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LIGHTING THE WAY
An almost audible hush spreads out across the congregation, the preacher stands
up and moves toward the pulpit, the distracted turn their attention to the front for
a moment and the scene is set for the sermon. The preacher lifts their eyes and
opens their mouth; what strange theatre this is, why would these words matter?
Yet, in the second row a young woman sits who is in so much internal anguish she
cuts herself daily; across the aisle in the third row there is a man who is slowly
giving in to the temptation to abuse a young child in his care; three seats across is
a mother desperately trying to bring up her spirited children with love and
discipline; in the middle of the congregation is a man so needing to be in control
that he might kill his wife if she tries to leave him; near the back is a woman who is
responsible for HR at her firm and tomorrow she needs to decide seven names
who will loose their livelihood, and in the very back row is a man runs a multimillion dollar business who knows the decisions he makes affect the lives of close
on a million people.
As I lift my eyes and open my mouth, I pray that the Holy Spirit of God will speak
God’s word to God’s people, that God will speak through my words to his people
on this day. The words of a sermon count, words create worlds i; and God gives
himself to be known every Sunday, in every pulpit, where his word is proclaimed.
On this endeavour that we are engaged in, lives depend and cultures are crafted;
the word we speak on Sunday matters. I believe we should do everything we can
to make our human contribution the best we can, and everything we can to allow
God to anoint our words. That the spirit of God might brood over that hush.
Perhaps like me you have been writing and presenting messages for some time,
and you have got into a pattern. Yet sometimes you have sense of wondering. I
wonder if there’s something I’m missing? I wonder if there’s something I could do
better? I wonder if there are some aspects of this art that I’m unaware of?
If you have those questions, then this resource is for you. It is aimed at the
competent preacher who wants to think, “How could I do better?” If you’re a
beginner, I’m sure you’ll find it helpful also. It doesn’t matter if you are a lay
preacher or a seasoned professional there will be topics/chapters for you to
consider. I’ve designed the resource so that it will make sense even if you only
read only one topic, or a selection, or you might read the whole resource.
However you plan to use the resource, I encourage you to read the first chapter
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WHY, as it will give you and introduction to my thought. WHY is not so much a
solely theological rationale for preaching, as it is a broader summary of what I
believe we are hoping to achieve. After the first chapter the resource follows a
progression through nine topics each of which address a different concern or
element of preaching. My hope is that these resources will help you develop your
approach to preaching, so you might leave aspects out, you might merge aspects or
you might begin with what I have put last, (a chapter I call LEGACY or how do we
make the message live on). I am indebted to Long’s book The witness of preaching
and Johnson’s book The Glory of preaching as well as Stott’s book Between two
worlds. I recommend these three texts as an excellent next step. I acknowledge
the contribution of Andrew Norton to my visual acuity, and to my father Bill
McLeay for shaping my style and opening my eyes.
All preaching is in some sense a work of the Holy Spirit. I plan to acknowledge
that in concrete ways throughout the process, however I also want to affirm that at
the start. Even when we are doing our most human tasks of word-smithing, of
crafting memorable phrases, of pruning, it is only because the Holy Spirit broods
over our words that we can hope to speak God’s message. When I stand to speak, I
genuinely rely on the ‘veni spirito sanctus’ prayer, come Holy Spirit. However I
believe that there is also a distinctly human aspect to preaching. I believe that our
preaching must be authentic and come through the preacher as a person, to be
incarnated. Therefore, I will encourage you in the disciplines necessary for sharp,
crisp and clear message preparation. Let us not allow our desire to ‘be inspired’
fool us into failing to prepare and practice well.
Finally in this introduction I want to acknowledge the tension between non-linear
and linear thought. God is a God of great variety whose wisdom is manifest in a
variety of approaches. I love order and structure and logic, but I also love to mix
things up, and to take a different approach to structure from time to time. There is
however great wisdom in realizing that not everyone can follow an innovative
structure. While I try to avoid too many ‘3 point, well-reasoned, arguments’; I am
also aware that a careful and subtle summary can re-engage someone who’s got a
bit lost in my structure. We want to avoid people getting lost or bored.

2

Lighting the Way

8/1/2012

Table of Contents
1. WHY. ……………………………………………………………………………………………………..……..4
The End of Preaching, to glorify God, grow his community, and teach his
people.

2. PRAYER………………………………………………………………………………………… 10
The beginning, middle and end of the journey.

3. SELECTION AND PLAN…………..………………………………………………………………12
The common or uncommon lectionary. Planning ahead and abandoning the
plan.

4. TEXT…………….…………………………………………………………………………………………….14
A simple model for approaching exegesis.

5. HEARERS……………………………………………………………………………………………………22
Moving into the second person, the cultural world we live in, the people we are
addressing, and what are they hearing as distinct from what I am saying.

6. MESSAGE………………………………………………………………………………………………….24
Preparing the message, structure, story board, content, promise and powerline.

7. VISUALITY………………………………………………………………………………………………..34
Complementing the spoken with the visual. PowerPoint and video.

8. VOCAL……………………………………………………………………………………………………….40
Practicing and reviewing. Preparing to transform the written into the spoken.

9. DELIVERY………………………………………………………………………………………..………..43
Cometh the hour. Prayer, pace and presentation.

10. LEGACY………………………………………………………………………………………...............45
How can we let this message live on? Blog, podcast, notes, script.

Bibliography and Endnotes…………..…………………………………………………………..48

3

Lighting the Way

8/1/2012

WHY
I’ve thought a lot about preaching over my years, my father was a preacher, my
sister is a preacher and I have become a preacher. We are each quite different yet
each authentic and faithful. Like Parker Palmer, I searched for a time for a model
of the ideal ‘teacher’. For me it was a communicator with the charisma of a TV
anchor but the depth of a reformed theologian; the wonderful stories of a bard and
the precision of a surgeon; the lilting tones of an Irish accent and the arresting
punctuation of a trial lawyer. In the midst of this human enterprise I also hoped to
be led, carried and followed by the transforming power of the Holy Spirit. Then I
discovered this wonderful introduction to teaching by Parker which focuses
instead of on deep authenticity rather than technical skill, and I realized that I
needed to bring ‘all’ I had to the preaching task, but most specifically that I needed
to bring all that ‘I’ had. Parker talks about the variety of teachers he has
encountered that impact students and their common traits of commitment and
authenticity. Whether they were ‘talk and chalk’, or PowerPoint gurus or
dramatists, if they were deeply in love with their subject and deeply passionate for
their students then that was what distinguished them. “But in every story I have
heard, good teachers share one trait: A strong sense of personal identity infuses
their work.”ii William Willimon makes a similar statement in an article about
teaching preachers to speak. He recalled listening to Fosdick’s frail voice and
realizing that it was the passion that mattered over the delivery styleiii.
I think again of sitting like Palmer listening to someone speak and wondering,
what qualities am I looking for? For a time I had a framework of logical – did it
make sense, biblical – was it true to the bible, passionate – did the preacher
believe or care about what they are saying, and grounded – did it touch the earth,
ordinary life. I offer you this as one framework, but then I discovered that
Aristotle had said something quite similar yet more elegantly 2000 years ago. In
his Rheroticiv Aristotle describes 3 ways of persuasion that I find very helpful.
Having read him carefully I confess to having modified his meaning a little.
Aristotle talks about Logos – the logic of the argument, Ethos – the humanity and
trust worthiness of the speaker, and Pathos – the passion and emotion that the
speaker brings to the task. Logos, Ethos, Pathos I suggest are 3 very strong lenses
to bring to our sermons and consider them through.
Logos: 1.1 First and foremost as Christians this reminds us of the Gospel of John,
the logos the word of God make flesh in Jesus Christ. Are all our messages true to
the bible and true to Jesus Christ? As Rod Thompson helpfully puts it, do our
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messages see the bible as ‘culminated’ in Jesus Christ; crucified, risen and having
poured out his spirit.v If this message does not in some way point to Christ and
have Christ as its content, then what on earth are we doing? I’m not suggesting
some sort of clichéd formula – ‘Jesus is the answer to all our questions’. But I am
suggesting
that
we
undergird our sermons with
an intention to glorify and
Whether we are speaking about
lead people to Jesus.
Levitical laws or a contemporary
Whether we are speaking
issue our underlying aim as biblical
about Levitical laws or a
preachers must be to witness to
contemporary issue our
God’s presence in Jesus.
underlying aim as biblical
preachers must be to
witness to God’s presence in
Jesus. This is also the strongest warning to us to beware of those messages that we
are sometimes tempted to embrace. The message based on the latest book we’ve
read, or based on some great story we heard, or a new insight. We must make sure
that those thoughts are taken captive to Christ before we preach them. Let us not
be in the pulpit to share our latest ‘good idea’.
Logos 1.2 Secondly, logos is about logic and structure. Does the message make
sense? It needn’t follow a formal logical pattern, but does it make sense? Does it
avoid rambling, is there internal cohesion? Some of our best messages turn a
classical structure upside down. We might start with the punchline, or start with a
story drawn from the middle of the discourse, but along the way we need to give
enough markers, so that the average person can see our direction or our pattern.
Occasionally a sermon will be like leading our hearers through a labyrinth, but at
the end we need to have provided enough of a map, so that the vast majority of our
listeners can have followed us through. In section 6 we will have a look at a variety
of structures, the aim of a sermon is not to be so clever nor so sloppy that our
hearers get lost. Without this type of logos the only effect of our sermon will be
confusion. Some sermons will preach for a verdict, some sermons will aim for an
insight, others will pray for an encounter – all sermons need to make sense.
Logos 1.3 To finish considering each lens, I think we should reconsider the ‘voice’
of the grammar. We should turn my attention from the active to the passive. To
ask, ‘what effect have we had on our listeners?’ Preaching is not just about
whether I think I have created a coherent structure, a clear message or a
compelling argument; the real question is, “Has our listener gone away having
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heard a message that made sense to them?” There are several ways to help us
consider this; one of the most simple is to ask ourselves several times along the
way, “What do I want people to have heard?”
Ethos 2.1 Aristotle was concerned about the trustworthiness of the speaker. I have
picked up this word to represent authenticity and groundedness. Does this
message come authentically from me as a speaker? Am I bringing myself to this
message honestly? If it is a message that judges and challenges me, do I
acknowledge that? Is this a message I find hard? Is this a message I find great
consolation in? Firstly ethos is about me as a preacher, am I honest about my
connection to this word? If the word is about warfare, do I acknowledge that I
have never been to war. If it is about the death of a child do I remember that we
mis-carried a child once? I don’t have to tell the story for the experience to mould
me. Ethos is not about blowing my own trumpet, or telling too much of my own
story, it is about being fully and genuinely present in the pulpit. Now I have a
corollary, I seldom bring unprocessed ‘stuff’ into the pulpit with me. My
congregation doesn’t need me to wear my heart on my sleeve every week. The
pulpit is not a place for therapy. So, when my father died I needed to bring that
experience into the pulpit with me, but not too much detail and not too often.
This is different to when an event affects us all. When an event affects a
community I think we need to risk bringing some ‘unprocessed stuff’ with us into
the pulpit. A few weeks before my writing one of our members was murdered. I
spoke directly about that situation. Although I was careful about what I brought
into the pulpit with me, I also acknowledged my sense of still needing to work
through this. I felt compelled to seek a word from the Lord about this situation.
Ethos 2.2 Often the real
story of a real person will
ground a sermon.
I
the sermon might have felt like it
remember a sermon a friend
had some mud on it, it might have
preached on warfare which
smelt like it had encountered blood,
smell of unreality. Clearly
it might have paused as before a
the preacher had been
corpse with a limb torn off
thinking about warfare in
the abstract, but had not
read nor talked to any
veterans. The sermon had a sense of unreality about it. The lack of groundedness
made me write off the sermon as “just talk”. My father served in the Second World
War. He would often speak of his sense of call to go and fight Hitler, and of his
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experience of being captured and imprisoned for five years. I cannot preach about
warfare without his experiences impacting me. If my friend had spoken to a
veteran the sermon might have felt like it had some mud on it, it might have smelt
like it had encountered blood, it might have paused as before a corpse with a limb
torn off and the effect of the sermon would have been so different. So I ask my
second question of ethos, is this sermon grounded in the real stories of real
people? Rob Harley makes this point powerfully with his book, The power of the
story.vi I’m fine with illustrations that have names changed for dignity, but I
dislike stories that are pure fiction. I don’t mind compilations that draw different
experiences together, but I believe parables work best when they have a ring of
truth drawn from real life observation or encounter with the subject.
Ethos 2.3 Again let us turn the grammar around; does this sermon arouse in me a
sense of groundedness? Does this sermon feel believable, does it connect to my
world and my culture or does it only talk about the there and then. Does it only
talk about the realm of ideas. I don’t mean that the preacher has to give simplistic
applications for my life. But, I want to come away feeling like this sermon had a
real world quality, had an earthiness, smelt of earth as well as heaven.
Pathos 3.1 Thirdly pathos stands for passion or emotional connection. This is not
just the preacher being present in the sermon, this about the preacher believing
the sermon. This is about the preacher having an emotional investment, not being
‘ho hum’, but believing God has acted, God has spoken and that God requires of us
a response. As a woman once told Leighton Ford, “I want my friends to hear a
preacher who believes at the cellular level what they are preaching.”vii Pathos asks
of me the question – do I really believe what I’m preaching? David Hulme the 18th
century deistic philosopher was once seen rushing to hear a sermon by George
Whitefield, and was asked – “But surely, you don’t believe what Whitefield
preaches, do you?” Hulme’s answer is instructive “No I don’t, but he does.”viii
Occasionally I have included some speculative ideas in a sermon – ‘perhaps in
heaven we all return to our genetic peak – we will all look like 21 years olds!’ But I
shouldn’t venture this unless I think it’s a real possibility. It’s ok not to be sure, but
I don’t like toying with ideas in sermons. (My basis was the disciples not
recognizing Jesus) A little speculation may be ok as long as it is a side-line not the
main premise, but we need to ask ‘will that be thing they remember?” If I don’t
believe the sermon – I shouldn’t preach it. If you don’t believe your sermon, stay
silent. Would I die for this message? There are people in our congregations whose
lives are at risk, and they can sniff our insincerity. They may leave, and never
come back, and forfeit their eternal souls, because we were playing at preaching.
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Perhaps we have a listener considering suicide, will our message carry a passion
that will give them hope that something in life is worth living for? Perhaps
someone is suffering under an oppression of some sort, will our metal embolden
them to cast off that shackle. Lives are in the balance every week, pathos is about
our engagement. Perhaps I’ll shout a word or two, perhaps I’ll carry intensity
through a phrase, perhaps I’ll whisper a word of love. Not because I’m an actor –
but because I believe that what I am saying is a word from God and a word that
matters. If my sermons don’t feel like they matter to me, they sure won’t to
anyone else.
One of my mentors, Andrew Norton used to encourage me to find a place in
myself or my story where this sermon came from. I didn’t need to share the details
of the story, but thinking of the story would give emotive weigh to my message.
Pathos 3.2 Our presentations should have light and shade, humour and tears,
some emotive content most of the time. They should be good drama coming from
our conviction, we should not
be afraid of using the palate of
emotion and energy in the
It was said of D. L. Moody “he
pulpit. It was said of D. L.
could never speak of a lost soul
Moody “he could never speak
without tears in his eyes
of a lost soul without tears in
his eyes.”ix Don’t be boring!
Often rich illustrations that
draw on the senses as well as stories of real people touch on the emotive. Think of
Jesus’ use of parables and the way he would bring to mind situations where a
visceral response was needed. A woman was searching for an important coin. A
Samaritan good guy? These are not dry academic examples but emotionally
loaded symbols.
Pathos 3.3 Again, to turn the grammar around.
People won’t necessarily
remember what we said, but they will remember what they felt. If they genuinely
come to tears, they will remember that. If they have their hearts stirred they will
remember that, if they have their emotions engaged they are far more likely to
change than if they just think it’s a good idea. John Kotter in his book the heart of
change details how human being are empowered to change far more powerfully
when they have an emotional experience.x Of course we don’t want to manipulate
people, we don’t want to ‘play with their hearts’ but we do want to treat them as
whole people who think, feel and believe.
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Finally I want to round off this chapter by returning to scripture, for I believe that
in an extraordinary way God has given us the pages of scripture as his word to us.
Yes these are human documents, but they are also God’s words. I have over the
years avoided proof-texting my sermons in a robotic way. However I am becoming
increasingly convinced that our task as preachers is, primarily to let God speak. To
let God speak to God’s people, through God’s words, and those words have been
written in the scriptures of the Old and New Testament. I’ve also become
convinced that if we want people to take away, a phrase, or a line, in should be of
scripture. We want people to go away and read their bible and love Jesus more.
There ‘take away’ should be at least a paraphrase of scripture. These are not magic
words, but they were composed, edited and I would suggest anointed as words to
carry the good new of God. They will always have a priority over my words. I
believe that God does speak through preaching today. However as a reformed
theologian I see a hierarchy in God’s tri-partite revelation. The word of God made
flesh stands above the word of God writ by the prophets, saints and apostles,
which stands above the word preached by Gods teachers today.
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PRAYER
Preaching is a work of the Holy Spirit that we are ‘privileged to participate in’, to
conscript David Bosch’s phrase. Therefore, preaching needs to begin in prayer. It
needs to begin in the regular daily rhythms of prayer that build our devotional life.
I know I struggle with those rhythms, sometimes they are strong, but sometimes
they fade. I find the call to
preaching a huge challenge
because it calls me back to
Preaching needs to begin in
prayer, general and specific. My
prayer, it needs to begin in the
greatest fear would be to turn up
in the pulpit, preach an
regular daily rhythms of prayer
evocative
and
compelling
that build our devotional life.
sermon, see someone change
their life; and then wonder ‘Was
that a word from God?’ I find
the doctrine of the last judgment strangely reassuring and disturbing. One day he
who knows all things will announce judgment on those things that are seen and
unseen. (Rev 20.11) But it is not self-interest that causes me my fear, for I trust in
God’s grace for my salvation. My concern is that in my falleness, I may lead
someone else astray. This should lead we who teach, to our knees. (James 3.1)
Of course God extends a much richer invitation, come walk with me, come talk
with me, come hear my voice. (John 10.27) I think during message preparation
there is a special need for prayer, at the outset. Let us always pray, may your
words be my words (which we can pray both at the start of our preparation, along
the way and in the pulpit). Then let us intentionally open ourselves up to God’s
leading and place ourselves under his Word. Johnson provides an excellent
explanation of ‘understanding’ in Jesus’ parables; he quotes Brunner’s explanation
that we should not only ‘understand’ the parables, but we should also ‘standunder’ their teachingxi. I often find myself part way through a difficult text, or a
nuanced implication, having this conversation with the almighty. “Is this really
what you want me to say?” “Am I being fair to the text?” “Is this just my desire to
bend the text to my good idea Lord?” Now I don’t pretend I always get it right.
Often it is often much later that I hear the answer. But, sometimes when I pray
this prayer, another verse will come to mind and I will feel confirmed in my
direction. At other times I will linger on a doubt, I will feel the question or the
pause stay with me and sometimes I will go back and rewrite a section.
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This brings me to the scary part, the sense of contingency! I feel that we as
preachers should bring to the pulpit a sense of contingency. That is a sense that
we have prepared and done all things to the best we can; but on the day perhaps
we will have to drop something, a word, a direction or even a whole section. Only
once have I got to Saturday night and thought, ‘this is the wrong sermon’. On that
occasion I reasoned with the Holy Spirit. I said I’m willing to do the work, but I’m
not sure it’s you I’m hearing. So I’ll try to write something and we’ll judge together
whether it’s from you or not? So I wrote an entire second sermon. It was one of
those wonderful evening when it just poured out of me. Ten pages of hand written
notes, not my normal style, and at the end I had no doubt that this was from the
Lord. What mattered was my willingness to give up what I had prepared, and my
preparedness to start afresh if necessary. If what had come out didn’t seem
anointed I wouldn’t have used it.
Finally I find confession incredibly
When I picked up my sermon,
important. Prayer is not just about
it was so much richer than what
the storehouse of prayers I have
I remember having written.
put away. God’s impact does not
only depend on our preparation,
but he depends on our humility.
Once, in the car on the way to a service, I felt convicted that I had not done as
diligent a job as I should have. I prayed “Forgive me Lord for not honouring you
and your people in my preparation.” And do you know what? When I picked up
my sermon, it was so much richer than what I remember having written. I
wouldn’t recommend relying on that prayer. However, I do have a strong sense
that when my week has been unusually busy, and for genuine reasons my
preparation has been thin, then those weeks God seems to make up the deficit! I
have a real desire in me, that even if I’ve had many hours given to preparation, I
still crave God’s anointing. I’m not a great pray-er so I won’t pretend that I can
give hours to prayer, but I believe that God is pleased when I depend on him for
the word and I don’t fall into the subtle trap of thinking “Oh, I’ve got a good one
this week!”.
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SELECTION and PLAN
The question is not whether we shall use a lectionary or not, the question is what
plan of readings shall we use? At times I have enjoyed the Revised Common
Lectionary, and I plan to return to it every second year, so that over 6 years I will
have covered the full 3 year cycle. However, the RCL has some difficulties: It
matches the seasons in the Northern Hemisphere better than in the Southern.
Through it’s four text pattern, I have found it can lead me to ask what do these
texts have in common, rather than what do each of these texts say? The RCL
certainly encourages some diversity and an overview of the whole of scripture, but
it can also at times feel forced. Finally the RCL tends to ‘pick winners’ and leave
many texts truncated or ignored. Therefore I like the idea of following an
uncommon lectionary at times.
I think there is great value in sketching out the year ahead, but I feel equally free
to depart from my schedule. 2012 we devoted to a year of prayer, based in part on
a book about different styles of spirituality called “spiritual pathways” by Gary
Thomasxii. Gary presents 9 approached to prayer, and I assigned two weeks to
each hoping to preach one myself and ask someone else to preach the other.
Sometimes the texts for these topics have suggested themselves, sometimes they
have been a little harder to
find. Interspersed with these
‘topical’ sermons I have also
Easter and Christmas are the
c0ntinued a systematic walk
great festivals of Christianity
through the book of Acts.
This is my usual pattern for an
… so I always address them …
uncommon lectionary, to
in my lectionary
select some topical subjects
and to also allow us some
more time to go deeper into
one of the books of the bible. I believe that if I am careful in choosing the texts for
my topics, then these can be equally biblical sermons as those that follow texts in a
canonical order. I think it is usually valuable to choose a periscope rather than a
single verse, and to pick a passage that fairly speaks to the topic. If I cant find a
passage for the topic then perhaps I need to rethink the topic.
I believe that Easter and Christmas are the great festivals of Christianity, and our
culture intersects with, and so I always address them and highlight them in my
lectionary. To not do so I feel would be a sin; additional people come to church at
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these times searching and we have a recurring opportunity to present to them the
centre of our faith. I will usually incorporate advent and lent as preparation
seasons, and I have recently been persuaded that Pentecost deserves annual
inclusion. In our culture we celebrate Halloween/All Saints, with a light party,
which offers a door to our wider community. I build that into our lectionary.
These guideline not withstanding, I also feel free to change the topic or text or
direction of next week’s sermon when it seems called for. I feel it is good
stewardship to plan the year ahead, and I share that plan with our elders who will
sometimes suggest other foci.
I am starting to try and plan ahead on a monthly basis. Some preachers prepare
notes 3 or 4 weeks ahead, others will do their exegesis a week ahead and then focus
on the sermon structure and development for the coming Sunday. I think the
yearly plan is most useful for the preacher, but a monthly or closer plan is more
helpful for the listener. Then I tell you a little of what we might look at next week
and refer back to last week’s sermon. If we are following a series there may be
connections that we can make. If we pay attention to these issues then we help
our listeners to come expectantly next week. It may be that they could read the
text, or consider the theme, or pray about the topic. They may have a friend whom
they can invite just for that message. If we can share some of the plan we have
with our listeners we are inviting them into the sermon with anticipation.
I recommend also keeping a notebook, or a computer file with jottings when
something strikes your attention. Recently the idea of ‘today’ has struck a chord
with me, and so I am gathering references and ideas about a possible sermon in a
file. I don’t know when I will preach that sermon, but when it comes up I will have
a collection of resources ready. Another of my mentors, Tom Woods encouraged
me that when I heard a good sermon I should make a few notes so that I could
develop those ideas into my own sermon at a later date.
Many preachers will plan the year ahead in October or November, I will often plan
it in January, and then perhaps do some reading and preparation over the summer.
When Long is talking about the introduction to a
sermon, he uses the concept of a promise, not to
over promise, not to give all the meat away, but to
give a taste of the topic ahead. I think that when we
plan ahead, we can develop this ‘promise’ and use it
to even more fully to help people come to church
expectant. My friends at life zone have done a
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number of very cool short videos that summarize a series that is coming up.
People can watch those videos on the web, and they get played perhaps every
second week during the series. In this way our listeners can become active
listeners looking ahead and thinking ‘I’m really interested in that’ and even if they
are away they may listen to the pod cast.
Similarly when we plan ahead we can allow others to be involved in creating the
sermon or service, a drama group can look ahead, a videographer or a graphic
artist can participate in the preparation with us. If we planned a short series in
lent on tragic deaths; suicide, murder,
abortion and medical misadventure (gosh
that would be a daring series); there may
series in lent on tragic
be people who contact us privately and say
deaths; suicide, murder,
either, “My son took his own life”, or, “Did
abortion and medical
you know Joan’s sister died from medical
misadventure?”. In this way we may be
misadventure
able to have a pastoral conversation in
advance of the topic that will better
prepare and position us for the preaching
of that topic.
I have to confess I am drawn to interesting sounding series! So we need to be
super careful not to be seduced by our own cleverness. On the other hand, a good
description of a series can enliven it for us as well as our hearers; provided we still
read out of the text and don’t read into the text. Searching websites of other
churches can be a great way to get ideas for different series, you don’t have to use
their content, but their idea might spark something for you.
Finally I would want to say with topical series, 3 to 4 in a row is usually enough.
We can do more on a biblical book, but it’s good to break them up a bit. I always
include some ‘open topic’ spaces in our program to cover guest speakers, special
events and just to embrace the variety of life. Occasionally we’ll have a baptism or
special event where I want to preach a straight gospel appeal or a church vision
Sunday. It also makes a lot of sense to plan ahead for public holidays, we have
made a practice of holding all age services once a term in the holidays. In fact
these have become quite a feature where we combine our two morning services
and usually celebrate communion.
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TEXT
I believe that our sermons should come out of
the text and out of a text. By that I mean
Out of the Text
that our sermons should be deeply biblical,
that they should be passing on the message
and out of a text
that God has writ in scripture, not a message
of my own creation. In that sense I believe in
expository preaching, bringing to light what is in the text. However I believe that
biblical preaching needs to live in a tension between the global and the general,
between the whole witness of scripture and the message of a particular text. In
fact I believe that we should always try to preach from both ends of the scale. By
‘the Text’ I mean the whole counsel of the bible, we should aim to bring to life
particular themes and theological insights, the meta-narrative of the gospel story.
I believe post-modernism is fooling itself when it rejects meta-narratives, it is in
reality trying to replace some of the old stories with yet another new story (the
story of pervasive relativism). Don’t get me wrong; I am not arguing for a return to
modernism – I am simply arguing let us to continue to confess without hesitation
the story that has shaped the Christian community for two millennia. At times we
may feel called on to preach on redemption in the bible, or on a theme like
forgiveness showing the breadth and development of the biblical witness.
However I think it is always wise to anchor our sermons in a particular text,
usually a sub-section, a pericope of 10 to 20 verses. Occasionally that might be a
single verse, if we are careful to choose a pregnant verse. I believe it is good to
hold these two in tension; to preach about divorce and only to discuss Jesus’
teaching in the Sermon on the Mount wouldn’t give a full picture of the revelation
of scripture. We need to preach the gospels in the light of the resurrection and
ascension and pouring out of the Spirit. Generally we should interpret the Old
Testament in light of the New, giving weight to the original meaning, but also
bringing the lens of the life and event of Jesus Christ to all we preach. We should
interpret the New Testament through the lens of Jesus, but I don’t just mean Jesus
as presented in the gospels. I mean we should use full picture of Jesus provided
through scripture to examine our portion of scripture. And we must be careful to
let Jesus and scripture confront and confound us, what we find uncomfortable may
contain God’s word for us. Willimon is right to remind us that these texts jar with
our culture and we shouldn’t just reduce them to ‘what they mean today.”xiii
Let me speak more of this ‘the text and a text”. I think it is important that we see
movement in the scriptures, that Jesus attitude to women is very different to the
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cultural assumptions embedded in some sections of the Old Testament. I think we
must see Paul’s passages about the role of women in 1 Timothy, in light of what we
know about his context (Ephesus) and what we see him doing elsewhere (such as
greeting women in authority in other churches. Romans 12.7.) This is our task of
allowing “the whole text” to speak. I believe there is an important place for
systematic theology that is rooted in the scripture. We are sometimes tempted to
‘proof text’ a point that we are making. We should find that repugnant if the text
we use is simply a propositional prop that does represent the meaning of the text
in its context. (I find the use of Romans 11.29 to support arguments about spiritual
gifts questionable.) Nevertheless I have come to see that if we can support an
argument from several places in scripture, or illuminate a complex topic from
another author, that can be very helpful. I see this as an excellent way of helping
people to hear the scripture speaking with many voices, yet speak with one voice.
When I talk about ‘a text’ I am not
just talking about choosing a
Every Christian sermon needs
convenient small portion of scripture
to expound, explore or explode! I am
in some way to point to Jesus.
primarily talking about ethos, about
rooting
our
message
into
a
particularity, about talking about an incident in the life of Moses, or Esther, or
Mary or Paul and most particularly in the life of Jesus. We could choose a song or
a piece of wisdom handed down, or a vision but never a disembodied text. Every
Christian sermon needs in some way to point to Jesus. I don’t mean in a
mechanistic way, but because in our preparation we have seen his shadow and
heard his voice. I think it is important also to recognize our Christian
commitment, while we should be in dialogue with Judaism and with Islam and
other religions, we need to proclaim Christ. I think we should always be respectful
about our perspective; but equally clear about our insights. We should be aware
that we might be quoted, but keep our Christian commitment central. When we
teach on Passover, (Exodus 12) we should acknowledge that Christians see this
event as preparation for Christ. We don’t need to force a Christo-centric view
everywhere in the Old Testament, but we should be aware that the Old Testament
looks forward to a messiah, and we believe his name is Jesus. We should not be
embarrassed to see, the stripes of Jesus, in the prophesy of Isaiah (Isaiah 53). We
should not ignore the warning Paul gives the Galatians about another gospel given
by an angel (Gal 1.8) and it’s warning about the claims of inspiration around the
Koran. While Islam claims Jesus, Islam teaches a very different view of Jesus.
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All of this is preparation to suggest that when we consider a text for Sunday, we
should consider the whole text as well as a particular text. For me it is not
unbiblical to preach a topic that appears in scripture, nor to bring to the text a
question that our generation is asking. Our response is, how can we let the bible
as a whole respond and which is the particular text and texts which sheds most
light on this question for our people today. I find that I take an injunction more
seriously if I find support for it in a
variety of Biblical genres. If the
If the word appears in the law,
word appears in the law, then in
then in the prophets, and in the
the prophets, and in the wisdom
literature, as well as on Jesus’ lips
wisdom literature, as well as on
and in the epistles – then I’m going
Jesus’ lips and in the epistles …
give it more weigh than if I see it
only once in the psalms.
I am indebted to Long for his insistence that when we come to a text, we should
have our congregation or hearers in mind during our exegesis as well as after itxiv.
There are many good models of exegesis, I want to provide a relatively simple
model, and suggest some ways you might chose to augment that model. As we
begin, you might be asking ‘how long should it take’? I like Bonhoeffer’s simple
answer 12 hours for a 30 minute sermon, 3 units or a day and a half.xv
Our specific reading, like our specific prayer is best grounded in a habit of general
reading and curiosity about the biblical world and our world. I like Stott’s analogy
of our task, we are called to stand between two worlds. xvi We are called to stand
between There and Then, to be immersed in and understand the world in which
God spoke his biblical revelation; and to be immersed in our world, the world to
which God asks us to bring his biblical revelation.
In the exegesis phase, there are two things we want to do. We want to open up the
text, and perhaps mind map many possible thoughts, ideas, cross-references and
approaches. We also want to be listening for the fluttering of the spirit’s wings,
what does the spirit want to say to the church today, from this passage? Some
words of Bill Hybels’ challenge me, don’t just grab the first idea you come up
with.xvii
I would encourage us to take 4 steps.
Read, Examine, Cross-examine and Give your Verdict.
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1. Read. Having selected your text read it and read it through out loud. Read it
through in a number of versions, read any foot notes, don’t preach from a
paraphrase but use a selection of versions to get a feel for what is happening in the
text. If you can read it in the original language – great, if not an interlinear may
give you a greater feel for the original thoughts.
At this stage, the text means what the original
writer meant it to say and our task is to get as
The text means what
close to that as possible. In fact we always
the original writer
carry our biases and brokenness with us, but
we should do our level best to approach the
meant it to say
original message that God breathed over.
Some people write it out, some people
memorize part of it. Start by getting a feel for the text. Ask the basic questions,
what is the surface meaning? What is a Pharisee? Do I understand the grammar
of what is being said? Soak in the text for a while, try to determine what it says
before starting to interrogate with the question what does it mean. Look for art
work. A Theological dictionary may be helpful to get at the meanings of some key
words, the web-site Blue letter Bible can give you a simple introduction to the
original languages. (I feel we must be careful of rationalizing and dissecting texts,
a text may be saying several different things, we don’t have to harmonize the
meanings at this stage.) I feel Willimon is absolutely right in saying we had
forgotten how to read 1 and 2 Kings before James Joyce wrote Ulyssesxviii, let’s not
force the scripture into our mould, let’s listen and see if the scripture can conform
us to it’s mold. (Romans 12.2) This is also a time to question whether you have
started and finished in the place that makes sense for today! The chapters and
verses were added much later than the original text, the headings are almost all
additions as well. The well known passage on marital submission in Eph 5.22-33
takes on a different tone if we include the transition verse 21 ‘submit to one
another’.
2. Examine the text. Now we have an understanding of what it says, we can start
with the interrogation. What did it mean to people then? What politics were
going one behind the scenes? If there is a prohibition – why? If there is an official
story, is there a counter-story in the text? What was happening then and there?
Note down all the questions you want to ask of the text. Let’s not pretend that we
are impartial, and that we can stand out side of time, but let’s make an effort to try
as best we can to under stand the text in its context. This is a good time to read
what is before and after our text. This is a good time to read an introduction in a
commentary or dictionary that can give us a feel for the times and the issues, not
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the time to read all the commentary, but to draw on the introduction. This is time
to revise any notes you have made on the theme of the section, or book or passage.
How does this fit into a discussion about the general theme of the Pentateuch. I
love the way Johnson brings Matthew alive by describing him “using accounting
skills he learnt as a tax collector, gathered five sets of Jesus’ teaching and
preaching. Five times in his Gospel … . One could think of these five sections as
five books, like the five books of Moses..”xix He then goes on to describe those five
sermons as: The Sermon on the Mount I (Ch 5-7), The Sermon on Mission (Ch 10),
The Sermon of Mystery (Ch 13), the Sermon on Management (Ch 18), and the
Sermon on the Mount II (Ch 24-25). This sort of background can help us
understand, what did the passage mean? We will be richest in this area if we make
a commitment to reading the bible and about the bible as part of our regular
pattern. If we make time to read biblical theology when we are not preparing
sermons, then the reservoirs we have to draw on will be truly deep.
3 Cross examine the text. Now we step across the divide, we stop being the
biblical scholar and start being the preacher! Where does this text intersect with
our people, our culture, our story? What might it address here and now? Where
does it say things that seem antiquated, or strange, where does it seem to address a
today topic? What does justification mean in an era of crime drama on TV?
Where does the Holy Spirit warm your spirit? Not every text will be deeply
counter-cultural, some like proverbs will praise hard-work and diligence. There
will be a time to balance each emphasis, but where is the connect, or the
disconnect?
Then cross examine the text with other scripture. Why was this radical? Was that
really what was meant? Is there another
text that will put this “Jerusalem
Let’s cross-examine our
Theology” into perspective? (Ps 46)
Let’s cross-examine our text with church
text with church history,
history, with popular culture, with
with popular culture, with
classical
texts,
with
alternative
classical texts, with
explanations. Let us consider the ‘false
alternative explanations.
gospels’ this text ‘contends with’xx. If
this is a text about a demonic, consider
the voice of modern psychiatry – don’t
concede the debate but consider the debate. This is the time to be honest about
‘what would I like it to be saying?’ and then considering what the text is really
saying. You might have some particular questions form people in mind. “Do I
really have to forgive…”? You might return to some basic questions, what is a
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Pharisee and a Sadducee, and are there any parallels with groups today? This is
where we examine the tension, how close can we bring our two worlds? There will
be no ‘cookie-cutter’ parallels, but perhaps there are some fruitful similarities to
examine.
4. Deliver your verdict. Write down for yourself, what is this text primarily
about. If I am honest to all I know about interpreting scripture, what does this text
seem to be saying? Rather than a jury’s verdict you may be attempting something
more like a judges summing up. What do I feel that God is saying through this
text? Classical preachers will often aim for one main idea, Jowett puts it this way,
“express its theme in a short pregnant sentence
as clear as crystal.”xxi Your aim is to fairly
encapsulate the message of the text, through the
What does the text
lens of the culmination of all scripture in Christ
say, not what would I
Jesus. We will go on to ask the question, ‘how
will we use this text?’ Maturity at this point
like it to say.
comes from answering the question – what does
the text say, not what would I like it to say.
This stage is all about integrity, it is not having the final word on the text, you
might read a book next month that completely changes your honest view. The
task for the preacher here – is to clarify what can I preach with integrity?
As you can see this is a simple framework, my intention is to give you only the
bones and let you construct your own framework parameters and habits. You will
need to be realistic about the resources you have available and what you will use
when. Commentaries are a fantastic help, but please don’t start with them, do you
own investigation first, and then turn to them for more insight. The more you can
read generally the easier you will be able to understand particularly. I want to
include for you three other summaries of the task of exegesis, Paul Windsor, John
Stott and Thomas Long.
I find John Stott to be very helpful with a simple overview of the task.
1. Select the text
2. Meditate upon the text. What does it mean? What did it mean when first spoken?
Secondly, what does it say? What is its contemporary message? Stott sees the goal
as standing between two worlds, the ancient world and the modern world.
3. Isolate the dominant thought, express it in a single sentence.
Then build the sermon around it.
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Paul Windsor’s First VX
Step One: Read and reread the passage (and do
so aloud!) in its context

I. Getting the text in view
A. Select the text
B. Reconsider where the text begins
and ends
C. Establish a reliable translation
of the text

Step Two: Decide on the unit of thought for the
passage you wish to study
Step Three: Utilize a variety of translations
Step Four: Identify everyone in the passage
and jot down everything about them
Step Five: Finish off Rudyard Kipling's

II. Getting introduced to the text
D. Read the text for basic
understanding.
E. Place the text in its larger
context

questions, "I have six faithful serving men who
taught me all I know: their names are what
and where and when; and who and how and
who."
Step Six: Identify every verb in the passage the 'action' words
Step Seven: List every word that repeats

III. Attending to the text
F. Listen attentively to the text
IV. Testing what is heard in the text
G. Explore the text historically
H. Explore the literary character of
the text
I. Explore the text Theologically
J. Check the text in the
commentaries
V. Moving toward the sermon
K. State the claim of the text on the
hearers (including the
preacher)xxii

Step Eight: Begin to meditate upon the ‘the
little words that mean so much’
Step Nine: Clarify what the ‘ripe observation’
for you and your sermon actually will be.
Step Ten: Select a handful of key words to
study further with a concordance
Step Eleven: Summarize the thrust of the
passage in one single sentence
Step Twelve: Picture the ‘prevailing image’ and
give it time to incubate in the imagination
Step Thirteen: Develop that initial, tentative
outline for what you want to say from the text
Step Fourteen: Place each heading at the top of
a different piece of paper
Step Fifteen: Consult
commentators!

the

experts,

the
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HEARERS
I like the phrase ‘exegeting the community”, as it gives weigh to considering where
the message is going. I have headed this chapter Hearers for the same reason, it is
easy for us to get excited about what we want to say, but also easy to forget those
to whom the message is addressed. It is important for us to consider the culture to
which we are speaking and the congregation. Many of the followers of Barth hold
a very high view of the power of scripture to reveal itself through the preacher.
Despite this view of the preacher as God’s Herald, announcing the message of God
almost uncontaminated by the need for transmission, Barth himself spoke to his
students of preaching with the bible in one hand and the newspaper in the
other.xxiii So how do we help our sermons connect with people? How do we target
them to the culture as carefully as Paul presented his message to the Athenians,
aware of their culture and poet’s and spiritual search? (Acts 16)
Much like the biblical focus we need to have a near view and a far view. We need
to have an awareness of what is happening in our culture at a superficial and a
deep level; and to be especially mindful of the congregation to which we will
address this sermon.
To connect with our culture we need to be
observers of it, I like Stott’s suggestion
To connect with our
that perhaps we need to read a weekly
culture we need to
newspaper more in depth than simply
scanning a dailyxxiv. However let’s start
be observers of it
with the surface, each week let’s take a
little time to note down what are the
obvious events of the week? Is there a big sporting event going on, the Olympics
for example. We might not reference this, but let’s have it in the foreground of our
mind. Perhaps there’s been a series on the local paper on bible in school, or a
natural disaster like the Tongariro eruption, or perhaps there are soldiers coming
home in body bags. Do you ever think to note these events down?
I think there is a need for us as preachers to aim to connect with deeper culture as
well, some-times high culture can help us find that reflection. If we go to the
ballet or the theatre, or to a contemporary exhibition, or even sometimes just read
a commentator, this can take us to a place of reflection on deeper culture. Our
question must be, what we are reading, or watching or attending that is aiming to
offer comment on our culture and assumptions? Popular music often offers
reflection on our culture as do the films we are watching. Let’s just remember that
mass media is always selling capitalist values as well. I recently found a book I
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read quite fascinating, and I shared a couple of ideas in the sermon that week. On
reflection I wonder whether I should have referenced just one idea.
Then there is the immediate foreground of our preaching, who we are preaching
to. It could be very useful to imagine our way through the congregation, what are
the issues for single mums at the moment, how would a retired couple who have
lost lots of money in the Global Financial Crisis respond to this text? What
mindset might a surgeon or a mechanic or a builder bring to the table? John Stott
talks of having convened focus groups at times to get some real life input into
topic he was approaching from people in those areas. He gives the example of
preaching on unemployment and talking with union reps and people who had
recently been made unemployed.xxv This has a double benefit of bringing greater
Ethos to our engagement; and also adding some more Pathos to our presentation
as we will be talking of real people that we care about not just statistics.
With the advent of email, it is possible to send
an idea around a few people relatively quickly,
however the temptation is to just look for
Bring sermon
endorsement of an idea already formed.
topics to groups
I commend the idea of bringing sermon topics
to groups from the congregation for
from the
consideration and for their input. The methods
congregation
to do so vary but our reach will be far greater
and our penetration far deeper when we ask our
congregation to be part of the preparation.
Should I avoid preaching a message directly at someone? That’s a tricky question
as sometimes we know, or we think we know how this message will sound to
certain people. We have a choice: abstract the message a little, alter the message
so that it doesn’t aim exactly at their situation, or preach the message with courage
and be prepared for the consequences.
What else can we say about exegeting the community? Remember stories, not just
so that they can be convenient illustrations, but because they help us to
understand the target. Find out what makes these people tick and get immersed
in that also, if a number of the church members are involved in a choir or a
theatrical group, go to the play. You don’t have to mention it next week, but when
it fits your observation drawn from the play will open a door in someone’s soul.
Read critique as well as commentary, there are no value neutral positions, so read
what the Marxists are saying, consider the comments of the green movement,
engage with people from a different politics to you, of different cultures and of
different ages.
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Message
At some point we come to actual message preparation. This might follow straight
on from our exegesis or be separated from it by a week or more. I like the idea of
doing some research before the writing, in the weeks before the forming of the
actual message, but many of us end up starting the actual message on the Monday
of the week we intend to present the sermon.
I want to talk about five stages in message preparation, but this chapter will largely
be about three of them. Firstly summarizing our goals, secondly sketching an
outline, thirdly filling the outline in, or putting flesh on the bones. The next
chapter will be about visuality, adding complementary images to the message; and
the following chapter will be on honing and refining the message both vocally and
logically.
Firstly: So you’re sitting down at your desk to start to prepare the actual message;
perhaps you have some notes from your exegesis; perhaps some thoughts from
your cultural exegesis have started to come together; I want to suggest a three
stage process from here. Firstly think succinctly about your focus. Long suggests
that we come up with a focus and function sentence, what do we want to say and
what do we want to achieve. Stott talks about the dominant thought or the single
proposition. Andrew Norton my senior colleague always asked me to summarize
my sermon in a single sentence. I would like to turn the question around, what do
I want people to hear and what do I want people to feel (or do)? Rob Harley
quotes an old producers’ similar axiom, tell me something I don’t know, take me
somewhere I have never been.xxvi I’m not trying to be manipulative, I’m just aware
that it is too easy to preach a sermon that is all about what I want to say, and not
about the listeners. (What do I believe God wants His people to hear from Him
through me?) I’m also aware that sometimes we just talk without providing
application or calling people to action. So my second question is, so what? I’m not
suggesting that I always and only want people to take a direct action, (like sign up
for a small group,) but it’s good to at least consider how would I like people to act
on this? Sometimes that will mean we structure the service so that there is a
prayer time immediately after the sermon.
I encourage you to think about your intention going into the sermon. The
corollary is at the end of writing you need to go back to the question. If you
haven’t matched your summary then you are left with a choice; has the sermon
gone somewhere else positive so I should change the proposition; or have a got
lost and need to go back and do some more work?
Once you’re got a summary of some sort, “This sermon is asking people to invest
themselves in Sabbath keeping”. The next stage is to develop an outline.
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Secondly Outline: When I was a new preacher, I’d often just sit down and write
my sermons in a stream of consciousness. That can work fine, however as we
develop we can find great value in having some sort of structure. I’m going to
describe several structures. I’m not recommending you be a slave to any structure,
but this can be a significant area for adding coherence to your sermons,
observation of structure can also help you vary your style a little.
Let’s start with a classic, there’s nothing wrong with a Three Point Sermon. This is
my text, and I’m going to tell you where I’m going to go. I make three different
points, I summarize what I’ve said and then I make a conclusion. This is a safe
sermon where people won’t get lost. However if I preach this way all the time,
people will get very bored.
I really like the idea that the flow and heart and meaning of the text should
influence the structure, outline or backbone we bring to it. Johnson suggests that
the text will operate out of one particular verb, and that will help us consider what
sort of sermon it is. He lists Evangelize, Herald, Teach, Exhort, Prophesy, Confess
and Witness as 7 approaches.xxvii But let’s have a look at several more options, and
let me encourage you to think about your normal pattern?
One back bone is to start with a question that people might be asking and to look
at several possible solutions before plugging for one. “Should we oppose Gay
Marriage in secular New Zealand?” We could spell out several responses, I like the
way that Stott encourages us to fairly present alternative Christian viewsxxviii; but
then we might declare our view. I’m cautious of ‘straw men’ I think they don’t add
to reasoned debate, let’s compare the most thorough with the most thorough.
Luccock describes the idea of the ‘jewel’ taking an aspect of God or scripture and
looking at it from several different perspectives.xxix
The courtroom is a popular metaphor in scripture, God stands accused, or we
stand accused, we suggest evidence and then ask the congregation to try the case.
Yet another approach might be to start with an overview of a situation and then
zoom in on some different applications and zoom out again.
You might start with a slice of life and then go onto put some theological contexts
around it.
Long lists 11 faithful options, of which I will repeat a summary of:
1. If this … then this … and thus this
2. This is true … in this way … and also in this way … and in this way too (the Jewel)
3. This is the problem … this is the response of the gospel … these are the
implications
4. This is the promise of the gospel … and here is how we may live out that promise
5. This is the historical situation in the text ... these are the meanings for us now
6. Not this … or this … or this … or this … but this
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7. Here is a prevailing view … but here is the claim of the gospel
8. This … but what about this? … well, then this …. Yes but what about this?… and so
on.
9. Here is a story
10. Here is a letter
11. This? … or that? … both this and thatxxx

As you can see there are many different backbones, but what they all have in
common is that they provide order and comprehension to our message. The aim
is that our listeners don’t say ‘she was all over the place’, or ‘I couldn’t follow him.’
The approach I have been most influenced by is the narrative approach. I start
with 8 or 12 boxes on my piece of paper, representing 8 scenes in a story (in
practice they represent 8 PowerPoint slides also). I then build a narrative around
what I want to say, what are the 8 ideas, how do they interlink, which should go
first? I find the boxes give me a very powerful way of introducing structure to my
sermon, although they may not follow a linear progression.
Rob Harley suggests that there are several things that we might want to do along
the way; is a climax? Is there a personal story? Is there an application? Where
does scripture come in?xxxi I find the story-telling model helpful as often the
scripture will fill several boxes and then I will wonder about what else is needed.
An implication of the internet age is that many people operate with shorter
attention spans, and browse at less depth than in the past. This has importance
for sermon crafting. For a long time I used to subconsciously ‘back load’ my
sermons. By this I mean I would build an argument, or a story, or a vision and all
the payload would be at the end. Communicators talk about, ‘tension and release’,
about not giving it all away too early. In a classic three point sermon it would be,
teaser, point 1, point 2, point 3, resolution! The, “aha!’ moment comes at the end.
However in an internet age we are being taught to write ‘news’ in a different way,
we are being taught to ‘front load’ the information.xxxii We should put at least
some part of the ‘gist’ of the thesis out there in the first paragraph or slide. Now
we can do this in a way that doesn’t spoil the plot, we can point to where we are
going with some subtlety, but we need to take this idea of ‘front-loading’ seriously.
We need to get the main idea out there early and then build the case, the evidence,
the story around it. People are accustomed to ‘clicking off’ very quickly if they
don’t get what they are looking for. I leave you to process that insight for yourself.
That doesn’t mean we need to be facile or shallow, just not to wait too long to say
what we are about.
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This outline part of the preparation requires quite a lot of thought, but needn’t
take too long, the order can be adjusted later, and portions included and excluded.
One of the great benefits of a ladder, a backbone, a structure or an outline is that it
allows us to make decisions on the fly. If I have gotten very excited about my first
story, and it takes me twice as long to tell, and I felt like the spirit is saying
something to the people; a backbone helps me cut.
A classic newspaper format starts with the most important idea in a headline, then
re-says it with more detail in a paragraph, then breaks it down and adds more
comment. In a good newspaper article, you can just cut anywhere up from the
bottom and the structure is fine. In a reasoned argument, you can drop some
points, but you need to come back to the conclusion. In a narrative, you can miss
some sections, but there are some key passages that you don’t want to miss.
As we finish this sub-section let me demonstrate a story board approach.
Hook, story about General
Returning to death Some exegesis of
death of a friend.
introduction
to and how Ps 23 is the origin of ps 23
Psalms that speak associated
in David’s life
Perhaps a chiastic Return to key Articulating how
line
by
line questions
our Ps 23 expresses the
approach
culture asks of gospel before Jesus
death

Verdict: What will
you say next time
you meet a dying
person from ps 23

As you can see, some of these ideas seem to flow reasonably well together. This is
not a purely linear argument as there is some weaving back and forth between
three story lines, the death of my friend, the life of David, and question our culture
asks about death. It might be that I come across a great little story about the
origin of the tune Crimmond. I would need to think carefully about whether that
story enhanced the message, or could steal people’s attention. A diversion about
tune might just be that, some diversions are cul de sacs best left unexplored.
Stage two of preparation then, is to develop an outline of some style.
Thirdly Flesh The next task is to fill out that outline, to give flesh to the bones, to
develop the stories and the content which may be an argument, may be a
description, may be a explanation. I have found myself at home over the last few
years in the ‘notes’ page of PowerPoint. I’m a PowerPoint guy. I will often draw up
my outline and then use the presenter’s notes section of PowerPoint to write my
sermon. I find that the boundaries of these short pages keep my thinking crisp. If
I overflow the page, perhaps it’s time for a new section? I will often write the text,
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placing a few words on the slide as I go and then come back and do the images.
Sometimes I’ll have a very clear idea of the image progression of the sermon and so
I’ll do the visuals and come back later and fill in the words. Sometimes when
under time pressure I’ll just do the images – knowing what I will speak about for
each slide. I commend this approach as it breaks the sermon down into 8 to 12
shorter pages and helps connect the imagery and words. I believe images and text
need to interweave in communicating today. You might prefer to use a single
image that you ‘wash’ behind your text, but I prefer to tell a visual story
complementing the text. Below you can see the workings on a message about
‘Gates’ or approaches to Jesus. The Jerusalem gates could have been distracting,
but the metaphor was consistent; which gate do you see the cross through. You
can see where I planned my outline on the side, this time a slightly longer sermon
with 12+ slides, but I tried to keep the message clean. You’ll notice a scripture on
each slide, not to long, I put these in first to help anchor my message. You will see
in the notes box below the main slide how I have started the section with those
scriptures and then went on from there.

Just a word on entertainment, (and humour), if a Missiologist from another culture
came to study Western culture, one of the things they would observe is our
immersion in entertainment, especially visual entertainment. (Amusing ourselves
to death Neil Postman calls itxxxiii.) I want to suggest we need to take
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entertainment as a cultural given. Yes, we may want to provide a gospel critique,
but if we don’t take this seriously we may fail to speak in the vernacular. We need
to give attention to making our messages, attractive, engaging and informative.
The greatest entertainment show on TV continues to be ‘The News’. These are
entertainment programs specifically structured to sell advertising. But as the
gospel has always been named as ‘good news’, and gospel was originally a secular
term for Augustus’ self-promotion let’s continue to subvert this language of the
dominant culture, while being aware of the importance of production values to
news programs. If we want to break them, sure! But let’s know what we are doing.
Let’s not preach from a poorly lit pulpit with a distracting sound system. Let’s not
whiten our teeth, have the latest clothes and present our message as a commodity
to be consumed, but let’s allow the offence to be the gospel not our poor dresssense and ponderous style.
Two parts of the message are particularly important, openings and closure.
xxxiv
Openings, I really like Long’s description of the opening as a promise
, he
suggests that we have people’s attention, so we don’t need to grab it. What we
need to do is give them a reason to stay engaged! He calls that the promise, I like
the idea because it fits with the idea of front-loading. It tells people that there is
something worthwhile to listen to, and gives them enough content to whet their
appetite. We may want to think about a title that offers promise, it may be better
to name the sermon after it’s finished than before it’s begun! Some churches are
beginning to use a 30 second video as both taster and introduction which goes on
our website.
The aim is to promise and then deliver. If we over do our promise and fail to
deliver, we fall into the pattern of the bait and switch. That is a conman’s ploy of
grabbing people’s attention with a great product promise and then switching to an
inferior delivery. That is why I feel we need to be careful not to over promise. This
still gives us plenty of room, we might start with a story, with a question, with an
observation, we might jump straight into the text, or we might start with our
conclusion. Starting at the end can be exciting, especially if it’s a bit radical and
then we spend the rest of the sermon explaining how we got there!
A good beginning does three things, it gives us a reason to listen to the whole, it
fits with an overview of the message, and it links tidily into the next section.
Transitions. Connectors, the words and transitions between sections or slides
can be very helpful, they can help re-orientate us, there can be a subtle summary,
or just with a few careful words we can point out again where we are going.
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Transitions are important because they keep people with us, but they can also
provide re-entry paths if someone has got lost. In my attempt to explain Cognitive
Behavioral Theory, or the amazing theology of the Pis and Dik grammar in
Romans, I may have lost a few listeners; a nice transition might help them reengage. “Well enough of psychological theory, let’s return to the basic question”.
Endings. I struggle with endings, the ending needs to be clear, it holds a certain
gravity, and is usually the place where a decision of the will is begged. While we
don’t usually want to put up a full map of where we have been going for the last 30
minutes, some sort of summary can be very helpful. If we can manage a graceful
rounding up of the lambs, before heading into the shed then so much the better! I
remember the Caleb training course and their approach of modular speaking,
speaking in 2-3 minute subsections. I particularly remember their concern that
the last line is the ‘Powerline’. If we wish to spend a little time trying to craft
elegant language, I think we would all do well to pay attention to that last line.
Scripture is a great last line.
Content. Classical preachers have made a sharp distinction between content and
illustration; I don’t believe that the line is justified. I think much of what we battle
in message preparation is the straight jacket of modernism. On any given Sunday I
believe we will have people listening to us who’s outlook is theoretically premodern, others who are modernists from the school of the enlightenment, and yet
others who are distinctly post-modern in their thinking. As preachers we simply
need to know that we will have people from each philosophical camp in our
congregations and that the bible speaks powerfully to each camp. Let me talk then
of different types of content, rather than illustrations as an analogous group. Long
in a chapter on breaking down this false amalgamation of types of illustration gives
a wonderful summary of three tools of illustrationxxxv
First he describes the analogy, which
works in a sermon like a simile, ‘this is
Analogies work in a
like that’. Analogies help to create a
clearer understanding of a text. The
sermon like a Simile
temples in the ancient world weren’t just
like churches, they were more like a
butchers shop. Or, just as Kosher meat in our time is produced to be free of ritual
defilement, temple meat was intended to carry ritual content; so that you would
worship as you ate. An analogy is taking something here and now to help explain
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something then and there, it is often limited in its application, but can provide
clarity on some issues.
David Buttrick provides some helpful rules for using analogies.xxxvi
1, the analogy between the idea in the sermon and the illustration must be clear.
<they should be fairly simple to grasp and reasonably self obvious, analogies shouldn’t be
too clever or subtle.>
2, there should be a parallel between the structure of the content and the shape of the
illustration. <a high/low comparison in the ancient world illustrated by a high/low
comparison in our world>
3, The illustration should be appropriate to the content. <a serious concept shouldn’t be
explained with a trivial comparison.>

Next there is the example.
An example gives us a little slice of the
whole, it describe how the concept is
An Example gives us a
worked out or lived out. Examples are
little slice of the whole
not based on like, but on the actually
thing we are talking about being put
into practice in a specific situation or life. Examples give hearers a taste of the
whole, through explaining a slice. If we are talking about being responsible
stewards of creation an example might be; committing to reduce our purchasing of
plastic bags, or it might be deciding to compost our food scarps. This is not like
taking better care of creation, this is a peek at what it would look like in one
situation. Examples can concretize our messages, helping people know what they
could do if they decide to adopt the thesis of our message.
The art with examples is not to limit the creative and grace-filled work of the spirit
to the humble examples we can find. We don’t want to reduce the gospel to a selfhelp course, or to a positive thinking application. Both of these might be useful,
but they are only a tiny corner of the possibilities of resurrection powered grace.
The ‘Reign of God can(not) be muscled into reality by right thinking, correct
behavior, or social reorganization.”xxxvii
Finally the metaphor, my
favorite illustration that opens
In a Metaphor, something is
up possibilities and helps us
to see again what might be
unexpectedly summonsed
possible.
In a metaphor,
to stand for something else
something is unexpectedly
summonsed to stand for
something else.xxxviii
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A metaphor opens up new meanings, we want to be careful not to go off on our
own creative theological idolatry, however Jesus’ parables were primarily
metaphors. He was trying to open up peoples thought patterns. Metaphors are
not safe, they can go in unexpected and unintentional directions, however, they
can also lift our eyes from the obvious to the spiritual and to the greater meaning
of life. I feel our visual media should always have a sense of metaphor about it; not
to be ‘clever’ in some sort of chic art school sort of way, but to invite us to dig
deeper into the meanings of words
and actions and situations. A solid
metaphor I used for a series last
year, was the metaphor of a
mountain climb for our spiritual
journey. I suggested a number of
places we might be on a mountain
over a number of weeks.
I
remember talking to people who
could describe where they saw
themselves on the mountain, and
what their next challenge could be.
The strength of the metaphor was
that I had invited the congregation into a conversation with God about where they
were. While many people couldn’t give me a concrete definition of their spiritual
maturity, they could tell me where they felt they were on the mountain. I
remember a friend talking about not yet being ready to guide another person. I
don’t think I’d spoken anywhere in the series about guiding.
The danger with the metaphor is that it takes over and Jesus and the bible get lost,
but if we are able to create enough points of contact between the biblical story, or
the biblical questions and the metaphor, then the metaphor can become a very
powerful map for considering spiritual questions.
Attribution. Should we talk about ourselves in the pulpit? Yes, I believe that we
do need to bring ourselves to the preaching task, but not to tell too many of our
stories, neither to bore people, nor to set ourselves up as the only exemplar. Often
it is helpful to bring out a story we know personally without the direct link to
ourselves. I don’t like made up illustrations, if we chose to use one occasionally we
need to subtly but clearly indicate this is not a true story. There is nothing that
undermines people’s confidence in our preaching more than for them to discover
that we are willing to ‘make up a point’. So if we are to use fiction, let’s be clear
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about acknowledging it. It’s the same with other people’s stories. I think it’s fine
to quote a name in a sermon, but I would avoid a list of names, better ‘a preacher
once said’ than ‘Spurgeon’ – if we have already quoted one or two others.
I also think over the months and years we can tell our regular congregation about
the rules we play by. I might occasionally say, ‘sometimes I blend a couple of
people’s
similar
stories
together when giving a
general analogy to help
If I use first name and surname you
protect privacy’.
That
can be sure the details are accurate
applies to the sort of
and I either have their permission to
examples
you
wouldn’t
usually ask permission to
tell the story, or it is a matter of
use. In the same way if I
public record
quote just a first name, that
name might be changed to
protect the person’s identity
(I had a friend Jim once who used to …), however if I use first name and surname
you can be sure the details are accurate and I either have their permission to tell
the story, or it is a matter of public record.
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VISUALITY
The question of visuality, is not a question of whether I will use PowerPoint or not.
It is a question of what Art and Visual Media will I use in the service. I believe that
visual art can add something to each of our messages, but that it also has
tremendous power to deflect or distract or destroy our messages. (By visual art I
mean any paintings, projections, or tapestries we might use.) Jesus often pointed
to visual media, consider the lilies of the field! The medieval church created the
most stunning visual media in stained glass, visual media is not
altogether new. Let us start by considering our location and
the options we have for visuality. Will there be a service sheet
that we can place an image on? Is there a suitable wall to
project an image on, are there multiple walls that we could
place an image on. Is the data-projector the best way to
produce an image, or can we alter the environment with fabric
or a painting or a cross-stick. I have a friend who used to sew a new banner of
some sort every month if not every week. Stained glass windows and marble
carving are clearly the most awesome visual art. So first of all I want to encourage
you to consider a full range of possibilities, my colleague Jim Wallace had an extra
large mural painted for the front of his church one Easter. Our visual may be as
simple as a carved cross we draw attention to. (I’ve done this very effectively with
a small cross I took a picture of and then put on our screen.)
Let me suggest 3 levels of imagery that might be helpful. Do we have a theme for
the year? Can we represent that visually, with a graphic or logo that will pull our
people’s mind back to the main thrust of the year? This might be a fairly large
poster, or a painting, or a 3D
construction. If this is a major
work by someone in the
A Theme for the year needs to be
congregation, you’ll need
broad enough not to clash with
somewhere to hang it after the
sub-themes. This prayer theme
year is over. You probably
is simple enough use all year.
won’t want to put this logo on
everything you do, or it will
get tired. But if it is obvious
in the sanctuary, or the foyer
it can give some sense of
continuity to the year. At this
level we might also want to
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emphasize some of the values or the goals of the church. I remember being at St
Andrews College in Christchurch and seeing the very large photos they had blown
up on their gymnasium walls. These photos set a context, and create an
expectation. If we decide to visualize our values, it can be helpful not to think of
timeless values, but to ask what are the values we need to grow at this stage of our
life? It’s good to give visual art a ‘use by date’, because if it’s still here 10 years later
it’s probably a little tired. The exceptions will prove themselves, like our stained
glass!
I believe that our imagery needs to have a contemporary feel, this will do two
things, it will make the point we are trying to pursue in our teaching, but it also
create an impression. It will either give the impression that this church is aware of
the surrounding culture, or that this church caught in a time-warp. We neither
want our imagery to feel too ‘teen-age’, nor too nostalgic; and we don’t want
imagery that is too ‘obvious’, nor too ‘clever’. What I mean is that we want
imagery or visual media that understands the point you are trying to make, but
goes at it a little side ways. If I was preaching on the armour of God and simply
had visuals of roman armour – it is unlikely to add to the message. It might in fact
close down people’s imagination. However if our images are too obtuse, or too
metaphoric then we will also loose people.
Let me state this as a maxim: Our visual component should neither repeat,
nor compete with the spoken message, it should complement the spoken.
Ideally our visual media, should open up our imagination, and not close it down, it
should help us to think how could we connect or apply the preachers message, if
we replace a word picture with a literal
picture it tends to close our thinking
down.

Expressing struggle with
a wooden floor, and hope
with the green bud.

It’s often good to break our preaching
theme or direction down into sub-units,
perhaps 3, 4 or 6 week blocks with oneoff’s in between. If we can plan ahead
and have an idea what the messages are
going to be, we can plan a visual theme
for the month. Let me take a month on
‘hard-questions’ as are example. Perhaps
we have decided to preach a series on
difficult questions largely thematically.
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We have worked back and forth between subjects and texts and come up with 4
sermons looking at “Death, Disaster, Divorce and Depression.” The way to tie
these together (and possibly work on a community flyer as well) would be to
develop a theme, which may entail greys and sepia and perhaps an image of a
person in some distress. Ideally you might commission someone in the
congregation to come up with a photo, for all that it might not be ‘air-brushed’ as
well as a commercial photo it will have an authentic feel. Now the danger of the
theme, would be to be all grey, so we might want to intentionally rework this as
hope in hard times, and visually represent that with a splash of orange or lime
green or even electric blue through the image. Then we would want to make up a
pallet of 4 theme slides for each of the topics, and then use typography to hold
them together. That is we could choose a font or two that we could for the month,
we might chose an image or a colour that could represent hope. I like to put my
theme slide on the front of my service sheet each week, but perhaps we could
change the whole service sheet to the theme font for the month if that wasn’t too
distracting. Usually the aim is to be subtle, if we recognize that the brain picks up
these subtle clues then we can help to reinforce the message, and avoid
disconnection.
Thirdly, we come down to the level of the service. At
this level we want to let the text or the thrust of the
message dictate what visuals we use.
William
Willimon highlights the danger of inappropriate
visuality, “I was preaching away and I turned around
and suddenly saw this huge flower behind me, it
ruined the sermon!”xxxix Clearly William had not
chosen the image. We need to be careful that if we
are projecting a ‘space filler’, it should not distract
from the message. At St Peters we have an image of a
blue stained glass window (taken from the side of the church), which we can fairly
safety use as a space filler, but images run the risk of
distracting.
On a good week I like to have a stream of images that
move with my thoughts, slides that are tied together by
some elements of theme. It’s usually good not to be too
obvious, but sometimes even colour blocking can be
effective. I believe 8 to 10 images, fitting with the story
board are useful. I am very cautious of animations, they
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steal attention! I’ve seen doves fly across a screen and take everyone with them.
Animations steal attention. I think transitions in image, should mirror the change
or transition in speech, we should usually aim to provide a smooth transition from
point to point. The visuality shouldn’t drive our sermons, it’s good to think of
different ways to proceed. One week we might use a single image that we zoom
into different parts of, perhaps a single image for this message, or perhaps just
typography? Recently, I preached a message on a response to a tragedy and just
had my questions in white on black. Usually I like to blur the line between the
image and the wall. I dislike pictures that are just stuck on a background, however
below you can see how I have created a sense of movement around an image with
strong colours. This was central to my message about there being three stages for
change. A grungy, nondescript wash
can give a ‘safe’ non-distracting
background if you want to place images
on something. Bright colours make a
statement, either positively as here, or
negatively if they distract from the
message.
The greatest risk with PowerPoint is its
linear nature, it always follows in a line.
There are other programs that provide
different transitions, but with some
care you can build your slides so that they will come back to a central theme, or
follow a different pattern.
Should we run the same visual theme through
out the whole service? (ie put the theme slide
behind the words of all our songs and scriptures.)
I think it can be a bit much if we do that every
week, but sometimes we can have a theme that
will run through everything. Recently we had a
baptism service for 6 young people and I decided
to try and make the visual media a bit special. I
edited an image of water and then covered the
service sheet with that image and repeated that
image in several other places. (As a Presbyterian
I wouldn’t do that every week, but for a special
week blow the cost!) Then for the prayers and
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songs we used similar water images. One image was on a black background and
projected particularly well. One image was of a lot of water, the other for a single
splash. I was to some extent wanting to connect the sprinkling of infant baptism
with the fullness of immersion. Of course the great danger here was getting
seduced by a beautiful image, but if it is on theme it will reinforce rather than
distract.
Simon Rules for Slides:
Firstly, Slides should have a sense of theme running across them. They should not be
disconnected; this can be achieved by using similar colours, similar fonts and similar frames.
Secondly, the image is primary. This medium does not suit a list of notes. Ideally each slide will
contain one main idea and one main image. Occasionally, a slide might be primarily text, perhaps
showing the workings of a psalm. Preaching isn’t a seminar with a set of notes. The image can be
of a word or two.
Thirdly, Keep to few words, and make them big. I seldom use less than 40 point and seldom
use more than one sentence, or perhaps a title and a scripture. If possible keep the text high in the
slide in case people are walking in front of image.
Fourth, when quoting scripture pick the main verse. Unless the slide is a major quote it will be
easier to read if you pick out the main point. You should include the sense unit in the slide, and
don’t fragment the quote, but you don’t have the project all that you read or recite.
Fifthly, avoid clashing colours and wild animations. They only distract.
Sixthly, make sure you can read anything you write. It is often worthwhile to ‘fill’ a text box
with white or black and increase the transperancy a little to show some of the image behind.
Seventhly, get someone else to run the slide show while you’re speaking. That way you
won’t be worrying about what’s happening behind you. I find that giving the data projectionist a
full script with transitions is a really helpful way to work.

Visuals are not a repeat of the spoken message, they should be a like a
complementary tune, like a different instrument that enters the ensemble but is
playing the same song. Be careful they don’t take over.
Even if you love videos and graphics and use them all the time; the choice not to
have a visual is also a powerful choice. Sometimes you might just sit down and
talk to the congregation, or go and walk among the people.
Video. Increasingly, I find that video is a great way of bringing personal comment
into sermons, preferably local people and make sure you have cued up the video
yourself. As with everything technical, test, test and test again. Test it with the
person who will be running it, on the day of the service, just before it happens.
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If you don’t have access to a data projector but do have access to an overhead
projector; you can print your PowerPoint slides out on transparency film; and use
them directly on the OHP. Another option, is the use of butchers paper and hand
written or hand drawn notes. This can have a very textile feel. If you were
wanting to illustrate a particular pattern in a text it could be really good. There are
digital ways to do this also including drawing boards. These are very cool if you
want to gradually reveal a picture as you talk. As always the imagery you use
should come out of the text and direction you are talking. It can be useful to
consider a range of options that you could use, and then you van keep them ready
for the right sermon.
The most power visual I have ever used was the day I preached about Simon
Stylites and went and stood on a table in the middle of the auditorium. New is not
always best.
We live in an increasingly visual culture, the television has transformed the way
that we take in information and I think it essential that we consider the visual in
our presentations. We use a video camera when we hold baptisms so that people
can see what is happening in our pool. At present our church has only one
‘screen’, however in time I hope that we will have three. Often ‘less is more’ and so
we may end up with some very subtle images on those two outer screen, a lot like
changeable backgrounds, but the expectations of our watchers are expanding.
Finally, visuals also have a legacy value. If you create a good visual, you can bring
it back and quickly remind people of what you said before.
Technically, we run Easy Worship that embeds PowerPoint. I am starting to
consider using PowerPoint native for the message (to be more stable) and
swapping to Easy Worship for the rest of the service. I’m told pro-presenter is also
excellent. From what I hear Macs are a much more stable platform. If you are
regularly having digital content not working, don’t give up. Change it!
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Vocal and Honing
The next stage is where we take our written work and turn it into a spoken
presentation. Experienced speakers usually think in an oral form. What might
look sloppy on paper, often sounds much more natural when spoken. What can
look great on paper, can sound forced from our lips. I have no time for the excuse
that once written I don’t want to practice the message because that will take away
from my reliance on the Holy Spirit. That’s plain laziness. Once committed to
paper or digital form a sermon needs to be ‘warmed up’. I think we should read it
through at least once before Sunday – sometimes adding some more detail – and
preferably out loud. Billy Graham used to preach to a stump until he had the
conviction flowing out of him. We need to take vocal preparation seriously. I have
a problem with going too fast, I aim to practice at the speed I will present at.
There is nothing wrong with practicing before a peer or a group of peers, but try to
choose people who will only give you one negative feedback at a time. Perhaps
record yourself and listen.
Another thing to be careful of is ‘shock value’ or ‘sound bites’. If you say “I don’t
believe that Jesus rose from the dead in a biological body … but in a spiritual
body.” You may be standing on strong biblical ground, but many people will only
hear the first phrase – “I don’t believe”. If you want to use that as shock value, be
really careful about the first phrase. It is all they will hear! More often it’s better to
use the positive, “I believe that Jesus rose from the dead in an extra-ordinary new
spiritual body! A body that wasn’t a biological body.” You may still have some
confusion, but you will have a lot less. Be careful what you are against! Also
consider that some people will be just skimming your message, waiting for a word
like ‘don’t believe’, or ‘homosexual’, or ‘trade union’. Don’t just think about the
sound bites you want people to remember, edit out the one you want to avoid!
And don’t dwell on them, or you might say them anyway! Think about the words
you want to say.
In practice I aim to read through my message once before Sunday. I want to see
where it is weak, or see where there is more or less content needed, and to get the
message into my bones. I believe God is speaking to me as well as the
congregation and I have the chance to hear the message several times.
If you have difficulties with some aspect of speaking, get professional help. I’m not
talking about trying to develop a special pulpit voice, but if you identify that you
have a particular issue, speech teachers can be very helpful. The other thing to be
aware of is listening to yourself speak. I’m not talking about spending years
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worrying about some aspect of your speaking, but occasionally getting some
professional support. I have found this very helpful at times.
I am indebted to Andrew Norton again for this final stage of vocal preparation.
Get to your venue early on Sunday morning, we begin at 8.30 I aim to be there by 7
or 7.30 at the latest. Then, preach your sermon through at the desired speed.
Time yourself. I find it very helpful to do this practice with no one else listening,
hence the reason to be early. I can try out the variations in voice – does this sound
and feel sincere – or does speaking a little louder here sound foolish. I will often
mark (pause). The second beauty of the early morning practice is that it puts the
ideas and words back into my immediate memory. They are refreshed. But
perhaps most valuable is the looming deadline. If I find that there is a section or a
story that just doesn’t feel right – I drop it. I don’t have the luxury of thinking ‘I
can stay up all night and fixing it’. The looming deadline helps me to be crystal
clear about what is good and what is not. I know some preachers who will practice
Saturday night, ‘warming up the sermon’. I think that’s great also, but I prefer
Sunday morning. Again it is worth reflecting on what sets us up for a good
Sunday? Often getting to sleep at a reasonable time on Saturday night is as
important as all my practice.
As to timing, I like to begin my sermons on Monday and have the content finished
by Thursday. That way I generally have a break until Saturday night or Sunday
morning, then I can come back to the sermon and ask if it still makes sense after I
have been away from it for a time.
Sunday morning is also the stage where I will mark up my notes, underline here,
scrub that out. Can I tell this story without the benefit of any notes? You may
wish to ask, ‘how can I lift this message from the page into my mouth?” The
scriptures talk about eating and digesting, I think we are about translating a
written message into an oral message. There are ways of oral presentation that are
worthy of consideration. On the Marae an orator will often start with a proverb
that ties into their message. On the Marae it is not awkward to repeat a line, on
the Marae rather than talking in abstract the orator will often personify and
address the whare or the sky or some other inanimate object. I am not
encouraging us to pick up all the features of Maori spirituality, but let’s watch
good orators and begin to get more of a feeling for what works in speech.
I want to commend to you 3 speakers to study, listen to and be influenced by.
Martin Luther King, Winston Churchill and JFK are each superb speakers. Each of
these speakers have a distinctly oral presence that on paper may have looked
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overdrawn. But, delivered without absolute conviction they painted some of the
most powerful verbal images, and issued some the most inspiring challenges of the
20th century. These are high points in oral presentation. These speakers take time
with their words, they give pause and they measure their words, and deliver with
heart and soul.
For Martin Luther King see http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IWcPz3TvtCg
‘My children will not be judged by the colour of their skin, but the content of their
character.” Notice how Dr King doesn’t over do the alliteration, but he does use it.
For Churchill see http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MkTw3_PmKtc
Notice Churchill’s distinctive voice, but also how it is not as strong live as we
might have remembered it, a quiet firm delivery can carry a great deal of weight.
For JFK start with http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wyME671Hi4M

Listen to Kennedy’s excellent use of pause, and the way he crafted speech bites.
Let me finish this brief section with a strong commendation, practice, practice and
practice again. This is not unspiritual, this is giving of our best for His glory.
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Delivery
Cometh the hour. As we step into the pulpit, or walk onto the platform let me
offer a few thoughts. It is all about the Holy Spirit now, we have done our part,
now we offer our words to God’s Spirit. I always pray a prayer based on ps 19.14
May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasing in your
sight, O LORD, my Rock and my Redeemer. And I can assure you I always mean
it. I think we need to pay attention to our congregation as we speak. I am a
conversationalist preacher, I like to preach in the voice that I use to talk with you,
to reason with you. Sometimes I will use more colour, but I might do that in a
small group also. I was a teenager in the 1980’s during the enormous computer
revolution, I’m a WySWyG kid. What you see is what you get. I don’t want to be
someone different in the pulpit than at the door.
I’ve learnt that it’s powerful to make eye contact with people. Try to talk to 100 as
if to one, not to flit around with our eyes, but to hold one person’s look for a full
phrase or a full sentence. I have a full script usually, but I am seldom slave to it. I
try to read the mood of the people, but not to be distracted by body language. Its
easy to misread people. I try to hold my preparation lightly. If the musicians have
felt moved, or there was a mission speaker who said something profound, I am
mindful that my contribution may need to be reduced or adapted on the fly. I
believe it is a useful skill to be able to contract our sermon as we speak, or in the
minutes before we stand up to speak, or occasionally to expand our sermon. What
does the spirit appear to be saying to the church? Should I ask the band to stand
up and play a different song, should there be a pregnant pause now, should I stop
and conduct a call to prayer. I have to confess I am not good at any of these, once
it starts I like things to run through like I planned. My greatest joy is when we run
to time. And that worries me! Our greatest joy should be when we see the Spirit
of God falls upon His people and we’ve been privileged to be the sprinkler.
Again there are techniques that are honourable and part of doing our job well.
When you move you catch people’s attention, it’s part of the fight or flight
mechanism. So, if you want to awaken your congregation’s attention, you don’t
have to stand people up. You don’t have to perform some trick. Just move closer.
I preach on a platform not from a pulpit, so it is easy for me to walk to one side, or
walk down the steps to share a story. Sometimes I plan my movements (Sunday
morning read through) but other times if I notice attention flagging, I can move.
But don’t get into a little shuffle, that can be awful.
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Lighting is essential, so much of communication is body language and facial
expression, if people can’t see us they loose out. I vary my posture, sometime I’ll
walk, sometime I’ll stand, some times I’ll sit. The best way to remember not to
hurry, is to remember to ‘speak to people’, not present a talk. When we are
speaking to somebody we are less likely to rush than when we are trying to get
through our material.
My plea in presentation is very simple, seek God’s anointing. Because unless God
shows up nothing of any real importance will happen; and watch while you speak.
In the words of Nicky Gumbel, “Pray with your eyes open”.
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Legacy
This topic involves sermon notes, podcasts and other ways of allowing the message
of the sermon to carry on. It’s not so much about re-inforcing what we have said,
but making it available for our congregations to chew on. My predecessor at St
Peters, Keith Hooker used to do excellent sermon notes which many people really
appreciated. But I am still exploring how best to provide notes.
When I think of legacy I think of three targets, the individual who heard the
sermon and was in some ways touched and wants to go away and dig deeper into
the material. They need a summary of what I said, they need the bible verses and
the outline, they might want some of the images. How can we provide that?
Our second target is the study group that thinks, ‘that was good’, let’s dig into that
together. They also want an outline and a summary, perhaps with questions for
further study.
Our third target are those who weren’t there but don’t want to miss out, or those
who couldn’t hear clearly, or those who want to pass on the message to someone
else that they think would really benefit from it.
Legacy begs the question how can we let this message live on? I want to suggest
three resources we can make available. The first is the easiest but requires some
technical skill. We make a recording of every sermon and make it is available for
download on our website or for purchase on a CD. This is an excellent way to
provide legacy, it allows people access to the event, and some of the feel of the
event. Some people are managing to video-pod cast as well. I would like to be
able to video sermons and provide them on utube or vimeo but they are usually
very long files. Someone with an iphone and imovie can produce a pretty
reasonable quality recording fairly easily.
The second area I am working on is sermon notes, I’m exploring making the
outline available to the congregation every week. Perhaps part of our preparation
could be to publish an outline after we have finished the main writing task.
Sometimes I have done this when I have finished the sermon, and so I have been
able to pluck images and text from the sermon and put them on a notes page. I
believe people find this helpful but it can be quite time-consuming to produce.
Our question is can we produce our outline in such a way that it could be shared
with the congregation, perhaps by being included in the service sheet or what ever
paper you give out. (We also makes these documents available on our website.)
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Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address
Four score and seven years ago
our fathers brought forth on this
continent a new nation, conceived
in liberty, and dedicated to the
proposition that all men are created
equal.
Now we are engaged in a great civil
war, testing whether that nation, or
any nation, so conceived and so
dedicated, can long endure. We are
met on a great battle-field of that
war. We have come to dedicate a
portion of that field, as a final
resting place for those who here
gave their lives that that nation
might live. It is altogether fitting and
proper that we should do this.
But, in a larger sense, we can not
dedicate, we can not consecrate,
we can not hallow this ground. The
brave men, living and dead, who
struggled here, have consecrated it,
far above our poor power to add or
detract. The world will little note, nor
long remember what we say here,
but it can never forget what they did
here. It is for us the living, rather, to
be dedicated here to the unfinished
work which they who fought here
have thus far so nobly advanced. It
is rather for us to be here dedicated
to the great task remaining before
us—that from these honored dead
we take increased devotion to that
cause for which they gave the last
full measure of devotion—that we
here highly resolve that these dead
shall not have died in vain—that
this nation, under God, shall have a
new birth of freedom—and that
government of the people, by the
people, for the people, shall not
perish from the earth.
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Thirdly, and occasionally people ask to
have notes from a particular sermon or a
script. If we have produced a full set of
notes somewhere along the way, I suggest
we consider reformatting those for
printing. Perhaps we don’t need to do this
every week, but with a sermon that
touched people perhaps we should go back
and edit our script and print it. The
editing is because the live presentation will
have changed our content at little. Perhaps
some ideas were removed, or we spoke
them better than we wrote them. Perhaps
we need to think again about how we
named certain characters. But if people are
asking for a script this is a rich area for
legacy that we neglect only through our
rush to produce the next sermon.
I will finish this section with a quote,
at Getysberg in 1863 President Lincoln was
called upon to say a few words after the 2
hour oration by a famous speaker. In just
over two minutes and in 1o sentences
Lincoln re-defined the civil war and left a
literary masterpiece. Only a few soldiers
heard it that day. If it weren’t for attention
to legacy, in this case Lincoln’s willingness
to provide his notes, we wouldn’t have this
exemplar. Lincoln proves less is more and
his construction is well worthy of our
study.
Usually we will preach, but
occasionally we will be asked to ‘say a few
words’.
These can be very powerful
opportunities. O that the few words I am
asked to speak at a public event or a civil
funeral could carry the wisdom and
eloquence of Lincoln. Lincoln proves that
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attention to the art of rhetoric can birth in us great resources for God to use. You
don’t have to agree with Lincoln to see this as masterful.
I hope you have enjoyed my candid description and reflections on becoming a
more mature preacher. I hope most of all that I have sparked a prayerful reflection
or conversation with God for you. My hope is not that you will preach in my way,
but that I can help you reflection of your way of preaching.
Simon Mcleay August 2012.
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