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“Before the Word of God can get itself lived, it needs to get itself believed…before it can 

get itself believed, it has to get itself heard . . . before it can get itself heard, it must get itself 

said” (Paul Scherer). Preaching is the predominant method in which God has chosen to 

communicate the gospel to the world (Mk. 1:14, 38, 13:9-10; Acts 61-4; 2 Tim. 4:2). There are 

33 verbs used over 100 times in the New Testament that equate to our word “preach”, yet 

preaching seems to be on the decline. It seems to be taking the back seat to other responsibilities 

a pastor may have. The pulpit needs revived. Preaching needs to be seen in its proper place in the 

ministry of pastors. The church needs reintroduced to expository preaching; preaching that 

speaks God’s words after him. 

The Problem 

There is much that could be said here, but I will keep my remarks to a few major issues 

regarding the decline of preaching. First, there has been a large-scale loss of spiritual vitality. 

Many preachers lack a life of prayer, and refuse to put to death habitual sins, and work diligently 

to fix character flaws that are debilitating to their ministries. I’ll share an example of how this 

has affected my life.  

Growing up I was in a couple of different churches that were not healthy. There was lack 

of church elders and board members, so there was not accountability for leadership. In two out of 

the three churches I spent the most time in growing up, the lead pastors had affairs which 

produced spiritual and physical damage to many. There is something being short-circuited when 

one can get behind the pulpit on Sunday, after fooling around with a woman other than their wife 

the night before.  

Secondly, is the post-Enlightenment world view of our society. In our day and age 

secularism is king. Our problem is that religion is pushed to the periphery of life, and the 

people’s choice god today is relativism. What’s good for you is good for you, “you do you and 

I’ll do me” is the mentality. In this world view, the heresy is that one thinks there is no heresy. 

The preacher is met with conflict and criticism, even within the church, regarding this world 

view.   

Thirdly, there is a loss of confidence in Scripture, especially in the gospel. Though one 

may not admittedly say this, what one practices may tell a different story. It’s the belief or 
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perhaps more appropriately the fear, even if under the surface, that the gospel won’t address our 

needs for ministry today. The gospel is just what we do to get them in the club. After that, the 

real life-changing business can happen, then the twelve steps to a better you, and five weeks to a 

happier marriage can take place. Preaching ceases to be preaching at all. It trades the gospel for 

self-help and the cross for cheap laughs and entertainment. If care is not shown in the pulpit, one 

can become too preoccupied with secondary issues, and lose connection with the central theme, 

the gospel. The gospel has to be thought through and applied again and again so that we can talk 

about any topic the way the Bible does as the outworking of what God has done in Christ (Jn. 

1:29; 2 Cor. 5:18-20).  

Fourth, are the low expectations both preachers and their congregations have of 

preaching. The unfortunate thing is that they become self-fulfilling. Because people don’t expect 

a lot they don’t get a lot. The preacher stops working hard, so the congregation says we need 

more programs, because the preaching is subpar. We don’t expect the Holy Spirit to work and 

move in the hearts of those listening, so our messages become dull; they lack his presence and 

therefore his power to transform lives.  

Fifth, is the changing roles that pastors must play in the modern church. Congregations 

expect their pastors to be everything for every person and have their hands in every ministry. I 

have been in congressional focus groups that, when asked what they would like to see in a new 

lead pastor, mentioned things like nursery worker and counselor long before preacher. If one 

looks at ten random job descriptions for pastoral vacancies in any given state, preaching and 

teaching, if found on the list at all, rarely make the top, excluding the specialized positions that 

many large churches have perhaps. The pew will never ask for the gospel or the cross. If allowed 

to dictate what is being said from the pulpit, the gospel will be absent, save Christmas and 

Easter.  

The reality is that expectations on pastors by their congregation members, and also that 

pastors place on themselves, lends to sermon preparation being at the bottom of the to-do list. To 

be a good preacher one must draw boundaries. There is absolutely division of labor in the church 

(Acts 6:1-7). The ability to say “no” to things is a must, but is more difficult to practice than to 

say. The measure of maturity of the believer and pastor alike is the ability to say “no” with no 
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explanation. Usually a pastor has to say “no” to very good things, and they should because 

faithful preaching is to be their first priority.  

What is Preaching? 

In General 

Preaching is verbal, oral communication characterized by several key features: its content 

is the Bible, it is biblical truth mediated through human personality, it calls humans to respond to 

the truth proclaimed, and its ultimate goal is the glory of God and edification of the Church.  

The content of preaching is the Christocentric Scriptures. The God of the universe has 

revealed himself to us through the Word, his son Jesus Christ (Jn. 1:1-5; 1 Jn. 1:1-4) and through 

his word, the Bible (2 Tim. 3:16-17; 2 Pet.1:20-21). In hundreds of passages, the Bible declares 

explicitly or implicitly that it is the very Word of God. 3,800 times, in fact, the Bible declares, 

“God said,” or “Thus says the Lord.” The Bible defines where preachers get their authority; it 

comes from God’s word and God’s ideas. Preaching, when done correctly has authority because 

the preacher is simply retelling the message God has already provided in his word. The preacher 

is a butler not a chef, he just needs to get the meal to the table without messing it up. The task is 

to explain and apply what has already been provided.  

Preaching is not merely teaching. Preaching most certainly always involves teaching, but 

they are not the same thing. In the New Testament we see that they are distinguished from each 

other (Acts 5:42, 15:35, 20:25). Teaching can take place without preaching. One can “content 

dump” all day, and never preach. What makes preaching “preaching” is that it elicits a response, 

it calls it’s hearers to something, shows them their inadequacy to accomplish what needs to be 

done, and connects them to the savior of the world Jesus Christ, and the God who is able to 

transform their lives. Jesus is the focal point of all Biblical revelation. We must preach Christ, 

because the glory of God in the salvation of sinners is our ambition (Jn. 14:6). This is the work 

of a preacher; everything else takes a back seat to this objective, because people need an 

opportunity to respond to the gospel in every message one presents. Preaching is the best means 

to achieve the goal of proclaiming the gospel to all, and doing so on a constant basis, week in 

and week out.  
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Preaching involves human personality. God has gifted a variety of people with unique 

personalities to proclaim his word. Personality is important to God; he created human personality 

to begin with. That is why we should learn from heroes in the faith, but not try to imitate them 

and their styles, in our own preaching. God uses everything in life to fashion us into the person 

he wants us to be. We need to be who he created us to be individually, not cheap imitations of 

others. Preaching is at its best when we lose self-consciousness.  There is one thing we all must 

do and that is to be godly, to be like our creator (Lev. 11:44; 1 Pet. 1:13-16).  

The immediate purpose of preaching is to stimulate appropriate human responses to the 

truth being declared. Peaching is not an information dump. Preaching is a means to an end, and 

that end is the call to righteousness, salvation, and edification of believers. It is not enough to 

merely say what the text says. The preacher must demand a verdict, encourage, appeal, correct, 

and challenge their listeners.  Read, explain, illustrate, apply, and sit down, that’s the 

responsibility of the preacher in the pulpit; and do these things in such a way that it demands a 

response from their listeners.  The preacher has an agenda, and that’s okay if it’s God’s agenda 

in the text. They don’t make their own, rather it’s God’s agenda in the text. If one makes their 

own agenda then they do not have divine authority. 

Reading and understanding what the writer is saying is only part of the process of 

preparing for a sermon, but the sermon really isn’t “preaching” until we have identified the 

Fallen Condition Focus (FCF) of the passage (Chapell p.48-56). It is in this crucial piece that the 

Holy Spirit works on the hearts of listeners to show them their need for the gospel.  

 The FCF of a sermon reveals the purpose of the text and the purpose of the sermon. This 

is the greater task of preparation. What we are doing in searching for the FCF of a passage is 

trying to discern what human concern prompted the Holy Spirit to inspire this portion of 

Scripture, to cause it to be written for humanity across all time. We share in common with those 

of Biblical times a fallen and sinful nature in need of restoration. This means that we can be 

assured that there is a purpose in every passage of Scripture. The whole sermon is based on how 

we are to respond biblically to the FCF as it plays out in our lives. Without a clear purpose our 

exposition will be a train wreck. Without a clear specific FCF our audience will be left wanting 

or tune out. We also must not forget that though the FCF is always negative, there is provision in 

Christ. We can’t wound and never heal. Sometimes we must sting, but we must also bring hope. 
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Preachers must tie redemptive motivation to the commands of scripture, showing how the text 

exposes our need for grace, but also the provision of grace for that need.   

We must remember that we are unable to change anyone’s heart. It is out of our hands; 

we cannot make people change or love God. Only God can turn hearts of stone into flesh (Ezek. 

36:25-27; Matt. 19:25-26).  I like how J.I. Packer explains the work of the Holy Spirit, “The 

Holy Spirit, we might say, is the matchmaker, the celestial marriage broker, whose role it is to 

bring us and Christ together and ensure that we stay together.” Jesus is the focal point of the 

revelatory ministry of the Holy Spirit (John 14: 15-17, 25-26 16:12). The Spirit wants to glorify 

Jesus, to shine light on him and who he is. He does this primarily through the Scriptures. The 

Holy Spirit is the illuminator (1 Cor. 2:12-15) and without him we are hopeless to understand 

who God is and how we are to apply the Scriptures to our own lives and the lives of others.   

The ultimate goal in preaching is the glory of God, and the edification of the Church. 

When we preach we must long to put on display for all to see and hear the inexhaustible majestic 

glory of God. When I preach I want people to be captivated by the gospel, to see how foolish 

their idolatry is, and to see why God should be their deepest desire. I want to paint a portrait of 

Jesus Christ that is so compelling that people’s eyes begin to be opened to how he is better than 

everything else in life.  

Expository Preaching 

 What is expository preaching? Perhaps it is helpful to define what it is not first. 

Expository preaching is not running commentary, purely textual, or merely topical in nature, 

neither is it necessarily preaching through a book of the Bible.  

Expository preaching it not a running commentary, because preaching is heavily 

committed to application. Preaching is more than content dumping. Knowledge is absolutely 

important, and God wants his people to learn and grow, but he wants his people to know him, not 

just about him. Sermons are concerned with structure and points that connect to the main point. 

Each sermon coheres and is a self-contained unit. 

Preaching through a book of the Bible does not equal expository preaching, and topical 

preaching can be done faithfully through exposition of the text. The common practice in textual 

preaching is to focus on a very small sample of text and connect the themes with systematic 
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theology categories. The tendency is to rip things out of context, and say true things about the 

text, just not necessarily things from the text at hand with thought given to the original context..  

The reason for this it that theology is easier than exegesis. On the other hand, topical preaching 

runs the risk of organizing the message not internally from the text, but externally picking texts 

based on the theme one wants to preach. It is something external pushed on the text. It is using 

the text as a spring board to speak about something else, or taking the text and removing it from 

its original context. The danger in topical preaching is not having the authority of scripture to say 

what we’re saying.  

For example, David and Goliath is not about the little boy who did big things for God and 

you can do big things too. It is about the glory and power of God. Or take the story of Joseph in 

Genesis. The point of the story isn’t to be like Joseph, holding Joseph up as a moral super hero 

whose character we are commanded to conform to. It is about God’s sovereignty, and 

providential care over his people.  That being said, there is a way to preach topically that is 

expositional.  For example, let’s say we want to preach on temptation, or do a series on 

temptation. Some texts we might look at would be Genesis three (Adam and Eve) Genesis 39 

(Joseph and Potiphar’s wife), Matthew four (Jesus and Satan), and James one (nature of our 

temptation). If we want to do topical sermons, we go to the Scriptures first and make our outlines 

from them. We do this to ensure we are saying what the Holy Spirit inspired the writers of the 

Scriptures to say to the original audience, and then applying them to our listener today.  

So what then is expository preaching? Some of what it means to preach expository 

sermons has been stated above, but there are a few key features to be expanded upon or stated 

more clearly and briefly here.  

Expository preaching is preaching subject matter that emerges directly and obviously 

from a passage or passages of Scripture. Even the message outline comes from the text. Good 

expository preaching involves solid biblical theology.  It draws attention to inner-canonical 

connections that relentlessly move toward Christ. Jesus teaches us that the entire Old Testament 

is about himself (Lk. 24:36-49). Paul and the other Apostles and New Testament writers believed 

this to be true as well (Acts 10:4, 17:2-3, 18:27-28 ; Rom. 16:25-27; 1 Pet. 3:1-12). What is said 

generally about God is made explicit in the person and work of Jesus. The themes of the small 

stories in Scripture contribute to the big story of God sending his son to save humanity.  
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Why “Preach” the Word?  

In General  

Our creator talks. The God of the Bible communicates with his people through speech. 

God’s most basic act of self-revelation in the Scriptures, short of the incarnation, is His speech. 

Preaching God’s word is a divine mandate (Mk. 13:9-10; Matt. 10:6-7) it must be done. We see 

in the New Testament that preaching was central and fundamental to the spread of the gospel. 

John the Baptist came preaching (Matt. 3:1.14), Jesus preached (Matt. 4:17; Mk. 1:14, 38), Jesus 

commanded his disciples to preach (Matt. 10:6-7; Mk. 16:15), the apostles preached (Acts 6:1-4. 

8:8, 17:13), and leaders of churches in the first century were commanded to preach (1 Tim. 5:17; 

2 Tim. 4:2). This command was not just for first century believers; it applies to us today as New 

Covenant believers.   

Preaching is the best means for making the gospel known.  Good news is to be declared, 

and announced. God is not asking for discussion or trying to strike a bargain. He has revealed 

something that demands compliance; and he never says please. The gospel call, “repent and 

believe”, is always in the imperative, it elicits a response. His call is not an invitation, but a 

summons. A party invitation can be declined or accepted, but a summons one cannot chose to 

say “yes” or “no”. The reality is that God has acted therefore we must respond. This is why the 

pulpit is not a place for “sharing”, or a place we give a “talk”, or a “discussion”, but for 

declaring, for proclaiming God’s word with the intent of calling those listening to respond to the 

truth that has been declared.  

Preaching can do what nothing else can when done well. It gets to the heart and mind at 

the same time and carries with it intensity and authority other forms of communication don’t 

have. It’s very rare to come out of a small group meeting, or Sunday school class and say, “I felt 

the presence of God so profoundly today!” As important and edifying as those things are, they 

can’t do what preaching can. When done well, it mediates God to human beings, bringing the 

father, the son, and the spirit down to be present with humanity. That’s what the preacher is 

supposed to do, to be that conduit.   

 

Why Expository Preaching?  
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The answer to this question is straightforward and simple. It is the method least likely to 

stray too far from Scripture. It teaches people how to read the Bible, gives confidence to the 

preacher, authorizes the sermon, meets the need for relevance, and  enables (and forces!) the 

preacher to handle the tough questions that arise from the text. The Bible is not a color palate for 

us to paint whatever picture we can imagine. There is a real danger of making the text say 

something the original author never meant it to say, and thus we risk losing the power and 

backing of the Holy Spirit in our sermons. When we stand in the pulpit after doing the difficult 

task of preparing an expository sermon, with the aid of the Holy Spirit, we can know that this is 

God’s word, it is his truth, and proclaim it boldly.  

Worth noting, and of major importance to remember, is that when we preach we are 

teaching people how to read the Bible. We are teaching people how to think, and apply the Bible 

to their lives. Our congregation and listeners alike will learn to interpret Scripture by our 

preaching. Preachers don’t make the Bible relevant; it is already relevant. The danger in Bible 

study is jumping too quickly to relevance and application. We don’t seek to meet people’s needs; 

it happens organically through faithful exposition, which shows people what their needs really 

are. Faithful and good preaching creates and exposes needs, and then shows how the gospel 

bears weight on those situations and needs.   

The Posture of the Heart 

Preaching is about more than content, it is also about the character of the preacher, and 

the character in which preaching is communicated. It renounces humanly-devised techniques of 

manipulation, because declaring the word of God is not about tickling ears and putting more 

bodies in buildings. The gospel is to define our style and the substance. The gospel ousts human 

sufficiency, so it should be so in our messages as well. Preachers should never preach in a way to 

consciously bring attention to themselves, but must become masters at extinguishing the fires of 

self-pride. Pride and the gospel cannot coexist (2 Cor. 4:5). Think about John the Baptist. His 

whole goal was to prepare the way and get people jazzed about someone else, Jesus. John 

prepares the way, clears the way, and gets out of the way. That’s the gospel preacher. 

In 1 Corinthians 2 Paul recognizes three things that are vital to remember as a preacher: 

his inadequate abilities, the souls of others, and the unthinkable outcome if the Holy Spirit didn’t 

empower his message. We ought to acknowledge these things and take seriously the task at hand. 
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Do we shake? Are we desperate for God to come and help us? Do we pray, “Holy Spirit you 

better show up, because if you don’t, this is going to be a train wreck! Only you can transform 

hearts, please work in the hearts of those here today.”?   

Conclusion 

 There is a prophetic task, a ministry of the Word of God to be done (Heb.4; Acts 5:42). 

This begins with my willingness to receive the wisdom and truth of Scripture (Mk 4:3-25), a 

willingness to tenaciously search it out (Prov. 2:15; 25:2), and a willingness to speak His word, 

or rather let God speak through me with the intent or shaping the consciousness of His people. I 

have no right to alter Scripture’s message (1 Cor. 2:1-5; 2 Cor. 2:17; 4:5; Rev 22:18) nor do I 

have a right to determine whether I want to declare it (2 Tim. 4). I am not called to tickling ears, 

and I will seek to speak God’s words after him. I strive to be a minister of God’s grace (Acts 

3:19; 20:24). Ministry is about what God does. My ministry doesn’t make Christ present. I can 

only do ministry because Christ is alive and has called me to enter into his ministry as a conduit 

from which his grace pours out. It is His ministry that will heal, speak, bless, save, comfort, and 

guide.  I am a butler not the chef.  
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