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INTRODUCTION 

Even an off-the-cuff observer can promptly assess the perils of prediction. From 
the seventies, Alvin Toffler’s Future Shock only shocks now with its side-splitting 
misses.1 John Naisbitt’s 1980 potboiler, Megatrends, might be re-issued as Mega-
mistakes.2 Actually, two schools of thought dominate the prediction vocation. 
Jeanne Dixon represented the quantity school. Her fame rested on predicting the 
JFK assassination. Yet this was only one success among thousands of her 
predictions of future non-events. Nostradamus, on the other hand, personified the 
ambiguity school. Since the soothsayer was sufficiently vague, his auguries may 
have been attached to anyone. At any rate, Nostradamus’s disciples attribute 
Napoleon, Hitler, and 9/11 to his foresight. 

With such caveats in mind, I hazard a handful of predictions about the 
future of preaching. I have learned that an expert is someone who belongs to a 
university two or three states away from where the expert fulminates at a 
professional meeting. In fact, there is an inverse relationship between proximity 
and perceived expertise. The nearer you are to your usual colleagues, the less 
expertise you possess. Also, this is not a formal paper but rather an address based 
on personal observation as a pastor, itinerant, and professor of preaching over a 
fifty-four-year preaching ministry. 

 

GOD WILL PERSIST IN CALLING PERSONS TO PREACH 

First, God will persist in calling persons to preach. His call follows a paradigm well 
stated in Jeremiah 1. That teenager gripped by a divine vocation found his identity 
in a specific locality, family, and chronology. The call even resonated in his very 
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name, Jeremiah (“YHWH hurls”).  That call threw him down into his own time. 
His locality was a village outside Jerusalem, Anathoth. He was for the city without 
being of the city. His family represented that of a country priest—his father, 
Hilkiah. His chronology spanned the shallow revival of Josiah, the apostasy of 
Jehoiakim, and the tragedy of Zedekiah.  

Those particular markers remain in the life of all of us called to preach. If 
I recast Jeremiah 1 as my own experience, I would say, “The word of the Lord 
came to Joel in Fort Worth, the son of Cliff and Edith Gregory, from the time of 
Lyndon B. Johnson through the days of Richard Nixon unto the days of Donald 
Trump.”  In every epoch of His kingdom, God has continued to call out 
proclaimers from a concrete context of place, family, and chronology. The ringing 
promise of Ephesians 4:11 has never failed the church: “Some he made his 
messengers, some prophets, some preachers of the Gospel; to some he gave the 
power to guide and teach his people” (Phillips). The durability of the preaching 
ministry does not rest on the invention of the church but rather on the intervention 
of God throughout its history. In no era or epoch has God ceased to call. 

Yet the traditional public credentials that once validated a call from God 
have disappeared in my lifetime. Not that long ago, ordination, education, 
ecclesial dress, and the very pulpit itself authenticated the calling of the minister. 
The contemporary young adult steeped in a rationalistic, materialistic education 
has heard of “margin call,” “outcall,” “will call,” and “recall” but not God’s call. 
Today the secularist may not even know the meaning of the word “ordination.”  
Ministerial education carries no weight of respect or stamp of the exceptional. The 
blue jeans-clad pastor stands out for not standing out. Even the pulpit has been 
replaced with a shaky music stand or elevated cocktail table. Those very things 
that served as culturally vetted markers for ministerial authority started 
disappearing with Elvis and have vanished entirely in the age of the Kardashians.  

It is unimaginable today, for example, that anyone would replicate the 
title or intent of Edgar DeWitt Jones’ paean to famous preachers who delivered 
the early Lyman Beecher Lectures, The Royalty of the Pulpit.3 The very memory that 
Harry Emerson Fosdick’s lectures were so crowded the police had to be present 
leaves one dumbfounded.4 Yet, a more fitting title for such a roll call today might 
be The Public Banality of the Pulpit. In fact, a seasoned churchman in the booming 
tech-town of Austin, Texas, recently decried the astonishing reality that only 10 
percent of the population goes to church. Some of the others are astonished that 
the church still even exists. 
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PREACHING WILL CONTINUE IN THE CHURCH 
 
Second, preaching will continue in the church. As a teenage ministerial 
undergraduate in the late sixties, I heard a discouraging prediction: the sermon 
was as dead as Thomas J. J. Altizer and John A. T. Robinson announced God to be. 
The sermon would be replaced with psychodramas after the homiletic pallbearers 
removed the irrelevant pulpit from the platform. The call of the hour was act, 
march, and protest—not just talk. It is ironic that the climactic moment of that era 
was MLK’s “I Have a Dream” speech, a type of public pulpit rhetoric certainly 
demonstrating that delivered exhortation still had life. 

Contemporary predictions of empty churches and silent pulpits embody 
a parochial, insulated, white, myopic view of the world church. In the Global 
South the sermon is flourishing, crowds gather in unbearable conditions to listen 
to long sermons, and worshippers await a word from God with expectation. The 
same is still true of most African-American churches. Privileged white folks 
endure a twenty-minute sermon as if taking a bitter pill while brothers and sisters 
of color expect a word from the pulpit that will give them the nerve to face another 
week. While the majority culture silently reflects during the sermon, “Will he ever 
shut up?” the black congregant cries out, “Stay right there!” Thus, the death of the 
sermon has been pronounced in only one portion of one expression of the world 
church. 

One sign of preaching’s persistence is this bareboned statement: only the 
preacher has a congregation. If you placed a congressman, biochemist, historian, 
television chef, or raconteur in a three-hundred-seat auditorium with the promise 
that once a week he or she would speak about the same subject for years with no 
change of subject, you can guess the results. Initial enthusiasm would diminish, 
the crowd would scatter, and eventually the weekly occasion would cease. Yet all 
over the planet, good, bad, and even miserable sermons delivered by a local 
pastoring preacher call the same folks to the same place in an endless succession 
of Sundays. And when an old preacher leaves, a new one comes and continues the 
series. You cannot find anything else in the culture like that. Indeed, preaching 
will continue. 
 
THE FORM OF THE SERMON WILL CHANGE 
 
Third, what will continue to change is the form of the sermon. O. C. Edwards and 
Hughes Oliphant Old have produced the two recent magisterial histories of 
preaching.5 One conclusion cannot be avoided. No one rhetorical form has defined 
the Christian sermon since Melito of Sardis preached the first extant sermon. 
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Indeed, many sermons would not be recognized as such by contemporary 
evangelicals. Added to that is the discovery that 75 percent of sermons in Christian 
history have been allegorical. Even when Luther and Calvin rejected allegory, they 
still fell into it as if it were a homiletic Bermuda triangle. In recent decades the 
debate has been waged among deductive, inductive, and narrative proponents. 
One famed preacher stated, “If it is not expository, it is not preaching.” I expect 
the debate in the twenty-first century will revisit questions not even being asked 
now. The Archbishop of Canterbury tweeted his Easter sermon while an Oxford 
don a hundred miles away fulminated against bright undergraduates for being 
“infantilized” in a tweeting, texting world. All of this predicts stalwart debates 
about different forms in the future.   

 
THE LENGTH OF THE SERMON WILL NOT BE DEFINED 
 
Fourth, the length of the sermon will not be defined. South of my town was a church 
on I-35 with the captivating sign, “The Thirty-Minute Church.” Sing, give, listen, 
and leave in half an hour.  Contrast that with the earlier edition of Rob Bell at Mars 
Hill Bible Church. He expounded each Sunday for fifty minutes on Leviticus, the 
series that built the church. On the other hand, the notable Princeton preacher 
Reverend Dr. Cleophus LaRue preaches less than thirty minutes and makes the 
congregation hunger for more. I once was lecturing at a continuing education 
event for preachers attended by one Jewish rabbi. While Protestants moped about 
having to stop after thirty minutes, the rabbi complained his synagogue had voted 
to muzzle him after eight minutes. 

The future endurable length of a sermon will be defined by the same two 
qualities that have always defined acceptable sermon length: unity and 
movement. The questions, “What in the world is this about?” and “Where in the 
world is this going?” will continue to set the acceptable length of a sermon. If the 
congregation detects unity and movement, it will grant the preacher more time. 
The sermon that skips from Saul and Agag to Paul and the Philippian jailer with 
no noticeable connection will cause most to impatiently peer at their digital 
devices. 

 
SOCIAL MEDIA WILL ENABLE CHURCH SHOPPERS 

 
Fifth, social media will enable church shoppers to find the style they want with 
unprecedented clarity.  In the pre-digital church world, finding out the rhetorical 
style and biblical code of a certain preacher was basically hit-and-miss. A 
conversation in the company mail room, a neighbor’s guess, or a relative’s 
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suggestion might lead the seeker to visit a church. That visit might have led to 
disappointment as well as edification. Throughout the nineties, those seeking and 
finding a preacher whose theology and style they preferred relied mainly on 
hearsay, whether it was accurate or not. In this bold new world of streaming 
services, Facebook posts, and YouTube clips, however, serious computer users can 
find the kind of preacher they desire.  

Do you want an exhaustive exegetical preacher who expounds on every 
word? Do you want a life coach who merely wags the Bible about before ignoring 
it? Do you want a warm devotional preacher with pastoral intonations? Do you 
seek a progressive mainline liberal spouting a new cause each week? Presto! The 
Web can lead you to the right church door. Indeed, it has never been so easy for a 
preacher and constituency to find each other. The 24/7 availability of preachers on 
the Web enables the avid searcher for a certain sermonic sound to connect quickly 
and change preachers just as quickly. The availability of sermon samples on the 
Web often will be a greater determining factor for church choice than 
denomination or location. 
 
THE MULTI-LOCATION AND MULTI-SERVICE CHURCHES HAVE PEAKED 

 
Sixth, the multi-location and multi-service churches have peaked. This is a bold but 
intuitive observation. Years ago at a meeting of mega-church pastors, the late 
Adrian Rogers was involved in a discussion about how large a church can possibly 
get. Typically, he coined a striking proverb: “God didn’t make anything larger 
than a whale.” The group pondered that in silence until the epiphany came. Just 
as there is an upper limit to physical creation, there is also an upper limit to the 
size of church creation. God could have made an animal as large as He wished, 
but He stopped with a whale. There are indeed limits to His creations, imposed 
by God Himself.  

It might be argued that Charles Haddon Spurgeon pastored the first 
Protestant mega-church. The Metropolitan Tabernacle was open from dawn to 
midnight daily, with sixty various enterprises rooted in the church. Yet, by the age 
of forty-two, Spurgeon complained that he had created a machine that was eating 
him up. George W. Truett pastored First Baptist Dallas from 1897 to 1944. The 
church grew for twenty-nine years, but records show that even under the great 
Truett it declined for the last fifteen years of his pastorate. It was one of the largest 
churches in America at that time. Nevertheless, getting there and staying there are 
indeed two different things. The gifted, charismatic pastor/founder/builder rarely 
sustains what he started. 
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Added to this is the millennial and post-modern desire for community. 
The template for huge churches has started to grow stale. The non-liturgical 
liturgy has become a liturgy, from the coffee in the foyer to the ripped musician in 
the smoke and lights. This raises the question, “What is healthy, sustainable 
church growth?” The Christian church has a long set of minutes, something like 
two thousand years. For the most part, church life has featured a faithful pastor in 
a local parish or community church that might be called a single-cell church. That 
is what the organic preaching of the gospel has produced in all times and places. 
While the church may ebb or flow, or wax and wane, over a long period of time, 
churches have tended to be single-cell organisms. The faithful preaching of the 
gospel has typically produced a single-cell church and will continue to do so in 
the future as the setting of preaching. 
 
EDUCATION FOR PREACHING WILL RETURN TO THE LOCAL CHURCH 

 
Seventh, education for preaching will return to the local church. Preparation for 
preaching will return to the local congregation with accelerating velocity. Daniel 
O. Aleshire, who served as the executive director of the Association of Theological 
Schools, spent a semester at Baylor’s George W. Truett Theological Seminary. He 
oversaw the accreditation of theological schools of every variety for decades. He 
emphasized the return of theological education to the church setting.  

I recently spoke at an independent charismatic church in northwest 
Arkansas. The pastor invited me to remain for a continuing education event on 
Monday. He had invited preaching pastors from cities in the area to attend. Some 
179 ministers appeared Monday morning. Among these, forty-nine attended from 
one area megachurch, which underwrites their presence as pastoral mentees. Over 
a year they can earn up to thirty hours that may be transferred to any one of sixteen 
seminaries collaborating with the church. Two seminaries have professorial 
representatives embedded at this megachurch. They act as utility professors 
teaching a range of subjects. A Chicago church where I preached in August does 
the same thing with one ministerial intern during a one-year span. Whether large 
scale or individual, the trend is clear and the trajectory apparent. Preparation to 
preach is headed back to the place it happens, the local congregation. 

Our brothers and sisters of color have done this from the inception of the 
black church. The majority of churches of color where I preach have an active 
program to train ministers within their respective congregations. This may be 
more or less formal, but it is present. A curating, mentoring, and church-based 
model has always typified the black fellowship of believers. A friend in North 
Carolina conducts a church-based ministerial training school on Monday nights 



64 
 

 

March 2019 

with students who drive fifty miles one way to attend. I have spoken several times 
at their certification. Such entities are not necessarily accredited, and they serve bi-
vocational preachers. Yet what has been sporadic and informal is now becoming 
normative and formal. The Truett program called Preaching Plus, underwritten 
by a Lilly grant, gathers younger pastors around seasoned tall-steeple church 
mentor-coaches for a two-year program. This is but another harbinger of what is 
to come. 
 
THE NUMBER OF WOMEN PREACHING WILL INCREASE 

 
Eighth, the number of women preaching will increase at a quickening rate. What has 
been the case in mainline Protestantism will find more traction among 
evangelicals. Even though the evangelical movement tends towards 
complementarian views, it is beyond question that egalitarian tendencies are 
demonstrably increasing in historically evangelical seminaries and colleges. This 
is not a prescriptive statement but is most certainly descriptive. There will be more 
women preaching in typically evangelical settings. A wise, highly respected 
octogenarian pastor who opposes women in pastoral preaching positions stated, 
“Whether you agree or disagree, there will be no stopping it.” I belong to a 
seminary evangelical in confession and a preaching “department” staffed by three 
noted evangelicals. Our school affirms the call of God in the lives of women as 
they determine that call. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Preaching thrives when it is just one good thing in the church. Sometimes, 
however, preaching has been everything in the church. That principle does not 
usually depart from a church after the gifted pastor is finished. D. Martyn Lloyd-
Jones (1899-1981), for example, exuded a towering presence at Westminster 
Chapel, London. His preaching ministry was the centerpiece of the church, but 
there was little else. With his retirement the church virtually emptied of the 
thousands who came to hear the distinguished Welsh physician and pastor. For 
that particular congregation, preaching was everything. He was followed by R. T. 
Kendall. Kendall did not experience the same crowds drawn by the doctor, but he 
did leave a flourishing church with multiple activities and ministries. Indeed, the 
church suffers when preaching is everything. 

Yet the reverse is also true. The church also suffers when preaching is 
nothing. When “worship” as sometimes defined preempts the sermon, program 
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replaces proclamation, and denominational emphases overwhelm the heralding 
of the gospel, the church suffers. 

Preaching that flourishes in the future will be one good thing in the 
church. To quote theologian Forrest Gump, “And that is all I am going to say about 
that.” 
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