
212. PREACHING & PREACHERS

ABOVE ALL, 

DEAL HONESTLY WITH THE TEXT

We have been dealing with a major decision.  Having arrived at this major decision you now

have to come down to the actual work of preparing the sermon, the particular sermon.  How do you

approach this? Well, obviously, the first thing you have to do is to deal with the meaning of your

text. At this point there is one golden rule, one absolute demand - honesty.  You have got to be

honest with your text. I mean by that, that you do not go to a text just to pick out an idea which

interests you and then deal with that idea yourself.  That is to be dishonest with a text.  Perhaps a

few illustrations will help to make this point clear.

I well remember the first time I heard a certain famous preacher on the radio.  He told us

that he was going to preach on “Turning the place of your crucifixion into a garden.”  One

wondered immediately as to the possible source of that theme.  He soon told us that his text was to

be found at the beginning of the eighteenth chapter of John's Gospel where we read, “In the place

where He was crucified there was a garden.”  That was what the text said.  But, you see, the sermon

was on 'turning' the place of your crucifixion into a garden.  But there was nothing about that in the

text.  There was a garden there; the garden was there before the crucifixion.  It was not the

crucifixion that produced the garden.  However, in order to give himself the opportunity of

preaching a very sentimental sermon about how people suffering from illnesses could and should

react to their trial, he did violence to his text.  He told us that good people who took it in a beautiful

spirit, and never grumbled and never complained, turned their place of crucifixion into a garden. 

We were then treated to a series of affecting sentimental stories of such people for about twenty-

five minutes to half an hour.  Now there is only one thing to say about that-that is just utter

dishonesty; there is nothing else to say about it.

Or take another example: that of a man preaching on Naaman the Syrian.  You remember

the point in the story about his strong objection to the command to go to dip himself in the river

Jordan-a miserably small river as contrasted with the rivers Abana and Pharpar.  But the theme of

the sermon was “The importance of the unimportant in life”.  That, again, is nothing but a sheer

misuse of a text.  The meaning of that text and its context is not to show “the importance of the

unimportant in life” but to show that Naaman could not be healed by God without being humbled,

and that all of us have to submit to God's way of salvation.  But that was literally not mentioned at

all in the sermon.  The idea behind this affront to a text is that you just extract an idea, anything that

pleases you, such as the fact that the river Jordan was actually smaller than the other rivers, and

ignore the real meaning of the text and its context.  It is not only superficial, it is actually dishonest

and an abuse of scriptural statements.

Or take another and still more striking example.  I am deliberately giving illustrations from

popular preachers.  This man announced his theme as 'My Gospel'. His text was Paul's statement in

2 Timothy 2:8: “Remember that Jesus Christ of the seed of David was raised from the dead

according to my gospel.”  He started with the question, “Can you say ‘my’ gospel?”  “Of course,”

he added immediately, “it may not be my gospel, but is it yours?”  This was the real point, “Can

you say ‘my’ gospel?”  Then there was a tirade against traditionalism, orthodoxy, systematic

theology, indeed any kind of theology.  The one thing that mattered was personal experience- “my

gospel”. What was truly amazing and almost incredible was that the man could possibly say that,

because what Paul is obviously saying there is that it was not his own gospel, not something that

arose from his experience, but “that Jesus Christ of the seed of David was raised from the dead.” 



The Apostle indeed was writing specifically to counter the kind of thing that this preacher was

saying, and emphasizing that there is only one Gospel-the one he preached-the Gospel which is

based upon the vital historical fact that Jesus the Christ is the incarnate Son of God, born of the seed

of David according to the flesh, and that He literally rose in the body from the grave.  All that was

completely ignored, indeed denied.  The great thing was, “Have you had some personal experience;

has your life changed?”  He just extracted “My gospel” and completely ignored even the rest of the

verse, leave alone the context.  It was really a tirade against a theological understanding of the

Gospel or of being “able to give a reason for the hope that is in you”.  It was an exaltation of

personal experience, irrespective of the cause of the experience.  There is, again, only one thing to

say-this is utterly dishonest, it is an abuse, a travesty of what the text says.

We must be honest with our texts; and we must take them always in their context.  That is an

absolute rule.  These other men do not observe that: they are not interested in that, they are always

looking for 'ideas'. They want a theme, an idea; and then they philosophize on that, giving

expression to their own thoughts and moralizings.  That is utterly to abuse the Word of God.  You

must take your text in its context, and you must be honest with it.  You must discover the meaning

of the words and of the whole statement.  We have gone into this before, but what I want to

emphasize at this stage is the spiritual meaning of the verse or passage.  Accuracy first, but then,

and more important the spiritual meaning.  What determines the accuracy of our understanding of

particular words ultimately is not scholarship but the spiritual meaning of the passage.  You will

find that the learned authorities often, if not generally, disagree with one another completely, and

the meaning ultimately has to be determined not by some exact science but by spiritual perception,

spiritual understanding; that 'unction' that John talks about in 1 John 2:20 and 27.

GETTING  THE  MAIN  MESSAGE

This procedure leads you to the thrust of the message of this particular statement.  In order

to arrive at this you will have to learn how to ask questions of your text.  Nothing is more important

than this. Ask ques tions such as, Why did he say that? Why did he say it in this particular) way?

What is he getting at? What was his object and purpose? One of the first things a preacher has to

learn is to talk to his texts. They talk to you, and you must talk to them.  Put questions to them. 

This is a most profitable and stimulating procedure. But your text.  An idea may occur to you and it

may excite you and thrill you; but if you find that you have to do some manipulating or forcing in

order to make that fit into this particular text, don't do it.  You must sacrifice a good sermon rather

than force a text.  After this, or while doing this, you must check this understanding you have

arrived at by consulting your lexicons and commentaries.

What I am leading to, the thing I am concerned about, is that you make certain that you

really are getting the main message, the main thrust and import of this particular text or statement. 

It is quite astonishing to note how good men can avoid doing this.  I have reached a stage in which I

am not quite sure whether one learns more about preaching by preaching oneself, or by listening to

others! I suppose it is a combination of both.  But during a recent illness, and while recuperating

from an operation, I was a listener for nearly six months, and I learned a great deal.  One Sunday

morning I heard a man preaching on Galatians 3:1: “O foolish Galatians, who hath bewitched you

that ye should not obey the truth, before whose eyes Jesus Christ hath been evidently set forth,

crucified among you?”  The theme of the sermon was “the danger of being side-tracked”.  The

introduction, I felt, was good and legitimate apart from over-elaboration of the theme of the

“witching eye”, and a little disquisition of mesmerism.  All right-I was quite prepared even for that. 



But then the rest of the sermon was devoted to the things that tend to distract us, and particularly

theology and orthodoxy.

Now to me, this good man was missing the main message.  Surely what the Apostle is

saying is this: “O foolish Galatians who hath bewitched you, that ye should not obey the truth,

before whose eyes Jesus Christ hath been evidently set forth, crucified among you?”  The Apostle is

amazed at these Galatians.  In what respect?  Well, what Paul was amazed at was that anything

could distract the attention of these foolish Galatians from the great and glorious truth which he had

placarded before them, the amazing fact of the death of “the Son of God” on the Cross on Calvary's

hill, which he had “evidently set forth,” “placarded” before them.  Paul was amazed that anything

could distract them from “the glory of the Cross”.  But the Cross, and its meaning and message was

literally not mentioned in that sermon.  The time was taken in telling us about “the side-shows”, the

things that tend to distract us.  But we were told nothing about the object from which they distracted

us.  Surely Paul is expressing his utter amazement and astonishment that a man who has ever had a

glimpse of this should ever forget it in his preoccupation with matters like circumcision.  But that

did not come out at all.  In a sense that preacher was saying nothing wrong apart from his passing

attack on orthodoxy, but what interested me was that he completely failed to bring out the main

thrust of his own text, the very text on which he was preaching.  He had obviously been bewitched

by “the witching eye”!

Nothing is more important than that we should be sure that we have got at the main thrust of

the text, and let that come out.  We must not be like another man whom I heard preaching on

Romans 1:1-4:  “Declared to be the Son of God with power, according to the spirit of holiness, by

the resurrection from the dead,” on Easter Sunday.  What astonished me on that occasion was that

there was very little about the Resurrection.  The good man explained the meaning of the words in

an excellent manner and certainly emphasized that Jesus is the Son of God, but I went away without

a sense of astonishment at this amazing event of the Resurrection, the thing which according to the

Apostle finally 'declared' Him to be 'the Son of God'.  That was not at all the thrust of the sermon on

that Easter morning; but surely it is the thrust of what the Apostle himself is saying.

I remember a well-known preacher preaching on a Good Friday morning on the text,

Romans 8:2: “The law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus hath made me free from the law of sin and

death.”  His theme turned out to be his particular brand of holiness teaching- he was a believer in

'entire sanctification'.  On that Good Friday morning, when the very day, and the very occasion

which had brought us together, was making people think of the actual death of our Lord, the

historical fact, our minds were directed away from that to a particular theory of holiness.  And, once

more, that happened not only because of a misunderstanding of the particular verse but because of a

complete ignoring of the previous and the following verses.  I cannot overemphasize the importance

of our arriving at the main thrust, the main message of our text.  Let it lead you, let it teach you. 

Listen to it and then question it as to its meaning, and let that be the burden of your sermon.

QUESTIONS  FOR

STUDY  AND  DISCUSSION

1.  What are the strengths and weaknesses of preaching a series versus preaching odd texts? Should

one be the exception and the other the rule?

2.  What special days, if any, should be used for special sermons?

3.  Have you ever given or heard a sermon that "forced a text" rather than "sacrifice the sermon"? 

What was the result?


