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Training Preachers: A Guide to Teaching Homiletics. Edited by Scott 
M. Gibson. Bellingham, WA: Lexham, 2018. 978-1683592068, 209 
pp., $19.99. 
 
Reviewer: Greg R. Scharf, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, 
Deerfield, Illinois. 
 
“This book was developed to help a first-year preaching 
professor get started. If you do not have a background in 
educational theory, this book is for you. The intention is to help 
you get a handle on what it means to teach preaching” (2). Its nine 
contributors are experienced preachers and seminary teachers 
who also have at least an undergraduate degree in education. 
They hail from with seven different evangelical institutions; one 
is a lead pastor. They met for a one-day consultation, funded by 
a Lilly grant, and wrote their respective chapters, meeting once 
more to discuss what they learned from writing and reading each 
others’ chapters. The data for the book came from a survey which 
asked teachers of preaching, “What do you wish you knew when 
you first started teaching preaching?” (3). Respective chapters 
place the subject in historical context, engage with educational 
theory, clarify what beginning professors of preaching might 
reasonably expect, offer guidance in constructing syllabi and 
framing learning objectives, as well as offering feedback and 
promoting lifelong learning. I found each chapter to be carefully 
researched and clearly written, something a reader cannot 
always count on in an edited volume. Moreover, the range of 
content was appropriate in that it featured items that some might 
not think to include but which I found important to explore. The 
chapters were long enough (but not too long) to introduce the 
beginner to their respective subjects. I was glad to see these 
evangelical practitioners engage secular education theorists 
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respectfully, for the most part aware of the latter’s worldview 
assumptions that needed critical engagement. But I was 
surprised that there was not a chapter or section on the so-called 
“flipped course” strategy popularized by Salman Khan who 
developed the Khan Academy. His approach radically 
minimizes lectures and makes students responsible to access 
course content in preparation for class-time interaction with 
peers and professor that helps them assimilate and master the 
subject under discussion. This approach revolutionized my own 
course planning, eliminated the (rightful) complaint that I tried 
to cover too much material, and helped my students grasp 
material and implement it. 

Readers of this volume will likely value some parts of it 
more than others. Having taken a few less-than-memorable 
education courses as an undergraduate and a seminarian, I read 
this book with a slightly jaundiced eye. Perhaps for that reason, 
though I found the chapters on educational theory to be helpful 
background information for reading the rest of the book, they 
were less useful in equipping me to teach preachers than chapter 
four on learning styles by John Tornfelt, chapters five and six on 
what a professor needed to know by Tony Merida and Blake 
Newsom, and chapters seven and eight by Sid Buzzell on 
developing syllabi and arriving at course outcomes.  

I appreciated the editor’s stated aim and target audience 
(first-year preaching professors), but I found the volume did a 
good job of challenging some of my own longstanding habits and 
assumptions and stretched me to add an item to a course Moodle 
page before I had finished reading the book. I suspect other 
senior members of our guild might also have a similar 
experience. This is a very worthwhile book and will repay the 
time invested to read it.  
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Preaching to be Heard: Delivering Sermons that Command Attention. 
By Lucas O’Neill. Bellingham, WA: Lexham, 2019. 978-
1683592365, 152 pp., $13.32. 
 
Reviewer: Rodney A. Palmer, Andrews University, Berrien Springs, 
Michigan.  
 
No matter how important or relevant the sermon is, it will not be 
heard if preachers fail to capture their listeners’ attention in the 
first thirty seconds. Consequently, every preacher wrestles with 
the all-important question: how do I preach so my congregants 
will always want to listen? In attempting to answer this question, 
Lucas O’Neill, clinical associate professor at Trinity Evangelical 
Divinity School, provides preachers with salient insights on how 
to use tension “to win their [listeners’] attention via interest, 
focus it on a passage of Scripture, and sustain that engagement 
throughout the sermon” (8). The tome consists of five chapters, a 
preface, conclusion, and an additional resources section 
containing practical exercises and sermon outlines based on the 
principles he espouses in the book.   

Drawing on the expertise of homiletical giants such as 
Haddon Robinson, Sidney Greidanus, and Bryan Chappell, the 
author reinforces the importance of expositional preaching that 
is biblical, has a “big idea,” and is Christ-centered. So as to avoid 
any misunderstanding that may arise in the mind of the reader 
as it relates to Christ-centered preaching, O’Neill is quick to 
highlight that “not every passage necessarily reveals a type of 
Christ. Not every passage serves as an analogy. Preaching Christ 
does not mean that Jesus is to be injected into the text without 
regard to the original author’s scope of revelation or immediate 
intent” (123). Furthermore, in distinguishing the nuances that 
exist between Christ-centered preaching and Kuruvilla’s 
christiconic approach, the author must be applauded for not 
pitting one approach against the other. Instead of highlighting 
the differences, O’Neill underscores the positives by 
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emphasizing that both approaches agree that: (1) Christ should 
be central to the interpretation of the biblical text, and (2) that the 
local meaning of the text must be protected (125).  

The overarching arguments of Preaching to be Heard are 
predicated on three main principles: “First, discovering the 
problem-solution heart of the passage and expressing it in one 
clear thesis statement; second, identifying the point of tension 
and expressing it in the overarching question; and third, 
determining which structure would best carry tension for the 
particular text of Scripture” (142). Hence, rather than relying on 
illustrations or analogies to arrest the interest of listeners during 
the sermon, preachers are to strategically use the tension, 
ambiguity, or deep need that is inherent in every biblical text to 
capture attention. O’Neill demonstrates how these principles are 
to be employed regardless of the sermonic structure—be it 
inductive, deductive, inductive-deductive, or subject-completed 
(84–115).   

While preaching to command attention might at first 
appear to be a daunting task, it can be mastered over time 
through intentionality and ongoing practice. O’Neill reminds 
readers that since a new way of thinking about sermon 
preparation might feel overwhelming, they should “focus on one 
thing at a time” and demonstrate proficiency in that area, before 
moving on to other principles. As the reader masters each 
principle, “the next will be adopted more easily, learned more 
quickly” (158).   

This theoretical, methodical, and practical volume on 
preaching will prove beneficial to both seasoned and novice 
preachers who are desirous of honing their preaching prowess to 
become more effective expositors of the Scriptures, and to 
present the gospel in a captivating manner.  
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The Power of Preaching: Crafting a Creative Expository Sermon. By 
Tony Evans. Chicago: Moody, 2019. 978-0802418302, 145 pp., 
$12.99. 
 
Reviewer: Gregory K. Hollifield, Memphis College of Urban 
Theological Studies, Union University, Memphis, Tennessee. 
 
For those familiar with the basics of constructing an expository 
sermon, the book’s title and subtitle are somewhat misleading. 
To be sure, faithful exposition gives preaching its power. But 
readers hoping to find insights into how to expound the 
Scriptures creatively will be disappointed by this slender 
volume. 

A better indicator of the book’s contents and purpose are 
to be found on its back cover. To wit, The Power of Preaching is the 
latest volume in Tony Evans’ Kingdom Pastor’s Library, a 
consolidation of “information and resources from the author’s 
classes, personal notes, and 40+ years of ministry experience.” 
Through his Library Evans hopes to equip pastors who “can’t 
afford the time or money required to get formal biblical training.” 
The pulpit ministries of such men and women should profit 
greatly from reading thoughtfully and applying consistently the 
insights of the author as recorded here. 

He spends a little over half of The Power of Preaching laying 
a “foundation” for understanding and appreciating expository 
preaching, outlining a plan for “organization” of the preacher’s 
study time, digging into some of the details of sermon 
“preparation,” and calling for a sermonic “presentation” that is 
made relevant through the use of appropriate illustrations and 
effective delivery techniques. Evans devotes the latter half of his 
book to a discussion of “preaching resources,” revisiting 
previously raised subjects like the preaching calendar and types 
of outlines. Two appendices round out everything with a list of 
recommended resources for further study and an overview of the 
author’s philosophy of ministry and available practical tools.  
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Haddon Robinson’s influence on Evans’ conception of 
expository preaching is obvious, as seen in his call for preachers 
to ask two questions of their preaching text: 1) “What is the main 
subject of this passage?” and 2) “What is this passage saying 
about this subject?” (45). He parts from Robinson in his 
promotion of thoughtful sermon titles as one way to “make a 
relevant sermon” (79). This reviewer has found sermon titles to 
be of far greater importance among certain audiences than others 
and appreciates Evans’ including this emphasis. 

The Power of Preaching would be a great little book to place 
in the hands of men and women who’ve recently answered the 
call to preach. It will help get their pulpit ministries started on 
the right foot.  

 
 
Encountering the Living God in Scripture: Theological and 
Philosophical Principles for Interpretation. By William M. Wright IV 
and Francis Martin. Grand Rapids: Baker, 2019. 978-0801030956, 
253 pp., $26.99. 
 
Reviewer: Abraham Kuruvilla, Dallas Theological Seminary, Dallas, 
Texas. 
 
Upon seeing the title of this work, I hoped it would be a 
promising read for preachers. After all, preachers want to 
encounter God in Scripture, and help their listeners do so as well.  

But I had mixed reactions to Encountering the Living God in 
Scripture, the product of a pair of well-known Roman Catholic 
scholars. In the first place, “Scripture” (mentioned in the title) 
shows up significantly only in one of the two parts of the book. 
The other part deals almost exclusively with philosophical and 
metaphysical matters. In the second place, “Principles,” part of 
the subtitle, did not really fit the book’s schema: I never saw any 
principles that I needed to attend to. In the third place, this book 
is not really about the “Interpretation” (also part of the subtitle) 
of Scripture. It is more an attempt to enable an encounter with 
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God, mostly in real life, in the universe, rather than in Scripture 
per se. 

The authors’ bias: “We firmly believe that it is very 
important for interpreters of Scripture to be familiar with 
philosophical and theological thinking” (6). Very important? In 
the abysmal dearth of hermeneutical thinking about Scripture 
these days (and these decades and centuries and millennia!), I 
would rather interpreters, particularly preachers, be familiar 
with language philosophy, especially pragmatics and how 
authors do things with what they say in Scripture, for without 
such an acquaintance with this all-important matter, there can be 
no deriving valid application in the sermonic undertaking. And 
Scripture, if I may say so, was primarily given to be applied, so 
that the children of God would be conformed into the image of 
the Son of God. So while Wright and Martin “hope that this book 
will serve a practical and pastoral purpose” (9), I remain 
unconvinced. A philosophical and apologetic purpose perhaps, 
but decidedly not pastoral. I doubt if those taking to the pulpit 
week after week have time to delve into the matters addressed in 
this work, however interesting and substantial they may be. 

In the first four chapters of Part 1, the authors distinguish 
(rather inappropriately and naively, I thought) between “the 
Word spoken directly by God,” “God’s Word given through 
human intermediaries (e.g., prophets and apostles)” (13), and 
“the Word of God as given in inspired written discourse” 
(references in Scripture to its own writings, e.g., Heb 4:12, etc.) 
(79). Wright and Martin show how these facets of Scripture 
address divine power and presence. These chapters made up 
about 40% of the book, but there was nothing new here. The 
sacred writ, entirely mediated by Spirit-inspired humans 
(without distinction or differentiation), does evidence divine 
power and presence; readers of this Journal will have no question 
about that.  

To me the next four chapters (making up Part 2) were the 
most interesting sections of the book, albeit divorced from 
“Scripture,” “Interpretation,” and “Principles.” There is an 
absolute distinction between God and the world, “a matter of … 
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otherness” (114), the ramifications of which are critical: God can 
“‘enter into his creation without suffering limitation in his 
divinity’” (115); “God’s relationship to the world is one of 
“‘noncompetitiveness’” (116); “human beings cannot think or 
speak about God in the same manner that we do about things in 
the world” (118); and the fact of the “giftedness of creation,” the 
graciousness of a Being that did not need world (119). Borrowing 
from Aquinas, the authors also point out the entailment that 
“God is the source from which all things continually receive their 
own act of existing” (135). And they establish, pace Kant, that 
humans can “possibly get beyond their historical and cultural 
circumstances and cognitively access ontological truth as it is on 
its own terms” (176). Good stuff, I thought, but not particularly 
relevant to homiletics—but that’s just my bias. 

“What remains is for us to approach … sacred Scripture 
… with a faith-filled, receptive, and obedient heart” (248). 
Wonderful concluding words … but how is this obedience to be 
accomplished? For that matter, what exactly in the text are we to 
obey? Unfortunately, the absence of any recognition of authorial 
doings or textual pragmatics leaves preachers (and their listeners) 
hanging, for without those essential interpretive modalities, 
valid application (and thus obedience) cannot be accomplished 
according to the A/author’s textual agenda.  

 
 

 
The Letter and Spirit of Biblical Interpretation: From the Early Church 
to Modern Practice. By Keith D. Stanglin. Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2018. 978-0801049682, 288 pp., $26.99. 
 
Reviewer: Abraham Kuruvilla, Dallas Theological Seminary, Dallas, 
Texas. 
 
Stanglin’s work is a concise review, “from the early church to 
modern practice,” of the art of interpreting, literally and 
otherwise. I came to this book as a preacher, asking: How do we 
interpret Scripture now for ourselves and for our listeners in the 
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pews? In light of the recent blossoming of language philosophy 
and our clearer understanding of how texts work, our conception 
of how Scripture works has also significantly improved in this 
century by leaps and bounds. Therefore, I have trouble with 
reliance on historical modes of interpretation, most of which are 
not congruent with our contemporary (and, dare I say, better) 
understanding of how language functions. 

As an example, in the early days of medicine, physicians 
were prescribing mercury for sexually transmitted diseases, 
employing animal excrement for all kinds of injuries, performing 
skull boring (trepanation) for epilepsy, and engaging in other 
assorted grisly practices. No doubt, these morbid undertakings 
are of considerable historical interest. But surely, they are best 
avoided today, in light of our better understanding of medicine 
and therapeutics.  

Stanglin confesses: “One cannot get away from the fact 
that the earliest Gentile Christians did not know exactly what to 
do with the Old Testament” (28)! Indeed, it is the rush by 
christocentric interpreters to find Christ in the Old Testament 
that led (and still leads) to most of these kind of abuses, for “the 
truth about Christ justified the exegetical methods” (22). But, do 
notice Stanglin’s affirmations: “If Scripture indeed has to do 
ultimately with Jesus Christ, then one must account for the fact 
that the Old Testament, with the exception of a few fairly overt 
messianic prophecies, is silent about him” (42). Quite right, yet 
he affirms that “there is no book of the Old Testament, no matter 
how intimately tied to its ancient Near Eastern context, that is not 
finally about Christ” (43). One has to engage in some serious 
hermeneutical contortions to make those two affirmations of 
Stanglin work together.  

“Words can play and gain new meaning,” declares our 
author (26). That, unfortunately, sounds exactly like Humpty 
Dumpty in Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass: "When I use a 
word … it means just what I choose it to mean—neither more nor 
less.” When Alice responded: “The question is … whether you 
can make words mean so many different things,” Humpty 
countered, “The question is … which is to be master—that’s all.” 
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Yes, indeed, that is the real question: Who is the master 
A/author, the one(s) who wrote the texts or I, the interpreter? 

Stanglin also considers Jesus’ own parabolic 
interpretation (or that of NT authors) as “imaginative” and 
“allegorical,” thus justifying early Christians’ own odd 
approaches to the text (90), including the claim that the Good 
Samaritan’s two coins indicates the two sacraments (à la 
Augustine). But one must make a distinction between 
illustrations/applications of the OT made in the NT and valid 
expositions of the OT in the NT (the latter are few and far 
between: 1 Tim 5:17–18 comes to mind). However, Stanglin does 
not seem to be leaning in the direction of illustration or 
application: “Spiritual interpretation is something more, though, 
than application of an ancient text. It is the willingness to say that, 
while this Old Testament text is about David, it is also about 
Christ” (217). Not illustration, not analogy, not application, but 
“it is … about Christ.” Calvin was right; on the florid 
interpretation of the parable of the Good Samaritan by his 
predecessors, he writes: “I have no liking for any of these 
interpretations; but we ought to have a deeper reverence for 
Scripture than to reckon ourselves at liberty to disguise its 
natural meaning” (137).  

That is not to say modern interpretation is free from 
errors. Here are some: faulty notions of the supremacy of reason 
and ideals of objectivity; the misguided goal of being purely 
academic to the exclusion of faith; an ill-advised inclination 
towards individualistic, rather than communitarian, 
interpretation; the unhappy penchant for the world behind the 
text (the non-inspired, actual historical bases for the text); etc. 
(160–77). But the remedy for these errors is not interpreting 
Scripture rather arbitrarily as was the wont of much historical 
exposition. 

The rest of Stanglin’s historical survey takes us from 
patristic to modern exegesis. In brief, there is increasingly greater 
emphasis upon authorial intent, and increasingly lesser focus on 
allegorical reading. You can either read the text as it is meant by 
the A/author to be read or read it entirely as you wish, deploying 
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your creative imagination. You can either catch the A/authorial 
doing within texts, or you can do things with texts yourself. I’d 
rather stick with the former option in either case.  

 
 

 
A Manual for Preaching: The Journey from Text to Sermon. By 
Abraham Kuruvilla. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2019. 978-
0801098635, 316 pp., $29.99. 
 
Reviewer: Ken Langley, Christ Community Church, Zion, Illinois. 
 
In this volume Abraham Kuruvilla builds on what he began in 
Privilege the Text! and A Vision for Preaching. The earlier works 
established a hermeneutical/theological “philosophy” of 
preaching; this one shows how to put it into practice.  

From what to do in the weeks leading up to the sermon, 
through the moment of delivery and afterward, Kuruvilla 
coaches readers through stages of sermon preparation and 
execution. Discerning the thrust of the text and deriving valid 
application are most essential. Once the student has learned how 
to make these crucial moves (admittedly difficult and more art 
than science), lessons follow on sermon mapping, fleshing out 
the map, illustrations, introductions and conclusions, 
manuscripting, and delivery. Diagrams and shaded text 
reinforce key ideas. The process is illustrated from expositions of 
the Jacob Story and Ephesians. How to make “the journey from 
text to sermon” is clearer for having each step demonstrated from 
these narrative and epistolary case studies. 

Strengths include: Kuruvilla’s insistence on close attention 
to the details of the text and to what the author/Author is doing; 
his vision for pericopal theology in the service of the pulpit; his 
suggestion that preachers “curate” the text, helping listeners see 
what’s there; advice on how to make valid application; and many 
specific suggestions that have worked for the author, himself a 
disciplined student and preacher. He even tells you what to do if 
you’re a guest preacher and have a flat tire on the way to church! 
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Kuruvilla advocates preaching sequentially through 
books of the Bible, pericope by pericope, and objects rather 
strongly to topical sermons (while acknowledging that they 
might be fitting on rare occasions). He defines “pericope” 
practically, as a reasonable preaching portion and, as in his 
previous homiletics texts, urges preachers to discern and 
expound not the broad sweep of systematic or biblical theology, 
but the theology of this week’s pericope for this week’s sermon.  

Though the book is intended as a text for homiletics 
students, seasoned pastors can pick up some tips. I appreciated a 
couple of reminders: even if I wait till my conclusion to make 
application, I need to demonstrate relevance throughout the 
sermon; and how I apply the thrust of the text depends on my 
audience (creatively illustrated from Kuruvilla’s dermatology 
practice). 

Some readers (not I) may disagree that pastors don’t need 
to know much Hebrew or Greek. Others will wonder whether 
every sermon should include one concrete application for 
listeners to act on. A few might quibble over the author’s 
advocacy of manuscript preaching, or specific percentages of 
pulpit time devoted to introduction, body, and conclusion. But 
he notes that these are personal preferences. Experienced 
preachers will know what works for them; beginners will benefit 
from the specific guidance.  

I envision Kuruvilla’s trilogy of preaching texts forming a 
solid homiletics curriculum for seminaries and Bible colleges. 

 
 

 
Jump Into the Story: The Art of Creative Preaching. By Ray R. Friesen. 
Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2019. 978-1532670404, 251 pp., $25.00.  
 
Reviewer: Gary L. Shultz Jr., First Baptist Church, Tallahassee, 
Florida. 
 
All preachers want their sermons to be relevant and engaging. 
The sacred task of preaching is to bring the word of God to 
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people today so that they may understand it and live it or, as John 
Stott famously put it, to connect the world of the Bible with the 
world of the hearer. This means it is the preacher’s responsibility 
to work at communicating the word of God so that it can be 
heard, understood, and practiced. This requires not only 
exegetical skill and theological acumen, but also Spirit-directed 
imagination, creativity, and language.   
  Ray Friesen, now retired, served for over twenty years as 
a pastor of two Mennonite Church Canada congregations. He 
wrote Jump into the Story to help preachers write relevant and 
engaging sermons that capture the imagination of those who 
hear them. The book is a collection of Friesen’s sermons, with 
commentary and context, explaining why and how he wrote each 
of them the way he did. He not only instructs, but models what 
he believes preaching should look like, with the hopes that his 
creativity will inspire others’.     
 The title of the book comes from the name of one of the 
sermons Friesen preached during his ministry and is included in 
chapter 1 of the book. As Friesen recounts, his text was John 21:1–
19, and a “here are three things you can learn from this story”-
sermon held no interest for him. So he decided to write a two-
person dialogue, between Peter and Martha, having Peter tell the 
story as Martha draws it out of him. Friesen used the phrase 
“jump into the story” as a creative way to decide to follow Jesus, 
to start living your story inside his story. We must be so into the 
story that we can invite others to join with us.     
 Over twenty chapters, Friesen includes other sermon 
examples that illustrate his method and philosophy. There are 
story sermons, where he writes a story and then incorporates 
some Scripture into that story. There are sermons developed 
around contemporary books, songs, and movies. There are 
sermons that are autobiographical scenes from Jesus’ 
perspective. There are sermons for Advent, Christmas, Lent, 
Easter, Thanksgiving, and funerals. There is even a chapter on 
preaching children’s stories, on preaching to the community, on 
dramatic readings of Scripture as sermons, and about writing 
songs as sermons.   
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 Unfortunately, Friesen has no place for expository, text-
driven preaching that opens up the word of God and then applies 
it, pericope by pericope, week by week: he understands such an 
approach as boring, lacking in both imagination and creativity. 
Though his sermons incorporate Scripture, they are not based on 
exegesis, but rather his own imaginative interpretation of what 
he believes the text says. This comes from his deficient, non-
evangelical view of Scripture that Friesen articulates both in the 
introduction and at length in an appendix. Friesen does not 
believe the Bible contains the word of God (he repeatedly calls 
this understanding of the Bible idolatry);  rather, he proclaims the 
word of God, and asserts that sermons are inspired in the same 
way as the Scriptures, if not always or ever to the same degree.   
 As excited as I was to pick up this book from the 
description (what preaching pastor doesn’t want some more tips 
and direction on how to preach more engaging and relevant 
sermons?), the rejection of text-driven preaching coupled with a 
deficient theology of Scripture severely limited the book’s utility.  
Friesen at other points casually rejects doctrines evangelicals 
hold dear, such as penal substitutionary atonement and the 
reality of hell as a place of everlasting punishment. He also 
frequently lambasts complementarianism, rejects support of 
Israel, and overemphasizes the humanity of Jesus to the 
detriment of his deity (at one point labeling Jesus wrong and 
mistaken). Those who hold to these elements of the faith will at 
best be distracted by this, and at worst will simply put the book 
away. While I appreciated Friesen’s emphasis on how preachers 
have a responsibility to connect with their hearers and never be 
boring, replacing biblical preaching with plays, songs, stories, 
and secular entertainment explained through a biblical lens is not 
what God calls us to do as preachers. Preachers wanting help to 
be more creative in their preaching would do much better to look 
to Warren Wiersbe, Zach Eswine, Calvin Miller, or a host of 
others who understand Scripture as the word of God.   
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Seasoned Speech: Rhetoric in the Life of the Church. By James E. 
Beitler III. Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2019. 978-0830852444, 
256 pp., $25.00.  
 
Reviewer: John Koessler, Moody Bible Institute, Chicago, Illinois. 
 
Anybody who has taught a first-year homiletics class knows that 
rhetoric is important. We probably don’t call it rhetoric. We may 
call it the “big idea” or the outline or pitch or volume. But we 
know—if not instinctively, then eventually through painful 
hours of listening—that an important part of the teacher’s job is 
to disabuse young preachers of their natural penchant for the ahs, 
uhms, unnecessary pauses, and meaningless tangents. Phillips 
Brooks famously defined preaching as the communication of 
truth through personality, but that does not mean that preaching 
should be expressed without giving attention to vocabulary, 
structure, and style. What is true of writing is also true of public 
speaking. In the majority of cases, the more natural it sounds, the 
more craft goes into it. What is also implied in Brooks’s 
definition, and cannot easily be taught or evaluated in the 
classroom, is the role the person plays in the success of the 
sermon.  

In Seasoned Speech, James Beitler, associate professor of 
English at Wheaton College, where he is director of the first-year 
writing program, hopes to provoke readers to consider “the 
church’s need for greater rhetorical reflection” (6). He does this 
by highlighting the rhetorical practice of five noted Christian 
communicators. Beitler’s vision of the church’s rhetorical duty 
goes beyond the twenty to forty minutes in the service that we 
usually devote to the sermon. He observes, “Practicing rhetoric 
is not simply about flavoring the truth with a dash of eloquence; 
it involves the discovery, invention, analysis, interpretation, 
construction, recollection, arrangement, and presentation of 
information, knowledge, and wisdom” (19). By his definition, the 
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rhetorical activity of the church includes the whole worship 
event, and eventually, its entire engagement with the world.  

This more expansive view of the church’s rhetorical task 
is reflected in Beitler’s choice of examples. Only three of the five 
communicators he highlights, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Desmond 
Tutu, and Marilynne Robinson, are preachers in the conventional 
sense. The other two, C. S. Lewis and Dorothy Sayers, considered 
themselves laypersons. Like Robinson, Lewis and Sayers are as 
famous for their fiction writing as they are for their theological 
essays.  

Beitler’s book is thoughtful and scholarly. The 
observations he makes will help readers develop a more 
expansive view of what it means to communicate the church’s 
message to a post-Christian world. The book will challenge 
students of homiletics to look beyond the bare mechanics of 
sermon structure and consider the larger issues of 
communication, particularly those of ethos, energy, and action. 
Beitler organizes his chapters in a pattern that follows the church 
calendar and shapes the theme of each chapter around a different 
element of the worship service: collect, creed, sermon, 
confession, Eucharist, and benediction. Readers who do not come 
from liturgical traditions may find this structure something of a 
distraction. Nevertheless, Seasoned Speech will be a thought-
provoking read for anyone interested in sharing God’s truth. It 
promises to be an ancillary text for courses in communication, 
homiletics, the theology of preaching, apologetics, and 
evangelism.  

 
 

 
So, Tell Me A Story: The Art of Storytelling for Preaching and 
Teaching. By Stephen Farris. Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2018. 
978-1532637490, 79 pp., $21.37. 
 
Reviewer: Bernie A. Cueto, Palm Beach Atlantic University, West 
Palm Beach, Florida. 
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Preaching is one of the most daunting tasks faced by a pastor. To 
be faithful to a holy God who has made himself known in 
Scripture and to be sensitive to the minds of the audience who 
are living on the turf of life is no small task. Many books on 
preaching focus on the first challenge, how to prepare sermons 
that are faithful to the biblical text. Stephen Farris, former Dean 
of Saint Andrew’s Hall and Professor of Homiletics at Vancouver 
School of Theology, has focused on the latter in So, Tell Me A 
Story. Rather than being a theology of narrative literature or a 
step by step guide on the proper techniques of crafting and 
communicating a story, this work is simply a collection of stories. 
“There are guides to the skills of storytelling, both inside and 
outside the church. For the most part, this isn’t one of them. I am 
convinced that the best way to learn to tell stories is to listen to 
them or to read them, and then try to tell your own stories for 
yourself” (xi). These are personal stories that come form Farris’ 
ministry experience in the classroom, church, and life.  
 The first four chapters contain his stories and theological 
reflections. These chapters are filled with practical pointers like 
the skills and the attitude one should have for the art of 
storytelling. The remaining chapters of the book are collections 
of stories. Chapter five tells stories that follow the church 
calendar. Chapter six is a story that follows the life of Simon, an 
imaginary character, through the life of Jesus. Chapter seven 
deals with church life. Chapter eight deals with stories of grace, 
very vivid illustrations of what grace “looks like.” Chapter nine’s 
stories have to do with sacraments, and chapter ten’s stories deal 
with bicycles—geared towards children. Chapter eleven includes 
narratives that can be told to those outside the church, and Farris 
highlights how stories have a way of disarming non-Christians 
without using religious jargon. Throughout his work, Farris 
addresses the ethics of storytelling while presenting the reader 
with healthy guidelines for self-disclosure, pitfalls to avoid, and 
when to tell the entire story not just the positive side (63–64).  

To the traditional expositor (such as myself): Relax! Farris 
is not making a case for the story to become the sole focus of the 
sermon. Rather, the heart of the sermon for Farris is the encounter 
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with the living and powerful word of God who speaks through 
the written text. Stories should never overshadow the fruit of 
careful exegesis, theological reflection, and application, but they 
may serve to illuminate those truths and often draw the main 
point home. Farris’ wisdom on storytelling is practical and one 
can tell they are the fruit of  decades of cultivation. Unlike many 
books on preaching, where the author is not necessarily a gifted 
expositor, in So, Tell Me a Story Farris models what he is teaching. 
He not only promises a good story, he delivers on that promise 
in a way that inspires the reader to hone the craft of storytelling. 
The book is refreshing, enjoyable to read, and the student of 
homiletics will find it a healthy challenge. Potential stories are all 
around us, if we simply take time to observe, record, and re-
work. “In the end, storytelling is an art that must be learned by 
observation and by practice. Storytellers are artisans, similar to 
potters. We learn by watching a master artisan and then by 
getting our fingers into the clay” (33). As a preacher and teacher 
of preachers, I was challenged by this work to refocus my 
attention on the power of stories within my messages to add 
greater light, not just length, and more creativity. 

 
 

 
Toward a Homiletical Theology of Promise. Edited by David Schnasa 
Jacobsen. Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2018. 978-1532613913, 140 
pp., $19.00. 
 
Reviewer: Timothy S. Warren, Dallas Theological Seminary, Dallas, 
Texas. 
 
Jacobsen, Bishops Scholar of Homiletics and Preaching and 
Director of the Homiletical Theology Project at Boston University 
School of Theology, currently serves as President of the Academy 
of Homiletics. This is the fourth and final volume he has edited 
in the Homiletical Theology Project series.  
 The tone of this volume of essays is definitely scholarly. 
“Scholarly homiletical theology is then essentially critical 
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research at the service of the practice” in which “homiletical 
theologians have the opportunity to dig more deeply into [the 
influences] that shape preaching and are crucial for its working 
theological method” (110). In an introductory chapter Jacobsen 
asserts that while the concept of promise is essential to the 
gospel, it takes on different meanings in different contexts. The 
essays that follow are meant to present a variety of homiletical 
theologies that in some way reflect promise as both grace and 
justice. The expectation is that different contexts surface different 
meanings of promise and create different expressions of the 
tension often perceived between divine grace and divine justice.  
 Sunggu Yang addresses promise from an Asian American 
immigrant context. “The immigrant’s spiritual experience of 
pilgrimage . . . determines the constructs of faith. . . . Having been 
uprooted from their original lands [they] have developed a triple 
consciousness as a socio-ecclesial coping mechanism, adding the 
third identifier of Christian pilgrim to their dual social identities 
of Asian and American. . . . [so that] the Promised Land [is] both 
this-earthly and other-worldly” (10, 26). 
 Kenyatta Gilbert reflects on the African-American 
preacher’s tri-vocal or holistic role as prophet, priest, and sage, 
offering “a promissory message of hope in a deathly world” (29). 
Concerns that emerge out of this context include divine justice, 
spiritual transformation, and realistic hope.  
 Ruthanna Hooke considers the embodied, that is, the 
breathing and speaking, practice of preaching as analogous to the 
coming of the Spirit in the Eucharist. In both liturgical practices 
the promise of the divine presence is experienced. Preachers 
become “channels for the divine presence and Word” since 
“preaching rests upon . . . the promise of God’s presence” so that 
preaching becomes “an event in which God speaks through 
human bodies and words” (51, 52).  
 Paul Scott Wilson encourages an approach to homiletical 
theology that labors “somewhere between the academic essay 
and the sermon” (69), acknowledging the multiple genres of 
interpretation available to the theologian. Wilson argues that 
poetics and rhetoric have a role to play in any homiletical 
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theology in general even as he develops a homiletical theology of 
promise in particular. Preaching “does not just talk about 
promise, it becomes promise-giving and hopeful” (85).  
 James Kay leans on Rudolf Bultmann’s notion of 
Entweltlichung, a freedom from the accepted norms of the world, 
in order to resist the tyrannies that entrap the disenfranchised. 
Preaching promises a gospel consisting of both grace for the 
oppressed and justice for the oppressor. Kay’s concept of 
promissory kerygmatics includes both the “fixed doctrinal 
content about Jesus Christ” and “the contemporary event of Jesus 
Christ” (90). Preachers draw upon a predetermined reservoir of 
doctrine as they speak promise into the context before them.  
 In a final chapter Jacobsen borrows Luther’s concept of 
Anfechtung (challenge), envisioning the work of homiletical 
theologians of promise as a struggle to grasp the mystery of grace 
and justice in coexistence. In this struggle, preaching promise 
must move beyond theoretical inquiry to actual practice so that 
the gospel promise becomes actualized through preaching. As a 
result, “both preacher and homiletician” must be “theologians of 
the Word and not simply engineers who move from text to 
bridge to sermon” (109). It is through the preaching of any 
theological concept into an ever changing/developing context 
that the struggle surfaces for the homiletical theologian. In this 
sense, the work of the homiletical theologian is an unfinished 
task.   
 Mature students of preaching will benefit by the scope 
and diversity of this volume. Beginning students will likely be 
overwhelmed. The four texts produced by the Homiletical 
Theology Project have made a major contribution to their 
readers’ reflections on the relationship between theology and 
preaching. 
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The Preacher’s Catechism. By Lewis Allen. Wheaton: Crossway, 
2018. 978-1433559358, 224pp., $22.99 (hardback). 
 
Reviewer: Scott Donahue-Martens, Boston University School of 
Theology, Boston, Massachussetts.  
 
Based on the Westminister Shorter Catechism, The Preacher’s 
Catechism offers a fresh approach to the spiritual formation of 
preachers. Allen recognizes that the tasks of preaching are 
arduous and require faithfulness on the part of the preacher. The 
work challenges preachers to reflect deeply on their faith and 
discipline, especially as it pertains to the practice of preaching. 
The three major insights that inform the work are that preaching 
is essential to the formation of people in the church, that 
preachers must understand preaching and themselves, and that 
the Westminister Catechism can be reworded to reflect the 
homiletical situation and address preachers.  

In each of the 43 chapters, Allen retains the question-
answer format of the Catechism, provides scriptural support, 
and expounds on the topic. The questions and answers are 
inspired by the Catechism but are rephrased to reflect preachers 
and preaching. This means that the author addresses many 
familiar theological topics and areas of concern, but with 
preaching in mind. The first section revolves around God and the 
proper place of preaching in the life of the church, and by 
extension, the life of the preacher. Allen reminds the reader that 
preaching should bring glory to God. The second part of the book 
explores the centrality of Christ. Christ is the Word who must be 
proclaimed, even as preachers must not approach the word only 
to preach. The third section uses the Ten Commandments to 
assert that the ministry of preaching should be informed by 
God’s Law. For example, the answer to the question about what 
the first commandment teaches us about preaching is: “You shall 
preach as a love expression to the Lord your God” (120). The final 
section offers realistic perspectives on what God can accomplish 
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through preaching. This part recognizes that preaching plays a 
significant role, but by no means the only role, in the life of the 
church.  

The many, but concise, chapters permit a wide array of 
topics to be discussed and the format of the work allows it to be 
read devotionally. This approach is compelling because it speaks 
to the heart and soul. However, the topics are only covered 
briefly and there is little attention given to homiletical theory. 
The book is less a how-to preach or even a practical guide to 
preaching. Its central purpose is to frame faithfully the tasks of 
preaching and the formation of the preacher. This means that the 
audience of The Preacher’s Catechism is primarily made up of 
those who are preaching or who have preached. Nonetheless, 
students of preaching and novice preachers can still learn from 
the work and heed many of the wise warnings presented. One of 
the most valuable contributions of the work is the sustained 
engagement with the weariness preaching often brings. Because 
of that focus, I recommend this work to those feeling worn out 
by the demands of preaching. Another strength of the book is its 
honesty in naming and addressing the doubts and fears of many 
preachers. Whether it is the initial call to preach or the Monday 
blues, The Preacher’s Catechism offers a word of hope through 
faith for those who enter the pulpit. Allen’s compelling argument 
is that preaching can be a spiritual discipline where God speaks 
life into both the preacher and the church.  

 
 

 
Reformed Preaching: Proclaiming God’s Word from the Heart of the 
Preacher to the Heart of His People. By Joel R. Beeke. Wheaton: 
Crossway, 2018. 978-14335-59280, 504 pp., $ 40.00. 
 
Reviewer: Scott A. Wenig, Denver Seminary, Denver, Colorado. 
 
Joel Beeke has a stellar resume. He is president of Puritan 
Reformed Theological Seminary where he serves as professor of 
systematic theology and homiletics. He is also a pastor of the 
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Heritage Reformed Congregation in Grand Rapids, Michigan, 
editor of Banner of Sovereign Grace Truth, editorial director of 
Reformation Heritage Books, the president of Inheritance 
Publishers, the vice president of the Dutch Reformed Translation 
Society, and the author of over a hundred books. This tome is his 
latest and, in some ways, appears to be his magnum opus. In the 
Preface he notes that he has wanted to write the book for over 
twenty years and been pecking away at it for longer than that 
(14). 

Beeke’s goal is to explain, promote, and illustrate 
Reformed experiential preaching which he defines as “preaching 
from the preacher’s heart to the hearts of God’s people” (14). To 
accomplish this, the book is structured in three main sections: 
Reformed Experiential Preaching Defined and Described, 
Reformed Experiential Preaching Illustrated, and Preaching 
Experientially Today. Each unit is composed of anywhere from 
four to nineteen chapters which explicate the component parts of 
its overarching theme. All this is rounded out with an excellent 
bibliography and indexes.   

Part of what drives Beeke’s approach is the common 
experience most of us have had listening to sermons. Sometimes 
the sermon grabs our minds by giving us some new and helpful 
content but leaves us emotionally untouched. Others touch our 
hearts, perhaps even moving us to tears, but lack a Scriptural 
basis or are weak in theological depth and insight. Beeke’s goal 
is to overcome this unfortunate discrepancy between the head 
and heart. In his view, “Reformed experiential preaching uses the 
truth of Scripture to shine the glory of God into the depths of the 
soul to call people to live solely and wholly for God” (24). True 
to the claims of the Reformed tradition, this approach tries to 
bring the preacher and listeners face to face with the sovereign 
God and the wickedness of their own lives. Thus, in the midst of 
such preaching, men and women are drawn into the embrace of 
God’s grace as demonstrated by Christ and his atoning work on 
the cross. 

After defining and describing the nature of Reformed 
experiential preaching, Beeke illustrates it from the pulpit 
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ministries of numerous preachers spanning the sixteenth to the 
twentieth century. Here we’re given glimpses into how 
influential pastors such as Zwingli, Calvin, Perkins, Bunyan, 
Edwards, Ryle, and Lloyd-Jones both informed the minds of their 
congregants as well as moved their hearts towards greater 
godliness. True to his own denominational context, the author 
also devotes three chapters to the Dutch Reformation and its 
preachers in Europe and America. For those who want a primer 
on some of the major players in the Reformed tradition of 
preaching, this portion of the book will serve them well. 

In the final section, Beeke focuses on how to leverage this 
methodological approach in the contemporary context. Here he 
speaks to those of us who preach on a regular basis, encouraging 
and exhorting us to preach with balance and solid application, all 
the while striving for greater personal and congregational 
holiness. Beeke’s heart for preaching, for people, and for the 
theological tradition he has devoted his life to, shine in these five 
chapters.   

While clearly directed to those in the Reformed camp of 
evangelicalism, this work contains some valuable homiletical 
nuggets for those in the Wesleyan tradition as well. But one will 
not find any discussion of those itinerant preachers who, by the 
power of the Spirit, transformed eighteenth-century England and 
nineteenth-century America from ungodly cultures into societies 
where Christianity was exalted and the rule of law implemented. 
We cannot fault the author for this lack since it clearly wasn’t in 
his purview. But the historical effectiveness of the circuit-riding 
Methodist and Baptist preachers does raise some significant 
questions about the wider applicability of the homiletical 
approach Beeke champions.   

For those who are proudly in the Reformed bloc, this book 
will be viewed as a major contribution to the practice of better 
preaching and homiletical methodology. Given the in-depth 
nature of its research and the author’s long term tenure as both a 
professor and preacher, it certainly deserves that kind of praise.  
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Christ Has Set Us Free: Preaching and Teaching Galatians. Edited by 
D. A. Carson and Jeff Robinson Sr. Wheaton: Crossway, 2019. 
978-143356261, 170 pp., $19.99. 
 
Reviewer: Jeremy M. Kimble, Cedarville University, Cedarville, Ohio. 
 
In the spring of 2017, the Gospel Coalition held a preaching 
conference (TGC 2017) that consisted of the exposition of the 
entire book of Galatians by six plenary speakers. Carson and 
Robinson explain that “this book has been adapted from those 
talks and supplemented with important introductory material to 
give pastors and teachers a resource to help them interpret and 
apply Galatians faithfully to a new generation of Christians who 
desire to breathe the rich gospel air of the Reformation” (9).  
 Their purpose is accomplished over nine chapters, the first 
two covering introductory material (by Thomas Schreiner) and 
historical considerations (by Gerald Bray). The bulk of the book, 
chapters 3–8, are the sermons given at TGC 2017, with each 
speaker (John Piper, Sandy Willson, Peter Adam, D. A. Carson, 
Thabiti Anyabwile, and Tim Keller) taking an entire chapter of 
Galatians. The book concludes with thoughts from Galatians on 
the errors of legalism and antinomianism (by Sinclair Ferguson). 
 The expositions contained within these chapters are 
biblically faithful and would certainly aid young preachers. 
Some may quibble over certain interpretive decisions, but these 
messages are clear and demonstrate focused attention to the text 
at hand. The additional chapters on background material, as well 
as on thinking about the issues of legalism and license, offer the 
kinds of resources one may find in a commentary on Galatians. 
They are brief, and thus do not go into the depth that 
commentaries would, but are informative enough to get someone 
started as they begin to study the Epistle. 
 It is wonderful to hear from myriad voices on the 
preaching of the word. Here we have sermons that are quite 
diverse in nature, showing that there are different ways to 
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approach exposition and that no one “style” is superior to 
another. However, with such diversity also comes a potentially 
missed opportunity to show how to work through a book of the 
Bible with a single unified approach. For example, Piper’s 
sermon is well thought out, following the logic of Paul as 
opposed to verse ordering, whereas others adhere to working 
through the passage in the order Paul has presented his material. 
Then there are the variances in sermonic styles. All this is not to 
level a dismissive critique of the work, but simply to say there 
are strengths and weaknesses in books with multiple authors. In 
sum, the benefits here surely outweigh potential weaknesses. 
 Anecdotally, I myself taught through Galatians this 
summer at camps and to my adult Bible class at church, and 
found the content of Christ Has Set Us Free quite useful. 
Considering the brevity of the book, it may have been helpful to 
have the six speakers include an introductory or concluding 
section about why and how they approached their assigned 
chapter of Galatians the way they did. That would have allowed 
teachers of preachers and students of preaching to see “under the 
hood” and get into the mindset of those preaching. Regardless, 
this work offers a faithful model of how to understand and apply 
the Epistle to the Galatians in our own preaching ministries. 

 
 

 
A Legacy of Preaching: Volume One–Apostles to the Revivalists and A 
Legacy of Preaching: Volume Two– Enlightenment to the Present Day. 
Edited by Benjamin K. Forrest, Kevin L. King, Bill Curtis, and 
Dwayne Milioni. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2018. 978-
0310538226 and 978-0310538264, 528 pp. and 560 pp., $44.43 (set). 
 
Reviewer: Timothy S. Warren, Dallas Theological Seminary, Dallas, 
Texas. 
 
The four editors, two from Liberty University and two from 
Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary, have gathered some 
sixty scholars, mostly historians and theologians, from a variety 
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of institutions and representing a variety of Protestant traditions, 
to overview a history of preaching from Paul to the present day.  

Both volumes follow the same helpful format. After a brief 
introduction aquaints readers with each of the nine historical 
divisions surveyed, every one of the sixty chapters provides a 
brief characterization of the preacher, his/her historical 
background, theological foundations, methodology for 
preaching, contributions to preaching, a short sermon excerpt, 
and a bibliography. 

These volumes are intended to provide pastors with 
insight and encouragement as they pursue their calling to preach. 
Reading a chapter in the evening just before retiring should 
prove inspiring. Students will discover a variety of models as 
they develop their own preaching voice, considering both 
strengths and weakness of many influential pulpiteers of the 
past. Teachers of Christian history and preaching will find these 
chapters a source for both initial instruction and further research.  

As all histories of preaching must decide not only the 
number of preachers reviewed, but also the breadth of 
denominational representation therein, the editors of this set 
have intentionally narrowed their focus. Beyond the Middle 
Ages, only a single preacher outside the Protestant tradition is 
represented. Additionally, only European and North American 
preachers are reviewed after Part One of Volume One. Five 
African American and two women preachers are considered. The 
volumes’ greatest weakness is the brevity of sermon excerpts, 
leaving readers scarcely be able to grasp the preaching content 
and style of individual preachers. Fortunately, the bibliographies 
point readers to sermon anthologies that may help resolve that 
deficiency.  

Taking into account Edwin Charles Dargan’s two volume 
A History of Preaching (a classic for over a century), David L. 
Larsen’s two-volume Company of the Preachers (from an 
evangelical perspective), Hughes Oliphant Old’s seven-volume 
series The Reading and Preaching of the Scriptures in the Worship of 
the Christian Church (an exhaustive account of preaching that 
addresses African, Asian, and Latin American representatives 
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and a wide range of denominations), O. C. Edwards’ two-volume 
A History of Preaching (containing many original writings and 
sermons), readers of this Journal looking for an initial exposure to 
the history of preaching or a classroom text should find A Legacy 
of Preaching a sound choice.  

 


