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Foreword
In Preaching and Preachers, Martyn Lloyd-Jones made a distinction between 
pulpiteers and preachers. He described late nineteenth-century America as a 
culture where pulpiteers dominated—epitomized in Lloyd-Jones’s assessment 
by Henry Ward Beecher. Lloyd-Jones wrote,

These men were pulpiteers rather than preachers. I mean that 
they were men who could occupy a pulpit and dominate it, and 
dominate the people. They were professionals. There was a good 
deal of the element of showmanship in them, and they were 
experts in handling congregations and playing on their emotions. 
In the end they could do almost what they liked with them.1

Lloyd-Jones then solemnly added this: “These pulpiteers were to me—with 
my view of preaching—an abomination.”

Lloyd-Jones’s famous lectures on preaching, from which his book was 
drawn, represented a watershed of sorts. He was sounding a much-needed 
warning about the decline of biblical preaching. He was seeing the very begin-
ning of a trend where entertainment, oratory, people-centered messages,  
and other pragmatic considerations were crowding out passionate biblical 
preaching.

Unfortunately, Lloyd-Jones’s warning went largely unheeded—or was flatly 
rejected—by the mainstream of the evangelical movement. As a result, the art 
of pulpiteering is currently enjoying a renaissance that Lloyd-Jones could not 
have foreseen in his worst nightmares.

The trend is evident in the kind of books pastors are reading. Up to and 
including Lloyd-Jones’s book, the most widely read books about preaching 
tended to focus on themes like the glory of God, biblical content, the Holy 
Spirit’s empowerment, and the importance of preaching with courage and con-
viction. In the three decades since, the most popular books on preaching tend 
to be those preoccupied with meeting people’s “felt needs,” being “relevant,” 
being “practical,” being “user-friendly,” being “contemporary,” or otherwise 
adapting the message to fit the hearers’ preferences. In other words, modern 
preaching is self-consciously shaped to fit a pragmatic agenda (“purpose-
driven”), rather than being compelled and tempered by a passion for faithfully 
and courageously delivering the whole counsel of God.



In contrast to all that, Jim Shaddix gives us a biblical perspective of preach-
ing. His analysis of the state of the modern pulpit is sharply focused and filled 
with insight. He has correctly diagnosed the problem, and he offers the right 
remedy. Plus, he writes with clarity, precision, and grace. I found myself giving 
a hearty amen to virtually every paragraph.

This book is a challenge to pulpiteers and an encouragement to preachers 
whose passion is for the truth of God’s Word and the advancement of God’s 
glory. I’m thrilled to see it in print and pray that it will be read by many.

 John MacArthur

x
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Introduction
I have some questions.

The Questions Everybody Is Asking
“The problem with modern preaching is that we are not answering the ques-
tions people are asking.” That was the stern rebuke of the closing speaker at an 
international preaching conference I was attending several years ago at the his-
toric Westminster Chapel in London, England. The meeting featured some of 
the greatest preachers and teachers of God’s Word from all over the globe. The 
subject under consideration was characteristic of the bywords and trends in 
preaching in the United States. We were talking about relevance in preaching. 
How do we preach to contemporary culture so that we are sure to connect? It 
was—and still is—a worthy subject indeed. During the closing session, we were 
addressed by a popular Baptist minister from England who was both intriguing 
and inspiring. While he was not a pastor, he was a highly visible and respected 
figure. He talked to us about the need for “incarnational preaching,” a concept 
which he described as getting into the culture so we could identify with the 
people.

To illustrate his point, the speaker related a personal story about raising his 
teenage sons. He described a recent Sunday morning on which his family was 
getting ready to go to church. They had just been through a stressful week at 
their house, and now they were at each other’s throats while preparing to go to 
the Lord’s house. It was a scenario that was all too familiar to many of us who 
were listening! He went on to describe his pastor’s sermon for the morning. 
Sarcastically, he said the preacher “waxed eloquent” on an exposition from the 
Psalms about how to have an intimate relationship with God. The speaker con-
fessed that he thought to himself as he left the service, Well, Pastor, thank you 
very much. If I ever need to know about that, I’ll have the information. But 
today I needed you to tell me how to raise my boys—and you didn’t do it!  
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A host of “Amens” rippled across the congregation as many of my fellow confer-
ence attendees vocalized their agreement.

The Questions Nobody Is Asking
On my trip home over the Atlantic, I had more than ten hours to process the 
speaker’s assertion. While my heart resonated with the need for preaching to 
be relevant in our day, I struggled intensely with the inference that the driving 
force behind it ought to be the quest to answer all the questions people are 
asking. This struggle birthed a number of questions in my mind about the 
speaker’s life situation. The first question was very practical—and personal. 
I wondered how I could possibly have answered the question that guy was ask-
ing had I been his pastor, especially in one sermon! I thought about the infinite 
number of variables involved in raising teenagers, not to mention the host of 
other life issues about which others in the congregation must have been curi-
ous that day. I have two teenage boys myself, and I know what it means to 
struggle. One of my struggles is that my boys are so radically different–ages, 
personalities, interests, temperaments, etc. I’ve got one son that I can punish 
very harshly, and he looks as if to say, “Is that all you’ve got?” I can just look at 
my other son sternly, however, and he melts in remorse! Throw into that mix 
all those other variables, and you discover that raising kids of any age is a tough 
row to hoe. I  struggle with raising my own kids, much less telling somebody 
else how to raise theirs.

My second question grew out of the simple understanding of the preaching 
with which I was raised. I grew up believing that when the preacher got up to 
preach, his guiding responsibility was to speak “Thus saith the Lord;” therefore, 
I wondered whether or not the Bible provides the information our speaker 
desired. Do we have a definitive word from God about how to raise teenagers? I 
know what you’re thinking: “Train up a child in the way he should go, and when 
he is old he will not depart from it” (Prov. 22:6); “Foolishness is bound up in the 
heart of a child, but the rod of correction will drive it far from him” (Prov. 22:15); 
“Do not provoke your children to wrath, but bring them up in the training and 
admonition of the Lord” (Eph. 6:4). But it’s relatively safe to say that those were 
not the kind of answers for which my British friend was looking. Like church-
goers everywhere, he was looking for specific and practical principles. But when 
you stop and think about it, the Bible really doesn’t give us much information on 
the subject of raising teens. Does the Bible—the only source from which the 
preacher speaks with divine authority—address with specific and practical 



 guidance all of the possible struggles plaguing us today? If not, where does the 
preacher get a definitive and authoritative word on these matters?

My struggle gravitated to a third question: What is the role and responsibil-
ity of my pastor as a preacher? Did God really commission him to be the dis-
penser of the infinite number of how-tos necessary for navigating daily life 
effectively? Is it possible for any preacher to be that smart? Can he be an expert 
in that many fields, especially when you consider the plethora of life issues for 
which people in the congregation are seeking help? Is it possible for any pastor 
to invest the kind of time necessary to research and organize such an expanse of 
information? There is no doubt in anyone’s mind that today we churchgoers are 
asking questions about daily living. But are pastors responsible for or even capa-
ble of answering all of those questions?

This mental wrestling match culminated in the most important question 
of all: What is the purpose, or goal, of pastoral preaching? Is it really to answer 
all the questions that people are asking? Are those of us who preach failing 
our God, our calling, and our people if we neglect to do so? Are those of us 
who listen to preaching being neglected if we don’t walk away from every ser-
mon with a new set of practical instructions or the answers to our latest 
dilemma?

Although this tension was not new to me, this conference message sent me 
on a journey to help the average pastor and his parishioners answer these 
 questions. I believe what I discovered will set many pastors free from the unre-
alistic expectations that are placed on them by contemporary cultures and con-
gregations. Furthermore, what I discovered will enable those of us who listen to 
sermons to benefit from the message in ways that exceed merely having our 
questions answered. Where did I discover that freedom? Where else but in the 
ultimate preaching textbook—the Word of God.

The Question We Ought to Be Asking
Like many who have gone before me, I finally realized that preaching should 
not be driven by a preference, a program, or even a purpose, especially that of 
answering all the questions people ask. Instead, preaching should be driven by 
a passion for the glory of God, a passion jointly possessed by both pastor and 
people. The Bible is the story of how God ultimately is glorified in His redemp-
tive plan to re-create mankind into His image, and the Scriptures are the Holy 
Spirit’s primary agent for enacting that process. A preacher’s call to preach is 
rooted in his call to Christ, and his call to Christ is rooted in a quest for the glory 
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of God. So, if his preaching is driven by anything other than a passion for the 
glory of God, it’s being fueled by the wrong substance.

If our pursuit in coming to the sermon is primarily to see perceived needs 
met, to see all questions that are on the table answered, or even to give and 
receive practical help for daily living, then our journey ultimately will lead to 
someone or something other than God getting the glory. And usually it’s the 
preacher or his philosophy that gets the credit. Preaching that is driven by a 
passion for the glory of God, however, always finds its target. Assuming the 
Bible is the only source from which the preacher speaks with the authority of 
God, such a passion frees the preacher to let the Bible simply say what it says—
nothing more and nothing less.

So the ultimate question becomes, How do we preach and listen to preach-
ing in such a way as to bring glory to God, in each individual sermon and in the 
larger preaching ministry of our church? Well, everyone knows that freedom 
comes with responsibility. The preaching pastor has a responsibility for  handling 
the biblical text with integrity in order to ensure that he says only what God 
says. I believe such a responsibility manifests itself in one mandate for the 
 pastor’s primary weekly preaching ministry: to rightly expose the mind of the 
Holy Spirit in every given text of Scripture. Exposure to the truth of God’s Word 
rightly unfolded is the only way that those of us who listen to sermons will ever 
be re-created into the image of Christ. And re-created people are one of the 
primary ways God is glorified in His church.

My hope and prayer for this book is that I can describe enough of my 
journey to inspire more preachers and listeners to be driven by a passion for 
God to be glorified. My limited thinking tells me that such a reformation must 
be built on three components: biblical foundation, philosophical framework, 
and practical implications. What we do normally is based upon what we 
believe, and what we believe ought to be based upon certain biblical princi-
ples or convictions. Part 1, “Passion-Driven Scripturology,” is a study of a 
foundational Scripture passage, a popular exposition of 1 Corinthians 2:1–5. 
Here, the apostle Paul delineated certain convictions that formulated his 
practice of pastoral preaching, a practice which grew out of a passion for 
God’s glory. Part 2, “Passion-Driven Shepherdology,” is the development of 
selected themes which flow from these convictions and inform a philosophical 
framework for contemporary pastoral preaching for the glory of God. 
Part 3, “Passion-Driven Sermonology,” simply offers some practical implica-
tions for pursuing the glory of God in the development, delivery, and recep-
tion of weekly sermons.
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Each of the three chapters in each part corresponds to the respective chap-
ters in the other two parts. The grid below helps to illustrate this unity. The (π) 
symbol indicates the thematic development of each respective part as it relates 
to the content of preaching, the resource for preacher, and the goal in preach-
ing. The (}) symbol indicates the development of these subjects from biblical 
foundation to philosophical consideration to practical application.

Basically, this means that you can actually read the book one of two ways. If you 
want to follow the thematic development of the book, just read it vertically 
according to the chart above as you would most works, beginning with the first 
chapter and moving in succession all the way through the last chapter. If you 
prefer to follow the development of the content, for example, from biblical to 
philosophical to practical, then read it horizontally according to the chart below 
by beginning with the first chapter, then moving to the fourth chapter, and then 
to the seventh chapter. I will include a reminder of these options at the end of 
the pertinent chapters.

5
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 PART 1  PART 2  PART 3
 (Biblical)  (Philosophical)  (Practical)

 Chapter 1:  Chapter 4:  Chapter 7:
(Content) The Message  } The Shepherd’s } Preaching as
 of Preaching   Stewardship  Worship
 π  π  π

 Chapter 2:  Chapter 5:  Chapter 8:
(Resource) The Means for } The Shepherd’s } Preaching with
 Preaching  Power  Potency
 π  π  π

 Chapter 3:  Chapter 6:  Chapter 9:
(Goal)  The Motive in } The Shepherd’s } Preaching for
 Preaching  Relevance  Eternity



Part 1
Passion-Driven 
scriPturology

Are you topical or textual? Deductive or inductive? Narrative or expository? Do 
you wear a tie or a golf shirt? Do you use a pulpit or a stool? Those kinds of 
questions might have been common among the preacher boys attending the 
Corinthian Bible College when Paul wrote 1 Corinthians. The seminary and 
denominational office bulletin boards were not filled with prayer requests for 
lost people or announcements about the next mission opportunity, but excerpts 
of articles highlighting contemporary preaching trends and the latest success 
stories. The question in everyone’s mind when a preacher stood up to preach 
was not, What word from the Lord does he bring? but, Which style does he use? 
The pastor’s conferences were not consumed with discussions about the evan-
gelization of the city or the building up of the church but the relevance and 
application of the sermon. Yes, the church members in Corinth were 
the first real “party animals,” and their preachers accommodated. Conse quently, 
unsettled ness and infighting characterized their church because members had 
developed a party spirit through their loyalties to certain preaching personali-
ties and styles (see 1 Cor. 1:10–12). Sound familiar?

As Paul wrote to the Corinthian church, he must have done a mental roll 
call of the membership and used it to illustrate his point. He reminded them 
that not many of them had a whole lot of fame, wealth, education, power, or 
influence when they became Christians (see 1 Cor. 1:26). Paul always used the 
concept of calling to refer to the saving call of God that resulted in redemption. 
To be sure, the possession of such things is often the biggest factor in keeping 
people from an awareness of their need for salvation. Actually, it is the very feel-
ing of inadequacy that is foundational for bringing people to an awareness of 
their need for the gospel (cf. Matt. 5:3; 11:25).

7
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This paradoxical act of God is further developed in the next two verses. The 
secular culture of Paul’s day viewed Christianity as foolishness. Not much has 
changed. The simplicity of the gospel and the humility with which it is to be 
shared by faithful believers is unfathomable to the world. But the economy of 
God is just the opposite of the world’s thinking. What the world sees as foolish-
ness is really wisdom, weakness shames the strong, and lowly status rises above 
high position (see 1 Cor. 1:27–28).

But don’t be fooled. This irony of all ironies is not an accident but the very 
design of God to bring glory to Himself (see 1 Cor. 1:29–31). God changed all 
the price tags in the store window of the world so that nobody could get His 
glory. Now it was not because God sought the glory as if to seize something 
He didn’t possess; He already has it! By nature all glory belongs to Him, and He 
wanted to ensure that no man would ever have a reason to steal what did not 
belong to him. That’s why Paul said, “For by grace you have been saved through 
faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, not of works, lest anyone 
should boast. For we are His workmanship” (Eph. 2:8–10).

The first five verses of 1 Corinthians 2 are at the very least the germination 
of the apostle Paul’s approach to pastoral preaching. Some may argue that Paul’s 
words here would be better applied to evangelistic, or even marketplace, 
preaching. Not according to Luke’s account of Paul’s initial ministry at Corinth: 
“He continued there a year and six months, teaching the word of God among 
them” (Acts 18:11). Based on recent studies in pastoral tenure, Paul was their 
pastor! Therefore, the study of this Scripture passage—this scripturology—
reveals some key convictions he had about the pastor and his preaching, convic-
tions that were birthed out of his passion for the glory of God.



cHAPtEr 1

The Message of Preaching:
goD’s WorD vs. Man’s WisDoM

Shortly after I had responded to God’s call to preach, I remember a disturbing 
event that would later have profound influence in shaping my understanding 
and practice of preaching. I was privileged to serve as the associate to the pastor 
of a small country church who mentored me and gave me an opportunity to 
stumble my way into Christian service. But, for various reasons, he was a some-
what discouraged man whose ministry had not developed the way he had 
planned. Consequently, things between him and our congregation were not 
good. There was tension in the church, and my mentor in ministry was bitter.

After a particularly stressful week, I remember him coming into the 
Sunday morning worship service apparently distraught and frustrated. We 
went through the announcements, songs of worship, offering, and special 
music. Then, the pastor stepped up to the pulpit, placed his Bible on it, looked 
out at the people, and announced, “I don’t have a word from God this morn-
ing; God hasn’t given me a word. Do any of you have a word?” The congrega-
tion was stone silent in shock. Then my pastor prayed and dismissed the 
 service. I was very green—like most young preachers—and did not know a 
whole lot. For a few moments I sat on the front pew with my head down as 
people were filing out. I just stared at the Bible I was gripping tightly with my 
sweaty hands. And I remember as clear as day what I was thinking: There are 
sixty-six books of the Word of God in here, and you don’t have a word from 
God? I didn’t understand.

While I realize that my pastor’s words were spoken out of deep distress, to 
this day I cannot understand how a preacher could not have a word from God. 
The apostle Paul was never without a word from God. He approached the 
preaching event at Corinth in a way that was distinct from most of the other 
preachers of his time. His claims in 1 Corinthians 2:1–2 are a beckon call for 
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“And I, brethren, when I came to you, did not come with  
excellence of speech or of wisdom declaring to you the  

testimony of God. For I determined not to know anything  
among you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified.”

1 Corinthians 2:1–2



pastoral preachers to make the Word of God primary in preaching content as 
opposed to the wisdom and ways of man. And those who listen to sermons must 
expect nothing more and nothing less.

The Preacher as Reporter
“The facts, ma’am, only the facts.” I wish I had a dollar for every time I heard 
Sergeant Joe Friday, played by Jack Webb, say those words on the old television 
cop series Dragnet. The detective was always having to interrupt people he was 
interviewing in order to remind them that he needed only the facts of the story 
and not the rabbits they so frequently seemed to chase.

In one sense the preacher is a detective in hot pursuit of the facts and only 
the facts. But in a truer sense he is a reporter because he reports the facts when 
he finds them. The word translated declaring technically means “to report 
down” or “to proclaim throughout.” Paul claimed to have come to Corinth 
reporting the facts, all the facts, and only the facts.

The Subject of the Report
Unlike many sermons today, the facts Paul reported were not regarding any 
and every subject under the sun. They were very specific, described as the 
“mystery” of God in the best manuscripts. In the Bible, this word does not 
mean something necessarily unknown but something not as fully understood at 
one time as it was at another. For Paul, the mystery was something not fully 
understood prior to the Christ event, but now it had been explained and illu-
minated by the Holy Spirit (see 1 Cor. 2:10–14). The concept is described in 
the following chapter as containing the wisdom of God and originating long 
before mankind ever arrived on the scene (see 1 Cor. 2:7). The preacher, then, 
is one who unfolds the mystery for his listeners under the guidance of God’s 
Holy Spirit.

But while more manuscripts favor the word “mystery,” some very good 
manuscripts render Paul’s subject as a “testimony,” which means “witness.” The 
same word is mentioned in the previous chapter as that which was spoken by 
Christ and confirmed in the believers (see 1 Cor. 1:6). We really don’t need to 
fret over whether testimony or mystery is the right term. In this passage they 
both describe the same thing—the message from God as revealed in the gospel. 
And they both imply the same criteria—“The facts, ma’am, only the facts.” The 
detective seeks to solve the mystery with only the facts. The witness is bound to 
relay only the facts.

1 0
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Before proceeding, I need to insert here a fundamental assumption that 
I will carry throughout this entire book. I firmly believe that in the larger 
scheme of the economy of God we do absolutely no injustice here by applying 
Paul’s word—whether “mystery” or “testimony”—to the Holy Scriptures we 
have today called the Bible. If we go back to the Acts narrative regarding his 
ministry at Corinth, Luke told us that Paul “continued there a year and six 
months, teaching the word of God among them” (Acts 18:11, emphasis added). 
The “word of God” he taught certainly would have included Old Testament 
Scriptures (cf. Acts 13:13–41; 17:2,11; 28:23) and the apostles’ doctrine (cf. Acts 
2:42; 6:2–4; Eph. 2:20; 1 Cor. 12:28), as well as the revelation God was currently 
granting him as the primary inspired writer of our New Testament (cf. Gal. 
1:11–2:2; 2 Pet. 3:14–16). Furthermore, the phrases “word of God” and “word 
of the Lord” are used twenty-one times in Acts, often interchangeably with ref-
erences to the three sources mentioned above (e.g., Acts 11:16; 13:42–44, 48; 
17:13).1 There’s no doubt that Paul would have seen the “testimony of God” and 
the “mystery of God” as being expressed in the Word of God.

When it comes to the study of the Word, I prefer the term “mystery.” This 
word seems so much more appropriate for the preacher in his preparation as he 
seeks to uncover the facts of Scripture. But when he actually stands to preach, 
his speech is more conducive to a “testimony” of the facts. A testimony is essen-
tially a witness, and a witness can tell only about what he or she has personally 
seen, heard, or experienced. Some time ago my wife was called to give a deposi-
tion in relation to an automobile accident. During the deposition, I listened as 
the lawyer asked what seemed like hundreds of questions that probed my wife’s 
firsthand knowledge of the event. She was never asked about how she felt, what 
she thought, or the way in which she interpreted what transpired. She was 
asked only about the facts.

A witness in any legal forum is to recount only what he or she knows objec-
tively, factually, and personally. The witness cannot speculate, guess, deduce, or 
conjecture. In Corinth, Paul provided a witness only of God’s revelation in 
Christ as written in the Scriptures. It was not based on his own human under-
standing, reason, or inclinations. It was all about God’s revelation because Paul 
knew that human wisdom amounted to nothing in the eternal scope of things.

Don’t forget, however, that the passage does not say Paul was a witness, but 
that he merely came “declaring” as much. In other words, the preacher is not 
the witness himself; instead, he simply is called to report the facts given by the 
witness. Every time I turn on the television to watch the news, I see a host of 
men and women called reporters whose job it is to  communicate the facts. They 
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talk to witnesses, but they themselves merely report on the testimonies of the 
witnesses. News stations and newspapers are very careful to make a distinction 
between news reports and commentaries or editorials. While the latter contain 
opinions and interpretations, the former is supposed to be limited to reporting 
only the facts with no bias or opinions.

The Significance of the Report
Reporting about the work of God in Christ is found on a significant number of 
pages of the New Testament. Numerous times people spread the news about 
Jesus’ incredible activity. After Jesus raised the ruler’s daughter, “the report of 
this went out into all that land” (Matt. 9:26, emphasis added). After teaching 
and working miracles in Galilee, “Herod the tetrarch heard the report about 
Jesus” (Matt. 14:1, emphasis added). Upon rebuking a demon in the synagogue 
in Capernaum, “the report about Him went out into every place in the sur-
rounding region” (Luke 4:37, emphasis added). When He healed a man with 
leprosy, “the report went around concerning Him all the more” (Luke 5:15, 
emphasis added). And in response to His raising the dead son of the widow of 
Nain, “this report about Him went throughout all Judea and all the surrounding 
region” (Luke 7:17, emphasis added).

The most vivid pictures, however, are found in those references which have 
direct relationship to the preaching event. Twice in the New Testament refer-
ence is made to the fulfillment of the great messianic text, Isaiah 53. Regarding 
the proclamation of the coming Messiah, Isaiah had posed the question, “Who 
has believed our report?” (Isa. 53:1, emphasis added). John indicated that the 
refusal of the Jews to believe Jesus’ testimony about Himself even though He 
had done many signs in their midst was so “that the word of Isaiah the prophet 
might be fulfilled, which he spoke: ‘Lord, who has believed our report?’” 
(John 12:38, emphasis added).

The second connection to Isaiah’s prophecy is made by the apostle Paul 
himself in his letter to the Romans. In the midst of that great missionary text in 
Romans 10:14–21 in which he magnifies the role of preaching in the propaga-
tion of the gospel, Paul said, “But they have not all obeyed the gospel. For 
Isaiah says, ‘Lord, who has believed our report?’” (Rom. 10:16, emphasis 
added). When Isaiah spoke the words quoted by Paul here and by John above, 
the prophet was speaking of the suffering, dying work of the Savior as noted in 
Isaiah 53:5, who

was wounded for our transgressions,
He was bruised for our iniquities;
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The chastisement for our peace was upon Him,
And by His stripes we are healed.

The report of which Isaiah and Paul spoke is the good news of the crucified 
Christ, the glad tidings of His substitutionary death that we might live. That is 
what preachers are to report.

Paul saw reporting the truth of God as his only task, and so it would seem 
the task of every preacher. Any other approach is a prostitution of the preaching 
ministry. The apostle had already assured the Corinthians that he had not 
invaded their midst with human thoughts and opinions, but only the testimony 
of God. He later affirmed this commitment when he wrote, “But we have 
renounced the hidden things of shame, not walking in craftiness nor handling 
the word of God deceitfully, but by manifestation of the truth commending 
ourselves to every man’s conscience in the sight of God” (2 Cor. 4:2). To his 
young protege in the ministry, Timothy, he warned, “Now the Spirit expressly 
says that in latter times some will depart from the faith, giving heed to deceiving 
spirits and doctrines of demons, speaking lies in hypocrisy, having their own 
conscience seared with a hot iron” (1 Tim. 4:1–2). The young pastor was charged 
to “give attention to reading, to exhortation, to doctrine” (1 Tim. 4:13) and to 
“preach the word” both “in season and out of season” (2 Tim. 4:1–2). It is incom-
prehensible that any man who calls himself one of God’s shepherds would do 
anything else but report what God has said.

The Source of the Report
The nature of the facts and from whence they come are also important for the 
reporter. So Paul was specific about the source and the subject of his message. 
The context of the passage seems to suggest that the possessive “of God” (1 Cor. 
2:1) is subjective, suggesting that Paul’s message was the testimony that God 
gave inasmuch as it had God as its content. While the context of the passage 
reveals that this message certainly had God as its subject, the apostle unapolo-
getically claimed that his message actually originated with God.

During the celebrated O. J. Simpson trial of 1995, a controversy arose over 
some taped phone conversations involving Los Angeles police detective Mark 
Fuhrman. Fuhrman, the officer who found the bloody glove at Simpson’s estate 
the day after the murder of his ex-wife, reportedly made racist comments on the 
tapes and referred to alleged incidents of police brutality by the Los Angeles 
Police Department. During the proceedings on September 5, before Judge 
Lance Ito had decided whether or not to admit the tapes as evidence, a woman 
walked to the front of the courtroom’s spectator area with a large envelope. She 
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raised the envelope and said in a loud voice, “Judge Ito, Judge Ito, I have a mes-
sage for you from God. God wants you to play the tapes.” This lady did not pri-
marily claim to have a message about God but one that both originated with Him 
and belonged to Him.

That’s what Paul did. He was not merely claiming to have a message about 
God. He walked into the pagan city of Corinth and said, “Corinthians, 
Corinthians, I have a message for you from God.” And he knew that message 
was the only thing that would reveal the truth about life and eternity, and he 
gave God the credit. In other words, his passion for God’s glory determined the 
content of his preaching. He went to great pains to ensure that what he put on 
the table for his listeners was, in fact, the very Word of God as opposed to the 
mere wisdom of man. So Paul’s message was from God and about God. And all 
Christian reporting should be of like kind—communicating the revelation that 
is both about and from God.

Most preachers today, however, do not have a problem preparing and deliv-
ering sermons that are about God. It is the from part that is often absent. There 
is a subtle yet significant difference between preaching content that originates 
with God and that which is merely about Him. It seems that in our day preach-
ing is validated on the basis of its relational proximity to the concept of God, 
Christian living, moral character, and even just good practical advice. While we 
will tackle this issue more thoroughly in a later chapter, suffice it to say now that 
not all good and helpful information is necessarily that which God intended His 
preachers to report. He has given to us a specific message to deliver, and that 
message does not always include all things helpful, good, and God-related. The 
message with which preachers have been entrusted is the very Word of God—
nothing more, nothing less. And those who listen to preaching are obligated to 
desire the same.

The Preacher as Reminder
It took me a long time to succumb to the peer pressure of getting a personal 
digital assistant (PDA), but finally I yielded. Everybody had them. I would sit 
in meetings and colleagues on both sides of me would be scribbling notes with 
their styluses and beaming them to one another. Across the room, another 
individual would be typing away on one of those portable keyboards. I love 
toys, but I just could not see the advantage of giving up my trusty DayTimer 
for another electronic fad. But the first time I played with a friend’s device sit-
ting on an airplane, I was hooked. And after performing my first “HotSync” 
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operation when I purchased my own unit, I became the top promoter for the 
company!

Of all the cool features my handheld possesses, I have probably benefitted 
most from the little “alarm” feature on my date book. My DayTimer never used 
to talk to me. But when I enter an appointment or an event into my PDA date 
book, I can attach a reminder to it. I can even determine how far in advance 
I want to be reminded. At the appointed time, a little alarm of three short beeps 
will go off reminding me of the event. And the really neat part is that it will just 
keep going off about every ten minutes or so until I acknowledge that I have 
been reminded! Our text under consideration suggests that Paul believed that 
the preacher is not only a reporter but a reminder of that which has been 
reported.

The Task of Reminding
The Christian preacher is commissioned with a particular task, that of remind-
ing people over and over again of God’s Word and its claim on their lives. We 
find this theme often in the New Testament, from both Paul and others. Paul 
told the Romans, “Nevertheless, brethren, I have written more boldly to you  
on some points, as reminding you, because of the grace given to me by God” 
(Rom. 15:15, emphasis added). To the Philippians he wrote, “Finally, my breth-
ren, rejoice in the Lord. For me to write the same things to you is not tedious, 
but for you it is safe” (Phil. 3:1). Even Jude got in on the action and said, “But I 
want to remind you, though you once knew this, that the Lord, having saved the 
people out of the land of Egypt, afterward destroyed those who did not believe” 
(Jude 5, emphasis added).

The apostle Peter probably filled the bill more than any other New 
Testament writer. He seemed to place a huge amount of emphasis on the 
preacher as reminder. In one passage he reminded us about reminding three 
times:

For this reason I will not be negligent to remind you always of 
these things, though you know and are established in the present 
truth. Yes, I think it is right, as long as I am in this tent, to stir 
you up by reminding you, knowing that shortly I must put off my 
tent, just as our Lord Jesus Christ showed me. Moreover I will 
be careful to ensure that you always have a reminder of these 
things after my decease (2 Pet. 1:12–15, emphasis added).

And again in another place:
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Beloved, I now write to you this second epistle (in both of which 
I stir up your pure minds by way of reminder), that you may be 
mindful of the words which were spoken before by the holy 
prophets, and of the commandment of us, the apostles of the 
Lord and Savior (2 Pet. 3:1–2, emphasis added).

Obviously, many of the New Testament writers saw themselves as respon-
sible for reminding God’s people about things they had previously been told. 
They knew it was necessary if the human mind was ever going to embrace the 
truth and enable it to sink into the heart.

The Topic of Reminding
But of what exactly did Paul remind the Corinthians? To be sure, when he said 
in 1 Corinthians 2:2, “I determined not to know anything among you except,” 
he put some pretty narrow parameters on his preaching topic. This claim almost 
suggests that Paul would have had to commit what some consider to be the 
unpardonable sin of delivering the same sermon over and over again! If that is 
the case, it must have been a doozie! And so it was. His “testimony of God” is 
specified in the phrase “Jesus Christ and Him crucified” (vv. 1–2). This was 
Paul’s preaching topic in a nutshell! This is what he reminded the Corinthians of 
over and over. It was in fact a doozie of a message—the ultimate sugar stick 
sermon! In fact, this message from God was so important that Paul gave lesser 
roles to factors such as oratorical ability and thought processes in order to fea-
ture it in his preaching.

When you have a message from God instead of just the wisdom of man, it 
is worth preaching over and over again. Paul refused to dedicate one second of 
time to a discussion of men’s ideas or insights, including his own. His sermons 
were consumed with the crucifixion, resurrection, and redemption of Jesus 
Christ. And Paul wanted us to know that he did not merely set Jesus up as the 
perfect teacher or the perfect example of what a man ought to be. While Jesus 
certainly was all of these and more, Paul constantly reminded his listeners that 
Jesus of Nazareth was both Savior and God who had earned the right to lay 
claim on every person’s life.

Such has been the heartbeat of Christian proclamation since Pentecost. 
The proposition and culmination of that first Christian sermon was set forth 
when Peter said, “Therefore let all the house of Israel know assuredly that God 
has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ” (Acts 2:36). 
He and the other apostles continued to resound the same message in the coming 
days, saying that “the God of our fathers raised up Jesus whom you  murdered by 
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hanging on a tree. Him God has exalted to His right hand to be Prince and 
Savior, to give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins” (Acts 5:30–31).

When you stop and think about it, the lordship and saviorhood of Jesus 
Christ is the most significant and relevant issue for people in contemporary 
culture for at least two reasons. First, it is where all eternity is headed. After 
describing Jesus’ humility in submitting Himself to the death of the cross, Paul 
said that “God also has highly exalted Him and given Him the name which is 
above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of those in 
heaven, and of those on earth, and of those under the earth, and that every 
tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” 
(Phil. 2:9–11). All of eternity is going to wind up bowing at the feet of the Lord 
Jesus Christ, all because of His saving act! Second, it is the only way anyone can 
head for eternity. Paul said to the Romans, “If you confess with your mouth the 
Lord Jesus and believe in your heart that God has raised Him from the dead, 
you will be saved” (Rom. 10:9). Salvation from sin, death, and eternal separa-
tion from God can be found only in the crucified Christ.

From beginning to end our Bible is a book about the Christ event. Jesus 
Himself claimed not to have come “to destroy the Law or the Prophets . . . but 
to fulfill” (Matt. 5:17). He told the religious hypocrites of His day, “You search 
the Scriptures, for in them you think you have eternal life; and these are they 
which testify of Me” (John 5:39). To the disciples on the road to Emmaus, 
“beginning at Moses and all the Prophets, He expounded to them in all the 
Scriptures the things concerning Himself” (Luke 24:27). Charles Spurgeon said 
that he would begin at any point in the Bible and make a beeline for the cross. 
Maybe Katherine Hankey summarized best what ought to be the confession of 
every preacher when she wrote:

I love to tell the story; ’tis pleasant to repeat
What seems each time I tell it, more wonderfully sweet:
I love to tell the story, for some have never heard
The message of salvation from God’s own holy Word.

I love to tell the story; for those who know it best
Seem hungering and thirsting to hear it like the rest:
And when, in scenes of glory, I sing the new, new song,
’Twill be the old, old story that I have loved so long.

I love to tell the story, ’Twill be my theme in glory
To tell the old, old story of Jesus and his love.
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If you are looking for a camp to be in when it comes to preaching trends, 
camp out on the “old, old story.” Such is part of the mystery of preaching—the 
consistent reminder of the crucified Christ.

The Tension of Reminding
There is a very real tension, however, that the preacher as reminder must navi-
gate. Certainly not everyone today recognizes the importance and relevance of 
the Christ event. Nor did they in Paul’s day. Yet he made it the heart of his 
preaching even though he knew it was a “stumbling block” to the Jews and 
“foolishness” to the Greeks (1 Cor. 1:23; cf. Gal. 6:14). To be sure, the cross 
always offends! While the crucified Christ is a familiar concept to us, it remains 
a foolish and offensive idea to the world.

Sometimes the foolishness and offense of this message comes about 
because of familiarity and frequency. Reminding suggests repetition, and many 
preachers are afraid of repetition. In fact, it seems that many contemporary 
preachers shy away from the role of reminder because of the fear of repetition 
in the pulpit. As I listen to some preachers today, I get the impression that they 
feel like they have to come up with something new every week that no one else 
has ever come up with before. And the aversion to repetition on the part of 
many listeners as well as their expectations of “new material” doesn’t help. The 
spirit of the Epicureans and Stoics has found its way into the pulpit and the 
pew, “for all the Athenians and the foreigners who were there spent their time 
in nothing else but either to tell or to hear some new thing” (Acts 17:21).

This fear of repetition combined with an affinity for “fresh stuff” impacts 
preaching adversely in a number of areas. For example, it sometimes causes 
preachers to maximize secondary application and minimize the primary intent 
of certain passages. In the Gospel of John, for instance, the writer is very clear 
that his purpose in recording the events in the narrative was so “that you may 
believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have 
life in His name” (John 20:31). Even though every passage in this Gospel is not 
necessarily directly addressed to unbelievers, the preacher is responsible for 
approaching—and preaching—every passage with this understanding. The fear 
of repeating the same thing over and over again forces many preachers to resort 
to secondary application of various passages without ever even acknowledging 
the overarching evangelistic intent in relation to the larger purpose of the gos-
pel.

Another example of maximizing secondary application and minimizing pri-
mary intent is the failure to follow the purpose of various miracle passages in 
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the Gospels. A large number of those events were intended to validate the deity 
of Jesus. Consider Mark 4:35–41, for instance, where Jesus calms the sea. Close 
consideration of the text reveals that such a supernatural feat could be accom-
plished only by God Himself. The physical quieting of creation is something 
only God can do! But an aversion to repeating the proof of Jesus’ deity in the 
Gospel forces many preachers to allegorize the passage and talk about the 
“storms of life.” The fear of repetition leads us to promote a hermenuetical 
paradigm that we would otherwise shun!

The fact of the matter is that the Gospels (and the gospel!) are textbooks in 
repetition. They are called the “Gospels” for a reason—because they primarily 
are about the good news of the crucified Christ, not about the daily plight of 
mankind. And for some reason God determined that we needed four of them! 
Maybe it’s because He knew that repetition is the pathway to learning!

The aversion to repetition also affects preaching adversely by creating a 
fear of systematic series. Some preachers refuse to preach through books 
because of the necessity to stay with a particular theme for an extended period 
of time. Also, systematic series usually require some degree of “review” each 
week in order to establish the connection between individual passages. A 
preacher’s neglect of such an approach robs the church of an important aspect 
of Bible teaching, a subject we will address in more detail later.

Probably the biggest tension created by the call for repetition in preaching 
comes in the pastoral pulpit. Many pastors shrink from preaching Christ and 
the cross because of the awkwardness of saying the same thing over and over to 
basically the same group of people. This element of awkwardness exists with all 
true gospel preaching. In the local church especially, a pastor will be preaching 
to some of the same faces week after week and year after year. The awkward-
ness sets in when that sameness is coupled with the biblical demand to continu-
ally preach the familiar theme—the crucified Christ.

I, along with many others in our community, enjoy walking and running 
for exercise. The oval-shaped perimeter of our seventy-five-acre campus in 
New Orleans makes a great exercise area, and people are always moving 
around it in both directions. If you have ever made laps around a track, a gym, 
or in some other kind of circular pattern, you probably have experienced an 
awkwardness that I frequently encounter. Do you know what the toughest part 
is for me? It’s not the discipline it takes to get out and do it. It’s not having 
enough strength or breathe to complete the laps. It’s not even the frustration 
of trying to determine whether or not it’s doing any good. The toughest part of 
that whole deal is trying to figure out creative ways to greet the same people 
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moving in the opposite direction every time you pass them! We have to be hon-
est here. There are only so many ways to sincerely greet the same people 
within a ten- to twenty-minute time period. And depending on where you 
enter the circle, you might pass the same people just going around once or 
twice. This is a real  problem!

Now my limited observation has led me to conclude that people respond to 
this awkwardness in three ways. Some of the serious health nuts never acknowl-
edge that anyone else is on the planet! Or, if they do, they stop acknowledging 
them after the first greeting on the first lap. It’s as if they were on a  mission for 
God, and no one or nothing else matters. Others, who are more recreational in 
their journey, make small talk after the first greeting which serves as a token 
acknowledgment. After the first lap on which they say “Hello,” “Hey,” or “Hi,” 
they offer comments like, “Beautiful weather today, huh?” “Nice shorts!” or 
“How ’bout those New Orleans Saints?” But there are always those social exer-
cisers who find a variety of creative ways to offer a token greeting every time 
they pass you. They wave, they nod, they speak, all in a potpourri of attempts to 
be cordial. All three of these responses are simple attempts by human beings to 
overcome the awkwardness of repetition.

While figuring out how to greet people doing laps creates some element of 
tension, choosing how to respond to the awkwardness of gospel preaching in 
the local church is a far tougher and more important assignment. But the 
options are the same. First, the pastor can stop talking about Christ and the 
cross after he’s been on the field for a short while. That would be apostasy. 
Second, he can make small talk in the pulpit with extrabiblical material clothed 
in “practical and relevant” rhetoric, giving only token acknowledgment to the 
person and work of Jesus. That would be compromise. There is a difference 
between Jesus as a good example or pattern and Jesus as the crucified Lord who 
lays claim to every person’s life. Third, the pastoral preacher can find creative 
ways from the plethora of biblical literature to preach the same old story of the 
crucified Lord and His claims on the lives of people. For Paul and for us, only 
the third option is acceptable.

The Preacher as Reflector
When driving for long periods of time on the interstate, I often find my mind 
wandering out of sheer boredom. I start doing the weirdest things. Sometimes 
I find a dirty spot or a mashed bug on the windshield, then see if I can use my 
line of sight to weave it (the bug, not the vehicle) in and out of the dashed lines 
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in the middle of the road without touching them. I guess it’s just the competitor 
within me! At other times, however, I am much more practical. For  example, I 
cannot even begin to count the number of times I have found myself coveting 
the patent on those little reflectors that line both sides of every inch of inter-
state across the entire country. How would you like to be the guy who came up 
with that idea?

Reality is that those simple little objects are paramount for the safety and 
well-being of drivers and passengers. They make it possible to navigate an 
other wise dark path. In the same way, the preacher is a reflector each week 
when he stands to preach the Word of God. He is responsible for providing lis-
teners with the light of the gospel which is necessary for navigating the other-
wise dark path of a sinful world. So the stakes are even higher when it comes to 
the safety and well-being of those who listen to preaching.

Reflection of the Cross
Those little reflectors are simple things—like the hula hoop and Slinky—that 
made somebody very rich. The guy who came up with the reflector idea didn’t 
even have to discover electricity, or lights, or anything like that! Somebody else 
had to come up with the tough, detailed stuff. This guy just invented something 
that used some other source of light, and he developed something that makes a 
big difference in the lives of a whole lot of people in a whole lot of different 
ways. There are reflectors on roads, on signs, on bicycles, on cars—they are 
everywhere. There are literally thousands upon thousands of applications of the 
reflector.

Neither does the preacher have to come up with the source of light that he 
reflects. Somebody else has already done that. That “somebody” is the cruci-
fied Christ, the light of the world. The preacher simply is responsible for 
reflecting the light. What drives the preacher’s reflection, then, is not anything 
that emanates from the culture or the audience, but that which emanates from 
the cross of Jesus Christ. And that says volumes about the content of preaching 
today.

Contemporary preachers must understand that the light of the cross has 
not faded or given way to new sources of illumination. In the language of the 
New Testament, the perfect participle “crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2) indicates that not 
only was Christ once crucified, but He continues in the character of the cruci-
fied One.2 That means the effect and nature of the crucified Christ still has 
bearing on every person’s life today, both Christian and non-Christian. In other 
words, this message is timeless because the implications of the crucified Christ 
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remain the single most significant need in people’s lives in every generation, for 
Christians as well as non-Christians!

The timelessness of the crucified Christ demands that our messages be 
focused on Him and not us. In other words, preaching should be rooted in a call 
to the crucified life. When you look closely, Paul’s letters to the churches were 
reflections on and applications of the gospel message he had preached in the 
beginning. This text indicates that even though Paul knew that his audience 
considered his message “foolishness,” he still preached the crucified Christ 
(see 1 Cor. 1:22–23) as “a direct challenge to an alternative way of viewing real-
ity.”3 He did not primarily attempt to respond to the questions that people were 
asking, nor did he make any attempt to present Christianity as the answer to 
their own personal pursuits. The claim that God had acted in the Christ event 
flew in the face of the culture’s myths in a scandalous way!

Most pastors and congregants assume such as the nature of evangelistic 
preaching. But if cross-centered preaching that counters the whims of the cul-
ture is right for evangelistic efforts, why should preaching to believers be of 
such a radically different nature? Where do we get the idea that once we 
become Christians our whims and desires suddenly become the all-supreme 
determinant of what the preacher is to preach? It seems that no longer is it the 
claims of the Christ-life that set the preaching agenda but the questions of 
man’s life. According to our text, the life that was crucified to save us from our 
sins is the same life that is necessary for us to navigate holiness in a fallen world. 
Peter said, “Grace and peace be multiplied to you in the knowledge of God and 
of Jesus our Lord, as His divine power has given to us all things that pertain to 
life and godliness, through the knowledge of Him who called us by glory and 
virtue” (2 Pet. 1:2–3). It is in knowing Him that those of us who listen to ser-
mons know how to live life.

This is not at all foreign to the beckoning call of the New Testament. Jesus 
Himself said, “ ‘If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and 
take up his cross daily, and follow Me. For whoever desires to save his life will 
lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake will save it’ ” (Luke 9:23–24). Paul 
said his goal was to “know Him and the power of His resurrection, and the 
 fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death” (Phil. 3:10). Both 
taking up the cross daily and being conformed to His death suggest a timeless 
application of the crucified Christ.

Not all but much of the “felt needs” and “life situation” preaching of  
our day serves as an illustration here. While claiming to have Christ as its 
theme, it offers practical help for dealing with the human situation without 
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ever revealing the claims of Jesus Christ on human life and without presenting 
His life as the ultimate solution to man’s problems. “Felt needs” preaching 
often addresses the questions of listeners but never introduces them to a holy 
God in Christ. Consequently, people frequently leave our services with practi-
cal help for their life situation but with no better understanding of the power-
ful help that comes only through carrying their cross. They often leave 
understanding more about themselves but no more about a holy God. This 
kind of preaching causes man and his needs to overshadow the message of the 
cross, and all the attention goes to either the preacher or the people—but not 
to God. Preacher, every sermon you preach ought to reflect the crucified Christ 
onto the lives of your listeners. And listeners, you need to be looking for that 
light, not any source of illumination that might emanate from other sources.

Reflection on the Church
I learned an important lesson about people’s perception of preaching shortly 
after assuming my second pastorate, a small congregation in the deep south. 
I began immediately preaching systematically through a book of the Bible. All 
of the messages during the first several weeks were more fellowship-oriented, 
addressing Christians as the respective texts demanded. I assumed the people 
were receiving the sermons eagerly as their shepherd fed them the Word. Boy, 
was I naive! About two months into the series, I finally came to a text that was 
more evangelistic in nature. So I proceeded on Sunday morning to wax elo-
quent with a hot sermon on hell, making primary application to those persons 
without Christ. The next day one of the prominent men in the church stopped 
in front of my house as I was mowing the lawn. He rolled down the window of 
his truck and yelled, “Great message yesterday, Pastor. You finally started 
preaching!” And I thought I had been preaching all along.

The fact of the matter is that many congregations today believe that every 
sermon ought to be directed at the lost, informing them of their sinful condition 
and their eternal destiny of torment. And, in the minds of many, the preacher is 
not preaching until he has done so. Sadly, however, many of those same parish-
ioners would never lift a finger to make sure a lost person was there to hear it. 
Equally as tragic is the reality that so many Christians today do not see the value 
of preaching for their daily lives or even their maturity in Christ.

So the role of the preacher as reflector of the cross raises an interesting 
dilemma in weekly preaching. Is every sermon of every week supposed to be a 
salvation message? When Paul said he preached nothing but the crucified 
Christ, was he admitting that he preached nothing but evangelistic  messages? 
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Did he sermonize only those parts of Scripture that dealt directly with Christ’s 
atonement?

The answer to that question is a resounding “No!” We must understand 
that preaching the crucified Christ is not necessarily synonymous with preach-
ing evangelistic sermons. Paul was keenly aware that the person and work of 
Jesus the Messiah comprise the entire gospel—including the resurrection 
(see 1 Cor. 15:1–11)—as well as its implications for the Christian life. Think 
about it. The very epistle under consideration here, along with the host of oth-
ers penned by Paul, is a testimony to the fact that he was not limiting his under-
standing of the crucified Christ to the simple plan of salvation. He wrote to 
churches! To be sure, Paul taught the full counsel of God (see Acts 18:11; 20:27) 
in his preaching of Christ crucified.

The shepherd of the local congregation has the responsibility of reflecting 
weekly on the cross of Christ in order to show its implications and applications 
for the body of Christ and the individuals who comprise it. That is what the 
majority of the New Testament is—a reflection and application of the gospel as 
recorded in Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John! And the reflection of the cross of 
Christ has an infinite number of implications and applications for God’s people. 
Just like the reflectors mentioned above, these applications are everywhere—
on families, students, singles, divorcees, grandparents, churches, nations, and 
so on. Everybody and just about everything needs to have the light of the cruci-
fied Christ reflected on it!

Reflection of a Conviction
Before leaving this subject, one other issue needs to be settled. It’s a personal 
issue for the preacher—one he must decide for himself. I’m speaking of the 
personal conviction to reflect only the message of the cross to the church. 
Every preacher will have to choose whether or not he will preach only Christ 
and Him crucified as revealed on the pages of the Bible. And be aware, that is 
a conviction that can only be established by faith. While there is much histori-
cal and scientific evidence that points to the validity of the Bible and the Christ 
it reveals, there remains a gap that can be bridged only by the faith of the 
preacher.

G. Campbell Morgan, the Prince of Expositors, once suffered a personal 
crisis fostered by some of the critical theories of his day. It plunged him into the 
darkness of doubt. Setting aside all his books, he set out to discover for himself 
if the Bible was indeed what it claimed to be. When all was said and done, he 
found his faith and his conviction. More importantly, as he said, “The Bible 
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found me.”4 His conviction birthed a preaching ministry that impacted two con-
tinents and, through his writings, continues to bless Christians worldwide.

The Christ of the Scriptures had found Paul. To ensure that he presented 
his message for God’s glory, Paul willfully chose not to be distracted with lesser 
subjects in his preaching, but to reflect only the crucified Christ in his preach-
ing. Many great preachers have wrestled with issues regarding their convictions 
about the Word. But no great preacher has ever carried such a struggle through-
out his ministry.

We may never know if, when, or how long Paul struggled with determining 
the content of his preaching. What we do know is that the issue had been set-
tled when he got off the bus in Corinth. In the language of the New Testament, 
the verb “determined” (1 Cor. 2:2) is in the aorist tense, indicating a fact which 
had come to its conclusion. In other words, preaching only Christ and Him cru-
cified was something the apostle had decided before ever arriving on the church 
field. He did not wait until he arrived to determine what to preach. He did not 
wait for some tingling feeling or mystical impression before he could get a ser-
mon. His content was not dependent upon the results of recent audience analy-
sis or the latest demographic research. He did not even have to wait until he got 
to know the people. Paul had settled the issue of what his preaching content 
would be long before he ever stepped into the pulpit at Corinth. And that mes-
sage was both Scripture-driven and Christocentric.

Many scholars believe that it was Paul’s perceived misfortune at Athens 
(cf. Acts 17:16–34) that led him to such a decision, suggesting that he had 
attempted some other approach. More likely is the belief that the events on 
Mars Hill merely served to confirm Paul’s commitment as opposed to changing 
his philosophy of preaching. A closer consideration of the Acts narrative reveals 
several factors that support as much. First, Paul did not get to finish his sermon 
but was cut off at the mention of the resurrection. Second, Paul began his ser-
mon with a biblical presentation of creation and ended it with the resurrection. 
Needless to say, discussion of the resurrection implies discussion of the 
 crucifixion and provides a fairly close connection to “Jesus Christ and Him cru-
cified.” Third, some in the audience that day believed Paul’s message and joined 
his company (see Acts 17:34). And since there is no other name under heaven 
given among men by which we can be saved, Paul must have preached the 
death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus at some point.

So what does that mean for us today? Somewhere in the preacher’s minis-
try (ideally before he begins to preach), he will have to decide the issue of  
content in his preaching. He will have to make a willful decision to stick with 
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the message of the book—Jesus Christ and Him crucified. If not, he will be 
tossed to and fro, from trend to trend, and carried about by every wind of 
preaching doctrine. And while his preaching may be characterized by the norms 
of contemporary rhetoric aimed at the newest discoveries of audience analysis 
and generational surveys, it will not contain the only thing that is potent enough 
to supernaturally transform lives.

The authority of the preacher lies solely in the authority of his message. 
That is both a blessing and a privilege. So preachers ought never to abuse the 
privilege or minimize the blessing. He does not have to spend the valuable time 
of his ministry trying to convince people of his own authority through cosmo-
politan delivery or supposed “relevant” content that comes from outside the 
Bible. He can simply rest in the authority of the One who sent him. Rather than 
relegating preaching to the opinions and ideas of men, he can boldly proclaim, 
“Thus saith the Lord.”

When the authority of the Word becomes prominent in the pulpit ministry 
of the church, both preacher and listeners will experience the wonder and awe 
of being fellow laborers with God, reaching people and seeing lives changed. 
And as a man of God preaches out of a deep conviction that the Bible is the 
fully matured message of the crucified Christ, those of us who listen will receive 
the message more seriously and consider it more binding as the power of God 
works mightily through the preaching event.5

Billy Graham made a journey similar to that of G. Campbell Morgan. Early 
in his ministry he found himself questioning whether or not the Bible was 
indeed the Word of God. At the end of an agonizing spiritual pilgrimage, he 
resolved to preach the Bible as God’s Word to man.6 His piercing statement 
“The Bible says” continues to ring across the globe and reflects the determina-
tion he made to preach Christ alone. When you approach the Bible seriously 
and prayerfully, you may have to wrestle with it for a time. But do not throw in 
the towel. The victory that awaits will enable you to know, preach and hear 
Christ and Him crucified. Then He’ll get all the glory!

Where Do I Go from Here . . .
Now that you have begun this journey into a practical theology of pastoral 
preaching, you may proceed one of two ways as indicated by the shaded areas 
on the chart below. The (π) symbol indicates the thematic development of the 
remainder of Paul’s approach to preaching as revealed in 1 Corinthians 2:1–5. If 
you choose this path, proceed to chapter 2, “The Means for Preaching.” The 
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(}) symbol indicates the continued development of the content of preaching 
from philosophical and then practical standpoints. If you choose this path, pro-
ceed to chapter 4, “The Shepherd’s Stewardship.” Before beginning chapter 4, 
however, be sure to read the introduction to part 2, “Passion-Driven 
Shepherdology.”

Table 1.1
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 PART 1  PART 2  PART 3
 (Biblical)  (Philosophical)  (Practical)

 Chapter 1:  Chapter 4:  Chapter 7:
(Content) The Message  } The Shepherd’s } Preaching as
 of Preaching   Stewardship  Worship
 π  π  π

 Chapter 2:  Chapter 5:  Chapter 8:
(Resource) The Means for } The Shepherd’s } Preaching with
 Preaching  Power  Potency
 π  π  π

 Chapter 3:  Chapter 6:  Chapter 9:
(Goal)  The Motive in } The Shepherd’s } Preaching for
 Preaching  Relevance  Eternity



cHAPtEr 2

The Means for Preaching:
goD’s PoWer vs. Man’s 

Presentation

I think I’m going to print a T-shirt that I believe could potentially make me a 
rich man. On it will be one simple phrase—It’s all about me! I think people 
would buy it. Why? Because it’s the motto of our culture. It’s the “life verse” 
of humanity. Everywhere you go and in every aspect of society, people talk 
and act like the entire world revolves around them, many times with a total 
disregard for the wishes and even safety of others. When I go to the grocery 
store in my city, automobiles fill the fire lane as their owners attempt 
to get closer to the door so they don’t have to walk as far. When the light 
turns green at an intersection, you better count to five before proceeding, or 
you are likely to get broadsided by someone racing through the red light on 
the cross street. Consciously or unconsciously, many people believe, It’s all 
about me!

Maybe Christians—and especially preachers—should counter the culture 
with a different T-shirt. On the front it could simply read, It’s not about 
me . . . . And on the back it could read, It’s all about Him! That was the banner 
Paul waved. Having settled the issue of preaching content in his heart and 
mind, he refused to present his message in a way that was dependant upon the 
empowerment of wise and persuasive arguments, personal popularity and abil-
ity, or any other form of self-reliance. Although he came in a very unostenta-
tious way, he was able to display genuine spiritual power because of the work 
of God’s Spirit in and through him. Such should be the confession of preachers 
in every age so that only God gets the glory in their preaching. After all, it is all 
about Him.

2 9

“And I, brethren, when I came to you, did not come with excellence of 
speech or of wisdom declaring to you the testimony of God. For I deter-

mined not to know anything among you except Jesus Christ and Him 
crucified. I was with you in weakness, in fear, and in much trembling. 
And my speech and my preaching were not with persuasive words of 

human wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power.”
1 Corinthians 2:1–4
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The Priority in Preaching
“Provocative images fill the TV screen. Over a driving, syncopated rock beat, a 
woman’s voice—urgent, seductive—tells a story of possession and salvation.”1 A 
commentary on the latest Britney Spears music video? Not quite. Try a news 
magazine’s review of a contemporary video rendition of the Luke 8 passage when 
Jesus cast out the host of demons from the man of Gadara. The Time magazine 
reviewer summarized: The “message is overwhelmed by the medium.”

Could educator Marshall McLuhan actually have been right when he pro-
posed that “the medium is the message” in his 1967 work by the same name? 
Can how we say something affect people as much as what we say? Paul seemed 
to think so. Consequently, he went to great lengths to make sure that his mes-
sage was always given top priority in the preaching event.

The Feature in Christian Communication
The apostle Paul was careful to ensure that nothing was ever allowed to cancel 
out his message. In other words, he determined to always feature the message 
in his communication. In order to prevent anything from usurping his message, 
Paul intentionally avoided any dependence on fine dialectical oration, striking 
speculative thought, and other qualities of secular communication.

Now don’t miss this. The word excellence (1 Cor. 2:1) in the passage means 
“rising out above” and carries the idea of having preeminence or superiority.2 
The word is used to characterize both the way the message is presented—
“speech”—and the way in which the mind coordinates the message—“wisdom.” 
Both of these ideas inform the presentation of the preacher’s message. Be sure 
to notice that Paul did not say he refused to utilize good speech, nor did he say 
that he never gave attention to his thought processes or those of his listeners. 
He simply claimed never to allow those realities to overshadow—or rise out 
above—the message in the presentation of the sermon.

Many preachers today face the temptation to obscure the content of their 
message in order to make it more palatable to contemporary audiences. 
Obscurity often occurs when the means of the presentation or the nature of a 
given audience are stressed to the point of rising out above the message of the 
Bible. One of the biggest struggles we preachers will have in the pulpit is to 
employ a manner of presentation that might naturally seem to appeal more to a 
given audience and then to put such emphasis on it that it veils what really is 
important. And many times we as listeners are demanding such in sermons!

Let me insert something at this point that is very difficult for a preacher—
and especially a teacher of preaching—to admit. One of the things that is most 



often overlooked in discussions about preaching is the fact that preaching is 
only a means to an end. The message is what matters! So when the preacher’s 
method of presentation or the way in which the human mind manages informa-
tion is emphasized to such a degree that it overshadows the message itself, the 
preacher commits spiritual treason. A rebellion takes place that results in the 
abdication of the throne in preaching to a lesser influence.

Paul’s claim here is incredible in light of many contemporary preaching 
trends that place a large amount of emphasis on preaching style as well as the 
nature of the “thought processes” of both preacher and listener. I hear and read 
much discussion today about things like conversational speech, relational pre-
sentations, right-brain and left-brain thinking, oral culture, visual age, the post-
modern mind-set, and other considerations that often are championed as the 
supreme, all-important determinants of how we should preach. And while all of 
these considerations should be given their due value in the preaching event,  
the Bible seems to suggest that they must never be allowed to reign supreme.

The Form of Christian Communication
It is also important to note that Paul did not take his cue on speaking to the 
culture from secular public orators. Commenting on the video presentation 
mentioned earlier, Charles Colson wrote:

The almost surrealistic style was so vivid that for all practical 
purposes it drowned out any biblical teaching. . . . The produc-
ers’ goal was admirable—reaching out to young people raised on 
MTV—but if even a secular reviewer can sense a discrepancy 
between the biblical message and the style in which it is commu-
nicated, then surely we, too, must become more aware.3

Make no mistake about it: the form of Christian communication also can cancel 
out the message! Colson has rightly spoken. We preachers must become more 
aware of this.

Paul was aware. That’s one of the reasons he refused to embrace a preach-
ing philosophy that gave primary attention to exceptional oratorical prowess or 
a keen analysis of how the human mind works. Something else dominated his 
presentation that contrasted him from the secular public speakers of the day, 
especially those itinerant professors of wisdom for whom he actually had been 
mistaken at Athens (see Acts 17:18–22). He most certainly would have felt the 
same temptation in Corinth he had faced there, namely to employ a manner of 
speaking that might naturally seem to appeal more to the Greeks.
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Winston Churchill, considered one of the most powerful orators in history, 
considered rhetoric to be his most valuable weapon. But biographer Norman Rose 
noted that he had a tendency to brandish it recklessly, employing artificial and 
extravagant language which was carefully designed to impress and to persuade. 
During his rise to fame as a politician, the twenty-three-year-old Churchill wrote:

It is quite true. I do not care so much for the principles I advo-
cate as for the impression which my words produce & the repu-
tation they give me. This sounds [very] terrible . . . Perhaps to 
put it a little strongly, I should say that I [very] often yield to the 
temptation of adapting my facts to my phrases.4

But Rose’s observation of Churchill’s ability is even more frightening: “He pos-
sessed a [marvelous], though highly dangerous, gift: an innate ability to bewitch 
himself by the potency of his crafted, dazzling phrases.”5

In recent years preachers have been encouraged to pattern their communi-
cation skills after newscasters, Hollywood actors, business leaders, and numer-
ous other secular orators. The implication often is made that a failure to do so 
will result in an inability to communicate the gospel effectively to contemporary 
culture. Consequently, many preachers spend more time attending conferences 
and reading books on secular communications skills than they do immersing 
themselves in their message.

Because the preacher of the gospel never speaks on his own authority but 
solely on that of someone else, the apostle Paul refused to allow his manner of 
speech to rise out above his message. He completely denied the thought of ever 
depending upon the persuasive and argumentative resources of the public ora-
tors of his day, knowing that would have resulted only in glory for himself. 
Culture-driven preaching? No way! Purpose-driven preaching? Not a chance. 
Paul’s preaching was driven by a passion for the glory of God, even if it meant 
being countercultural!

The Preacher in Preaching
Amidst all of the emphasis that is put on the abilities and talents of the preacher 
today, the New Testament paints quite a different picture. It describes gospel 
preachers as mere earthen vessels that contain a treasure (cf. 2 Cor. 4:7 ff.). The 
preacher is the earthen vessel; the treasure is the gospel as communicated through 
the Word of God. It seems that in many contexts today those two elements have 
been confused. Search committees develop profiles for pastoral candidates, and 
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pastors pad their resumes to accommodate, all suggesting that the man is the trea-
sure. And the little emphasis that is placed on his perspective and treatment of the 
Scriptures almost implies that the man’s doctrine is nothing more than an earthen 
vessel. Contemporary preachers will have to adopt a different perspective of the 
preaching event and their role in it if they are to be effective.

The Awe of the Event
Students often ask me in preaching classes, “When do you get to the point that you 
don’t get nervous when you preach?” I always answer them the same way. If the 
preacher ever gets to the point that he doesn’t get a little nervous when he 
preaches, he better stop preaching because he’s lost the awe of the task! To be 
sure, there’s a certain amount of the jitters that disappear as a man gains experi-
ence and grows more confident in the preaching event. But he can never afford to 
lose his sense of awe and reverence for the high task of standing to speak for God.

Paul never lost his awe. He chose to respect the incredible responsibility 
God gave him to preach, so he used three expressions to describe his state 
during his tenure at Corinth—“weakness,” “fear,” and “much trembling” 
(1 Cor. 2:3). The three words are tied together by the initial verb in the sen-
tence. These descriptions combine to underscore the reality that the preach-
er’s personal giftedness, training, and experience are nothing but handicaps 
when they alone are put forth as the keys to impacting people’s lives. 
Something different characterized Paul’s approach.

A. T. Robertson described “with” (1 Cor. 2:3) as the “face-to-face preposi-
tion.” When Paul came face-to-face with the people in Corinth who admired 
oratory and philosophic presentation, he was a poor and run-down figure 
indeed. His “weakness” may have been due to a number of factors—his unim-
pressive presence (cf. 2 Cor. 10:10), his shyness in venturing unaccompanied 
into strange territory (cf. Acts 17:15; 18:5), the moral depravation in the city of 
Corinth along with the potential hostility of the Jews (cf. Acts 18:5–6), a physi-
cal malady (cf. Gal. 4:13), or his “thorn in the flesh” (2 Cor. 12:7). He had been 
in jail in Philippi, he had been run out of Thessalonica and Berea on a rail, and 
he had politely bowed out of Athens. No doubt, all of these factors conglomer-
ated to drain him of both physical and emotional strength.

But the construction in the language of the New Testament suggests that 
Paul’s condition was not primarily due to some physical malady in his body. The 
language indicates a sense of weakness which determines one’s conduct. It 
wasn’t primarily his outward circumstances but his personal shortcomings that 
zapped the apostle’s strength. So what was the resulting conduct? The text says 
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that “fear” and “trembling” issued forth from Paul’s weak condition. The apostle 
used these two words together in several other passages to refer to a deep con-
cern over an important, urgent issue (cf. 2 Cor. 7:15; Eph. 6:5; Phil. 2:12). In 
Corinth, that issue was the need for the gospel to take root in an unfertile field. 
Paul was not fearful for his own life or for the possibility of presenting an inef-
fective gospel but for the possibility that the gospel would be rejected. And it 
made Paul feel weak when he thought that he might not be equal to the great 
responsibility to which he had been called.

How desperately we need such humility in preaching today! Oh, how we 
need preachers who will respect the responsibility like that! Preachers need the 
attitude described by the great H. A. Ironside:

How often as one thinks of facing an audience, the heart fails 
and the spirit cries out, “O Lord, what can I do, what can I say? 
Suppose I should make a mistake, suppose I should give the 
wrong message, how dire the effect might be on some! I can 
never undo it for eternity!” I can see Paul bowing before God 
every time he contemplated going out to preach the Word, and 
crying out, “O Lord, keep me from mistakes, let me have just 
the right word, give me to be Thy messenger, save me from try-
ing to attract attention to myself, save me from glorifying man.”6

The responsibility of preaching ought to make a man weak. It ought to make 
him fear and tremble! He ought to revere it!

The Attitude in the Event
The way many churches go about searching for pastors and the way many 
preachers politic for positions makes one think that what is at stake is the future 
success of a Fortune 500 company. What is at stake, however, is far more impor-
tant than the prosperity of a major corporation. What is at stake is the glory of 
the God of the universe and the subsequent life change it effects in people who 
are exposed to it. That’s why Paul approached his preaching with a little differ-
ent attitude than did some of his colleagues in Corinth. Acknowledging the 
paramount task he had been assigned and the inability of human wisdom to 
tackle it, the apostle humbly depended upon the supernatural work of the 
Divine to change lives.

What Paul claimed in the current passage is that his work had not been done 
in his own strength but in humble dependence upon Christ’s strength 
(cf. 2 Cor. 12:10). Although neither the Acts narrative nor his own writings leave 
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us with the impression that Paul was a weak man, he spoke much about the 
claim (see 1 Cor. 4:10; 2 Cor. 11:30; 12:5, 9; Gal. 4:13). The arrogant Corinthians 
were being informed that even the great apostle could not do his work in Corinth 
from a spirit of self-sufficiency. He was humbly at the mercy of the power of the 
indwelling Christ.

Practically, the potency of this Christ life is manifested in direct proportion 
to the death of the preacher. John Piper points out that in the New Testament 
the cross of Christ is not only a past place of substitution for sin but a present 
place of execution of self-reliance and our love affair with the praise of man.7 
The biggest problem in Corinth with regard to preaching was pride, which 
always ended up in the preacher and the people getting the glory. The people 
were swept away with the presentations of men, aligning themselves with their 
preacher of choice. Paul critically observed that they professed, “ ‘I am of Paul,’ 
or ‘I am of Apollos,’ or ‘I am of Cephas,’ or ‘I am of Christ’” (1 Cor. 1:12). The 
apostle’s whole agenda here is to counter such an abdication of the glory of God 
“that no flesh should glory in His presence” (1 Cor. 1:29). He even prefaces his 
comments on preaching in our text under consideration by quoting from 
Jeremiah 9:24, “He who glories, let him glory in the Lord” (1 Cor. 1:31).

The crucified Christ beckons preachers to humility and selflessness in 
preaching. Are not the volleying for position and the quest to make a name for 
oneself two of the great monsters haunting the ministry today? Regarding Paul’s 
message as stated in 1 Corinthians 2:2, Piper wrote:

I think what he means is that he set his mind to be so saturated 
with the crucifying power of the cross that in everything he said 
and did, in all his preaching, there would be the aroma of 
death—death to self-reliance, death to pride, death to boasting 
in man. In this aroma of death the life that people would see 
would be the life of Christ, and the power that people would see 
would be the power of God.8

While many of us are trying to climb the ladder, Paul was championing the life 
of the cross. Preacher, if your preaching is constantly calling people’s attention 
to the crucified life, then those of us who listen to you will not have time to sing 
your praises.

To say the least, the Corinthians weren’t very impressed with Paul’s per-
sonal presence (see 2 Cor. 10:10). And listeners today won’t be either. Most 
preachers will face similar difficult conditions. It will be just preacher and 
people, and the time for talking will be past. The preacher will face people 
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who are closed to the gospel, people who prefer a different style than we pos-
sess, and people who long for oratorical skill and worldly philosophy. Often 
they will face those conditions on the heels of bad experiences, physical weak-
ness, financial restraints, and other elements that will weaken them. But, like 
Paul, preachers of the Word must redeem these occasions merely as pointed 
reminders that it’s not about them. Such a spirit of humility paves the way for 
powerful proclamation of God’s Word!

The Persuasion in Preaching
Recently one of my students told me about visiting a rapidly growing mega-
church worship service in which the pastor delivered a suave sermon on sexual 
promiscuity. And he did it without hardly even mentioning the Bible! As he and 
a friend, who was a member of the church, were leaving, his friend asked him 
what he thought of the preacher’s message. My student hesitantly responded 
that it was a helpful message, but that he wouldn’t exactly call it “preaching.” 
The shocked friend quickly came to the defense of his pastor and exclaimed, 
“Well, he must be doing it right or else all of these people wouldn’t continue to 
come hear him!”

It appears that many contemporary approaches to preaching are evaluated 
based upon the number of people that respond. Such is just one of many expres-
sions of the twenty-first-century church’s worship of pragmatism—If people 
respond, then it must be right! But this shortsighted conclusion fails to recog-
nize that there are many forms of persuasion in communication. And the valid-
ity of approaches to persuasion in preaching is not necessarily gauged on 
people’s response but by each approach’s consistency with the nature and pur-
pose of the gospel. In fact, some presentations may even be moral and appeal-
ing but all the while be depending upon the wisdom of the world for their 
persuasive power!

Worldly Wisdom in Corinthian Speech
The bewildering thing about the Corinthian party spirit was that all parties 
seemed to profess the same gospel. At least one difference, however, was the 
various means by which different preachers apparently sought to persuade their 
listeners. But Paul was no party animal. In order to protect his preaching from 
worldly persuasion, he refused to embrace the alluring wisdom of the world in 
his content and presentation. He initially responded to the party problem by 
describing the very nature of the gospel and God’s simple reason for giving it 
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that nature. The nature of the gospel is foolishness to the world but salvation to 
those who would believe (see 1 Cor. 1:18–25). The reason for such a nature was 
so God alone would get the glory and not man (see 1 Cor. 1:26–31).

Paul’s preaching lined up with both the nature and purpose of the gospel. 
After confessing his human weakness, he described what kind of preaching pre-
sentation did not line up with the gospel and, therefore, was not a part of his 
repertoire. The result of his humble reliance upon the indwelling Christ was 
not proclamation that was distinguished by “persuasive words of human wis-
dom” (1  Cor. 2:4). While Paul distinguishes between his “speech” and his 
“preaching,” the former is likely a reference to content while the latter describes 
the actual public proclamation. He is referring here to both the message he 
preached and the way he preached it. Neither, according to the apostle, was 
characterized by man’s manipulative presentation.

These words are a blatant denial of the cleverness of the first-century rhet-
orician who often couched his thoughts in flights of oratory and philosophy. 
“Persuasive” translates an extremely unusual word which means “enticing.” It 
refers to words which are employed specifically with the intent of enticing lis-
teners to respond. “Wisdom” clearly is a reference to worldly wisdom. Now 
don’t be fooled, friend. The apostle Paul was a fan of persuasion (see Acts 13:43; 
17:4–5; 18:4; 19:26; 28:24; 2 Cor. 5:11). But what Paul strongly opposed was the 
employment of persuasive words which were dictated by worldly wisdom. He 
knew that any and every form of human wisdom robs the gospel of its power.

Worldly Wisdom in Contemporary Sermons
Regardless of how impressive and persuasive it may be, man’s efforts of coer-
cion render God’s work impotent to a certain degree. Contrary to some  popular 
trends today, there is absolutely no place for planned theatrics and techniques 
to manipulate response. It is certainly possible for people to respond to an emo-
tional appeal or highly charged presentation without possessing a true knowl-
edge and conviction of God. The deceptive thing about this reality is that those 
kinds of approaches often result in a wider and more receptive hearing, but 
they often leave listeners in their same spiritual condition and no closer to 
Christ or His likeness.

One of the questions that I hear quite often when people in various 
churches find out that I teach preaching is, “How do you do that?” The question 
is sincere because they know that preaching is a calling of God. But they won-
der how any man could possibly teach someone how to do the divine task. 
Without getting into a technical and academic discussion, I usually explain to 
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them that preaching primarily involves the communication of God’s Word. 
And there’s nothing that any man can do to make God’s Word more potent. 
It’s already the most potent force in the universe. But there are things we can 
do to veil its potency. In other words, while the preacher can’t learn to do 
things that will make him a more powerful preacher, he can do things that 
make him less prominent so that God’s power is released in the preaching 
event. So then, I tell my curious friends that I prefer to look at teaching 
preaching as teaching guys what to do and not to do in order to stay out of the 
way of God’s power.

One of the most deceptively subtle forms of human wisdom today is the 
amount of extrabiblical information that fills contemporary sermons. While it is 
certainly not wrong for a preacher to utilize information from outside the Bible 
to support, illustrate, or apply the truth of God’s Word, a line is crossed when 
the observations and assertions of some other preacher, psychologist, researcher, 
or futurist become the primary content of sermons. And it doesn’t matter 
whether the contentions are those of a Christian or non-Christian. If they are 
derived from some means other than the study of God’s Word, they are still 
man’s wisdom. While the wisdom of some people is better informed than that of 
others, all extrabiblical information is still just human wisdom. And regardless 
of how enticing it may be, human wisdom will never positively affect the spiri-
tual makeup of mankind.

I am speaking here of the difference between addressing listeners, as 
Ironside said, on the “soul-plane” instead of the spiritual plane.9 Preaching on 
the soul-plane involves information which simply appeals to the human mind. 
In this kind of preaching, the preacher can wrongly interpret how in a psycho-
logical moment he grabbed the audience with a tender story, practical  principle, 
or “relevant” application. And by virtue of the people’s response to an individual 
message or the growth of a church where such preaching is the norm, the 
preacher and people falsely and pragmatically conclude that the “soul-plane” 
preaching is to be credited. And yet it is possible that not one responder in the 
crowd has had their spirit reached or transformed.

Persuasive words of human wisdom always get in the way of God’s power. 
They always depend on man’s sufficiency and are manifested in man’s presenta-
tion. And they always fail to provide listeners with any supernatural catalyst for 
life change. Worst of all, persuasive words of human wisdom always bring glory 
to the human instrument instead of to the God he professes to proclaim. It has 
been said that the great preacher Jonathan Edwards often read his sermons so 
that he would not be guilty of using human persuasive techniques to gain a 
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response. He wanted to ensure that the results were authentically derived by 
supernatural means and that God got all the glory.

The Proof in Preaching
I recently read a book on preaching to postmoderns, which was released at the 
dawn of the new millennium. It contained a fairly thorough treatment of the 
nature of postmodern thinking and how preaching should be shaped accord-
ingly. But I was absolutely blown away when I finished it without ever running 
across even one mention of the role of the Holy Spirit in the task. How do you 
discuss preaching in any context without giving serious consideration to the 
supernatural work of God’s Spirit?

From beginning to end, preaching is the communication of the Holy Spirit. 
John Knox said, “True preaching from start to finish is the work of the Spirit.”10 
The Holy Spirit inspired the Word of God that we preach. He illuminates our 
understanding to its meaning and anoints our communication of it. He enlight-
ens the minds of listeners to the message, convicts their hearts, and prompts 
them to respond. Preaching is the Holy Spirit’s deal! And as listeners come face-
to-face with God’s Word rightly preached, His power is proven in the super-
natural work of His Spirit in their hearts and minds.

The Evidence of the Spirit
Paul’s preaching gave evidence of spiritual power, and he resolved to show that 
supernatural power in his preaching. With his first mention of the Holy Spirit in 
this epistle, the apostle continues to wed the subject of preaching content to the 
necessary resource for powerful proclamation. Conforming his preaching to 
what he had been saying about the “foolishness” of the gospel, his naked pre-
sentation of this simple message convincingly demonstrated the power of God. 
And the unveiling of the power of God revealed the glory of God!

After revealing the kind of presentation he did not employ (see 1 Cor. 2:1), 
Paul here described the kind of presentation he did employ—one which evi-
denced the power of God and His Spirit (see 1 Cor. 2:4). The word “demonstra-
tion” is found nowhere else in the New Testament and signifies the most 
rigorous kind of proof about some claim or fact. Paul claimed that when he got 
in the face of the Corinthians, his human frailty combined with his familiar 
message of the crucified Christ gave evidence to the power of the Spirit in the 
most convincing way. God honored the combination of a crucified earthen ves-
sel filled with His supernatural message!
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The two prepositional phrases here—“of the Spirit” and “of power”—likely 
do not indicate that the proof to which Paul refers was offered by the Spirit and 
power. Instead, they support the idea that the proof was showing the presence 
of the Spirit and power in Paul’s preaching. There can be no doubt that Paul has 
in mind here the miracles that God worked through Jesus, the apostles, and 
prophets which evidenced the truth of the proclamation of the gospel (eg., Acts 
2:22, 43; Rom. 15:19; 2 Cor. 12:12; Heb. 2:4). At the same time, he was also 
cognizant of the passing of the apostolic office and the continued manifestation 
of the many gifts of the Spirit, some of which involved Spirit-empowered proc-
lamation right there in Corinth (see chapters 12 and 14). Paul’s treatise on the 
superiority of prophecy over tongues and his prediction of the result right there 
in Corinth is an indication that the apostle did not limit the evidence of super-
natural power to miraculous signs (see 1 Cor. 14:20–25).

The Encouragement of the Spirit
The construction in our passage also reveals two assurances that provide great 
encouragement for the preacher. First, there is no spiritual power apart from 
the Holy Spirit. The two words—“Spirit” and “power”—form a kind of unit, 
indicating that they refer to the same thing. Second, there is no preaching of 
God’s Word apart from spiritual power. Don’t forget that this unit is still qualify-
ing “speech” and “preaching” at the beginning of the verse. The content and 
presentation of the gospel are never without the accompaniment of the super-
natural power of God’s Holy Spirit! When the preacher relies on these two 
assurances, his presentation is sure to be infused with the mighty hand of God! 
The result will be that the certainty of scriptural truth for the believer will be as 
complete and as objective as the certainty of scientific truth for the secular 
mind. Divine power will grip pliable hearts and drive them to salvation and 
Christlikeness.

We ought to get real nervous today when little distinction is made between 
the nature of Christian preaching and other forms of public speaking. In keep-
ing with the trend to lead the church according to the same modus operandi as 
successful corporations, many preachers today seem to be dancing to the music 
of the pied piper of secular oratory. How could something that is naturally initi-
ated and operated be allowed to determine the success of something that is 
supernaturally sanctioned, anointed, and presented?

Success in ministry is not dependent upon the preacher’s ability to clothe 
his preaching in rhetorical excess. What he needs is for God to get involved and 
wrap his human weakness in His spiritual power. While Jesus was deity clothed 
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in humanity, in the preaching event preachers must be humanity clothed in 
deity! The only thing they can depend upon to make their preaching effective is 
the work of the Spirit as He manifests His power through the preacher’s human 
weakness. That includes all of his weaknesses, all of his bad experiences, all of 
his tainted backgrounds, all of his big mistakes—everything! That’s when God 
gets all the glory.

Where Do I Go from Here . . .
Now that you have considered Paul’s approach to preaching regarding the con-
tent and the resource, you may proceed one of two ways as indicated by the 
shaded areas on the chart below. The (π) symbol indicates the thematic devel-
opment of the remainder of his preaching philosophy as revealed in 
1 Corinthians 2:1–5. If you have chosen this path, proceed to chapter 3, “The 
Motive in Preaching.” The (}) symbol indicates the continued development of 
the resource from philosophical and then practical standpoints. If you are fol-
lowing this path, proceed to chapter 5, “The Shepherd’s Power.” If you have not 
yet read the introduction to part 2, “Passion-Driven Shepherdology,” be sure to 
do that first.

Table 2.1
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 PART 1  PART 2  PART 3
 (Biblical)  (Philosophical)  (Practical)

 Chapter 1:  Chapter 4:  Chapter 7:
(Content) The Message  } The Shepherd’s } Preaching as
 of Preaching   Stewardship  Worship
 π  π  π

 Chapter 2:  Chapter 5:  Chapter 8:
(Resource) The Means for } The Shepherd’s } Preaching with
 Preaching  Power  Potency
 π  π  π

 Chapter 3:  Chapter 6:  Chapter 9:
(Goal)  The Motive in } The Shepherd’s } Preaching for
 Preaching  Relevance  Eternity




