his
freedom for the sake of giving the Gospel a better hearing).

Understand the Rhetorical Nature of Many of Jesus’
Parables

Earlier we made reference to Bailey’s work on the kingdom
parables.  The preface of “The kingdom of heaven is like...”
clearly shows the purpose of those analogies.  The other uses of
parables within the Gospels may require the pastor to remember
that, at times, two or more genres/sub-genres are working
together to create theme.  It is helpful to note that the parables
are technically not a literary genre since they are recorded by,
not made up by, the human author.  These parables are a
rhetorical device of Jesus.  Jesus uses parables to teach truth.
The Gospel writer, then, must weave these parables into the
macro-plot so that he is true to Jesus’ intention. 

What this means practically is that parables rarely are used by
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themselves.  Parables most often help communicate a truth
already referred to in the narrative.  The parables of Luke 15
(lost sheep, lost coin, and lost son) not only show how a few
seemingly separate parabolic stories contribute to one parable
(15:3 “...he spoke this parable...”), but also show how the
parable teaches a theological concept previously referred to in
the narrative (15:1-2 and the murmuring of the religious leaders
about Jesus’ friendliness towards sinners).   It may not fit here
exactly, but it is troublesome that more preachers have
encouraged the “lost sons” of the congregation to come home
than have encouraged the resident “pharisees and scribes” to
change their way of thinking about sinners!

Matthew 18:23-35 (the king who reviews his servants’ accounts)
is another example of a parable being used in connection with a
narrative (Peter asking Jesus how often they had to forgive
others).  You can see what happens to a pastor who preaches the
parable by itself.  Is it possible for him to preach a true message?
Yes.  But the message will not be as complete as it would be in
connection with Peter’s question and Jesus’ reply.

Don’t Allow a Minor Character to Play a Major Role

The very nature of the Gospel stories will make it tempting for
a pastor to allow minor characters to dominate a sermon idea.
By definition a minor character in the Gospels is any other
character than Jesus.  Peck’s analysis of the nature and structure
of Old Testament narratives holds true for the Gospels.49   Rather
than saying that these narratives demand biographical
preaching, we would say that they strongly entice biographical
preaching.  We have already spoken of at least two dangers of
preaching sermons that focus on a minor character: (1) the unity
of the story—macro and micro-plot—is destroyed, leaving the
pastor to find relevance in the fragments; (2) the intention of the
author is destroyed leaving the pastor to find relevance divorced
from the original principle which was relevant to the first
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Christian community.  Greidanus suggests helpful guidelines for
preaching minor characters.50 Busenitz’s very brief treatment of
biographical preaching is helpful in stressing the need to focus
on the sovereign workings of God in the life of a minor
character.51

Conclusion

Greidanus reminds us pastors that the problems of SAM become
evident at the level of application.52 According to Robinson
application is the preacher’s question.53 Our job description
means that every Sunday we look the same folks in the eyes and
attempt to show them how God’s Word relates to their lives.  It
is while attempting to bridge the gap between the modern
listener and the ancient text that we are most prone to commit
some form of SAM.  What is a preacher to do?

Actually, application is not the source of the trouble.  Greidanus
set the record straight when he suggested that, while the
problems of SAM become evident at the level of application,
they are actually caused by a deeper hermeneutical problem.54

We have attempted to present an initial look at the unique genre
of the Gospels with a view towards practical interpretation —
analysis which may help guide pastors to Christ-centered
sermon themes/ideas that correctly interpret and apply.

Is this study important?  We strongly believe that to commit
some form of SAM is to warrant the harsh criticism of Robinson
who lamented, “The awful thing was I said in the name of God
what God was not saying.”55

Appendix: The Temptation of Christ—A Tale of Two
Sermons

Matthew 4:1-11 records Jesus overcoming the temptation of the
devil.  Although there may be other approaches to sermon
development, the following is an attempt to contrast two
possible alternatives:
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Option #1

Broad Subject: Jesus successfully defeating the temptation of
the devil
Narrow Subject: What is the result of Jesus successfully
defeating the temptation of the devil?

Complement: Jesus is proven to be the true Son of God and
experiences the full pull of temptation.

Exegetical Big Idea: The result of Jesus successfully defeating
the temptation of the devil is that He is proven to be the Son of
God while experiencing the full pull of temptation.

Homiletical Big Idea: When the people of PC/TCC are tempted
to sin against God, they should not yield, but rather trust the Son
of God who successfully defeated the temptation of the devil
while experiencing the full pull of temptation.

Sermon Purpose:  To challenge the people of PC/TCC to run
with full confidence to the Son of God for help when they are
tempted to sin against God.

Option #2 (a form of SAM)

Broad Subject: Jesus successfully defeating the temptation of
the devil

Narrow Subject: How did Jesus successfully defeat the
temptation of the devil?

Complement: by quoting the word of God

Exegetical Big Idea:  Jesus successfully defeated the temptation
of the devil by quoting the word of God.

Homiletical Big Idea:  When the people of PC/TCC are tempted
they need to defeat temptation by quoting the word of God.
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Sermon Purpose:  To challenge the people of PC/TCC to quote
the word of God in order to defeat temptation.

In order to arrive at option #1 we had to pay attention to the
following factors: the purpose of Matthew; the larger context;
how the event of the temptation of Jesus is portrayed in Hebrews
2 and 4; what Jesus Himself taught His disciples about praying
for protection in Matt. 6:13; also James’ teaching in 1:13; 4:7
and Paul’s teaching in 1 Cor. 10:13; not moralizing Jesus’
methodology of handling temptation.
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If the Medium is the Message: How is the Preacher to
Preach the Sermon?

by Dale Keller

(editor’s note: Dr. Dale Keller is Associate Professor of
Communication Arts at Taylor University, Upland, Indiana.)

Abstract

Oftentimes in homiletic endeavors, techniques of the message
construction and delivery take precedence. While not denying
that importance, this paper considers another aspect by probing
the relationship of preacher to God. The author contends the
God-human relationship must take precedence.

Introduction

Ever since reading some of Marshall McLuhan’s work in
graduate school, I have been hooked. What was as fascinating to
me as his conceptual insights was the diversity of understanding
by various others when expanding/explaining those same ideas
in their own terms. It is not uncommon to find expositors, while
focusing on the same phrase, contending McLuhan was
proposing concepts that were vastly different and often in
opposition. The phrase “the medium is the message,” or the later
version, “the medium is the massage” is one of those terms that
has a diversity of explanation. Since the phrase is incorporated
in my title, it would be a wise idea to expound what I mean in
order to help my readers better understand my thoughts. 

In his book Understanding Media McLuhan explained that
media impact their environment in a manner that changes the
context, and thereby the people in that context.1 Expanding on
this idea in a later article in Canadian Architect he went on to
say that a new medium did not just add itself to what already
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existed; it transformed it into something different.2 His
biographer, Philip Marchand related McLuhan felt this occurred
“because the medium was not just the physical object but all of
its appurtenances and the vortex of energy it created.”3

Supporting this interaction of medium and meaning, Brummett
and Duncan argued that the role of the medium in
communication needs to be included in the process of analysis.4

Citing McLuhan they suggest that the medium would be better
understood as “mediation,” the process of extension.5

We have known since the Sophists that speakers, texts,
audiences, and contexts interact to manage distribution.  We
argue in this paper that media are discursive constructions fully
as much as are “messages,” “texts,” or even human subjects
involved in communicating.6

Hence, when people say they are watching television, the
medium is more than just the electronic box that sends pictures
and sound.   

Rhetorician Kenneth Burke wrote “every way of seeing is also a
way of not seeing.”7 Taking a slightly different angle and using
a term he created, Burke related that a medium often acts as a
“terministic screen,” somewhat like blinders on a horse. For
example, most people “watch” television primarily for
entertainment. Through continual exposure to television in this
manner, the viewer becomes subconsciously trained in the
“proper” or “natural” method of interacting with television, that
it “should” entertain. If such repetitive, subconscious “training”
is not realized and challenged, the viewer may make decisions
about information retained from a medium (say television) in a
much different manner than the same information gleaned from
a newspaper, magazine, or book. Or, when comparing television
programs, one with more and one with less of the entertainment
element, the latter will usually be judged as inferior.  The
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entertainment value often outweighs and/or overwhelms a
critical analysis of the message alone.8

More could be considered in this discussion of the medium and
message, but for our purposes it is hoped enough has been
written to establish a connection between the two. The title of
this Evangelical Homiletics Society conference is Preaching to
Listeners: Communicating with Contemporary Audiences. How
is this dynamic at work when a preacher delivers a sermon? In
other words, how does the preacher as medium impact the
sermon message? We consider these questions below,
attempting to expand the consideration to include not just the
preacher-listener dynamic, but also the preacher-God dynamic. 

The Preacher and the Message

I bring to my love of homiletics a strong foundation of
communication theory. A major aspect of this perspective is a
conviction that sermons are interactive, involving both preacher
and congregation. I agree with L. Carrell, “Preaching is
communicative. Not sender to receiver, but interactive,
simultaneous, co-creation of meaning (Italics mine). Not a
monologue but a dialogue.”9 Focusing mainly on areas such as
hermeneutics, outline structure, and delivery techniques (though
all are important to consider), is a one-sided, monologic
approach. We need to reconsider the process that is taking place,
remembering the crucial part of the listener in the creation of
meaning. 

“Accept Jesus Christ as your personal Lord and Savior and be
saved from your sins,” or something like that, has meaning and
power and relevance only if the congregation has some notion
what, humanly speaking, sin is, or being saved is, or who Jesus
is, or what accepting him involves. If preachers make no attempt
to flesh out these words in terms of everyday human experience
(maybe even their own) but simply repeat with variations the
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same old formulas week after week, then the congregation
might just as well spend Sunday morning at home with the
funnies.”10

In the words of a commonly-quoted proverb, it is not so much
what is said that is communicated as how it is interpreted.
Whenever symbols are shared in human communication,
interpretation is a major part of the sense-making process of
communication. As we attempt to concretize our abstract
thoughts through the use of word-symbols, we use a medium
that is less than perfect. The same words have slightly different
meanings to those who use them. The word “dog” brings to your
mind different feelings, experiences and meanings than it does
to mine (especially if you did not deliver newspapers in your
younger days as I did!) Preachers concerned with exemplifying
competent communication will take the time and effort to
consider such things as the construction of their main ideas as
well as the development and support of an argument from the
listener’s perspective. But we must not stop there. 

The Crucial Role of Identification

Kenneth Burke, the influential 20th century American
rhetorician, contended that identification is the most important
aspect of persuasion, writing “you persuade a man only insofar
as you can talk his language by speech, gesture, tonality, order,
image, attitude, idea, identifying your ways with his.”11

Although Burke is concerned with person-to-person
communication, this idea relates to God-to-human
interaction as well. 

Anthropologists understand that what a human creates reveals
much about the creator. There are numerous publications in print
or electronic media that relate how the use of scientific study
and logic allows the modern researcher to gaze into the
thoughts, order, and ideas of past cultures, based on the analysis
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of artifacts. Add computer simulation, and you get a sense of
how things appeared and functioned as well. This same
investigative method is evident in scripture, relating to the God-
human relationship. Consider that the psalmist and later Paul
both relate creation itself gives evidence of God’s existence
(Psalm 19:1-4 and Romans 1:18-20). Both are suggesting that
much like the anthropologist gleaning insight by analyzing
artifacts, so humanity can glean insights through analysis of
their physical worlds because the created speaks of the Creator.  

With this in mind, we narrow our focus to scrutinize the role of
the preacher and sermon during a worship service. Aristotelian
rhetoric teaches that whenever a rhetor begins speaking,
audience members are individually developing their sense of the
speaker’s ethos, especially if they have not heard this person
speak previously. Questions arise such as how believable is this
person? Does s/he seem trustworthy? What kinds of grounds do
they give for the claims that are made? Such realization helps us
better understand the linkage between speaker and message. If
the speaker is a known entity, as in the case of most Sunday
morning services, all the past interactions, perceptions,
conceptions, even deceptions are recalled within listeners in
ethos formation. Whether or not such conclusions are valid is
not the point. Rather, the wise communicator knows such a
dynamic exists, using that knowledge in design and delivery. 

As the preacher is a reflection of the Creator, so the sermon is a
reflection of the sermonizer. This demonstrates the dual roles of
the preacher.

The goal is to get the Creator’s message to the listeners through
the dual media of preacher and the sermon created. The preacher
plays two roles at once, depending on perspective. When
considering the preaching event as an act of human
communication, the important thing to realize is that the
preacher acts as a co-communicator. However when considering
the interaction from a theological perspective, the preacher is
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the very medium through which the words of God are
transmitted.
Not only do sermons reflect their human creators, we need also
to remember that the humans who create them are reflections of
their divine Creator as well. I argue that the relationship between
preacher and God must be the primary importance. If the
channel between preacher and God is unused or cluttered, it will
have profound impact on the preacher as the medium through
which the words of God are spoken. This connection also is
crucial in the role of the Holy Spirit as one given to us as a
Helper in both sermon construction and delivery on the
preacher’s part, and to overcome misinterpretation on the
listener’s part as meaning is co-created. 

Identification between preacher and God

On one occasion, our campus hosted Ravi Zacharias as speaker
for a multi-university conference on student leadership. During
one of his sessions, he related to how some personal friends
invited an unbelieving neighbor who was a physician to one of
his past events. The next morning, while driving to the airport,
the friends told him the doctor found his talk “very compelling,
very persuasive.” After a slight pause she added, “I wonder what
he is like in his private life.” Zacharias concluded that such
questions are the more difficult for Christians, preachers or not,
to consider.12

Communication theory reminds us of a need for congruence
between nonverbal and verbal cues in the effort to avoid
miscommunication. When there is a mixed message, as when a
speaker’s words tell of an event of great excitement and his/her
corresponding nonverbals have all the expression contained in a
photograph of a dead fish, the result is dissonance in the
perceivers, something they want to alleviate. A common strategy
for this is reconsidering the full message package; both the
words used and the corresponding nonverbals. And, as the
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nonverbal aspect of the message package is richer in the amount
of insight that can be gleaned (i.e. from such areas as gestures,
facial expressions, voice tone, volume level), they are usually
given more credence by the interpreters. 

Relating to preachers and their created messages, this dynamic
clarifies a search for congruence by interpreters between the
words said and the life lived.13 Like it or not in our culture, the
preacher is the primary model to which the listener looks when
attempting to validate the words spoken. When a listener senses
a difference what is spoken and how a life is actually lived, they
are given (from their perspective) a way out, a “reason” not to
feel accountable to apply what they heard. Hence the crucial role
that the preacher’s overall life plays in the sermon process.
(Again, fairness is not the issue here, in the words of Walter
Cronkhite, “that’s the way it is.”) The preacher is, in a large way,
the message. 

The regeneration and renewal that are foundational in
Christianity are inside jobs. Scripture teaches that the external is
a by-product of the internal (Matthew 6:19-34, I Timothy 4:8). I
believe it was A.W. Tozer who taught that in order to do right,
we first have to be right, and in order to be right, we first have
to think right. If we hope to communicate effectively with
contemporary audiences, we first need to make our devotional
life a priority, allowing for changes in our thought and essence.
And, such matters must be a priority. If preachers are the media
through which the truth of God is communicated, rhetorical
technique and communication expertise, though important, are
not enough. As it is out of our inner beings that our words will
flow, the need for diligent scrutiny of the status, health, and
growth of the inner self is highlighted. Jesus stressed the
primacy of the internal in His words of warning to the Pharisees:
“first clean the inside of the cup – so that the outside of it may
become clean also” (Matthew 23:23-28, NASB) – words with
direct relation to sermon construction and delivery. 
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I grew up about 60 direct miles from the Grand Canyon. I
remember the first time I took my soon-to-be-wife to the North
Rim. When we arrived, even though I had been there numerous
times in the past, we both were stunned, sitting silently in
wonder at that awe-ful place. It trumpeted the name of God, it
spoke to both of us of His majesty. On a later trip back to
Arizona, I was walking through an airport terminal and
overheard a conversation between a new arrival from the eastern
United States and his western host. The new arrival elatedly
previewed all the things he wanted to do during his visit,
primary among which was visit the Grand Canyon. When his
western host heard this, he looked at his guest, puzzled by his
obvious excitement and said, “It’s just a big bunch of rocks.”
Same place, different interpretations. It was what was inside that
made the difference. Since my wife and I know the Creator of
the Grand Canyon, allowing and encouraging Him to reshape
and renew us from within, we could see more than just a nice
rock arrangement in His handiwork. 

Bringing the idea closer to our discussion, there is a parallel to
a person singing a solo in a worship service. One person, a
nominal Christian, may be trained in music, have a professional
vocal delivery and faultless breathing. Another person, though
gifted with natural musical basics, may not be as polished as an
artist. However, if the latter is communicating primarily out of
her/his love and knowledge of God, that person will have a
greater impact on a congregation gathered for worship, even if
his or her technique might be unprofessional. Likewise, unless
the preacher spends time with God, allowing His essence to
flow through and change from within, s/he may be a good
performer, the prophetic impact the message is inhibited. The
human medium influences the message (sermon), especially as,
in our considerations, that medium itself is a creation of the
Message (God).  

Identification: a two-way street
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The incarnation is the essential act of identification. While on
earth, consider how Jesus identified with His listeners. He used
examples, questions, and stories from common life when
communicating concepts of the God’s Kingdom. These are good
examples for all of us to consider. As we do so, we must
remember a key difference between us and our example. Unlike
Jesus, we do not know intimately about God’s Kingdom, we
have not lived in eternity with the Father. Beyond that, we have
the problem of sin, in all its manifestations, to deal with. Hence
the importance of first establishing and maintaining the
discipline of study, meditation, and prayer that enhances our
own remaking in the divine image. As a result of proper
alignment at this more crucial level, people are best prepared to
speak with unction to specific audiences, at specific times,
specific messages to enhance Kingdom understanding. 

As we consider the pragmatic aspects of communicating with
contemporary audiences, we need to be mindful that there is
more to communication than technique. Yes, we need to
consider the language, stories, examples, and questions that we
use in our sermons. The preacher should have awareness of the
culture at large and the subculture within the church. It is a good
idea to gather data about the specific audience, or audiences in
general, allowing a more customized sermon.

It would be beneficial for both preacher and congregation to
plan systematically for times of gathering feedback from our
audiences allowing for better understand the level and
effectiveness  of the preacher’s communication.  In the arena of
better understanding our listeners, I highly recommend a book
mentioned earlier: The great American sermon survey: The
inside scoop on what preachers and their listeners think about
sermons.14 Using a nationwide survey, it reports on a variety of
areas relevant to people desirous of being the best
communicators they can when preaching.  
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One final, but important exhortation: do not limit the potential
offered through the ministry of the Holy Spirit. When combined
with prayer, His guidance, instruction, and creative power
enhance both message creation and message interpretation. His
direction and conviction are crucial to the homiletic endeavor
(John 14:26, 16:7-8, 13-14). Ask God for such influence, and
expect it to come. As we learn to discern between His voice and
others, we have a greater opportunity to tap the divine resources
made available to help take the static out of our imperfect
channels (I John 2:27). More could (should?) be written here,
perhaps in a follow-up study. 

Our western cultures laud pragmatism. We want to know what
works. We search for the newest insight or technique that we can
apply to help us reach our ends. Here is my bottom line. Do not
forget that while it is important to know (oida) communication
theory and rhetorical technique, it is more important that the
preacher knows (epiginoskw) the Great Communicator and
Creator. 
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The Place of the Preacher: Jeremiah 1

by J. Kent Edwards

(editor’s note: Dr. J. Kent Edwards is Profeessor of Preaching
and Leadership and the Director of the Doctor of Ministry
Program at Talbot School of Theology of BIOLA University.)

According to the program, I am supposed to preach.

Preaching is a strange thing, isn’t it?  Not that it isn’t popular.
Christian ministers all over the world stand behind pulpits like
this every week.  Sometimes two, three, four, six and more times
a week to preach God’s Word.  But when you think about it,
preaching is a very strange practice.  It is strange because it
features ordinary people like us standing up and offering their
words to a world sloshing in sin.  A world that has been morally
twisted by iniquity.  Why do we preach?  Why bother?  What do
preachers of this world think when they rise to speak Sunday
mornings?  What impact do they think their words can have on
a world like ours?  What difference do they think they can make
with their little puffs of air?  Puffs of air – that’s all we have to
offer.  Puffs of air that are here one moment and then – ‘poof’ -
gone the next.  What impact – if any – can a preacher make in a
world like this – a world so desperately and completely affected
by sin – with little puffs of air?  Just look at the world we are
speaking to.

If you pick up the New York or Los Angeles Times this morning
– or any morning – what will you see?  Every single-issue is a
catalogue of carnality.  Open its pages and you read about wars
and rumors of wars.  Drug dealers that are growing rich over the
bodies of middle class kids.  Hospitals and clinics that offer
abortion on demand – slaughtering the innocent on the altar of
convenience and preference.  You read of adultery.  You read of
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murder.  In Los Angeles we have in recent days about a teenage
honor student who was mercilessly shot to death – 27 times – as
he knelt and begged for his life.  Read a newspaper and you will
not be able to deny the obvious – that we live in a world that has
profoundly injured by sin.  

When preachers like us, stand to preach, we see this sinful world
up close and personal.  We see that the people who come to
listen to you are caught up in desperately sinful situations.  

As we preach, we see a person sitting in the corner who is
suffering from an addiction.  It could be alcohol, it could be
sexual.  But they are held in the vise grip of a power beyond
their control.  

As we preach, we see a person who is facing serious legal
charges quietly slinking into their seat.  
As we preach we look out over couples whose marriages are
being torn asunder and whose children are hurting and confused.

And all of these people look up at you out of their broken worlds
and say with their eyes – “please say the words that will right the
wrongs of my life.”

As you stand to preach – I am sure, like me, you have asked
yourself, “What do I have to offer to people like this?  How can
I help these people?  How can I straighten twisted lives when all
I have to offer are little puffs of air?  How can my simple words
make a significant difference in this world and in these lives?”
The power of evil makes our puffs of air seem foolishly
insignificant.  When you find yourself standing behind the pulpit
asking questions of adequacy, you can do so knowing that at
least in one point of his life, Jeremiah would have agreed with
you. 

When we turn to the book of Jeremiah, we meet a ministry
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realist.  In chapter one of the book that bears his name, we read
that Jeremiah was one of the priests of Anatoth, and that his
father had been a priest.  He was a preacher’s kid.  His dad spoke
God’s Word professionally.  The text also tell us that Jeremiah
lived when Josiah reigned as king of Judah.  Josiah was a good
king.  A king who rediscovered the word of God.  During his
reign there was a brief period in Judah’s history when a light
began to dawn – when hope began to surface in the hearts of the
righteous because it seemed that Josiah was a king who wanted
to know and practice righteousness.  But if you know the
historical context of this book you know that Josiah lived in a
world that, like ours, had already been deeply infected with sin
by his predecessors.  Before Josiah, Manasseh had been king.
Manasseh is noteworthy for the way that he had completely
given himself to evil.  Manasseh had, with the power of
legislation, done everything he could to rip the religious fabric
of Israel.  He brought idolatry into the land.  And not just into
the high country, he brought it right into the temple itself.
Manasseh deliberately, willfully and successfully infected the
people of God with sin.  The brief hope of good king Josiah not
withstanding, Jeremiah knew how bad things really were.  How
serious the sin of Israel really was.

As a preacher’s kid, I’m sure that Jeremiah would have
overheard the same conversations that preacher’s kids overhear
today.  Then as know, I’m sure preachers got together to swap
war stories – to tell each other how bad things were.  To recount
the latest terrible events in the world and the futility of the
church to address the woes of the world.  Jeremiah’s father was
a priest ministering outside of Jerusalem, and inside of
Jerusalem there was idolatry going on in the temple!  The priests
would have been talking about those things.  And Jeremiah, like
any preacher’s kid, would have been around the corner listening.
Hearing the stories.  Becoming fully aware of how serious the
sin problem really was.  And wondering if there was any good
that anyone could do in a situation as bad as this.
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Speak the Words of God

And so on the one day that the word of the Lord came to
Jeremiah in verse four saying, “In the womb I knew you, before
you were born I set you apart.  I appointed you as prophet to the
nations.”  I don’t think that Jeremiah received those words as
particularly good news.  I think he was saying to himself, “For
crying out loud God, I appreciate the fact that you have custom
made me to serve you . . . but why didn’t you give me a task
where I could make a real difference in the world?  Why not
make me a doctor or a lawyer or a politician or a baker?  Or
anything?  Why make me a preacher?  What am I going to do in
a world like this with little puffs of air?”  I think you get a
glimpse of Jeremiah’s despair when he responds to God by
saying: “O Sovereign Lord, I don’t know how to speak.  I am
only a child.”  “God,”  he is saying, “I don’t have the experience.
I don’t have the training.  I don’t have the skill.  I can’t arrange
and speak my puffs of air with sufficient skill to untangle the sin
in the world you are sending me into.”

I don’t think his heart was necessarily encouraged when we read
here in verse ten, “See today I appoint you over nations and
kingdoms to uproot and tear down, to destroy and overthrow, to
build and to plant.”  Look at the scope of the ministry that God
gives him!  There are six different verbs here; four of them
destructive.  God calls Jeremiah here to uproot and tear down, to
destroy and overthrow.  These are words that are used elsewhere
in scripture to describe a marauding army and the devastation
that they would lay waste to opposition.  God says, “I am calling
you to lay waste to the strongholds of sin.  I am calling you to
do battle with the bastions of the evil one.  I am calling you to
destroy the inroads that Satan and his evil ones have made in the
hearts of the people and the nations as a whole.”  “And when
that’s done, I have more for you to do.  I have two more verbs
for you.  I want you to build and to plant.  I want you to nurture
and grow and develop people.  To cause growth and healing.”  
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I can see Jeremiah throwing up his hands in despair.  How in the
world is a man supposed to accomplish all that with just little
puffs of air?  Why a preacher?  How in the world is a preacher
supposed to accomplish these tasks?  Do you know what I
think?  I think it’s absolutely impossible.  Unless, you’re given
help.  Unless, you’re given a tool to accomplish that impossible
task.  Notice what that tool is.

“You must go,” God says to Jeremiah in verse seven.  “You must
go to everyone I send you and say whatever I command you.”
And then we read in verse nine, “The Lord reached out his hand
and touched my mouth and said to me, “Now I have put my
words in your mouth.”   

In one of the most poignant descriptions of the preaching task,
God says, “Jeremiah, you don’t understand the task that I am
asking you to do.  I am not asking you to speak your words to
this sin twisted world.  I am taking my words and I am placing
them in your mouth.”  It seems that our job, the job of the
preacher, is not to speak one’s own words, but to speak the
words of God to the world.  It is God’s words that make the
difference.  It is God’s words that make a preacher powerful.
Why?

William Barclay explains when he says, “In Jewish thought a
word was more than a sound expressing a meaning, a word
actually did things.  The word of God is not simply a sound, it
is an effective cause.”  That’s the word that Jeremiah is given.
God’s word is fundamentally different from your word – from
my word – from the word of a parent.  God’s word is effective.  

God’s Word and Our Words

You know what I am talking about.  As a parent there are times
in the morning when you speak words to your children.  Words
like: “Get up.  Have breakfast.”  Or “do your homework.”
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Sometimes those puffs of air leave your lips and result in
absolutely nothing.  (I have heard from other parents.)  Our
words are there, they fill the air, but they don’t result in changed
behavior in any way shape or form.

But God’s words are not like our words.  God’s words are
impregnated with his power.  And when God speaks, things
happen.  They are an effectual cause.  When God speaks, results
must occur. This is why Isaiah can say that God’s word will
never return to him void but will always accomplish the
purposes that he has sent forward.  Always.  Because the power
of God is resident in the words of God.  Think with me a little
bit, about the power of God’s word.

Turn with me to the book of Genesis chapter one.  You see the
power of God’s word so clearly there.  “In the beginning God
created the heavens and the earth.” We read in verse three, “And
God said, ‘Let there be light.’ And there was light.”  Think about
that verse for a minute.  With the power of just his word, God
created the biggest bang that the universe has ever experienced.
Suddenly, worlds and stars appeared out of nothing just because
of the power of his spoken word.  You read a few verses later
God saying, “Let the water under the sky be gathered into one
place, let dry ground appear, and it was so.”  God spoke, and it
was so.  That easy.  That effortlessly.  As his words rang out, dry
land suddenly emerged from a world of water.  Think for a
moment about what must have occurred physically for that dry
land to appear.  Think of the geological plates shifting and
moving.  The tectonic forces that would be at play.  The
tsunami’s that would have swept across the planet.  Think of the
volcanoes erupting and the mountains being thrust towards the
heavens as these plates hit each other.  The geological forces that
are released in this verse are almost unimaginable.  But they
happened – because God said “let it be.”  This is the power of
God’s word – immense and irresistible.
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The New Testament also speaks of the power of God’s word.
Think of the times when Christ spoke. Jesus sees the paralytic
and he just says, “Take up your mat and walk.”  And he does.
Even today the most talented and best equipped surgeon cannot
regenerate a dead spinal cord.  But Jesus does.  And he does so
with just the power of just his word.  

Jairus comes to Jesus.  He says, “My little girl is dead.”  Jesus
comes to her lifeless body and says, “Little girl I say to you,
‘Arise.’”  With the power of just his word life floods into the
dead girl’s body.  Her eyes are opened.  And the first thing she
wants, is a milkshake.  She can’t wait to eat.  That’s life.
Supernatural life that comes because God’s power has been
infused through his word.  

When God asks us to speak he doesn’t ask us to speak our
words, he asks us to speak his words.  And when we speak his
words, our words have a supernatural power and authority that
they never could have otherwise.  We don’t speak on our
authority and our power, we speak with God’s authority and
God’s power.  And we can accomplish things with his words that
we never could with our own. And all God’s preachers have
known that.

Moses knew that.  He was a failed leader on the backside of
nowhere and God came and said to him, “Go to Pharaoh the
god-king and tell him that I have said, ‘Let my people go.’”  An
impossible task if there ever was one.  But Moses pulls it off!
How?  With the word of God. Moses strides into the courtroom
of the most powerful man in the world and says what God told
him to say, “Let my people go.”  And Pharaoh did.  He had to.
How could he stand against that kind of power? 

Nathan, the prophet comes to David.  And speaks the word of
God to him.  As he utters the words “You are the man,” David
repents.  A life is transformed.  Sin is broken.  Healing and
growth occurs because God’s word is spoken.
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Jonah goes to Ninevah.  In obedience to God he says God’s
word, “In forty days you will be destroyed.”  Not the most
winsome sermon I have ever heard but it was God’s word.  And
what happened?  The nation repented.  The destiny of a nation
was changed because God’s word was spoken.

Every preacher that has made a difference has understood that
God’s word is powerful and he has harnessed God’s word.
Think of Luther.  In his little cell his little room.  He discovers
what God is saying in the book of Romans.  And he leaves his
room with the courage and conviction to preach that world.  And
even though Luther may himself may not feel adequate, God’s
word proves adequate.  And the history of the church, the history
of the entire world is altered.  That is the power of the word of
God.

Think of John Wesley.  Wesley was a man who spent his life on
the back of a horse traveling from place to place preaching.
Why?  Because he was convinced that God’s word was powerful
enough to change lives.  He was convinced that when he spoke
God’s words he had the power to tear down and build up.  And
he was right.  When Wesley preached he changed his world.  He
so transformed England that historians credit his ministry with
helping Great Britain avoid the bloody revolution that tore
France apart.  The difference between England and France
during this period of time was a preacher.  A preacher who had
the courage and conviction to speak the powerful word of God. 

We have seen the power of God released here in America
haven’t we?  Jonathan Edwards lived at a time when America
had seen better days.  Although the nation was started on
religious principles, it did not take long for her to begin to drift
into iniquity.  Historian J. Edwin Orr tells us that the time when
Jonathan Edwards lived in this area there was terrible moral
decay.  There were more children born out of wedlock than in
wedlock.  Gambling had hold of a great number of people.
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Alcoholism had run rampant.  Many of the clergy of the day
were still so drunk on Sunday morning they couldn’t find their
way to their churches.  But one man, Jonathan Edwards,
believed in God’s word.  He believed in its inherent power.  And
he preached a sermon.  Maybe you’ve heard of it:  “Sinners in
the Hands of an Angry God.”  And as he read his manuscript,
and his delivery was frankly I am told unimpressive, God’s
word went forth.  And that word so gripped the hearts of people
and they cried out to be saved.  The strongholds of Satan were
defeated and new life began to develop.  The Great Awakening
swept across this young country.  The history of the church was
changed and the history of our nation was changed because a
preacher decided to speak God’s words. 

Go Where I Send

Now we see in Jeremiah 1 that God places a requirement upon
his preacher.  He says to Jeremiah while giving him this
assignment.  He says in verse seven, “You must go to everyone
I send you.  And say whatever I command you.”  “Be careful,”
God says to Jeremiah, “be careful that when you preach that you
preach my word but only my word.  Be careful that you do not
take liberties with it.  Be careful that you do not go further than
what I have said or say anything other than what I have said.”  

If you read the book of Jeremiah, you will see how serious God
is on this point.  You will see how angry God is over the false
prophets who pervert God’s word and take liberties with his
word.  God says to Jeremiah, “I have called you to say my
words and only my words. Your job is to faithfully and
accurately communicate my word.”  God views the accurate
transmission of his word as so important that he tests Jeremiah’s
ability right here in chapter one.  Did you notice that?  In verse
eleven we read that “The word of the Lord came to me,”   “What
do you see, Jeremiah?”  “I see the branch of an almond tree I
replied.”  The Lord said to me, “You have seen correctly for I
am watching to see that my word is fulfilled.”  Then God gives
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Jeremiah a vision, and says, “Now tell me what you have seen.
Can you accurately report what you have seen?  Are you going
to add to it?  Are you going to embellish it?  Are you going to
change it?  Are you going to modify it? Or are you going to
faithfully communicate it?”  And when he says it accurately God
says, “Well done. You get an A in exegesis.”  God gives
Jeremiah a second similar test with a boiling pot, and when
Jeremiah passes, God says to Jeremiah in verse seventeen, “Get
yourself ready.  Stand up and say to them whatever I command
you.”  

We live in a day in which we are not sure of the place of the
preacher.  But the Bible is sure of the place of the preacher.  The
Bible says that our place is to transform the world.  Our job is to
break down the strongholds of sin and then to bring healing and
renewal – all with the power of God’s word.  And we do that by
being faithful to it.  

The goal of a good seminary education is to provide the training
necessary to take a natural unit of scripture, crack it open, and
see the idea that God originally intended to communicate to the
original audience.  When we break open the word God and
release the idea within, it is as if you have split an atom.  You
unleash enormous power.  Nuclear power.  Power you can
harness to transform people’s lives.  To transform your church.
To transform the world.  

The place of the preacher is to transform the world through
faithful preaching of his word.  And it works.

Conclusion

Some years ago my wife and I had a change in our pastoral
assignment.  We left a church we were pastoring in Edmonton,
Alberta Canada.  A church that was large, a church that was
growing, a church that was healthy.  We left it to church plant in
Toronto, Canada.  You need to know that Toronto is not
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overwhelmingly Christian.  Toronto is very postmodern.  Very
resistant to the things of God.  But I didn’t want to end my life
having always built on someone else’s foundation.  Like the
Apostle Paul I wanted to plant a church.  That idea sounded very
romantic back in Edmonton.  It lost a lot of its luster, however,
when we hitched the old car to a U-Haul and began driving
across the continent towards Toronto.  It was when we were
going across the prairies suddenly I realized the magnitude of
the decision I had made.  And it scared me to death.  I remember
pulling the car over to the side of the highway, getting out and
asking myself, “What in the world am I doing?  I’ve never had
a course in church planting.  I didn’t get an A in it.  I’m going to
a join a small group of people to try and plant a church in a
hotbed of postmodernism. In a community inhabited by white
collar baby boomers with too much education, too much money,
too much debt, and too much on their schedules.  I’m supposed
to plant a church in the midst of that?  The list of people that
have failed is a mile long.  How in the world is this ever going
to work?  How can I succeed?”  

But I was convinced that what God said to Jeremiah is true.
That when God gives us his words we have his power and his
authority.  And with great fear and trepidation I got back into the
car and kept driving.  What a ride!  Easter Sunday, almost 10
years later, the church we planted, and our daughter church had
almost a thousand people worshiping God.  At those moments
you stand back and you say, “I could never have done that but
God’s word can.  And God’s word did.”

The place of the preacher is to transform a sin sick world by
faithfully preaching his word.  God called Jeremiah. God calls
us.  
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Claiming Theology in the Pulpit. By Burton Z. Cooper and John S. McClure.
Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2003, 0-664-22702-3, 139 pp., $18.95,
paperback. 

Cooper and McClure have set out to “improve preaching” because of an apparent
insufficiency.  This deficiency is identified as a lack of theological substance and
consistency within the sermon.  Little time is given to the reason for this systemic
flaw, yet much time is spent correcting it.  To deal with the shortfall the authors
present theological typologies to raise theological consciousness, which in turn
generates more effective preaching.  Accordingly, as preachers are able to identify
the theological camps in which they reside, they will be more apt to develop
sermons from the standpoint of those positions and thus generate an added
theological depth and consistency to the sermon and preaching event.  These
“theological profiles” are beneficial, in so far that they can aid a preacher in
identifying his or her propensities.  Whether these predispositions are theological,
sociological, or ideological recognizing them can greatly aid in generating
theological regularity within the sermon itself.  

Cooper and McClure seek not only to identify proclivities but also to categorize
theology in order to have lenses through which to look at the text.  The governing
authority for both exegesis and sermon preparation then becomes the “theological
profile.”  This is apparent by the two functional questions they encourage
preachers to ask: “In light of my theological profile, what information is the text
giving me?” (96), and “What pastoral issue is it, precisely, that I am dealing
with?” (100).  My concern with this book is not whether the authors accomplish
their task, nor even whether they remain consistent to their own concept.  My
concern is much more basic.  

As Cooper and McClure seek to promote theological consistency within
preaching, regardless of the position, they have stripped the biblical witness of its
authority and its own inherent consistency.  The authority governing sermons
becomes the preacher’s own theological profile and not the Bible itself.  To be
fair, in the framework of “theological typologies” the reader is challenged to
dialogue with Scripture, but the ultimate outcome of this conversation is whatever
the preacher desires it to be.  This theological flexibility makes no distinction
between that which is false and that which is true.  Truth, according to Cooper
and McClure, is subject to human conditioning and is not recognized as inherent
within the biblical text.  This is problematic because it strips preachers of the
ability to appeal to an authority outside their own construction.  The authors are
aware of this struggle and identify it as a problem, but fail to adequately reconcile
it.  They state that, “Sometimes issues for the life side are imposed on the biblical
text.  This usually means preachers go in search of biblical proof-texts that are
used to shore up a narrow theological, experiential, or cultural bias” (75).

Cooper and McClure are absolutely correct in identifying the issue of a preacher

~•~•~•~ Book Reviews ~•~•~•~
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seeking to shore up his or her theology through searching for proof-texts.  One
could easily, however, substitute the concept of life issues with theological
proclivities and the outcome would be no different.  Cooper and McClure seem
to understand the tension, but inadequately address it.  They offer a theology of
preaching that accommodates any position, but they also remove preaching from
the theological stance as proclamation of the Word of God.  There are no set
parameters for distinguishing between theology based on experience and
theology based on the Bible.  In a nutshell, any preacher can have any theology
as long as it is incorporated into the sermon and remains inherently consistent.
The danger in this is that the Bible takes a back seat to one’s own theological
profile. 
Charles B. Kuthe Georgia Plain Baptist Church

Georgia, VT

~•~•~•~
Exploring & Proclaiming The Apostles’ Creed.  Edited by Roger E. Van Harn.
Foreword by Geoffrey Wainwright.  Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004, 0-8028-
2120-0, 297 pp., $24.00, paperback.

The Apostles’ Creed was to be known by heart, along with the Ten
Commandments and the Lord’s Prayer, by anyone called Christian.  This
Medieval requirement was not relaxed during the Reformation.  In fact, Martin
Luther preached several series on the Apostles’ Creed during his long career
insisting that the practice was an important and intentional part of the ongoing
schedule of training for his people.  Luther was convinced that one could never
know the Creed too well.

Exploring & Proclaiming the Apostles’ Creed honors this respected and time-
tested tradition and seeks to encourage its continuing practice.  The book is a
collaborative effort by an impressive list of 31 scholars from a Who’s Who of
contemporary preaching and theology.  Familiar names are found in these pages
such as Colin Gunton, Richard B. Hays, George Hunsinger, Richard Lischer,
Thomas G. Long, Robert Louis Wilken,  Susan K.Wood,   Ralph C. Wood,
Cornelius Plantinga, and Gabriel Fackre, to name just a few.  These practitioners
represent a wide array of denominational affiliations, but all reveal a common
commitment to apostolic preaching and this symbol of the Church.

The Creed is divided into 15 parts; each receiving substantial theological and
sermonic treatment.  In the case of this volume, the intrinsic connection between
theology and proclamation is brought together with positive results.  Historical,
biblical, as well as contemporary elements characterize the theological reflection,
which I found to be fresh and stimulating.  Boredom and stultifying technicality
are great dangers lingering ever close at hand.  However, the level of engagement
and the sensitivity to contemporary concerns kept the ancient Creed wonderfully
up to date.  The sermons vary in style and cadence, but each found a way to sound
the Gospel forthrightly.  
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At one point, Marguerite Shuster, professor of preaching at Fuller Theological
Seminary, says, “There is something at least partially misleading in lumping
Christianity together with Judaism and Islam under some such rubric as ‘the great
monotheistic faiths,’ without further ado” (2).  The triune nature of Christian faith
is too strong for that.  Her comments also touched on church practice such as
gender neutral references to the Trinity (creator, redeemer, sanctifier), to personal
piety that reflects a preference for one person of the Trinity.  The sermon by
Philip W. Buton, President and professor of theology at San Francisco
Theological Seminary, deftly challenges “self-made” spirituality with faith in the
Triune God who seeks and finds his own.

Steven D. Paulsen does an excellent job dealing with the portion of the Creed that
speaks of the forgiveness of sins.  He drives his comments through the dual
absolutes of Scripture: all have sinned, and Jesus, the lamb of God, takes away
the sin of the world.  He shows how the church, through trying to balance
concepts of mercy and justice actually developed structures that muted the
absolutes of God’s forgiveness.  But the word of forgiveness given in time is the
interrupting of life as usual; it dispels partial human efforts to achieve
forgiveness.  

I was less satisfied with the section on “He Descended Into Hell.”  This may have
to do with the fact that this is one of the most controversial sections of the Creed.
The English term “hell” is wrongly translated to cover terms that refer to the
intermediate state (“Sheol,” “Hades”) as well as the final state (“Gehenna”) of the
wicked.  I do not agree with Aquinas’ or Calvin’s rendering of this section of the
Creed, but for all of that, the author of this section did render a service through
pointing out its place in the history of interpretation and challenging us to further
reflection.

Richard B. Hays on the resurrection of the body should not be missed.  His
presentation is clear, pointed, and provocative.  “There is much confusion today
in the church’s speech and practice about resurrection” (266).  Hays reminds us
of the cloying sentiment of nineteenth-century hymnody that tends to emphasize
the fate of the individual soul at death going straight to heaven when we die.
Hays points out, “Regrettably, this kind of individualistic, dualistic piety is closer
to ancient Gnosticism than to orthodox Christianity” (266).  Hays would have us
return to concepts of resurrection of the body, and God’s restoration of the whole
creation.

This is a satisfying book, not because it gives the last word on each and every line
of the Apostles’ Creed, but because it consists in sound, compelling, and thought-
provoking contemplation on a symbol of the faith that cannot be outgrown.
Gordon Isaac Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary

South Hamilton, MA

~•~•~•~
Preaching As Weeping, Confession, and Resistance: Radical Responses to
Radical Evil.  By Christine M. Smith.  Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox,
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1992, 0-664-25216-8, 196 pp.,  $24.95, paperback.

Smith expands the worlds that preachers must confront in their preparation,
adding to the world of the text and the world of the preacher’s context a third
world, “the larger social context in which we live our lives of faith.”  She defines
that third world as “the particular issues, social systems, pervasive values, and
theological understandings that dominate and structure the world in which we
preach” (1).  While the preaching task requires “the skills of a sophisticated
communicator, the attentiveness of the biblical exegete, and the social analyses of
the most discerning sociologist, first and foremost it is the craft and act of a
working theologian . . . . The  act of preaching situates the preacher in the midst of
the mysterious and perplexing nature of life and faith, trying to discern and
proclaim the nature of God, the nature of human existence, the nature of the
relationship between God and humanity, and the nature of human responsibility for
creation . . . . Preaching is an act of public theological naming . . . .  It is also an
act of redeeming and transforming reality, an act of shattering illusions and
cracking open limited perspectives.  It is nothing less than the interpretation of our
present world and an invitation to build a profoundly different new world” (1-2).  

The third world that preachers confront is not pristine.  In it is “radical evil”;
systems and ideologies cause immense suffering to millions of people.  Smith
asks how preachers can bring a word of hope, a word of faith into such a world.
Her answer is bound up in the title of the book: Preaching is “weeping.”  When
we weep, we are alive to things we most cherish and value and we are touched
by deep passions and strong yearnings.  This is also a theological response to
forms of radical evil.  But it is not enough to weep.  Preaching is also truth-telling
(“confession”) about radical evil, and beyond that, it must be resistance to radical
evil, a stand against the evil that surrounds us.  Smith states her purpose: to “help
preachers become more politically and socially aware and more theologically
responsible in a world caught in a web of radical evil . . . [because] preaching
needs to be an expression of our redemptive activity in the world . . . . The
magnitude of human suffering beckons us to move from our places of ‘standing
at a distance’” (7, 9).

Smith explores radical evil in six areas: handicappism, ageism, heterosexism,
sexism, white racism, and classism.  The rub for this reviewer is that the first
three are qualitatively different than the last three, and Smith’s application of her
term radical evil to the first three tends to trivialize the concept of evil.  The book
may have been stronger if the author had dealt only with the final trio of evils
(sexism, white racism, and classism) which are systemically institutionalized to
keep social distinctions in place that benefit some groups at the expense of others.
Nevertheless, preachers and homileticians can benefit from this well-articulated
call to see preaching as a necessary agent of social change for the kingdom of God.

The book contains an index as well as a number of sermons illustrating the
author’s method.
Alice Mathews Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary

South Hamilton, MA
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~•~•~•~
Preaching the Gospels from the Gospels. By George R. Beasley-Murray.
Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1996, 1-56563-166-8, 282 pp., $16.95,
paperback.
George R. Beasley-Murray, former Principal of Spurgeon’s College in London,
is an internationally recognized New Testament scholar. The respect afforded him
is seen in that he authored the commentary on the Gospel of John in the Word
Biblical Commentaries series.

If you are looking for a book on homiletics, this is not the one for you. If you are
looking for shallow thoughts on how to make truth from the gospels more
attractive to the average Christian, this is not the book for you. If, however, you
are looking for a book that deals with sophisticated New Testament theology—
specifically, the theological themes of the gospels—this book will stimulate your
thinking and stretch your horizons with fresh insights and profound perceptions.

The author begins by reminding readers that it pleased God by the foolishness of
the preaching to give the world the Gospels  (8, emphasis his).  That is, the four
gospels which are “the foundation documents of the historic Christian faith and
the fountainhead of all preaching of the gospel,” came into being out of the prior
proclamation of the earliest preachers (8-9). Thus, the Gospels to which we look
for truth to preach on the nature of our Savior, the kingdom He came to
inaugurate, and the spiritual, moral, and ethical principles for those who would
live in that kingdom, arose out of preaching and ought, indeed, to lead toward
preaching. The connection between preaching and the gospels is fundamental.

In describing the essential nature of the gospels, the author reminds the reader:
“In a time when people revolt from propaganda promises and want to see things
happening, it is significant that a new understanding of the Bible has emerged.  It
is looked on less as a book of wise sayings for the guidance of humanity (though
such are to be found throughout its pages) and more as a book of God’s action on
behalf of the world” (30-31).  This reviewer believes that distinction is important
for preachers who will be proclaiming biblical truth to an expanding postmodern
culture.  In keeping with his contention, the author then considers the meaning of
some of the more significant events of the Savior’s life on earth: His baptism,
temptation, confession as Messiah, transfiguration, passion and resurrection. The
author’s insights generate abundant ideas for meaningful preaching centered on
Christ.

Subsequent chapters then focus on the miracles of Jesus and His teaching, with
special attention given to the Kingdom of God, the fatherhood of God, the
redemption of the Son, the nature of discipleship, and the family of God. The
book closes with an extended discourse on the more important parables of Jesus.
The experienced preacher who scans those topics can readily imagine countless
meaningful sermons that are possible — sermons that would have the potential
to affect profoundly those who hear them.

For preachers who are looking for fresh and profound insights from the gospels,
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who are not afraid to think deeply about the ideas the author proposes, and who
will bear responsibility to contextualize those mature ideas for their listeners in
ways that are appropriate, this book offers a rich supply of possibilities.   To
preachers like that I commend this book.
Kenneth E. Bickel Grace Theological Seminary

Winona Lake, IN
~•~•~•~

When God’s Voice is Heard: The Power of Preaching, 2d edition. Edited by
Christopher Green and David Jackman. Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 2003, 0-
85111-284-6.  British Sterling 9.99.
When God’s Voice is Heard is a new edition of a book first published in 1995. It
is a festchrift in honor of Dick Lucas of St. Helen’s Church, Bishopsgate, and the
Proclamation Trust. Featuring articles by John Stott, D.A. Carson, Frank J. Retief
and others, the book not only is a tribute to the remarkable ministry of Lucas, but
a boon to the work of biblical preaching. While, no doubt, Lucas has been
honored by the compliment this book gives, he will be much more pleased for its
contribution to the task of preaching the Word of God itself. 

Voice is an apology, perhaps even a polemic, for expository preaching. The book
has a prophetic edge to it, calling in the wilderness for a renewed commitment to
the task of faithful preaching. This appeal is suggested by David Jackman in the
final pages of the book, “I know that the prevailing orthodoxy is that preaching
is an outmoded and inefficient means of communication. I also know that boring
and irrelevant pulpiteering is positively counterproductive. But churches are still
being filled where the Bible is taught properly, and none of the alternatives is as
cost-effective, or as successful, in growing strong disciples” (190). This claim is
at the heart of the book. 

Jackman’s argument is properly pragmatic, for it is on this level that biblical
preaching meets its most formidable challenge, at least within the church. The
postmodern argument, that preaching is an arrogant abuse of power, is easily
dismissed by those who understand the Bible as the inspired Word of God. The
practical argument, that preaching is an ineffective means of making disciples,
seems to be a bigger challenge.

I was recently sent a statistical report on the state of preaching, compiled by Petr
Cincala, research manager for NCD International (“Natural Church
Development”). While the report showed a general satisfaction with the quality
of preaching on offer in our churches, it did not show a corresponding impact on
the lives of listeners. The survey results show that preaching sermons is a part of
a high quality church, but Cincala says that “their direct impact on changing lives
is pretty limited.” Many local church pastors would agree. While preaching is
still universally required, many are unsure whether it can truly carry the freight
when it comes to changing lives, and stimulating a healthy church. Jackman and
his colleagues have turned their guns toward this challenge.

The book’s primary argument, ably put forward by Peter Adam, is that God
speaks through his Word. If God is speaking, then preaching is imperative. The
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book makes a strong case for the sufficiency of Scripture, and on this theological
and exegetical ground the book succeeds wonderfully. The argument seems to
proceed as follows: if Scripture is the Word of God, then the Bible is sufficient;
if the Bible is sufficient, then its preaching is sufficient also.

As a theological position, this is beyond question. As a logical premise, it is
sound. The question is, does it actually fly in the church? The third section of the
book attempts to tackle this question. Frank J. Retief’s chapter, “Preaching that
Grows the Church,” and Phillip D. Jensen’s “Preaching that Changes the
Church,” make the case with mixed success. Retief, for instance, bemoans the
emphasis on what he calls “exhortatory” preaching that is so prevalent in the
church: “In my opinion, exhortatory preaching will never build a church. In order
to build a congregation and to see it grow, much more content is needed. Biblical
illiteracy will never be expelled by a constant diet of exhortations” (130).

But is Retief correct? Is biblical literacy essential for church growth? What
exactly is a growing church? If it is a church that grows in numbers and in
influence, then Jackman and his crew have not made their case. If, rather as Retief
says, “There is a real difference between drawing a crowd and building a church”
(125), then biblical preaching will be of great help to us.

True church growth happens only as real disciples grow and increase in number.
Voice makes its case that disciples grow to the extent that they are properly
exposed to the Scriptures. What the book does not establish is how that ought to
be done. The book seems to assert that traditional, linear, cognitive form
delivered from pulpits is still the most effective means of exposure to the Word.
This is where there remains room for more debate. Could the same result be
achieved through other legitimate church programs?

Readers of The Biblical Theology Briefings will want to particularly note the
excellent articles by Peter F. Jensen, “Preaching the Whole Bible: Preaching and
Biblical Theology,” and Sinclair B. Ferguson, “Preaching Christ from the Old
Testament Scriptures.” Ferguson, makes the interesting argument that “preaching
Christ must be instinctive, not formulaic” (78ff). Rather than offering rules, he
suggests principles that should be ingrained in the preacher’s consciousness.

Other significant pieces include John Woodhouse’s masterful treatment on the
question of how preaching Scripture relates to the work of the Holy Spirit.
Woodhouse jumps right into the fray, eschewing the word “balance” in favor of a
more integrative way of thinking. For him, the two must be seen in relationship,
focusing on how the Spirit works in concert with the Word.

The piece on theology and preaching by J.I. Packer, and the piece on preaching
and culture by D.A. Carson, also bear special attention.

Preaching helps people hear from the God that still speaks. In its support of that
essential principle, this book deserves a wide reading.

Kenton C. Anderson ACTS Seminaries of Trinity Western University
Langley, BC, Canada
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~•~•~•~
Preaching Judges.  By Joseph R. Jeter Jr. St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2003, ISBN
0-8272-2977-1, 162 pp., paperback.

Robert Fulford was correct when he entitled his analysis of western society The
Triumph of Narrative. Our society has developed an insatiable appetite for
stories.  Neil Postman may not have appreciated North America’s slide into post-
literature culture, but that does not mean that a move has not occurred.  The
people who come to our churches Sunday morning also go to the movie theatre
Friday night. And watch TV every other night.  Relevant preachers will recognize
this shift and include the narratives of Scripture in their  preaching schedule.  But
how? Joseph Jeter recognizes and wrote Preaching Judges to show contemporary
preachers how to handle this narrative portion of God’s word, by preaching his
way through the book.  He teaches homiletics the best possible way.  By example.

This book of sermons is a good read.  Jeter is the kind of man you would like to
sit next to on your next cross-country flight.  These sermons reveal a man who is
widely read, contemporary and engaging.  As a result, these messages are not
clichés ridden or weighted down with rehashed commentary material.  Even
better, Jeter refused to gloss over the ethically challenging elements of Judges.
He faces difficult issues such as murder and rape like a preacher should.  Head
on.  At the same time, however, Jeter approaches the biblical text with theological
presuppositions that make more theologically conservative homileticians wince.

While Jeter does express his “abiding love and trust in the Bible” he also baldly
states that “I do not accept the idea of the plenary inspiration or literal
interpretation”(13). How does Jeter determine if a particular passage is inspired
or not?  By how it conforms to his personal sense of morality. Jeter reveals that
the reason he has never preached the story of Abraham sacrificing Isaac in
Genesis 22 is that “I have an only son and if God were to tell me to take my son
up a mountain and sacrifice him there, then God and I would be quite finished
with each other”(14). “People thousands of years ago may have believed that . .
.  the odor of animals sacrificed as burnt offerings was pleasing to  . . . God, but
I do not”(14). In a discussion of the book of Job, Jeter declares, “the plot is awful
and certainly not to be taken seriously”(32). How does Jeter handle his
acceptable and unacceptable passages of Scripture in the pulpit?  “Sometimes I
preach under their guidance  Sometimes I have to preach against them”(14).

When Jeter preaches ‘under the guidance’ of a text he employs what he calls an
analogical model designed to “call forth stories and experiences from the reader’s
own treasure that are far beyond my knowing”(144). On a personal level, I am
somewhat intrigued and attracted to Jeter’s homiletical approach.  While I
encourage those listening to my sermons to personally identify with the biblical
narratives, Jeter’s theological presuppositions permeate his homiletical approach
limits its homiletical usefulness.  
Preaching Judges is an enjoyable and easy read, but some EHS members may
find it unsuitable as a homiletics textbook.
J. Kent Edwards Talbot School of Theology

La Mirada, CA
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~•~•~•~
Preaching the Hard Sayings of Jesus. By James R. Carroll and John T. Carroll.
Peabody: Hendrickson, 1996, 1-56563-230-3, 174 pp., $10.17 paperback.

Preaching the Hard Sayings of Jesus is written by a father and son team. James
Carroll, the father, is a seasoned Presbyterian pastor and preacher. His son, John
Carroll, is a New Testament professor at Union Theological Seminary in
Richmond, VA. The book discusses selected sayings of Jesus. 

The authors state at the outset that they do not intend to produce “a
comprehensive discussion of the teaching and preaching of Jesus” (2). Nor do
they “presume to offer any definitive interpretations of the texts [they] explore”
(4). Instead, they underscore the importance of preaching from Jesus’ more
controversial sayings without unduly blunting their sharp edge: 

When we dutifully read but in the process seek to dull the cutting edge of these
sayings, we are left with a domesticated Jesus who may be easier to live with but
who can no longer claim life for the realm of God. The prophetic voice which
might inspire, challenge and invigorate us has then fallen silent. (vii)

The authors consistently demonstrate concern for preserving the force embodied
in Jesus’ words. 

The book’s structure is simple and straightforward. Controversial sayings are
selected according to thematic similarities shared with other sayings or parables.
Sayings are then grouped together into chapters and analyzed according to the
particular difficulties presented by each text. Each chapter begins with brief
introductory comments about the problems inherent in the group of selected
texts. Texts are translated and interpreted by John Carroll and then presented in
brief homilies by the elder Carroll. Further readings are suggested before moving
on to the next text. The authors carefully document their sources in endnotes.

Chapter 1, entitled “The Scandal of Grace,” includes among other parables The
Prodigal Son (Luke 15: 11-32) and The Workers in the Vineyard (Matt 20:1-15).
The remaining four chapters are entitled “The Cost of Grace: Demands of
Discipleship,” “The Offense of Judgment,”  “A Jesus Hard to Understand: Two
Elusive Parables,” and “The Offense of Jesus’ Humanity.”

The book is well written and refreshing. Sound scholarship and theological
reflection is especially evident in the first four chapters. John Carroll makes a
number of poignant observations in his interpretive comments. His treatment of
the dishonest manager from Luke 16:1-8 (109-113) and a neighbor’s request for
bread at midnight from Luke 11:5-8 (118-120) is especially helpful. The elder
Carroll writes with a  pastor’s concern for his audience and includes some
moving illustrations. However, his liberal use of poetry in many of his homilies
tends to be distracting at times.

Chapter 5, entitled “The Offense of Jesus’ Humanity,” does not seem to fit well
with the rest of the book. Difficulties with the biblical texts in chapter five are of
a different nature than those that appear in earlier chapters. John Carroll selects
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Mark 9:1 and Mark 13:30 as his first pair of problem sayings in Chapter 5. He
labels them difficult for the following reason: “These two prophetic declarations
apparently locate the end-time events within the lifetime of Jesus’ contemporaries
(his generation). As such, the statements seem to have been disconfirmed, for
history has stretched on, and we still await the promised time of redemption. Was
Jesus mistaken?” (130). Both authors answer this question in the affirmative
(133, 135).

In our view, the authors’ exegetical and theological comments in this section are
underdeveloped and inadequate to deal with the controversies they raise. In order
to provide a sufficient framework for discussion, a more comprehensive
discussion would be needed with respect both to the passages in question and to
the theological implications of Jesus’ humanity and divinity. However, I
understand that such a treatment would be even further beyond the natural scope
of the book. 

Preaching the Hard Sayings of Jesus ends abruptly with a homily on Jesus’ words
of forsakenness on the cross. There are no concluding words to draw together the
insights gleaned from the earlier chapters. The absence of a conclusion, together
with the problems of Chapter 5, lead us to conclude that it would have been better
to replace that chapter with a general conclusion. 

Preaching the Hard Sayings of Jesus is a useful text. It might have been even
more useful if the authors had discussed how preachers can move more
effectively from text to sermon when they preach on the controversial sayings of
Jesus. The book would probably serve best as a reserve reading to supplement
other books on preaching gospel narratives or parables rather than as a required
textbook.   
Kenneth W. Smith Peabody, MA

~•~•~•~
Preaching the Parables. By Craig L. Blomberg. Grand Rapids: Baker, 2004, 
0-8010-2749-7, 251 pp., $11.55, paperback.

The art of preaching parables is most challenging to master. While a number of
works provide helpful discussions for understanding parables as a genre, finding
resources that explain how to exegete and preach them is another story. Craig
Blomberg is no stranger to this challenging endeavor. His initial contribution to
the study of parables can be found in his work, Interpreting the Parables,
published in 1990. His latest work, Preaching the Parables, attempts to move
from the exegesis of parables to the development of sermons based upon them.
Blomberg readily acknowledges in the preface of this work that his field of
specialty is New Testament studies, not homiletics. Nevertheless, this work
provides some helpful examples of sermons based upon parables.

In the introduction, Blomberg provides an overview of the principles that form
the foundation for this text. First, he provides a brief historical treatment of
interpretive theories related to the parables. He rejects the single meaning
approach to parables that has been so prevalent through the years and makes a
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strong case for his own position that parables contain “one main point per main
character (15).” Second, Blomberg provides an overview of recent scholarship
related to the study of parables. Third, he provides a description of the seven
presuppositions that guide his work with parables. Fourth, he provides an
explanation of how he selected the fifteen sermons that appear in the text. The
sermons cover the various forms of parables that exist in the New Testament, and
each sermon is followed by a short commentary in which Blomberg describes
how he developed each sermon. Finally, he concludes the introduction by
affirming his commitment to expository preaching, even when dealing with
narrative texts. Following the sermons and commentary, Blomberg provides
extensive and very helpful endnotes for each sermon. These notes provide
additional explanations related to content and point the reader to additional
sources for further study.

In Preaching the Parables, Craig Blomberg provides some very helpful material
for the preacher confronted with the parables. First, his brief explanation of his
position that every parable contains “one main point per main character” should
motivate the inquiring pastor to also read Interpreting the Parables for additional
insights. Second, his presuppositions provide evidence for the preacher that it is
possible to walk the line between faithful exegesis and contemporary application
without jettisoning either. Third, the sermons provide food for thought when it
comes to interpreting parables. Fourth, the commentaries following each sermon
are extremely helpful. In each commentary, Blomberg provides an explanation of
what he perceives to be the main ideas of the parable, information as to why he
organized the sermon as he did, and insights into how he chose the contemporary
illustrations that he used in each sermon. The commentaries are the most helpful
aspect of this text. 

Despite its strengths, however, there are some weaknesses in this text. First, the
title of the book may mislead some potential readers about the book’s purpose.
This book is not a “how to” for exegeting parables. Blomberg is honest when he
states that he dealt with that subject in another text. Neither is this a “how to” for
crafting sermons based upon parables. At its core, this is a book of sermons based
on parables. Second, the reader must do most of the work when it comes to
making application to his own preaching. While this is not difficult for the trained
homiletician, the average pastor might struggle gleaning insights for his own
sermon preparation. Third, the text suffers from a lack of summary application.
The text would have been strengthened greatly had Blomberg added a chapter
designed to clearly summarize the lessons gleaned from the comments about the
sermon development. 

Despite these weaknesses, I believe this book would make a good addition to the
homiletician’s or pastor’s library. The sermons included in the text will be helpful
to pastors preparing to preach on those texts, and the commentaries will force the
preacher to think carefully about how to contemporize the truth contained in the
parables of Jesus.
William J. Curtis Cornerstone Baptist Church 

Florence, SC
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~•~•~•~ 
Preaching the Gospel of Luke: Proclaiming God’s Royal Rule. By Keith F.
Nickle.  Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 2000, 0-664-22239-0, 266 pp.,
$21.95, paperback.

Keith Nickle has a heart for the academy as well as the pulpit and has produced
a thoughtful guide for the preacher who chooses to preach from the gospel of
Luke.  His book is a specimen of the new generation of preacher-friendly
commentaries that attempt to combine the insights of recent scholarship in a
format helpful for the one preaching the texts.  As such, Nickle suggests that his
book be considered a tertiary resource, behind the reading of the text of Luke
itself and behind the analytical commentaries (of which he prefers Joseph
Fitzmyer in the Anchor Bible series).  So in his words, “This volume will then
serve as a provocative and evocative companion as you move from listening
carefully to the text and strive to bridge  the interpretive arch so the claim of God
announced through the text and the consecrated devotion of the community of
faith converge” (6).  This statement should guide the reader’s expectations for the
book.  Nickle is not a homiletician and so offers no theory of preaching in general
or preaching Luke in particular.  No sample “canned” sermons are included.  His
goal is to provoke and evoke helpful homiletical reflections on Luke’s text, and
his work should be judged on those grounds.

In a short introductory essay Nickle states his conclusions on introductory
matters relating to the gospel of Luke itself.  Nickle rejects the traditional view
of Luke being the companion of Paul but continues throughout the book to refer
to the author as “Luke.”  No definite opinion is given regarding Luke’s original
audience; the date of composition is taken to be the early to mid eighties and
Luke’s sources include Mark, Q and other written and oral traditions (1-2). So
Nickle represents the mainstream of current scholarship, but these assumptions
are not overly intrusive in the bulk of the book.  Nickle sticks to dealing with the
text itself and draws from it homiletical possibilities.  In terms of understanding
the major theme of the gospel, the book’s subtitle, “Proclaiming God’s Royal
Rule” [i.e. the kingdom of God] is a succinct statement of Nickle’s view.

The book has a simple arrangement: the gospel is divided into its natural literary
divisions and Nickle first offers exegetical insights to each of these texts and then
suggests one or two homiletical themes.  The exegetical insights are usually
helpful, and Nickle’s respect for the text is evident.  The provision of a variety of
possible preaching themes widens the usefulness of the work.  Nickle isn’t trying
to be exhaustive but evocative and so his suggested preaching themes may indeed
serve the purpose of “priming the pump” for the busy pastor who needs some
help getting the ideas flowing.

There are a few flaws for those tuned into such matters.  It is difficult to treat
every text with complete consistency and so some texts receive more treatment
than others.  For instance, Nickle informs us when the Parable of the Good
Samaritan appears in the lectionary without informing us of any other parable (or
text, for that matter).  Surprisingly, no preaching ideas are given to the crucifixion
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(23:26-56), leaving the preacher with no help for the Good Friday sermon.
Nickle’s rather sparse exegetical comments on the Parable of the Prodigal Son are
further complicated by a supposed “typo” that moves from main comment (a)
directly to (c), leaving the reader wondering if more comments were intended.

On the whole, however, Nickle’s work is worth reading, if the preacher is
preaching through the gospel of the Luke and doesn’t already have a source of
this kind such as Fred Craddock’s volume in the Interpretation series or the New
Interpreter’s Bible.
Blayne Banting Briercrest College and Seminary

Caronport, SK

~•~•~•~ 
Communicating for Life: Christian Stewardship in Community and Media. By
Quentin Schultze.  Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000, 0-8010-2237-1, 191pp., $14.99,
paperback. 

Quentin Schultze, professor of communication arts and sciences at Calvin
College, endeavors to create a theology of communication in Communicating for
Life. Schultze does not use the language of “theology”; instead he defines his
work as “Christian Stewardship in Community and Media.”

Schultze’s thesis is that through the act and art of communication humans create
community.  He further defines his thesis by stating that communicators “co-
create” culture with the Creator of the universe. The author builds on the biblical
model of humanity as caretakers of creation.  It is humanity’s responsibility to
use symbols to create communities of justice and peace.  The author calls these
“communities of shalom.”

Schultze asserts that human communication is flawed by sin and the process of
communication practiced within this sinful context is a “dehumanizing” force.
Sin has corrupted humanity’s ability to responsibly carry out the care taking
mission.  Sin impacts the relational communication of humanity, corrupting
God’s plan for communication to create peace.

Despite this corruption, Schultze asserts that humanity still has the potential to be
powerful “co-creators.”  Even in the face of rebellion, the Creator, in his grace,
has not removed from humanity the potential to co-create.  Therefore, Schultze
challenges his readers to be intentional in communication as to reference and co-
create shalom.  

Schultze goes on to investigate Mass Media’s impact on this endeavor, proposing
the very interesting perspective that media are implicitly religious storytellers.
From time to time media act as prophets, critiquing culture, but generally media
act as priests and affirm culture.  Clearly, Schultze’s expertise in mass media is a
great strength and contributes much to the text.

In Schultze’s paradigm, communication is a willful act, an agent of the human
heart to carry out good or evil.  Schultze encourages communicators to be
responsible to “watch what you say” and seek to follow the example of Jesus
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Christ’s model of communication.  His paradigm of co-creation of community
revolves around four fundamental relationships that are instituted through
communication. The primary relationship is with our Creator.  As opposed to
secular scholarship, Schultze insists that community building is a process of “co-
creation” and the Creator is the instigator and ultimate creative force.  Secondly,
we communicate with others.  Thirdly, we communicate with creation.  Finally,
we communicate with ourselves.

Schultze carefully walks the thin line separating the fields of communication and
theology.  It is clear, and no doubt the author would agree, that his primary
expertise is in communication. At times this leads to a slightly uneven
presentation of the communication/theology relationship. Perhaps the most
glaring example of this is found in the author’s treatment of the doctrine of the
image of God. Schultze does not offer a totally satisfactory definition of this
doctrine.  If Schultze were to develop a more theologically rigorous definition of
the image of God he would strengthen his argument.  However, his approach,
while thin at times, is warranted because of his audience.  Schultze is not writing
for a theologically advanced audience.

The Church is responsibility to perform communication in such a way as to be
faithful to the commission of Christ.  Schultze is correct in emphasizing our
ability to co-create culture and communities of shalom. Schultze’s strength rests
in his ability to progressively reveal that truth and inspire his readers to seek to
live it out in daily communication.
Curt N. Wanner Gordon College

Wenham, MA
~•~•~•~ 

Facing the Music: Faith and Meaning in Popular Songs.  By Darrell W. Cluck,
Catherine S. George, and J. Clinton McCann Jr.  St. Louis: Chalice, 1999, 0-
8272-1022-1, 141 pp., $16.99 paperback.

Facing the Music is part of an emerging trend that encourages theologians to
dialogue with popular culture and its media as partners for theology and ministry
in the twenty-first century context.  The past few years have seen myriad
resources of varying quality on subjects as broad as “Finding God in Popular
Culture,” and as narrow as “Jesus and Country Music.”  Facing the Music stands
is part of this trend, claiming that there is much to be learned from listening to
and examining the songs our culture sings to itself.  While the subject explored
is somewhat unique (most works on theology/religion and popular culture focus
on film), and the book’s premise is strong, its exploration of the subject is weak.
Despite its potential, Facing the Music comes across as a polemic for a theology
which emerges out of the “texts” of popular culture.

The book opens with a clear and well-grounded intent: “It is the thesis of this
book that God can be revealed in and through popular songs, and we intend to
demonstrate how this may indeed actually happen” (2).  In this endeavor the
authors intend to “model a method or an approach,” to coupling theological
exploration with popular music (7).  Attempting to articulate this approach the
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authors claim that “popular songs serve as a witness to God insofar as they are
heard in conversation with the Bible and its theological claims” (7).  While these
intentions are clearly laid out, they are not adequately addressed.

The failures of the book in regard to its stated intentions are two-fold and
interrelated: a methodology for listening to popular music theologically is never
presented, and the songs explored are not actually held in conversation with the
Bible and its claims.  First, the extent of the methodology presented is merely the
statement quoted above that the songs will be held in conversation with the Bible.
The reader is not told how the authors do this, other than the general statement
that songs will be explored for what they can reveal about particular worldview
questions.  The practical implication of the authors’ methodology is that either (1)
popular songs are presented as “revelation;” or (2) theological claims are made
and popular songs are then cited as evidence or illustration of the claim.  In
essence, the authors use popular song lyrics to develop and/or prove their
theological positions.  This method of studying either theology or popular music
seems backwards and dubious.
The resulting work is littered with oversimplifications, mischaracterizations, and
glaring generalities with regard to traditional theological positions and those who
hold them.  In chapter 1, “Facing the Music about God,” the reader is treated to
the authors’ “reimagined” theology of God as always changing. This reimagining
construes God’s omnipotence as merely “compassion,” and it also does away
with many other traditionally held theological concepts (17, 23).   They then state
that “reference to popular songs will illustrate this direction [in theology] and
some of its implications” (23).  In this instance, and throughout the book, the text
produced by popular culture takes precedence over Scripture as a theological
resource. Scripture becomes a resource which needs to be updated and corrected
by reflection on, in this case, songs by popular musicians.  Revelation, in the
practice of Cluck, George and McCann, comes from contemporary cultural
artifacts, and these judge the Bible.
This argument is supported throughout the work, especially when the authors
voice their preference for some parts of the Bible over others.  In Chapter 2 belief
in the second coming of Christ is abandoned on the basis of a song by Joan
Osborne (“One of Us”) and an appeal to the Gospel of John as an “alternative”
to other parts of the New Testament.  The authors state that, “It is true that some
parts of the New Testament support the notion of the second coming of Christ,
but it is important to realize that . . . John’s eschatology, which offers an
alternative to the apocalyptic eschatology of other parts of the New Testament, is
the one we find most compelling” (35).  The next sentence claims contradictorily
that John’s eschatology “is consistent with the whole of the Bible” (35).  This
prompts the attentive reader to ask, “How is John’s gospel an alternative to parts
of the New Testament while concurrently consistent with the whole of the
Bible?”  The authors answer a crucial question about Scripture few pages later,
saying that Paul and others were simply “mistaken,” at least in regard to
eschatology (65).

Furthermore, the authors caricature anyone who holds to an eschatology which
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includes Christ’s return as believing that God hates and wills to destroy the
world, and that they “welcome and even encourage hatred and hostility among
peoples and nations, because they are fond of interpreting such activity as part of
their timetable for the end of the world” (36).  While there may be small groups
that wrongly hold to such extremist, non-biblical theology, the authors of Facing
the Music seem to extend such a description to the majority who hold a traditional
eschatology.  In the next sentences the authors claim that “those who trust the
good news that God loves the world will be called upon to stand over and against
them [i.e., believers in the second coming] and their world-hating rhetoric” (36),
thereby advocating the intolerance and hostility they had just decried in their
mischaracterization of most Evangelicals.

While I would contend that the subject matter discussed in this book is
increasingly important, especially for preachers, the subversion of Scripture as
the foundational source of revelation and the authors’ lack of an articulated and
viable methodology greatly reduce the usefulness of this book.  Unfortunately,
the theological views expressed by Cluck, George, and McCann, and their
mischaracterization of those who hold differing views, overshadow the
importance of their topic and the substance they might have brought to the
conversation on faith and popular culture. 
Casey C. Barton (Doctoral Candidate) Emmanuel College

Toronto, ON

~•~•~•~ 
Get Up Off Your Knees: Preaching the U2 Catalog. Edited by Raewynne J.
Whiteley and Beth Maynard. Cambridge: Cowley, 2003, 1-56101-223-8, 212 pp.,
$14.95, paperback.

As the title suggests, the focus of this book is not on the members of the
phenomenally popular rock band U2, but on their music. “The focus is their
music,” the editors write in the introduction, “and how that music goads and
invites preachers into seeing Gospel ideas through a new lens and proclaiming
them afresh.” This perspective is the most disturbing aspect of the sermons
featured this book. It is a focus that reverses the expositor’s perspective. The goal
of the expositor is to help listeners evaluate the world through the lens of
Scripture, not interpret Scripture through the lens of the world. Because the
primary focus of these messages is the U2 canon, the biblical canon sometimes
seems to play a merely ornamental role. The Bible is cited primarily as a
springboard to the lyrics of U2; these convey the real burden of the preacher’s
message.

Conservatives may be put off by the social and political point of view of these
messages, which reflect the kind of social activism that is characteristic of U2’s
lead singer Bono and is consistent with the mainline tradition of the contributors.
Many of the messages seem to display the kind of self-loathing of Western
prosperity that conservatives typically associate with liberal theology.
Conservatives will also disagree with the theological implications that undergird
some of the applications made in these sermons. 
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The strength of Get Up Off Your Knees is its bluntness. As the contributors
grapple with painful social issues, they bring the honesty of Scripture, especially
the stark sincerity of the Psalms, into bold relief. Like the Psalmist, they raise
difficult questions that they cannot answer. At times the authors complain and
confess their personal ambivalence and doubt. In this respect, the sermons in this
book will challenge many of the assumptions of popular evangelical preaching.
Do we try too hard to tie up the loose ends of the messy world? Are we too
focused on the individual? Does the commitment to personal application leave
our messages too individualistic and hinder our ability to engage the culture at
large with the critique of God’s word? 

Contemporary evangelical preaching, like much contemporary worship, often
seems mainly interested in making listeners feel better. It is perennially upbeat,
neatly packaged and doggedly reassuring. Our commitment to personal relevance
is often a strength. Unfortunately, it can also deteriorate into a tendency to preach
what those with “itching ears want to hear” (2 Tim. 4:3). In its own way, this book
suffers from a similar quest for relevance, but in its effort to use pop culture to
challenge religious practice, it tries too hard to be hip. 
John Koessler Moody Bible Institute

Chicago, IL

~•~•~•~ 
Other-Wise Preaching: A Postmodern Ethic for Homiletics.  By John S. McClure.
St. Louis: Chalice, 2001, 0-8272-2715-9, 175 pp., $26.99, paperback.

In Other-Wise Preaching, John McClure revisits existential, phenomenological,
and philosophical thought to consider the ramifications of a deconstructionist
homiletic that takes “others” seriously.  Based primarily on the deconstructionist
ethic of French phenomenological philosopher Emmanuel Levinas, McClure
ventures to radicalize homiletic theory by introducing homileticians and
preachers to “the more profound purposes of proclamation” (2) which he
contends is manifested via “compassionate responsibility” (7).  McClure’s central
argument is that preaching is exiting the four-fold authorities of the Bible,
tradition, experience, and reason in order that it may guide preachers to an
embodied, other-directed homiletic focus.

The first three chapters in this book explain how McClure’s ethic of
deconstructed homiletics exits from the Bible/canon, tradition/memory, and
experience/subjectivity to become truly “other-centered.” In Chapter 1 “Exiting
the House of Scripture: Preaching and the Centripetal Canon,” McClure attempts
to show how Scripture has moved away from its centrifugal function of identity
construction to a centripetal dismantling of identity where the canon testifies not
to a unified meta-narrative but rather to an abstract “other, the neighbor or the
stranger” (26). Next, in Chapter 2 “Exiting the House of Tradition: Preaching and
Countermemory,” McClure shows how the sermonic process benefits from an
investigation of four distinct types of memory: (1) kerygmatic, (2) mimetic, (3)
historical reconstruction, and (4) “countermemory.”  In particular, McClure
attempts to link both the preacher’s and listeners’ memories with the past
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memories embedded within various Scriptural texts.  Using Foucault’s idea of
“countermemory,” the author desires preachers to “encounter memory’s others”
(43). I found this concept confusing, but McClure uses it to support his concept
of other-wise preaching.

Next, in Chapter 2 “Exiting the House of Tradition: Preaching and
Countermemory,” McClure demonstrates the association between preaching and
four types of memory (kerygmatic, mimetic, historical reconstruction, and
countermemory) and links Scripture to the lived experiences of contemporary
listeners particularly other’s memories.  In Chapter 3 “Exiting the House of
Experience: Preaching and Fragmented Subjectivities,” McClure intends to
debunk the modern assumption in rhetorical theory that preachers and hearers
need to place themselves on a “common experiential ground” (47).  He contends
that preachers must take into consideration the asymmetrical, subjective
experiences of those unlike themselves or those that are other-wise.

In Chapters 4 and 5 “Exiting the House of Reason: To the New Homiletic and
Beyond” and “Other-wise Homiletics: Reason and the Other,” McClure switches
gears to extensively discuss the correlation between homiletics and reason.  His
fundamental critique in these two chapters is that a deconstructionist ethic of
homiletics takes preaching beyond propositional-deductive reason and even the
existential-experiential concepts of the New Homiletic in order to consider
homiletic options that appeal to context-specificity and especially to those
members of the ecclesiastical community who remain as “others.”  Both of these
chapters provide a comprehensive and provocative overview of the ground-
breaking past and present homiletic concepts that have shaped North American
homiletics.  Lastly, in Chapter 6 “Other-wise Preaching,” McClure seeks to add
flesh to his deconstructionist preaching ethic by offering several options for
preachers to more aptly make other-wise preaching a reality in their local
congregations.

I conclude this review with some complimentary words as well as a few
precautions.  First, Other-Wise Preaching demands a thoughtful read as it
presents homileticians and preachers with an incisive and stimulating critique on
the status of homiletics in North America.  McClure challenges an array of
homiletic models, and this sharpens our thinking.  This book also helpfully offers
an extensive discussion on the history and development of preaching from
Broadus’ propositional-deductive homiletic to the New Homiletic and beyond
that may not be common knowledge for all homileticians and local church
pastors.

Concomitantly, I note some perplexing elements to this book.  First, Other-Wise
Preaching is pregnant with amorphous theories from phenomenological and
philosophical literature and is therefore not a quick read.  As such, I found the
book to be overloaded with abstract jargon which may be distracting for
homileticians and preachers who are not well-versed in theories from academic
genres.  Second, perhaps to the consternation of conservatively-minded readers,
McClure takes an open-minded, philosophically-laden perspective on the
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function of Scripture in preaching as well as on the purpose of preaching as a
whole.  For this reason, the book should be read with a keen analytical-critical
mindset.  Finally, although McClure seeks to make practical his concept of other-
wise preaching by offering preachers existing models that are other-centered, I
found his attempt to assuage the theoretical-practical divide in this book to be
unconvincing.  Thus, overall, I view Other-Wise Preaching as a theoretical book
about the process of deconstruction in preaching that forces us to engage with
existential, phenomenological and philosophical issues that may not pertain
directly to the study of homiletics in its purest form.
Matthew D. Kim (Doctoral Candidate) The University of Edinburgh

Edinburgh, Scotland

~•~•~•~ 
Preaching to Pluralists: How to Proclaim Christ in a Postmodern Age.  By Chris
Altrock, St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2004, 0-8272-3000-1, 160pp, $19.99,
paperback. 

What does it mean to preach in a postmodern world?  How can men and women
effectively communicate the Word of God in a shifting culture?  What homiletical
adjustments are required in the 21st century because our audience has changed?
Chris Altrock seeks to answer these questions in this concise and practical text
because he believes preaching methods and strategies that worked fifty years ago
are not effective today.  He states: “We’ve been trained in preaching styles that
reached those from the modern epoch, but are impotent to reach those in the
postmodern epoch” (8).

Like other observers of the religious world who promote a re-shaping of ministry
because of the changing realities, Altrock describes the seven faces of
postmodernism: uninformed, spiritual, anti-institutional, pluralistic, pragmatic,
relational and experiential.  By and large, his descriptions of postmoderns are
valid, although in certain instances, stereotypical.  He has read widely and
researched extensively.  Though he offers new information about cultural
dynamics and insightful critiques, clergy who are familiar with contemporary
shifts will not find his data and observations novel.  I was pleased that he was
careful to not overstate these characteristics, recognizing that individuals have
possessed these traits in previous generations.  But as a whole, he believes
churches are in the midst of unprecedented change which mandates a new
missionary-like style preaching.  

I found most valuable the practical suggestions offered in Chapters 6-11.  His
chapter on preaching to pluralists is especially helpful.  He probes the matter of
preaching the exclusivity of salvation through Christ, a scandalous concept to
postmoderns. Altrock offers ideas and demonstrates ways by which preachers can
gain a hearing in contexts where tolerance and inclusiveness are important.
Though you may not agree with everything he offers, his ideas will prompt your
thinking and may cause you to adjust your preaching.  Even if your congregation
is anchored in modernity with Constantinian understandings, you will find
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Altrock’s ideas refreshing not only as you craft sermons but as you engage
unchurched people in other contexts.

I recommend picking up a copy of Preaching to Pluralists and passing it on to a
ministry friend.  Though it may not revolutionize the way you minister, it will
prompt your thinking and hopefully, take your preaching to a new level.
John V. Tornfelt Evangelical School of Theology

Myerstown, PA

~•~•~•~ 
Confessing Jesus Christ: Preaching in a Postmodern World.  By David J. Lose.
Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2003, 0-8028-4983-
0, 264 pp., $27.00, paperback.

Many books on preaching are not worth reading once.  This one will prove worth
reading more than once.  Based on a Ph.D. in homiletics, the depth of this text’s
scholarship will challenge, but greatly inform its readers. Even though
Confessing is dense reading, it is clearly written.  Excellent previews, transitions,
and reviews keep the reader focused.  Lose’s style makes reading and responding
to complex concepts possible.

Support for the book’s thesis, “Preaching that seeks to be both faithful to the
Christian tradition and responsive to our pluralistic postmodern context is best
understood as the public practice of confessing faith in Jesus Christ” (3), emerges
in three major sections.  Part One describes the postmodern context of the early
twenty-first century and wrestles with how to speak, with integrity, into that
context without abandoning truth and reality.  Part Two develops the notion of
confession.  Confession is both the essential faith of the church and the
articulation of that faith into a postmodern setting.  Lose summarizes and
critiques recent postliberal and postmodern approaches to homiletics in an effort
to identify a preaching strategy that is both faithful to a Christian theological
tradition and adequate for the postmodern listener.  Part Three discusses how to
prepare and deliver sermons in a confessional style.  Understanding that the Bible
itself is a confessional document influences not only the preacher’s exegesis of
the text, but also the preacher’s conception of himself as a preacher.  As a result,
the sermon will imitate the “kenotic rhetoric” expressed in Christ’s incarnation,
cross work, and resurrection.  Kenotic rhetoric carries an urgent, ultimate
claim/confession into a relational, vulnerable encounter.  The book concludes
with two sermons that seek to demonstrate the author’s concept of confessional
preaching.
Lose rejects the modernist goal of proving, by rationally guaranteed foundations,
the essentials of Christian doctrine.  Instead, he recommends a confession of
Christian faith that rests not on empirical validations, but on an open and humble
confession of Jesus Christ, in the tradition of the church.  The author holds fast to
the reality of the cross and the resurrection of Christ.  He knows, however, that
modernist proofs cannot “persuade” a postmodern listener.  Only an approach that
allows for conversation, openness, and tentativeness will be heard.  Fortunately,
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Lose refuses to depict confession as a mere indicative, acknowledging that
confessional preaching carries an imperative force since it seeks a response, an
appropriation by the listener, through the power of the Holy Spirit.

The depth to which the author examines and evaluates the contributions of a host
of recent writings on postmodernity, theology, linguistics, and homiletics  reflects
the academic origins of this text.  Lose examines significant ideas, but with a
critical sifting of what will pass and what will not pass the tests of both
reasonableness and orthodoxy.  “Ultimately, therefore, what we surrender is not
truth, but the ability to prove truth; not speech, but the right to have the last word;
not faith, but unambiguous certainty; not hope, but a future secured by modernist
foundationalism” (62). 

I appreciated the author’s consistent commitment to essential Christian theology.
The emphasis is not on epistemology, but hermeneutics; not on validation, but
conversation; not on proof, but on confession of faith.  In fact, the emphasis on
faith and faithful preaching should provide a needed antidote for many who still
believe that an “infallible argument” is the way to evangelize the lost and edify
the body of Christ. 

Lose reminds preachers trained in evangelical seminaries in the late twentieth
century that we have placed too much emphasis on doing exegesis from an
impossibly neutral philosophical and theological perspective with too little
emphasis on the theological presuppositions that precede our exegesis. “Our
exegetical study should be directed toward discerning the distinct confession of
faith of the text in question” (167).  Our expositional process must consciously
incorporate more theology, both as a starting point and as a product of the process. 

The broad proposal of Confessing Jesus Christ is not novel.  As far back as
Aristotle, speakers were encouraged to know the audience in order to use the
kinds of persuasion to which they would respond. Then too, the more
contemporary concepts of conversation and confession have been proposed for
some time.  What is novel and valuable is the way Lose brings together thinking
from many quarters, describing and evaluating ideas from a Christian
perspective, in order to develop a compelling homiletic.

What troubles me is the question that keeps sneaking around all Lose’s helpful
proposals: “Will postmoderns really respond to confessional preaching?”  If
Lose’s analysis of the postmodern position, especially in its extreme
manifestations, is correct, there seems little hope of holding meaningful
conversation. Our hope is that “postliberals and other maximal fideists
overestimate the integrity of cultural-linguistic traditions” (48) and eventually
realize that they can communicate, even with confessing Christians.

Another concern for this reviewer is that some readers may conclude that most,
if not all, preaching, even to postmoderns, should follow a confessional style
along the lines of Brueggemann’s decentered speech, “playful, open, teasing,
inviting, and capable of voicing the kind of unsure tentativeness and ambiguity .
. . [that does not] yield flat certitudes that can be everywhere counted upon”
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(203).  Confessional preaching need not preclude moral imperatives that
unequivocally challenge relativistic uncertainties.  Lack of infallible “scientific”
evidence must not mute the preacher’s claims, though it should soften his
rhetoric. 

All told, a book like this can provoke us to faithful preaching.  It can cause us to
ask whether and how a changing culture demands an evolving style of preaching.
Is Confessing Jesus Christ a naive proposal; one that will be abandoned in a few
years by preachers who have come to realize its shortcomings?  Will this
“confessional preaching” find a ready reception by a majority of postmoderns
and become the preaching style of choice over the next decades?  Or will this
book make a significant contribution to our thinking that will refine our
preaching even as “confessional preaching” is refined as one of the many styles
available to the faithful expositor?  I think the latter is most likely.

To sum up: Lose’s desire “to reclaim a Christian practice that rests not on
empirical proof but on a living confession of faith, [that] leads not to certainty but
to conviction, [that] lives not in the domain of knowledge and proof but rather in
the realm of faithful assertion” (3) has resulted in a thoughtful gift to preachers
and the church.
Timothy S. Warren Dallas Theological Seminary

Dallas, TX

~•~•~•~ 
Hear And Be Wise: Becoming A Preacher And Teacher Of Wisdom. By Alyce M.
McKenzie. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2004, 0-687-05391-9, 208 pp., $20.00,
paperback.

Alyce McKenzie begins this essay on the relationship of wisdom to preaching
with a potent question: what does it mean to be a wise preacher? As she points
out, our culture has marginalized the wisdom tradition, seeing, for example,
Christ as Prophet, Priest and King, but not as Sage. Today’s preachers don’t
easily think in terms of wisdom, despite the growing attention to wisdom
scholarship, she explains.

To answer this question, McKenzie sets out “four pillars of wisdom:” the bended
knee based on the fear of the Lord, the listening heart, the cool spirit, and the
subversive voice. She provides a description of each along with suggestions for
sermon themes for each pillar.

To describe each of these topics, McKenzie uses a broad brush to include a wide
spectrum of religious scholarship. She begins with a review of the biblical
wisdom tradition that assumes a late date for what she sees as highly redacted
wisdom texts. She continues with the rabbinical tradition of the first and second
centuries C.E., the apocryphal wisdom texts, the Gospel of Thomas, a healthy
dose of historical theology, and even takes the time to include the Islamic,
Buddhist, Hindu, Confucianist, and Taoist traditions, suggesting that all shed
light on what it means to be wise. She pays particular attention to the work of
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“feminist, womanist, Mujerista, Asian, and African women theologians,”
claiming that seeing Christ as the masculine Logos blinds us to “Woman
Wisdom.”

McKenzie’s political theology may provide an important perspective on wisdom
if it were not so uneven. She labors to be inclusive, but yet excludes some key
elements of wisdom scholarship that could help answer her question. For example,
she says nothing of more recent scholarship like Tillich’s contrast of Kairos and
Logos or the neo-sophistic rhetorical tradition, even though these would add color
to her portrait. Most notably, however, by accepting a late date for the biblical
wisdom texts, she neglects the more ancient wisdom traditions that antedate and
frame biblical wisdom. If, as G. Vico pointed out, ancient human beings “were
poets who spoke in poetic characters, with our civilized natures, we moderns
cannot at all imagine and can understand only by great toil the poetic nature of
these first men [sic]”(The New Science §34). By starting her analysis at a late date
and working forward instead of back, McKenzie breezes past the toil required for
us moderns to understand the ancient character of wisdom.

To her descriptions of wisdom theology, McKenzie adds pages of quotations
from ministers of every stripe giving their opinions of the place of wisdom in
ministry. She takes pains to identify the source of almost every quotation as being
from, for example, “A Puerto Rican female Episcopal priest from Los Angeles,”
and immediately following: “a white male pastor in his early fifties from north
Texas.” She fits these raw quotations into her prose with little more than these
demographic tags to anchor them. She draws few lessons from these testimonies,
preferring, perhaps, to let them speak for themselves. The reader must struggle,
however, to find a way to grab the point of these quotations.

Finding the point seems to be a central weakness to McKenzie’s argument. In an
effort to be inclusive, she makes few distinctions that would help us understand
how wisdom in preaching would be anything different than what we already
accept as the application of the gospel to social injustice. Wisdom is bound up in
bringing shalom in the community, she observes. Wise preachers must subvert
the culture of materialism, individualism and violence that pervades our world.
We must pursue “the basileia of God,” a phrase that Jesus always used, she
claims, to suggest “the injustice of the ruling elite.”

This liberationist view of wisdom ignores the unique character of wisdom in the
biblical tradition, making wisdom identical to prophecy. But wisdom is more
profound than this simple label. It blends the material and the divine. It teaches
us not only to protest, but also to acquiescence when we “meet a disputant in
action, a powerful man, superior to you” (Lichtheim, Vol I, p. 63). Wisdom is the
“the skillful care of what is fitting.”

In one sense, the flaw in McKenzie’s answer to the question of wisdom in
preaching is not that she goes too far by including extra-biblical teachings on an
equal footing with Scripture, nor that she includes a diverse cross-section of
religious opinion to make her case. The problem is that she does not go far
enough. If wisdom is subversive, then it also subverts the subversive. She missed
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the point that Jacques Ellul makes in his provocative commentary on
Ecclesiastes: “All wisdom boils down to recognizing vanity.” Even wisdom
itself, Qoheleth learned, is vanity. By framing her picture of wisdom in ministry
so squarely in material social action, McKenzie leaves little room for her own
subversion.
Steven Kaminski Hampton Park Baptist Church

Greenville, SC
~•~•~•~ 

Preaching Biblical Wisdom in a Self-Help Society. By Alyce M. McKenzie.
Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2002, 0-6870-905-04, 192 pp., $22.00, paperback.

The problem Alyce McKenzie sets out to address in this essay should be a
problem for every preacher: How can biblical wisdom address the needs of our
“self-help culture,” sated with “individualism, violence and commercialism?”
The church has always struggled with the world, but as never before our
culture—and our youth, in particular—must brace against its more subtle and
enticing pressures. As McKenzie offers in her introduction, we need wisdom to
steer through this life.

To tackle this challenge of the role of wisdom for our age, McKenzie lays out a
method that describes the background, values, problems, attitudes and practical
behaviors of a particular school of wisdom. She then applies this method to two
variants of contemporary wisdom: “Character wisdom” as seen in works by
Stephen Covey and William Bennett, and “New Age” wisdom. Then she applies
the same framework to the principal biblical wisdom texts: Proverbs, Job,
Ecclesiastes and the Gospels (Matthew and John).

On one level, McKenzie offers straightforward and sometimes thoughtful
insights into a contemporary role for wisdom. For example, she provides a
plausible critique of “New Age” wisdom and yet admits its appeal to the
emotions. Christian should learn from this appeal, she adds, to preach to the
heart, not just the head. She also points out that “Character wisdom,” despite its
Christian values, teaches that human beings must make themselves good apart
from divine grace. Her discussion of wisdom in the Gospels provides a helpful
reminder of the neglected role played by the wisdom tradition in the early church.

On another level, however, McKenzie’s choices for her analysis are perplexing.
For example, without any discussion, she limits her choices of contemporary
wisdom to “Character” wisdom and “New Age” wisdom—which behaves more
like a broad body of thought and practice and not a “wisdom” tradition. She says
nothing of other pervasive wisdom schools today such as “business” wisdom that
quotes Sun Tzu and Machiavelli. She avoids critiquing “science” as the faux-
wisdom tradition of our culture.

Her structure, too, is perplexing. She discusses contemporary wisdom first,
before establishing any biblical standard for her critique. She may be trying to
follow her own counsel to draw from the wisdom around us, to “say a yes and a
no to our culture” as she learns from Tillich. But without having established a
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standard, she has no clear way to sort the wheat from the chaff of contemporary
wisdom. She does find pieces of a theoretical standard drawn from thinkers like
Calvin and Aristotle, but these pieces don’t necessarily arise from a biblical
picture of wisdom. For example, she emphasizes Aristotle’s distinction between
theoretical wisdom, sophia, which produces right knowledge and practical
wisdom, phronesis, which produces right action. However, Aristotle’s distinction
between theory and practice was largely unknown to Hebrew culture. And some
scholars suggest that Aristotle himself made too much of the distinction in his
own culture.

Most perplexing is McKenzie’s knack for skimming the surface of a topic
without getting to its more provocative depths. She brings up “the post-modern
pulpit,” but only doles out a few quick suggestions for preachers without owning
up to the challenge and the role biblical wisdom could play in meeting
postmodernism. She offers a description of “Gen-X” church-goers, but does not
flesh out the reasons why they do or do not understand the biblical wisdom
tradition. More than once she explains the feminist approach to wisdom studies
and the need for diversity, but she does not consistently build these assumptions
or the actions to which they lead into her discussions. She ends her analysis
abruptly after discussing wisdom in the Gospel of John, with no attempt to
emphasize the themes she has worked to develop.

McKenzie taps into a compelling vein by asking how biblical wisdom should
address our self-help culture. Bookstore shelves are filled with best-sellers
touting the latest sure-fire advice. At the same time, biblical wisdom is largely
foreign to us, in its culture, form, and content. We are much more likely to
understand the prophet as a voice crying in the wilderness than we are the sage
who gives lessons in skillful living. Wisdom’s role has in our age been co-opted
by science on one hand and pragmatism on the other. To reunite practice and truth
in a form that compels us beyond our post-modern distractions and meets our
deepest needs is a daunting task for any preacher. Even though her answers may
be perplexing, we can at least thank Alyce McKenzie for asking the right
questions.
Steven Kaminski Hampton Park Baptist Church

Greenville, SC

~•~•~•~ 
Speaking Parables: A Homiletic Guide. By David Buttrick. Grand Rapids: Baker,
2000, 0-664-22191-2, 254 pp., $24.95, paperback.

As you know, David Buttrick is one of the leading homileticians of the 20th
century. This book on the hermeneutics and homiletics of parables achieves the
same standard of scholarship with exceptional readability that we have found in
Buttrick’s other works. A bibliography of seventy-five sources, five indexes, and
extensive endnotes attest to the scholarship.

Readers familiar with Buttrick will also find his left-leaning theology,
hermeneutics, and politics consistent with his other works. Buttrick states with
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candor that “the Bible is not an inerrant ‘Word of God.’ The idea is silly” (xii),
and “Unless you are totally dedicated to worshiping every word of the Bible—a
dubious proposition at best, there is no need to ignore theological errors that may
occur in scripture . . . . If the Bible can be labeled ‘Word of God,’ it is not because
every clause is inerrant or that in every writing there is a consistent ‘Christian’
message. Such a position is just plain bad theology, if not lunacy” (113). An
example of the “lunacy” is insisting that Matthew’s understanding of the parables
of the Treasure, the Pearl, and the Fishnet is correct. Buttrick feels Matthew is in
error. He (Matthew) creates a “dreadful theology” of judgment (xi). “The
judgments of love may be awesome, but they do not end in the dark with
‘weeping and grinding of teeth’ as Matthew seems to have supposed” (xi).  In the
past Buttrick “accepted a more conservative reading of the parable” of the ten
virgins, but today he “would talk of the parable as a product of early Christian
understandings and never attribute it to Jesus” (170). Preaching the Parables
leans on the scholarship represented by the Jesus Seminar to determine the
authenticity of parables in Mark, Matthew, Thomas, Q, and Luke (chapters 4-8).

For evangelicals, what does this book offer? I see two contributions. The first is
hermeneutical: the author convincingly demonstrates how, in one way or another,
every parable of Jesus announces the Kingdom of God (chapter 2). The parables
provoke “deep thoughtfulness about God–with-us and the purposes of God that
even now are unfolding among us, purposes that ultimately will be fulfilled” (26).
This emphasis helps us preach theocentric sermons designed to transform groups,
not just individuals. “The parables are not self-help literature” (55).

The second benefit is Buttrick’s modeling of sermonic movement. He
demonstrates with numerous sample sermons how to re-create the impact of
parabolic form. Parables appear to be beguiling stories, simple and folksy, but the
dynamics they generate between speaker and hearer are subtle. They often move
inductively to prompt imagination, prod thought, and open doors of the heart.
They often lead to startling conclusions as they bring us face to face with hard
truth. Consistently employing his theory of “moves,” Buttrick shows how we can
do the same, and following most of the model sermons, he critiques his own
message, often with humility and humor. Critiquing a sermon preached in 1960,
he states, “Notice the self-aware alliterative language: ‘benefit in every blight, in
every blessing.’ The alliteration is a product of my immaturity, and I now find it
annoying” (98).

Read this book if you are preaching a series on the parables, but be prepared to
winnow.
Jeffrey Arthurs Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary
South Hamilton, MA

~•~•~•~ 
Old Testament Words: Reflections for Preaching. By Mary Donovan Turner. St.
Louis: Chalice, 2003, 0-8272-2714-0, 147 pp., $19.99, paperback.

Professor Turner extends to her readers a “grand invitation to reconsider the
richness of the Old Testament narrative”(4) and she does so graciously. She
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understands her readers to range from the accomplished Hebrew scholar to the
uninitiated and identifies herself as an ordained minister in the Christian Church.
Her style of writing is winsome, and she thoughtfully selects for meditation
thirty-eight seminal Hebrew words including light, enemy, anger, ashes, land,
fire, create, covenant, blessing, redeemer, exile, word, silence, wisdom, heart,
salvation, justice, holy, and spirit. The book ends with study questions, notes, an
index of biblical citations, and the Strong’s Concordance numbers for the thirty-
eight words treated. English citations are from the NRSV. Each word is printed
in Hebrew (together with a phonetic guide), defined, and then mused upon with
the aid of biblical texts and often, quaint stories from the Rabbis.

The result is that each short chapter is something between a word study and a
homily. Though the style reads like oral discourse, the content is somewhat more
than could be absorbed by a listener, but usually significantly less than would
satisfy a serious student. In that respect, it is reminiscent of a William Barclay
commentary—knowledgeable and engaging, but not where you would send
someone to be catechized. For instance, Professor Turner quotes approvingly the
Hasidic teaching “that each of us has an internal light, a Holy Spark of the
Divine” (9). Elsewhere (100) she apparently agrees with another rabbi who
seems to link the biblical thought from Psalm 8:5 that “man is but little lower
than the angels” with the notion “that there is a spark of saintliness in every
human being.” Another example of suspect theology could be drawn from
Professor Turner’s discussion of the anger of God (17). “This God is one who
tries to control and suppress anger. God’s anger is a last resort.” Tries to control
his anger? This does not sound like the sovereign Lord of the universe who is in
complete control of everything, including his own perfect emotions. His anger is
not an expression of weakness to be suppressed, but a perfect expression of his
holiness.

To me, the most surprising disappointment with the book was that although the
introduction promised to explore how the early Christians used these words in the
New Testament (3), the index of biblical citations does not list a single New
Testament reference. Moreover, Professor Turner consistently omits even the
most obvious connections these rich words have to the Christian gospel. For
instance, in her discussion on the word “redeemer” (36-38) she ends the chapter
with the anemic sentence, “Redemption must come in its own time” as if the
incarnation had never taken place or Jesus never died on the cross, been raised
from the dead or ascended into heaven. There is no reference to Jesus as the bread
of life, though the Hebrew word for “bread” is discussed (79). The discussion of
“water” contains no reminder of Jesus’ offer to be a spring of living water (cf.
John 4:14, 7:37-38). On page 84 in the discussion of “forgiveness” we look in
vain for a mention of Christ in connection with atonement. “Righteousness” is
discussed without reference to the incarnate Righteous One (Acts 3:14, 7:52,
22:14) whose enemies could not accuse him of sin (Jn. 8:46). Professor Turner
even quotes Is. 61:1-2  without noting that Jesus claimed to be the fulfillment of
those verses (96).

For these reasons, I could not commend this book to the evangelical preacher
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who would in any case want to consult more scholarly reference works. I
sympathize with those who want a more accessible resource to recommend to
parishioners. I suggest they consult J. I. Packer’s God’s Words: Studies of Key
Bible Themes.
Greg R. Scharf Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

Deerfield, IL
~•~•~•~ 

Preaching to a Shifting Culture: 12 Perspectives on Communicating That
Connects. Edited by Scott M. Gibson.  Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2004, 0-
8010-9162-4, 255 pp., $14.99, paperback.

As editor of the book, Preaching to a Shifting Culture, Scott M. Gibson seeks to
“explore some of the issues confronting evangelical preaching at the turn of the
millennium.”  His central concern is to connect the gospel with contemporary
hearers so that the unchanging message is proclaimed in such a way that listeners
hear it clearly and gladly.  In the Introduction, Gibson insists that preachers face
a changing culture that requires us to choose whether to “engage the culture,
ignore the culture, capitulate to the culture, or even challenge it” (12).  Each
chapter offers a helpful perspective on how to communicate to our culture,
concluding with a list of discussion questions and a selected bibliography for
further reading. 

Ray Lubeck makes a strong case for “dusting off the Old Testament for the new
millennium,” since, though often neglected, it is an essential part of God’s written
revelation to us.  It is also the Bible that Jesus and his apostles read and used.

In “The New Testament in a New Millennium” Vic Gordon describes Jesus as a
preacher proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom of God.  He urges the preacher
to help the church to “understand itself as an eschatological community.” 
Bryan Chapell challenges us to preach Christ in a pluralistic world that is hostile
to him.  He sets the exclusivism of Jesus over against the politically correct claim
that all philosophies and theologies are equally valid.  

Haddon W. Robinson champions relevant expository preaching for our day.  He
urges us to get the sermon idea from the biblical text, honor the development of
the passage, grapple with the text, and capture the mood of the text as we prepare
sermons.

Keith Willhite borrows Stephen E. Toulmin’s view of argumentation as a way of
gaining  acceptance for our message.  Addressing “claim,” “evidence,” and
“warrant,” he asks, “What does the major claim of the passage say we should
think, do, believe, or obey?”  “Who says so and will it work?”  “Is it applicable
today?”  Bottom line: attention to receptivity is essential for preaching with
relevance.  

Donald R. Sunukjian pursues the sermon’s shape by describing its three basic
building blocks—the biblical writer’s flow of thought, the central idea sentence,
and the relevant points of contact with our contemporary audience.  
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David Hansen contends that today’s listeners are less biblically literate but more
similar to the biblical characters.  He also argues that dumbing down the message
with consumer bites also dumbs down the church, and that the corrective is the
Word of God in the power of the Holy Spirit mingled with common sense.  Polls
and marketing come in dead last.  

Alice Matthews challenges us to preach to the whole church, with primary
emphasis on closing the gender gap since two-thirds of the average congregation
are women.  She advocates returning to a muscular Christianity that calls for the
best we have to give to God.

Rodney L. Cooper believes that preaching can be a therapeutic agent of the
church, but the focus must be on the Bible and glorifying God.  To communicate
a biblical view of mental health, the preacher must have a solid view of what can
and cannot be addressed from the pulpit.  

Jeffrey D. Arthurs ably describes typical postmoderns as epistemological, moral,
and linguistic relativists who are suspicious of any absolutes.  He then offers
several suggestions on how to gain their ear.  

Timothy C. Tennent puts preaching in a global context.  Effective preaching
consists of weaving the universals of God’s Word with the particulars of our
cultural context.  He reminds us that Christianity is shifting from the West to
multiple centers, especially Africa, Asia, and South America.  Authentic
Christianity is both local and global.  

Scott M. Gibson concludes the book with how we are to preach biblically in an
anti-authority age.  He calls us to commit ourselves to the authority of the Bible,
cultivate theological discernment, understand our culture, and reclaim a
biblically based theology of preaching in the firm conviction that the Bible is
self-authenticating. 

The strengths of Preaching to a Shifting Culture are many and its weaknesses are
few.  One could wish for a more in-depth exegesis of our shifting culture in order
to help us address contemporary listeners in a style that gains their attention and
connects the gospel to their basic questions about existence. Overall, however,
the book gives helpful insights on how to contextualize the Christian gospel in
our contemporary culture without altering or minimizing the biblical text.  It
affirms that culture must come under the truth, grace, and judgment of Scripture.
It is as much about calling us back to strong biblical preaching as it is about
connecting to our culture, and it achieves this aim well.  I recommend it.  It is a
worthy read.
Wayne Shaw Lincoln Christian Seminary

Lincoln, IL
~•~•~•~ 

Speaking of the Holy: The Art of Communication in Preaching.  By Richard F.
Ward.  St. Louis: Chalice, 2001, 0-8272-3448-1, 127 pp. $17.95, paperback.

Although Richard Ward never makes mention of American rhetorician Kenneth
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Burke, a central Burkean doctrine seems to inform this exploration of orality in
homiletics: speech driven by a natural and unstoppable impulse to express.  We
find satisfaction, even delight, in “doing things with words.”   Ward’s aim is to
bring a sense of the playful power of orality to the pulpit by daring preachers to
respect and tease out the primary orality already sitting latent in the biblical text.  

Employing the terminology of performance studies, Ward seeks to release the
metaphors of  “drama,” “acting,” and “performance” from the theatrical baggage
they suggest.  He spends so much of his 127 pages explaining why “acting” as a
preacher is not the same as “acting” as an actor, that one is left to wonder if the
dramatistic terms (again reminiscent of Burke) are more trouble than they’re
worth.

But what emerges is a challenging call to listen to Scripture, and to let that
hearing illuminate interpretation, preparation and delivery of sermons.  There is
power in sound that eclipses a silent text and can be homiletically released in a
variety of creative ways.  While Jesuit scholar Walter Ong is mentioned only
once, Ong would be appreciative of Ward’s commitment to oral forms even in the
context of a sacred literacy.

While appreciating the role of vocal technique and body language, the author
clearly privileges a preacher who is in the presence of Christ over a preacher who
communicates with wild gesticulations and rip-snorting Powerpoint.
Technology, for Ward, is neither the enemy nor the savior, but a factor which
preachers must contend with as a force shaping the audience.  He wisely stays out
of style battles in both worship and preaching, preferring to focus on the age-old
power of authentic orality to outlast and eclipse innovations.

Perhaps the book’s most helpful function is the delineation of three categories
which  combine orality and Scripture: “Reading” (where the text is still visible
and prominent, but interpreted with passion), “Recitation” (where the text is
memorized and the distance between the reader and the original historical
moment is “collapsed”), and “Retelling” (where a new storyline is drafted from
the ingredients of the existing story).   As Ward elaborates the three positions, the
move toward creativity and play is palpable even while he clearly enjoys and
respects Scripture.

Always a good storyteller, the work is sprinkled with first person andecdotes and
practical assignments in orality that not only lend warmth and readability, but
correspond to the presuppositions which undergird the book.  This work would
be a nice addition to any preaching course concerned with the sound of the word,
and a noteworthy link between the disciplines of homiletics and performance
studies.
Dave McClellan Duquesne University

Pittsburgh, PA

~•~•~•~ 
Proclaiming the Gospel: First-Century Performance of Mark. By Whitney
Shiner. Harrisburg, PA:  Trinity Press International, 2003. 1-56338-396-9, 214 +
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xxiii pp.,  $24.95, paperback.
Proclaiming the Gospel is a stimulating book that asks readers to think of the
Gospel of Mark as more likely to have been performed orally than read silently.
Whitney Shiner views his book as “an attempt to recover the experience of a
Gospel performance in its first-century setting” (1). To support his case Shiner
draws heavily on rhetorical handbooks and other ancient sources about the role
of oral performance in the Hellenistic world. He has read widely in the literature
about orality, literacy, and rhetoric and makes a compelling case for viewing the
New Testament world as a world dominated by orality, not literacy. 

Shiner explores how early Christians might have interpreted the Gospel of Mark
if they followed the accepted Greco-Roman rhetorical practices of that era. His
chapters deal with matters such as emotion, styles of delivery, the impact of
memorization on delivery, the use of gesture and movement, the audience,
applause lines, and techniques for including the audience in the performance. He
argues, for instance, that ancient audiences expected oral performances to be
highly emotional. This was considered essential in skillful performances. So any
public performance of the Gospel of Mark would be expected to conform to
customary practices. Thus Shiner concludes, “My own reconstruction sees
emotion as the primary determinate of the meaning of the Gospel in its original
setting” (89).

Topic by topic Shiner explores how the interpretation of the Gospel of Mark might
be different if contemporary interpreters approached it more as a script to perform
than a text to exegete. For those who doubt the validity of his interpretations,
Shiner has another card up his sleeve: his own experience in performing the
Gospel of Mark for various groups. Shiner, assistant professor of Christian origins
at George Mason University, assures his readers that he has seen many of his
interpretations confirmed when he himself has performed the Gospel of Mark for
various groups. He admits, however, that he has laid aside some of his previous
interpretations because they did not square with his subsequent experiences in
performing Mark. He has also tested his insights on scholars from the Society of
Biblical Literature and from the Network of Biblical Storytellers. Workgroups
within both guilds have studied the oral dimensions of the Gospel of Mark.

The book is fascinating, particularly for those who have occasion to retell biblical
stories to contemporary audiences. Pastors, Bible study leaders, children’s
workers, and the like may want to experiment with some of Shiner’s suggestions.
They may see how the story changes with a more emotionally intense storytelling
style or a more conscious awareness of humorous lines. To his credit, Shiner
focuses on retelling the canonical version of the story, not an embellished or
contemporized version.

Despite Shiner’s extensive and sometimes persuasive arguments, a fundamental
question remains: did the early church look to Hellenistic rhetorical styles as its
guide? Experts who have written on the topic have typically found both
continuity and discontinuity between the practices of the early church and the
practice of the surrounding culture. Paul clearly rejected some rhetorical
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practices while utilizing others.
Given the essentially Jewish character of Palestinian Christianity, and the
presence of Jews in many of the churches of Asia Minor and beyond, how likely
were leaders in the early church to embrace Greco-Roman rhetorical practices?
Shiner’s case would be more compelling if he could show that rabbinic Judaism
also embraced these performance guidelines. The glimpses the New Testament
provides into early church worship do not give a clear picture of anything like
Shiner’s proposal. In fact, he himself admits that such performances of the
Gospel of Mark as he describes would have been possible only during the period
before the church began regarding the Gospel of Mark as scriptural. Once that
took place, the church would have treated it as the church treated the Old
Testament: reading a portion, then commenting on it and applying it to the
hearers, not performing it. So readers are left to wonder precisely how the Gospel
was utilized in the period shortly after its composition. But Shiner’s emphasis on
the orality of the New Testament era is a widely acknowledged reality that
contemporary interpreters should keep in mind.
Grant Lovejoy International Mission Board, SBC

Richmond, VA 
~•~•~•~ 
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The Journal of the Evangelical Homiletics Society

History:

The Evangelical Homiletics Society (EHS) convened its inaugural
meeting in October of 1997, at Gordon-Conwell Theological
Seminary, South Hamilton, MA, at the initiative of Drs. Scott M.
Gibson of Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary and Keith Willhite
of Dallas Theological Seminary.  Professors Gibson and Willhite
desired an academic society for the exchange of ideas related to
instruction of biblical preaching. 

Specifically, the EHS was formed to advance the cause of Biblical
Preaching through: 

promotion of a biblical-theological approach to preaching 
increased competence for teachers of preaching 
integration of the fields of communication, biblical studies,
and theology 
scholarly contributions to the field of homiletics 

The EHS membership consists primarily of homiletics professors
from North American seminaries and Bible Colleges who hold to
evangelical theology, and thus treat preaching as the preaching of
God’s inspired Word.  The EHS doctrinal statement is that of the
National Association of Evangelicals.

Purpose:

The Journal of the Evangelical Homiletics Society is designed to
engage readers with articles dealing with the best research and
expertise in preaching.  Readers will be introduced to literature in the
field of homiletics or related fields with book reviews.  Since the
target audience of the journal is scholars/practitioners, a sermon will
appear in each edition which underscores the commitment of the
journal to the practice of preaching.

Vision:

The vision of the Journal of the Evangelical Homiletics Society is to
provide academics and practitioners with a journal that informs and
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equips readers to become competent teachers of preaching and
excellent preachers.

General Editor:

The General Editor has oversight of the journal.  The General Editor
selects suitable articles for publication and may solicit article
suggestions from the Editorial Board for consideration for
publication.  The General Editor works cooperatively with the Book
Review Editor and the Managing Editor to ensure the timely
publication of the journal.

Book Review Editor:

The Book Review Editor is responsible for the Book Review section
of the journal.  The Book Review Editor contacts publishers for books
to review and receives the books from publishers.  The Book Review
Editor sends books to members of the Society who serve as book
reviewers.  The reviewers then forward their written reviews to the
Book Review Editor in a timely manner.  The Book Review Editor
works in coordination with the General Editor for the prompt
publication of the journal.

Managing Editor:

The Managing Editor has oversight of the business matters of the
journal.  The Managing Editor solicits advertising, coordinates the
subscription list and mailing of the journal, and works with the
General Editor and Book Review Editor to ensure a timely publication
of the journal.

Editorial Board:

The Editorial Board serves in advising the General Editor in the
publication of articles for the journal.  The Editorial Board serves as a
jury for articles considered for publication.  The Editorial Board
consists of no more than five members.  Board members are approved
at the annual meeting of the Evangelical Homiletics Society and hold
a two-year appointment.
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Frequency of Publication:

The Journal of the Evangelical Homiletics Society is published twice
a year: March and September.

Jury Policy:

Articles submitted to the Journal of the Evangelical Homiletics
Society are blind juried by members of the Editorial Board.  In
addition, the General Editor may ask a scholar who is a specialist to
jury particular articles.  The General Editor may seek articles for
publication from qualified scholars.  The General Editor makes the
final publication decisions.  It is always the General Editor’s
prerogative to edit and shorten said material, if necessary.

Submission Guidelines

1. Manuscripts should be submitted in both electronic and hard
copy form, printed on a laser or ink jet printer.  All four
margins should be at least one inch, and each should be
consistent throughout.  Please indicate the program in which
the article is formatted, preferably, Microsoft Word (IBM or
MAC).

2. Manuscripts should be double-spaced.  This includes the text,
indented (block) quotations, notes, and bibliography.  This
form makes for easier editing.

3. Neither the text, nor selected sentences, nor subheads should
be typed all-caps.  

4. Notes should be placed at the end of the manuscript, not at
the foot of the page.  Notes should be reasonably close to the
style advocated in the MLA Handbook for Writers of Research
Papers 3rd edition (New York: The Modern Language
Association of America, 1988) by Joseph Gibaldi and Walter
S. Achtert.  That style is basically as follows for research
papers:

a. From a book:
note:  23.  John Dewey, The Study of Ethics: A Syllabus
(Ann Arbor, 1894), 104. 
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b. From a periodical:

note: 5.  Frederick Barthelme, “Architecture,” Kansas
Quarterly 13:3 (September 1981): 77-78.

c. Avoid the use of op. cit.
Dewey 111.

5. Those who have material of whatever kind accepted for
publication must recognize it is always the editor’s
prerogative to edit and shorten said material, if necessary.

6. Manuscripts will be between 1,500 and 3,000 words, unless
otherwise determined by the editor.

Abbreviations

Please do not use abbreviations in the text.  Only use them for
parenthetical references.  This includes the names of books of the
Bible and common abbreviations such as “e.g.” (the full reference,
“for example” is preferred in the text).  Citations of books, articles,
websites are expected.  Please do not use “p./pp.” for “page(s),” or
“f./ff.” for “following.”  Precise page numbers or verse numbers are
expected, not “f./ff.”

Captalization

Capitalize personal, possessive, objective, and reflexive pronouns (but
not relative pronouns) when referring to God: “My, Me, Mine, You,
He, His, Him, Himself,” but “who, whose, whom.”

Direct Quotes

Quotations three or more lines long should be in an indented block.
Shorter quotes will be part of the paragraph and placed in quotation
marks.

Scripture quotations should be taken from the NIV.  If the quotation is
from a different version, abbreviate the name in capital letters
following the reference.  Place the abbreviation in parentheses: (Luke
1:1-5, NASB).
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Headings

First-level Heading
These indicate large sections.  They are to be centered, in upper and
lower case, and separate from the paragraph that follows.

Second-level Heading
These headings are within the First-level section and are to be flush
left, in upper and lower case, and also separate from the paragraph that
follows.

Notes

All notes should be endnotes, the same size as the main text with a
hard return between each one.

Submission and Correspondence

Manuscripts should be sent to the attention of the General Editor.
Send as an email attachment to the General Editor and a hard copy
through the post.  Send to: sgibson@gcts.edu

Address correspondence to Scott M. Gibson, General Editor, Journal
of the Evangelical Homiletics Society, 130 Essex Street, South
Hamilton, MA  01982.

Copyright Permission

Copyright is waived where reproduction of material from this Journal
is required for classroom use by students.  Please contact the General
Editor for other inquires regarding copyright permission.

Advertising and Subscriptions

Please contact Endel Lee, Managing Editor, for all advertising and
subscription inquiries.  Subscription to the Journal is $20.00 per year.
Back issues can be requested by contacting the Managing Editor.

Address correspondence to Endel Lee, Managing Editor, Journal of
the Evangelical Homiletics Society, 3939 Gentilly Boulevard, Box 30,
New Orleans, LA 70126.

 EHS Book March 2005_ EHS Book March 2005  5/2/14  2:42 PM  Page 110



Subscription

__ Please enter my subscription for one year.  I have enclosed 
$20.00 ($25.00 for over seas airmail).

__ Please send a gift subscription to the friend named below.  
I have enclosed $20.00 ($25.00 for over seas airmail).

__ Please send me_______copies of this issue.  I have enclosed $5.00 
each for the first twenty copies and $3.00 for each copy thereafter.

__ Please send me copies of the following issues:

2001 __ December  1:1
2002 __ June  2:1 __ December  2:2
2003 __ June  3:1 __ December  3:2
2004 __ March  4:1 __ September  4:2
2005 __ March  5:1

I have enclosed $5.00 each for the first twenty copies and $3.00 for each 
copy thereafter.

Name/Institution: ______________________________________________

Address: ____________________________________________________

State/Province: ________________________________________________

Zip/Postal Code: ______________________________________________

Please send the completed form and check
(made payable to “The Evangelical Homiletics Society,”

noting on the memo line “JEHS”) to
Dr. Endel Lee

New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary
3939 Gentilly Boulevard, Box 30

New Orleans, LA 70126

Thank you for your subscription.

To join the Evangelical Homiletics Society, please consult our website:
evangelicalhomiletics.com
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