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2. 10: 15- 1 1:45am- INTRO TO 'MODEL' 
Lecture 45"IQ-A 

(Syllabus: Introduction] 
A Christ-Centered, Tri-Perspectfval Model 

3. 1: l5-2:3Opm - EXPOUND CHRIST #1 
Lecture 45"/Q-A 

(Syllabus: Chapter 1) 
Why? Redemptive-Historical Method 

4. 2:45-4:OOpm- CASE STUDY 
Sermon TJK/Q-A 

Tuesday 
5. 8:3O- 10:OOam - EXPOUND CHRIST #2 

Lecture 45"/Q-A 

Gen 18- Jesus and the City 

(Syllabus: Chapter 2) 
How? Christ-Centered Focus 

6. 10: 15-1 l:45am - EXPOUND CHRIST #3 
Lecture 45"/Q-A 

(Syllabus: Chapter 3) 
To whom? Gospel-Needing Listeners 

7. 1: 15-2:30pm - CASE STUDY 
Sermon TJKIQ-A 

Luke 15 - The W o  Prodigal Sons 

8. 2:45-4SOprn - APPLY CHRIST #1 
Lecture 45"/Q-A 

Wednesday 
9. 8:3O- 10:OOarn - APPLY CHRIST #2 

Lecture 45"/Q-A 

(Syllabus: Chapter 41 
Why? A Theology of Application 

(Syllabus: Chapter 5) 
How? Strategies for Application 

10. 10: 15- 11:45am- APPLY CHRIST #3 
Lecture 45"/Q-A 

(Syllabus: Chapter 6) 
To whom? Our Missional Context 

1 1. 1 : l5-2:3Opm - CASE STUDIES 
Sermon TJK/ Q-A 

Gen 27- The Problem of Blessing 
Gen 29 - The Struggle for Love 

12. 2:45-4:OOpm- APPLY CHRIST #4 
Lecture 45-19-A 

Thursday 
13. 8:3O- 10:OOam - APPLY CHRIST #5 

Lecture 45"/Q-A 

(Syllabus: Chapter 7) 
Entering/Changing a World-View 

(Syllabus: Chapter 8) 
The Gospel for 'Mixed' Audiences 

14. 10:15-11:45am - ADORE CHRIST #1 
Lecture 45"/Q-A 

(Syllabus: Chapter 9) 
Why? The Sense of the Heart 

15. 1: 15-2:30pm - CASE STUDIES 
Sermon TJK/Q-A 

Matt 1 - The Genealogy of Jesus 
Mark 5 - The Man Who Would Not Be Hurried 

16. 2:45-4:OOpm - ADORE CHRIST #2 
Lecture 45"/Q-A 

Friday 
17. 8:30-10:OOam - ADORE CHRIST #3 

Lecture 45"/Q-A 

(Syllabus: Chapter 10) 
How? Adoration and Imagination 

(Syllabus - Chap 11 Communion with God) 
Who? Communion with God 

18. lO:15-12:OO - CASE; STUDY 
Sermon TJK/Q-A 

John 2 - Lord of the Feast 



WHERE DOES IT FIT IN TO OTHER TRAINING IN PREACHING? 

'Basic Training' assumed 
This is a D.Min. course, and therefore I will assume the traditional M.Div. training in 
preaching. Two popular, conservative preaching textbooks are Haddon Robinson, Biblical 
Preaching 2nd ed. (Baker, 2001) and Bryan Chapell. Christ-Centered Preaching (Baker, 1994). 
Both of them cover the normal topics of M.Div Homiletics: 1) First, they cover the Biblical 
theolom of preaching--what it is and why it is important and what its purpose is. 2) Second, 
they treat the actual development of the sermon. This entails a long list of sub-topics such a s  
studying the text, outlining, style of expression, illustration, application. text selection. sermon 
length, and so on. 3) Third, they address issues related to the Derson of the preacher in some 
way. The most 'nuts and bolts' approach is to discuss the actual speaking delivery (issues of 
voice, pitch. pace, oratorical style, and so on) Another approach is to look a t  the relationship of 
preaching to the preacher's life and character and personality. So this present course does not 
seek to replace this 'basic training' with a new or better version. For example, I will assume the 
students are working communicators who have learned the specifics of sermon construction. 

Recasting preaching to be 'missional' 
However, I will not be moving on to more 'advanced' topics either. This course is not a 
workshop that goes deeper into more detailed treatment of exegesis or delivery. Instead I want 
to "re-cast" missiologically much of what we already know and do in preaching. I want to do 
this because a) this is what I had to do in the early and mid-1990's and b) this is what many 
preachers today sense the need to do a s  well. 

The preaching training that occurs in most seminaries is based on assumptions about the 
audience and the culture that are less and less true today. An increasing number of people 
find conventional preaching confusing or offensive. 

"There is a fundamental schism in American cultural, political, and economic lve. There's 
the quicker-growing, economically vibrant ... morally relativist, urban-oriented, culturally 
adventuresome, sexually polymorphous. and ethnically diverse nation..and there's the 
small town, nuclear-family, religiously-oriented, white-centric other America, [witw ... its 
diminishing cultural and economicforce .... fZ'Iw nations. .. " 1 

Our growing ministry ineffectiveness is another 'frog in the kettle' phenomenon. I t  is generally 
hidden from us. because (at least in the South and Midwest. and even in most other places in 
the U.S.) a very good church program can still 'grow' a church by transfer and can even 
produce a stream of converts out of the remaining body of people who are traditional and 
conservative in sensibility. But, a s  Wolff notes, this is a shrinking part of the American 
demographic. Eventually evangelical churches and preachers ensconced in the declining, 
remaining enclaves of 'Christendom' will have to learn how to become "rnissional". (See more in 
chapter 6) In other words, they will have to learn how to speak so that the unbelievers of our 
present time can a t  least understand and be challenged by the gospel. 

This course is therefore for those working preachers who realize that they need to retool and 
recast everything they are doing for this new situation. Because I have worked in New York 

I Michael Wolff. New York. Feb 26 2001, p. 19, 



'Type' ofpreaching and  rnissional context 
For example, let's take the old question: should o w  preaching be 'expository'? The traditional 
categories or 'types' of preaching have been given as  'topical', 'textual', and 'expository1.2 A 
topical sermon uses several passages to support a thesis about a particular topic or subject. A 
textual sermon uses a single passage but mainly to illustrate (or as  a jumping off point to 
support) a thesis. (Sometimes, the term 'textual preaching' is used to refer to the practice of 
choosing different texts each week instead of preaching consecutively through a book of the 
Bible.) But a n  expositoy sermon focuses on explaining a single passage, taking its entire 
outline and shape from the passage, and allows the sermon thesis to arise out of that process 
of text explanation. The point of the sermon must be the point of the writer of the Biblical text. 

The di~lsion between these approaches is, roughly speaking, this--we can either uses text(s) to 
explain/expose our "point", or we can make our point by explaining and exposing the text.3 

Most people in the conservative/evangelical world insist (loudly) that the expository method is 
the only true and proper way to preach. Other methods are disdained a s  morally and 
theologically inferior. But why? 1) First, other forms of preaching are considered 'man- 
pleasing' because we are choosing texts we prefer rather than preaching through the 'whole 
counsel of God' a s  God provides it in the Bible. 2)  Second. other forms of preaching are more 
open to abuse since your thesis is not being controlled directly by the text. 3) Thirdly, other 
forms of preaching do not show a s  much honor to the text of Scripture. The expositor focuses 
on the Biblical passage itself in a way that the others do not. 

Despite the 'common sense' appeal of these arguments, there is almost no example in the Bible 
of any speaker or teacher doing what we would call an expository sermon. Paul's sermons and 
letters are 'synthetic', drawing from a great variety of Biblical texts. So is the preaching of Peter 
and others in the book of Acts. So the reasons on which we adopt a preaching 'type' or 
approach will ultimately be practical ones. Some of the practical reasons are personal with 
regard to the preacher. (Expository method helps the preacher grow, avoids 'same-ness' of 
theme and message, and so on.) But Haddon Robinson points out in a recent interview that a 
main reason to use the expository method now is missiological. 

If you ask why is expository preaching more important today, it is that we don't have 
the authority that preachers had in the past. The truth is that -- aside from people that 
have grown up in the church -- the average person in our society does not give high 
grades to preachers as being intellectual or even moral leaders .... Today a lawyer that's 
defending a minister will do every thing that he can to keep the people in the jury from 
thinking of him as  a minister ... Therefore in a postmodem age one reason that we work 
with the biblical text is to have the authority of the text -- and behind that the authority 
of God -- behind what we say .... That is not to say that the person in the pew has to 

2 For example. see the discussion in Harold T. Bryson. Ejcpositoy Preaching (Nashville: Broadman, 1995) 
p. 12-13 
3 The word 'expository' has often been defined more narrowly than this. Some believe expository preaching 
means going through books of the Bible in series. Some believe it means 'verse-by-verse' close explanation 
of a text. Not all preaching fits into the 'topical-textual-expository' categories. The typical Puritan sermon 
often did brief exposition of a passage in the first 25% of the sermon and then moved into a topical mode, 
defending, illustrating, and applying the theme as it was found throughout the Bible. I think the fairest 
definition is, however, that an expository sermon is one that makes its whole purpose the explanation of 
the meaning of a passage, and thus the content. structure, and shape of the sermon is controlled by the 
text. 



respected text. (Of course, secular people don't trust the Bible either, but--believe it or not-- 
they still will trust an  ancient and venerated text more than they do the preacher, a s  long a s  
they don't find something overtly 'offensive' in it.) 

Now the reasoning or the motivation for your expository preaching will have a great impact on 
the way in which you expound. If you do expository preaching because you think that it is the 
only 'right' way then you will tend to wield the Bible as if it is strong medicine that the children 
need but don't want but  you are going to make them take anyway. But if you do expository 
preaching because you believe it is the best way today to reach resistant people with the truth. 
then you will probably cany  out your preaching course in a different way. 

Adapting the Expository Method 
For example. many expository preachers take months or years to work through whole books of 
the Bible, leaving no stone untumed. This is the traditional expository method and it has a 
venerable history. The Reformed churches stressed the lectio continua (preaching through 
whole books of the Bible in course), rather than lectio selecta (which chose a variety of texts, 
suited to the Christian year. annually covering the whole array of the basic facets of the 
ministry of Christ, from the prophecies of his coming, to his birth. ministry, death. 
resurrection, ascension, and sending of the Holy Spirit.) 5 To a great degree, the lectio selecta 
had gone along with the atrophy of preaching in the Medieval Church, and so the Reformers 
moved away from in their effort to build up their people's Biblical knowledge. This was a way to 
expose them to the 'whole counsel of God' and not just to more elementary truths. 

However, in my NYC church there are two factors that Calvin and Zwingli may not have faced. 
First. our congregation largely 'turns over' every two years. (For example, the congregation is 
18% college students.) Every September I face the fact that a t  least 33% of the people were not 
there last September. Was that the context that Reformed preachers faced in Zurich and 
Geneva? I'm sure even in those days urban churches faced this. bu t  probably not to this 
extent. Secondly, anywhere from 20-35% of people present on a given Sunday are conscious 
non-believers and know little about the basics of Christ's life and work. Again. I think the 
Reformers expected their congregation to largely remain in tact from year to year, and to 
consist almost completely of professing Christians. 

My response is similar to what some others have done in highly mobile center city situations. 6 

I also have concerns that a complete 'lectionary' method of preaching will not expose the people 
to a full range of Biblical genre and truth. Yet the number of people who are new to the church 
and the faith every year could not be ignored. My answer was to 'cross' the lectio continua and 
lectio selecta On the one hand. we make sure that every 12 months we 'cover the waterfront' 
from the nature of God (usually more in the Fall. where Old Testament texts are especially 
appropriate) to the incarnation and person of Christ (December) to the nature and reality of sin 
(in the bleak midwinter) to the death and work of Christ a s  a remedy (late winter, early Spring, 
climaxing a t  Easter) and finally to the power of the Holy Spirit to help u s  live a s  we ought (after 

4 Michael Duduit. "Expository Preaching in a Narrative World: An Interview with Haddon Robinson". 
Preaching. (July-August 200 1) 
5 For more background on this part of the Reformed tradition, see Hughes Oliphant Old, Worshi~ That is 
Reformed Accordina to Scripture (John Knox, 1984). chapter V: "The Ministry of the Word* and p. 171- 172. 
6 Dick Lucas and his staff a t  St.He1en.s Bishopsgate in London has for years taken the route of shorter 
expository series. Even D.M.Lloyd Jones .  to his more 'mobile' evangelistic Sunday PM services, did not 
preach the long expository series that he did with his more settled congregations of believers (on Sunday 
AM and Friday PM). 



the fall will be exposed to the whole Biblical 'plot-line'--the gospel. The person may very well 
come to faith during the winter and then have the spring and summer preaching to help them 
begin to lead the Christian life. 

And yet, the sermons come in sets of shorter (4- 10 weeks) expository series. Each series is 
usually from one book of the Bible, or from one author or part of the Bible. And each message 
itself is thoroughly expository, explaining the text. However, the series is always topical as well 
in that it aims to open up a particular part of the Biblical story h e ,  focusing on the nature of 
sin, or the nature of the new birth, or why Jesus died, or who God is, or what it means that we 
are sinners, or how the Holy Spirit changes us, and so on. So, for example, a two-year 
preaching course might look like this. 

FALL 
Attributes of God from the Prophets. God as Father, Friend. Lover, King 
Apostle's Creed (All texts taken from the Gospel of John) 

DEC 
The Songs of Christmas (Luke's Songs-Zechariah, Mary, Angels) 

WINTER 
The New Birth (Texts from Peter and Paul on Regeneration and Re-birth) 
Why Did Jesus Die? (St. Matthew's Passion--Chapter 26-thru 28) 

SPRING 
Living Life of Faith in a Pluralistic World (Daniel and Esther) 

SUMMER 
The Lord Praying (John 17 and the Lord's Prayer) 

FALL 
Our Struggles and God's Grace (Jacob--Genesis 25-32, 48) 

DEC 
The Mothers of Jesus: Tamar. Ruth. Rahab. Uriah's Wife, Mary 

WINTER 
What Did Jesus Come to Die? (The 'Amen' Statements of Jesus) 

SPRING 
Life of Faith (Abraham--Genesis 12-22) 

SUMMER 
Arguing with Jesus (Mark 1 1 - 12) 

(Note: Though it seems that Fall/Winter sermons are more 'evangelistically' oriented than 
Spring/Summer. every sermon can address both Christians and non-Christians. See chap 7.1 

As  I moved away from 'through the book' preaching to this approach. I noticed that ironically it 
is not possible to really expose your people to dl of the Bible if you take a year (for example) on 
the gospel of John. The Bible is simply too big to travel through like that. If you are going to 
cover all the parts and genres of the Bible, you need to move around rather nimbly. With this 
"hybrid" of continua and selectayou can change topics more frequently, covering the bases for 
new people and short-timers, also change Bible genres and books more frequently for your 
long-termers. Yet the actual treatment of the texts is deeply expository. so we can also exhibit 
to listeners the importance of listening to Scripture carefully under its authority. 

In summary, this course is on how to re-think everything you learn in an M.Div. homiletics 
program 'missionally. It does not mean 'everything you ever learned was wrong'. But it does 
mean a re-casting of nearly everything you do in preaching. 



preach in order to 
be effective in our new situation? And how does it relate to the various 'schools' of preaching on 
the scene today? 

The current wisdom 
For at  least 15 years another 'type' of preaching has become popular--called 'narrative' 
preaching or 'inductive' preaching. (Both these terms overlap, but depending on who is 
speaking, they are not always identical.] Fred Craddock is often credited with bringing about 
this new 'revolution' in North American preaching with his 1971 book A s  One Without 
Authority. Some of this movement came from the new emphasis in hermeneutics on taking the 
Bible's literary shape seriously and on listening to its listening to its message (rather than on 
historical-critical dis~ect ion) .~ Some of the movement also has come from a late 20th century 
belief that 'authoritative monologue' is no longer a valid means of communication. But 
regardless of the causes. there has been a ~ i g ~ c a n t  emphasis placed on story-telling and 
narrative in preaching. 

Cornelius Plantinga, in a great survey article of recent homiletical thought. identtfes several 
pieces of advice that the prominent authorities in preaching gives to speakers today, on the 
basis of this new popular approach.2 &wr&e / /&&%re 
First, the design of the sermon should not follow a logical structure, but (as far a s  possible) a 
narrative one. "For the last quarter-century, prominent writers have united to reject.."discursive" 
or "propositional" designs". The sermon structure should "draw us  into the story, and then move 
us along insrde if' rather than "use the story to illustrate some doctrinal truths." Sermons should 
"move, not by argument or the application of a thesis, but by telling us what happened, and what 
happened next." 

(Therefore) secondly, the sermon should build tension and suspense just like any story does. It 
should not announce the thesis at the beginning and then proceed to define and defend it. 
Rather. the thesis should be revealed a t  the end, a s  a resolution to the 'plot' of the sermon as  
well as  the story. In other words, you should turn the sermon into a story itself--with 
protagonists, antagonists and resolution. r~his  has been called an 'inductive' rather than a 
'deductive' approach. We take the listeners 'along' a s  we recapitulate our own study of the text 
and let them discover the full meaning only at  the end4 

But thirdly, even when you reveal the thesis of the sermon, you should do so the way a story 
does so. You should abandon formal styles of rhetoric and move toward a more colloquial 
'voice'. You should be a story teller, not a lecturer. You should engage the listeners in a 
conversation rather than dispense information. The preacher should be suggestive and allusive 
rather than propositional and declarative. We are told "don't give people propositions, but 
pilgrimage." The preacher must shy away from a frontal approach to truth and come a t  the 
mystery of God sideways, making full use of "analogy, metaphoric tease. and the 'tensweness' of 
parabolic thought '9 

Lastly, the preacher should be self-revealing. "I don't think you can connect with audiences 
under 50 unless they relate to you I don't think today you can listen to a n  effective preacher six 

7 Hans W. Frei. The EcliDse o f  Biblical Narrative (Yale. 1974) and Robert Alter, h e  Art of Biblical Narrative 
(Basic Books. 19811. Both these authors point out powerfully how an emphasis on thinking of the Biblical 
authors as  editors and 'source splicers' has obscured their literary art and thus their purposes and 
messages in communicating. 

@Zornelius Plantinga. "Dancing the Edge of Mystery:" Books and Culture Sept/Oct 1999. 
9 Planunga quoting Eugene L. Lowry. The Sermon: Dancina the Edae of Musteq (Abingdon. 1997). 



The reaction to 'narrative'preaching 
As we have indicated, some of the impetus for the 'narrative preaching' movement has come 
from mainline Protestant circles where there is less coddence in the inspiration of the Bible 
and of the possibility of authoritative truth-telling. But many in other circles have also been 
listening to this movement because of the concern to reach the 'post-modem' generations. 

The (now very familiar!) diagnosis goes something like this. These are post-modem times, 
marked by the collapse of confidence in the Enlightenment project and a rational certainty 
about 'truth'. So now hearers more intuitive than logical. They are reached more through 
images and through stories that evoke the senses (at least in the imagination) rather than 
through propositions and principles. They are also allergic to authoritarian pronouncements 
and must be 'given an experience' rather than a rational exposition. There are still places 
where traditional preaching 'worksi--in the mid-West and South rather than the Northeast and 
West Coast, with older rather than younger. But eventually we must adapt to the less rational. 
non-authoritarian, narrative-hungry sensibilities of our time. 

In many quarters of the evangelical church, this advice is being strongly resisted. Many 
publications and networks are simply making more urgent calls for traditional, authoritative, 
expository preaching. In many quarters, narrative preaching is pitted against 'expository' 
preaching, And (indeed) conventional use of the expository method has tended to be pretty 
'abstract' and 'discursive'. Traditional expository preachers have tended to expound Romans 
and Isaiah (or at  least the Gospel of John) rather than Ecclesiastes, 1 Samuel, Mark and 
Psalms because it is easier to break such books into propositions and principles. 

It would take too long (and might be impolite) to name names and document this, but my 
impression of the argument of 'the resistance' is that it goes something like this: "Because post- 
modem people don't like propositional truth, we should give them more of it--now more than 
ever." 

Some simply combine the two methods. Haddon Robinson sees no reason why narrative 
preaching can't be expository. He sees expository preaching a s  more a 'philosophy' than a 
'method'. He insists that an  expository preacher's sermon is always controlled by the form of 
the text, so that if the text is a story thesermon should be more inductive and the points 
should follow the story line. If the text is an epistle it could be deductive and discursive. We do 
not need to make 'narrative' preaching and 'expository' preaching an 'either-or' choice, as  do 
many proponents on both sides. (Much that drives the more extreme proponents of narraave 
preaching is not a 'rnissiological' mindset but the old 'liberal' allergy to the idea of propositional 
truth. Much that drives the more extreme opponents of narrative preaching is a 'culture wars' 
mindset that sees most all of post-modem culture as  evil or harmful.) 

The Christ-centered, Tri-perspectival model 
I believe there is a more comprehensive solution tension (than 
to simply paste the two methods together depending on the nature of the text). l 1  I think it is 
the same as  the solution of the problem of reaching 'post-modem' people. 

10 Michael Duduit. "Expository Preaching in a Narrative World: An Interview with Haddon Robinson", 
Preaching. (July-August 200 1) 
1 1  I don't want to give the impression that 'I alone' present this solution to the problem. Sidney Greidanus, 
in The Modem Preacher. makes the very same point, namely. that Redemptive-Historical preaching is the 
best 'solution' to the nanative vs. expository argument. He says narrative preaching proponents ate  fight 
to argue that traditional preaching has obscured the narrative form of the Bible and tended to make it a 



Anglo--almost all 'young urban professionals'. And a surprising number are not sure of where 
they stand with Christianity or are conscious non-believers. I therefore read all the literature 
on how to reach 'Gen X' and 'post-modems' with interest since there is no where in the U.S. 
that is more secular and post-modem than Manhattan. Much of what they say rings true, but 
much of it does not. 

On the one hand, almost since the very beginning of the NYC ministry, I have done all of the 
things the 'experts' say I should do. I do preach more on narrative passages than I used to and 
I unfold the story inductively when I do so. It is also true (I see it in my own children) that 
audiences are unable to follow long lines of syllo 'stic reasoning. It is also true that P authoritarian pronouncements don't fare well. A speaker must demonstrate personal 
'authenticity in order to earn the right to be heard. That authenticity is a balance of 
transparency and humility without self-absorbtion. And it must be artless, not 'spun1--very 
genuine. Whew! If you try to 'achieve' it you automatically have failedJ(A perfect example of the 
difference between the older approach to communication and the newer approach is to watch 
the 1945 movie Heruy Vwith Olivier and compare it with the 1989 movie Henry Vwith Kenneth 
Branaugh. Notice how much more transparent. how much less formal and remote Branaugh is 
(still doing Shakespeare!) 

And yet, despite the fact that these are absolutely necessky changes (you can't communicate 
in NYC without them) I feel they are somewhat supefl~cial. Underneath these important but 
superficial changes I sense still a hunger for real truth and ansurers. A full-fledged 
'narrative/inductive1 approach is too indirect and airy. For example, many experts believe we 
should get rid of the idea of propositional truth, of substitutionary atonement. and of forensic 
justification because they are 'enlightenment project' (rationalistic, individualistic) hold-overs 
that don't 'connect with' post-modem people. But I found that God's grace and love become 
ultimately un-remarkable and insipid if not seen against a backdrop of God's holiness and 
justice. 

On the other hand. there are plenty of people on the other side who refuse to see how 
inadequate the old ways of preaching truth, atonement. and jusmcation really are now. (These 
doctrines must now be promoted in new ways a s  the resolution of the 'story' of post-modem 
people.) 

What I discovered 'worked' so well in this new situation were three very,old and venerable 
sources of wisdom for preaching. 

Geerhardus Vos and 'Biblical Theological-Preachings For many decades there has been a 
school of thought that has taught the importance of 'preaching Christ from all of Scripture'. 
This grew out of Continental Reformed thought though its earliest published form in the U.S. 
was Biblical Theolouy by Geerhardus Vos of Princeton. The school of preaching has been called 
'Redemptive-Historical' or 'Christ-centered'.12 Sidney Greidanus is a major proponent a t  Calvin 

repository of 'Biblical pnnclples'. On the other hand, it IS msufficient to simply get out the Biblical stories 
and re-tell them. Redempiwe-histoncal approach sees the enbre Bible as one macro-story and thus 
everything in ~t can be related to it. It is not sufEcient to either expound a principle or tell a story without 
relahng to the 'one b ~ g  story' of God c o m g  back into the h g s h i p  of the world through Jesus Christ. 
(See page 147ff. of The Modem Preacher) 
12 The problem with all such names is that they tnmaUze the opposmg points of mew. Robinson's book on 
expository method is 'Biblical Preaching', which means that all who don't take up his method aren't bemg 
'Blbhcal'. When we call redemptwe-historical preachmg 'Chnst-centered'. we Imply (strongly!) that those 
who are not following our method are not 'preaching Chnst'. 



evangelical circles and now Bryan Chapel1 
was always subscribed to this approach, it was only in my work in New York City that I saw 
how profoundly relevant it  was now. me Christ-centered preaching approach sees the whole 
Bible a s  essentially one big with a central story-line: God restores the world lost in Eden 
by intervening in history to call out b d  form a new humanity. This intervention climaxes in 
Jesus Christ, who accomplishes salvation for u s  what we could not accomplish for ourselves. 
While only a minority of Biblical passages actually give the whole story-line, every Biblical text 
must be placed in the whole story-line to be understood. In other words, every text must be 
asked: "what does this tell me about the salvation we have in Christ?" to be understood J 

&is understanding of preaching. then. turns ali'preaching into *narrative preaching' in the 
broadest sense, and turns every sermon into 'inductive preaching' as it reveals its fullness only 
a t  the end a s  it is related to Christ. This is as true for a n  exposition of an epistle a s  of 2 
Chronicles. This meant that I was able to adapt to the new sensibilities of my audience but a t  
the same time do so in a way that did not move away from theological and doctrinal exposition 11 

@  arti in Luther and 'Gospel Preaching' Besides the post-modem interest in stories/images 
rather than propositions, there is also the post-modem allergy to moral and authoritarian 
pronouncements.fidiscovered that most non-believers had rejected Christianity because they 
could not distinguish it from simple morality_j They could not distinguish a Christian sermon 
from mere moral exhortation to 'live according to God's rules'. Martin Luther, of course. 
pioneered an approach to preaching that distinguished between law and gospel. No one was 
clearer about the difference between gospel or grace motivation for obedience to God rather 
than moralistic, legalistic motivation. 
I discovered that post-modem secular people were extremely sensitive to the difference and 
found Luther's approach vastly more palatable. Actually, they are more delighted with Luther's 
approach than many evangelicals are, who seem unaware of the moralistic tone of their 
preaching and ministry. Luther showed me the way to appeal to people's hearts with the 
gospel rather than simply putting pressure on their wills with the law. 

3 Jonathan Edwards and 'Revival Preaching'. We have also noted the post-modem hunger 9 or experience. Many of the experts insist that we should give audiences 'an experience. not a n  
exposition'. Of course, many react to such a statement with hostility. They see uch 
approach as  giving in to the truth-hating, experience-oriented culture. uni&c~ -ti!$ %if pu\~ 
But two and a half centuries ago there was a highly orthodox Calvinist, Jonathan Edwards, 
who was also standing between an  emotionally-charged revival movement and hostile gate- 
keepers of orthodoxy. The industrial revolution and the rise of early capitalism had produced 
an new individualism in society, and the revivalists were adapting to it full-force, by insisting 
that hearers have a personal, individual spiritual experience rather than relying completely on 
church membership and doctrinal subscription. Edwards listened to both sides and carefully 
laid out a brilliant, balanced theology of revival that stands unsurpassed to this day. His 
theology of revival, a s  it bore on preaching, insisted that the purpose of the sermon was not 
simply to get an emotional response nor simply to impart information. The purpose of the 
sermon was not just to make the truth plain but  to make it real. The aim of the sermon was to 
give the hearers a 'sense of the heart', an experience of the spiritual reality of truth. With that 
view in mind, the preacher was not only supposed to dispense data, nor only to arouse the 
feelings, but rather was to inflame the imagination No one ever accused Edwards of being a 
'narrative preachert--but his images and illustrations are fascinating and even stunning. 



Edwards showed me how inadequate much 20th century expository preaching was. It was 
highly cognitive, highly abstract. But the solution was not to simply go after anecdotes and 
sentimental stories that moved the feelings. The solution was to leam to embody the truth in 
concrete ways--images. illustrations, narratives, and even in the delivery of the sermon itself. 

Another personal note 
Though during my seminary years I learned about 'Christo-centric' preaching from Ed Clowney 
and about the Reformed/Lutheran doctrine of 'sanctification by faith' from Roger Nicole, and 
about Edwards' revivalism from Richard Lovelace--none of this really effected my preaching a s  
long a s  I was locked into an evangelical sub-culture. There I was rewarded for traditional 
exposition that often lacked all of these things. It was in general an  abstract, somewhat 
moralistic pattern of doctrine-application with Christ often tacked on to the end. All during that 
time. I would have certainly professed to be doing "Christo-centric" preaching, but  really, in 
general, I was lifting Jesus up a s  a n  example and urging people to live like him. 

It took an intense experience of preaching in New York City to wake me up. Fortunately New 
Yorkers are far more gregarious than most people and each week I spoke to two dozen people 
who showed me very directly what they liked and what they didn't like in my sermons. As I 
began to confront the changes I had to make, I began to realize I had all the theological and 
historical resources necessary. What I had to do (without many or any models to go on) was to 
combine these three emphases and re-cast them in a 'rnissional' context. I knew a small 
number of people who were really 'into' Biblical-theological preaching, or who were trying to 
recapture Luther's vision, or who were lovers of Edwards, but  often these little 'schools' did not 
leam from each other. (For example 'Biblical Theological' preachers are notorious for their lack 
of personal application. This is not a problem for those who follow Edwards, however.) 

At the beginning of the 20th century, the old mainline liberals sensed that modem people were 
becoming more rational and more skeptical but they over-reacted to this by completely de- 
supernaturalizing the Christian faith, eliminating the heart and core of the Christian gospel 
and now the mainline is dying. Why? They over-reacted. Modem people did need a much more 
rational defense and exposition of the faith. but when they sanitized Christianity of all mystery 
and miracle they 'threw out the baby with the bath water'. Ironically, they didn't just over- 
react. they over-simplified. But the conservative response to the old liberals was to retreat into 
fundamentalism. I wonder if we are not going to see something similar happen among former 
evangelicals over the next 20 years--a divergence, a split. I think many of the emphases in this 
'Christ-centered' 'tri-perspectival' model could keep things together. 

COURSE OBJECTIVES: 
1 . Learning how to understand and teach a text Christo-centrically by doing genre analysis, 

discourse analysis, and by recognizing the redemptive-historical context: 
2. Learning how to apply and preach a text Christo-centrically by creating gospel-changed 

hearts rather than moral reformation. and by addressing the increasingly postmodern 
culture. 

3. Leaming how to pray and delwer a text Christo-centrically by being open to the power of 
the Holy Spirit, and by leading and engaging the congregation in worship. 

COURSE ASSIGNMENTS 
An integration paper is due in the R?S D.Min. office by April 30, 2002. This assignment 
should include a seven to eight page manuscript of a sermon and a seven to eight page 
e.xplanation of how you incorporated the insights of the course material into the sermon. The 
paper should follow the D.Min. requirements for content and style. 



Readin 
pages 
(following the reading report form) on each book or article (over 50 pages) which each student 
has read. 

If a book listed under Required Reading has been previously read. the student may substitute 
readings listed under Recommended Reading for a comparable number of pages. (Some of the 
books listed in the Recommended Reading section may be out of print.) 

Reading List ('T Theory 'P' Practice) 
REQUIRED 

T- Clowney, E.P.. Preaching and Biblical TheoloR. Nutley, NJ: P & R Publishing Co., 1973. 
124 pp. [Out of Print- Library Reserve]. 

P- Clowney. E.P., The Unfolding Mvsterv: Discovering Christ in the Old Testament. Nutley, NJ: 
P & R Publishing Company, 1991. 200 pp. 

T- Graeme Goldsworthy, Preaching the Whole Bible as  Christian Scripture: An A~~l ica t ion  of 
Biblical Theolom to Emositorv Preaching. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans. 2000. 272pp. 

P- Keller. Timothy, 'Preaching to the Secular ~ i n d . "  The ~ & r n a l  of Biblical Counseling, 14:-1 
(Fall 1995). 54-62. 9 pp. 

RECOMMENDED: (CHOOSE ADDlTIONAL BOOKS TO C0MPLGI-E YOUR mTAL FOR 2000 PAGES OF NEW 
MATERIAL) 

Alter, Robert, The Art of Biblical Narrative. New York: Basic Books, 1981 

Chapell, Bryan, Christ Centered Preaching: Redeeming the Emositorv Sermon: A Practical and 
Theological Guide for Bible Preaching. Baker. 1991. 375 pp. 

*~il lard.  Raymond B., Faith in the Face of ADOS~~SY (The Gospel according to Elijah and Elisha) 
Nutley, NJ :  P & R Publishing Company, 1999. 166 pp. 

Drew, Charles, The Ancient Love Song: Finding Christ in the Old Testament. (Presbyterian and 
Reformed. 2000) 128 pp. 

+Duguid. Iain, Living: in the G ~ D  Between Promise and Realitv (The Gospel according to 
Abraham) Nutley, NJ: P & R Publishing Company, 1999. 166 pp. 

Goldsworthy. Graeme. G o S D ~  and Wisdom. Exeter, England: Paternoster, 1997. 124 pp. 
Greidanus, Sidney. The Modem Preacher and the Ancient Text: Intermeting and Preaching 

Biblical Literature. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1988. 74 pp. 
Greidanus. Sidney. Preaching Christ from the Old Testament: A C o n t e m ~ o r w  Hermeneutical 

Manual. Grand Rapids. MI: Eerdmans. 1999. 371pp. 

Logan, Samuel, Ed.. The Preacher and Preaching:: Reviving the Art in the Twentieth Centurv. 
Phillipsburg, NJ:  P & R, 1996. 463 pp. 

%Longman, Tremper, Irnrnanuel in Our Place: Seeing Christ in Israel's Worship Phillipsburg. NJ: 
P&R. 2001. 228pp. 

Longman. Tremper, How to Read the Psalms IVP, 1988. 166 pp. 

3fMotyer. Alec. Look to the Rock: An Old Testament Backaound to our Understanding of Christ. 
Leicester. England: Intervarsity Press, 199 1. 255 pp. 

Wright. Christopher J.H.. Knowing Jesus Through the Old Testament. Marshall Pickerhg, 
1992. 256p. 



A CHRIST-CENTERED, TRI-PERSPECTIVAL 
PREACHING MODEL 

THE GOAL OF THE SERMON: Lift up Christ 
Let's immediately put this in 'down to earth' terms. Kent Hughes tells of an African-American 
church where there is a very elderly. female member who has a particular concern that the 
sermons exalt Christ and do not degenerate into mere lecturing or moralizing. If she feels that 
the preacher is failing of his duty, she begins to call out. 'Get him up! Get.. ..him.. . .up!" If you 
want to learn the model of preaching I want to present, you could simply ask her to transfer 
into your church. But if that is impractical, you could take the rest of this course. So there is 
just one goal for a sermon-lft up Christ and his salvation. 

Christ likened himself to the serpent in the wilderness and spoke about his being "lijted up" 
(John 3: 14- 1 5). This vivid metaphor includes at  least two elements. When Christ was lifted up 
he was: 1) crucified and 2) visible. The purpose of a sermon is to reveal the saving work of 
Christ vividly and powerfuIly to the spiritual 'sight' of the hearers. Nothing could have a 
greater effect. for Jesus said. "when I am lijted up, I will draw all men to myself' (John 12:32). 
The preacher aims to be a vehicle for that 'drawing'. 

THREE 'PERSPECTIVES' ON THIS GOAL 

Why it is helpful to look at this one goal in three perspectives. 
Nearly everyone thinks and feels that their preaching 'lifts up Christ'. But why don't we do a 
better job? We have said that in this course we will be offering a model for preaching that 
borrows from and looks like some other 'schools' of preaching. 

One school is "Redemptive-Historical" preaching which reads the Bible in a way that stresses 
the organic unity between unfolding historical stages of God's redemption in Christ. This 
approach is careful to "preach Christ" and his salvation from every passage of the Bible. 
whether he is overtly referred to or not. I will also insist on this. But there are major complaints 
about some preachers who follow this approach. One wrote me: "each sermon merely becomes 
a 'bible overview' sermon that sounds exactly the same". Another school of preaching is in 
strong reaction to moralism and wants to 'preach grace' constantly. I will also insist on this. 
But the complaint of this approach is (again) sameness from week to week as  well as the 
criticism that the preacher fears to make detailed application and instruction. (This is also a 
problem with 'redemptive-historical' preaching, though its roots are a bit different.) Out of a 
fear of legalism the communicator simply 'shows Christ' and claims grace and does not give 
specific instructions on how to live the Christian life. Finally we have the 'revivalist' tradition of 
preaching, which does not seek to instruct so much as  to give hearers a spiritual sense of 
Christ--to evangelize or renew them in the power of the Spirit. I will insist on this. But the 
limitations of 'revivalism' are well-known. It tends to lead to theological shallowness and 
emotionalism for its own sake. (Revivalism has many forms. from the 'sawdust trail' of the 
frontier to the 'user-friendly' sermons of the mega-church. What all these forms have in 
common is that the emphasis is on the experience of the listener with little regard for 
instruction and truth.) 
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The concept of "perspectives" 
I am drawing here from John M. Frame's tri-perspectival approach to knowledge. If you aren't 
familiar with this, you should have no problem following the rest of my course argument. But 
here is a sketch of his contribution. 

Consider the Trinity. God can be 'viewed' from three perspectives. The "Son" contains the 
Father and the Spirit. If we explore who the Son is deeply enough, we will learn about the 
Father and the Spirit. Yet the Son points us to things about God only he can show us. Or you 
can learn about the whole Godhead through the 'door' of the Father, and eventually come to 
Iearn all about the Son and the Spirit. Or you can 'come at' God from the 'door' of the Spirit. In 
short, God himself requires us  to look at  him in 'multiple perspectives' in order to tmly 

& understand him. 
2 
# 

3 Frame believes that all knowledge is "Trinitarian' or erspectival. He speaks of the "normative". 
> 
7 the "situational". and the 'existential" perspectives.&-hman knowledge can be understood in 
Y 
h 

three ways: as knowledge of God's norm ILawl, as knowledge of our situation, and as knowledge 
- of ourselves. None can be achieved adequately without the others. Each includes the others. 
4 Each. therefore. is a 'perspective' on the whole of human knowledge."la Our knowledge becomes 

distorted if we limit our understanding by leaving out any perspective. For example, we do not 
become more "Biblical" when in seeking to understand a text we forget the situational and 
existential perspectives. Frame argues that we do not really understand the meaning of a text 
of Scripture, unless we can use it. We must be able to apply the text to our world and our 

f -  selves or we do not really "know" the truth. Why? All revelation is covenantal revelation. 
Everything that is revealed is revealed by the covenant Lord to make us his servants. 8 Obedience and knowledge are near synonyms. Thus (applying this concept to ethics. he writes: 

5 "Christians should not follow non-Christian models, advocating an 'ethics of law' as opposed to a 
\n - - 'situation ethic' or an 'ethic of authentic existence'. Rather, the Christian ethic should present 

2 +z law. situation and ethical subject in organic unity."Q - 
In summary then: each perspective on knowledge actually is a view of he whole, yet we need to 
deliberately "look" at  any object in all three ways if we are to avoid missing one aspect or 
abstracting it from the others. 

Applied to the act of preaching, we can understand it best by looking a t  it through three 
'perspectivesw--the relationship of the preacher 1) to the text (expounding). 2) the hearers 
(applying). and 3) to the Lord himself (experience). The different schools that we have 
mentioned tend to isolate one perspective and despise the others and thus they can't correct 
their own imbalances. 

The Model in Paul's writings 
In 1 Cor 1: 18-2:s and Col 1:24-29 we have two remarkably rich passages about ministry in 
general and preaching in particular. I can only skim the surface here. but these passages show 
us 'the model' of which we are speaking. l5 

13 John M. Frame. The Doctrine of the Knowledae of Cod. (Presbyterian and Reformed. l987), p. 75. 
14 m, p.74. 
15 For great insights and for support for my comments here see P.T.O'Brienls commentary on Colossians 
and ~ n t h o n ~  ~hlselton's commentary on 1 Corinthians. 



while 1 was with you except Jesus Christ and him cructfiid. " 1 Cor.2: 1 ff. Paul on the three 
perspectives: Him we proclaim, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that 
we mag present everyone perfect in Christ. To this end I labor, struggling with all his energy, 
which so powe~fdly works in me. Col. 1 :28 

Paul discerns three things that he is doing as he preaches Christ. These are not so much three 
different tasks as  much a s  three perspectives on or aspects of that one basic Biblical goal of 
lifting up Christ. If you accomplished any one of the three things thoroughly, you would 
automatically complete the other two as well. However, since we never can never be 
completely effective, it is wisest to consciously take up each of the three perspectives 
individually as you write and evaluate your message. What are these three things? 

First. Biblical accuracy and Christo-centricity are the same to Paul--it is "him" (Col 1:28) we 
must proclaim when we preach the Bible. Notice the 'redemptive-historical' cast to this 
statement. Paul hasn't preached a text unless he preaches Christ In 1 Corinthians 2:2 we 
have the same insight. Surely Paul spoke often from texts of Scripture. and they were all the 
'Old Testament'. yet he can say that he 'knew nothing'but Christ and him crucrid. That means 
he was single-mindedly out of every text of Scripture showing people Christ--not as  an example 
to follow. but as a savior--"ChristJesus, who has becomefor us... ow  righteousness, holiness, 
and redemption" (1 Cor 1 :3O). 

But secondly. the preaching and teaching is done with "wi$dom" (Col 1:28), which means 
"practical life-relatedness". Paul did not think it is possible to simply expound the meaning of 
a text without application. The preaching must be aimed artfully a t  the hearts of people so as 
to produce real life changes. Notice too the interesting 'contextualization' Paul mentions in 1 
Cor 1:20. He says that Jews are interested in practical power and Greeks in intellectual 
wisdom. When Paul preached Christ he both resisted and adapted to these cultures. because 
he showed them the cross--weakness to the Jews and stupidity to the Greeks. And yet, rightly 
understood, the cross is power and it is wisdom. 50 Paul shows the Greeks and Jews how 
Jesus is ultimately the kind of wisdom and power they really neediWe will look at  this more 
later. 

Thirdly. we see that preaching was no detached. clinical exercise. There was a churning 
spiritual power. which gave Paul an intense internal yearning as he preached--"sbuggling with 
all his energy, which so  powerfully works in me." (Col 1:28) Those who heard Paul must have 
been impressed that the truth had already exploded with God's transforming power inside 
Paul's soul. On the other hand, 1 Cor 2:3-5 tells how his preaching affected the hearers. It fell 
on them ''with a demonstration of the Spirit's power''. Here Paul says he deliberately eschewed 
the typical forms of rhetoric and logic used by Greek orators. He wanted the Spirit to work 
with power on the hearers. and therefore he was careful not to make his messages too much 
like a logical 'lecture'. 

So here we see Paul's three concerns: 1) to expound each text to show us  Christ, no matter 
where it is in the Bible. 2) to apply it to the particular personal needs and according to the 
particular cultural sensibilities of the hearers. and 3) to seek a spiritual impact on their hearts 
and lives rather than just to convince minds. 

In our fear of subjectivism, Reformed folk discuss preaching and teaching almost exclusively in 
terms of the first perspective. A sermon is seen to be a "success" a s  long as  it is a true and 
accurate exposition of Holy Scripture. But accuracy is a means, not the goal of preaching. The 
goal is "changed livesw--everyone pegect in Christ (Col 1:28). 



rophetic" or Normative aspect) 

Perspectival Goal: To expound and teach the text so they understand Christ. You haven't 
expounded the text unless you have integrated its particular message with the climax of God's 
revelation in Jesus Christ. I t  is to ask: 'what does this tell me about Jesus?" 

Perspec tival Sub-goals: 
' ~ e  Yexto-centric". ''What did the human author intend to say to his original hearers?: 
Discover the human author's original intended meaning as much a s  possible. Don't 
jump out to put the text in 'redemptive-historical' context or into cultural/personal 
application too quickly. (Keep in mind that there is no perfectly pure way to do this. You 
only get out of the text the questions you ask it. and you come from the beginning with 
questions in mind from your context.) 
Be "Christo-centric". "Umy did God put this here? 'What does this tell me about the 
person/work/teaching of Jesus?" Now the aim is to explain the text in its overall Biblical 
context, which is always to situate the text in the 'redemptive-historical' framework. and 
see how it contributes to the overall story line of the Bible. 
Be "Gospel-centered". "How do 1 reach the gospel to t through this text? In 
what wa does this xt show us 6 ' ur need for or provision of 
salvation%e meanskappropriate salvation. of salvation? HOW 

does this 'take' on the gospel help the non-Christians that are present? How does it help 
the Christians that are present?16 

The main alternative among conservative/evangelicals is 'to expound Biblical principles". In 
&is approach, preacher places the text only into 'systematic theological" context and then 
explains how it supports both orthodox doctrine and personal ethics. But the text often is not 
put into 'redemptive-historical" context to reveal what this tells us specifically about the 
person and work of Christ. 

#2 APPLICATION 
Produce changed people, not just moral people. ('Kingly"or Situational aspect) 

Perspectival Goal: To apply and counsel with the text so that they put on Christ. You 
haven't really solved an individual or community problem unless you have shown the solution 
to be Christ's person and work, not just moral effort. I t  is to ask: "how am Ifailing to rejoice in 
and live as if this were true about who Jesus is and what he did?" 

Perspectival Sub-goals: 
r~pplication should aim at  'true virtue' rather than moralism3 Gospel virtue or 'true 
virtue' (J.Edwards) is behavior and character change based on identity change and 
motivational change, stemming from an inner grasp of God's glory and grace, especially 
in the work of Christ. Moralism is superficial behavioral change based on fear and pride 
without true inner change. 

Gpplippllcation should be 'contextualired' rather than ethno-centricjThe gospel must be 
preached a s  the resolution to the cultural 'story1--the hopes, fears, dreams, aspirings- 
of the listeners. not to those of the speaker or of the past or of some other cultural 
group thought to be superior to those of the listener. (See footnote on this page.) 
Application should be personal rather than abstract and general. The sermon should 
be like counseling a t  some points, not only declarative. I t  should anticipate objections, 

16 This aspect of the model and the 'contextualtzed' aspect of the model basically render the distinction 
between 'evangelistic' and 'edificatlonal' sermons obsolete. 



The typical alternative is "to call for moral reformation". This approach merely exhorts 
people to try hard to live up to Biblical principles. I t  usually preaches justification by Christ's 
work. but it encourages sanctification by our work rather than Christ's. 

#3 SENSATION17 
Make truth real, not just clear ( '~r ies t ly"  or Existential aspect) 

Perspectival Coal: To ~oorship with the text so that  they rejoice in Christ. You haven't 
really fuIfilled the text's purpose unless you aim to bring people into the presence of God 
through Christ and give them a true 'sense of God' on their hearts. Thi is to ask: 'how does 

\ t Leavi iLl  this text show me the beauty of God in Christ?" & caw &\( i[ .\yv bx ,* 6 , .  , 
1 i J J y-. 

Perspectival Sub-goals: 
%doration. The ultimate purpose of our ministry is 'that in all things he might haue the 
supremacy' (Col 1: 1 8 ) ~  Therefore the goal of the sermon is to get people to worship 
Jesus on the spot. YO< want them to sense in the heart that he is more worthy than 
they had thought, and to give him what he's worth right then and there. You want to 
move them to give him the supremacy in their lives in a new way. 

ymagination. The way to move from cognition to heart 'affection' is to engage the 
imagination4A sermon must engage the senses through image, illustration, narrative-- 
rather than simply imparting principles and propositions. 
Eommunion. Through the power of the Holy Spirit we can have an experience of 
illumination (Eph 1: 15-23) and of God's presence (Acts 4:31bThis is the goal of every 
sermon. And since the key to changed lives is a heart-grasp of the finished work of 
Christ, the sermon aims to have people begin to grow into Christ-like character a t  that 
very moment. 

The typical alternative is simply 'to provide informationw. Of course. the setting for your 
communication is all important. I s  this a lecture or the sermon in a worship service? But 
regardless of the setting, the goal is not just information-transfer. Jesus is a living person, and 
the goal of wery communication is to get the hearers to sense him a s  such. 

Christ the Key to the Model 
Despite the fact that being 'Christo-centric' appears as  a sub-goal under exposition, this is not 
ultimately one factor among several. We must remember that Thristo-centric" goal of 'lifting 
up Christ' suffuses the whole and is the key to it all. How so? 

It is only as  you show how the text reveals Christ that you truly expound its meaning. It is only 
as you use solve problems with Christ that you truly change lives. It is only a s  you point to the 
ultimate reference in Christ that the presentation jumps from being a 'Sunday School lesson" 
into an act of worship. 

ALTERNATE PREACHING MODELS 
Without aIl three aspects. we are left with something inadequate. Some examples: 

17 I am not using the term in its more colloquial meaning of something that is 'sensational' but in its older 
meaning of experience rather than just cognition. You may know (rationally) that honey is sweet without 
having sensed (tasted) it. 
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'lecture'. It is neither life-converting nor does it lead the hearers to corporate worship. 

The average seminary graduate tends to preach like this. They expect that they only have to 
present the results of their exegesis and the Spirit of God will move. These are some of the 
worst possible sermons. 

Many approaches to preaching now being emphasized in the Reformed evangelical world fall 
under this category, for fear of the excesses of pietism and emotionalism and sensationalism. 
In my estimation, much that is called 'Redemptive-Historical' fits in to this category because of 
its lack of application and its 'Bible-overview' repetitiousness. On the other hand, many 
criticize the R-H approach and urge the retention of the older forms of 'expository' preaching, 
whether in the "Dallas Seminary" model (long verse-by-verse commentary) or the "Evangelical 
Anglican" model (short, lucid outlines elucidating the text) or the 'Puritan' model (heavy 
theological/doctrinal exposition and then long application sections). None of these models are 
very Christo-centric and thus tend a t  least to be very lecture like (Dallas. Evang-Anglican) or 
very moralistic (Puritan). There is little joyfulness or a sense of worship.' 

[Note: Despite these criticisms, I would insist that the model we are presenting has strong 
claim to the terms 'Redemptive-Historical' and 'Expository' as  well.] 

2 .  "Pruct ical". When preaching goes very light on exposition or sensation and concentrates 
too much on applying, it 'hits' the will rather than the heart and the result is more of a 'how-to 
talk'. It does not challenge the mind and (again) it does not lead the hearers to corporate 
worship on the spot. Several forms of this have been popular in our century. In the church 
growth movement, there has been emphasis on 'user-friendly' motivational sermons that focus 
on setting priorities, handling stress, raising our families. and so on. In the mainline church, 
Iiberal activist preaching starts with commentary on current social injustice and then moves to 
practical action plans to deal with it. In many fundamentalist churches, sermons are little 
more than moralistic exhortations to "live right". 

3. "Devotional". When preaching concentrates too much on arousing feelings of devotion and 
too little on the other aspects, it 'hits' the emotions rather than the heart. While this may 
provide sentiment a t  the moment, the understanding has not be renewed and converted and 
therefore the Ife remains unchanged. In the last decade, there has been a major emphasis on 
what is loosely called 'narrative preaching'. Often one or more lengthy stories, taken from the 
Bible or elsewhere, are re-told in a dramatic and gripping way. As we will see. Christ-centered 
preaching does something similar, but much narrative preaching uses the story to work on 
feelings only. 

Summary. To a great degree our current preaching 'schools' are reactions to the excesses of 
other schools. This is always a danger. The people who do too little application are reacting to 
'moralism'. The people who do too much doctrinal/textual teaching are reacting to 'mysticism' 
or 'sensationalism'. It would be far better to appreciate and value nearly all of these 
approaches. The best proponents of each are usually very effective and (I think) that is because 
they 'borrow' from other traditions and approaches. 



preaching. Were are some evaluative questions for a sermon based on this model. 
Truth 
Was it sound? 
What was the point--was it clear? 
Was Jesus preached as  the climax or was he added on or missing? 
Life 
Was it fresh? 
What difference will it make--was it practical? 
Was Jesus preached as  the solution or were the people told to try harder? 
Power 
Was there a sense of God? 
What was the central metaphor--was it gripping? 
Was Jesus made visible or only taught about? 

A Longer Evaluation Form. 
TRUTH 
Is it Biblical? 
-- Are the assertions validly rooted in the text? Do they convincingly arise from the text? Do 

they square with the analogy of faith--the whole of Scripture? 
-- Are the assertions validly rooted to the redempt/historical context? Was the central theme 

solved or illustrated by Christ? Was it really about Jesus? 
Is it clear? 
-- Was it obvious what the speaker was driving at  during the talk? Was the progression 

traceable? 
-- When it was over, did you know what the main point was? Was i t  persuasive to the hearers. 

using lines of argument they could follow? 
LIFE - 
Is it insightful? 
-- Was it clear that the speaker understood the hearers' 'reality1--their very own hopes. fears. 

problems, concerns? Did it leave out non-Christians or Christians? 
- Were the assertions put in a fresh, wise. and striking way, or was it rather boring or cliche- 

ridden? 
Is it practical? 
-Were instructions given on how to implement and practice concrete changes in behaviof? 
-- Was Christ and his finished work applied as  the practical solution to any problem? Was 

moralizing or psychologizing avoided and distinguished from the gospel? 
POWER 
Is it vivid? 
-- Were there some central metaphors used so the basic concepts are given concrete form? 

Were the five senses appealed to? Was the imagination engaged? 
-- Was Christ presented in some concrete aspect of his person or work? Were one of the Biblical 

metaphors for him invoked? Did he become Msible'? 
Is there transcendence? 
- Was there a goal to merely instruct. or to get people face to face with God? Did the speaker 

seem aware of God or just aware of his sermon and audience? 
-- Was there a balance of warmth. love, and humility on the one hand, and force. power, 
authority on the othef? 
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WHY? THE REDEMPTIVE-HISTORICAL 
METHOD 

Introduct ion 
The ability to 'expound Christ from every part of the Bible' is the foundational skill in this 
model. Many people a) resist this approach (on the 'left'?) as hyper-orthodox or (on the 'right'?) 
as not sufficiently honoring the original author's intent. Others just avoid this approach for 
pragmatic reasons. claiming that it is too difficult to do week after week. Still others complain 
that (when not done skillfully) it leads to a 'Bible-overview' repetitiousness in preaching, or that 
it fails to 'come down to earth' and tell us specifically how to live. All these complaints have 
some merit! (Especially when the R-H herrneneutic is seen as  a 'cure all' for preaching apart 
from the whole model.) 

There are both dangers and difficulties that attend this approach--but I believe there is no 
alternative to it for three reasons. It is theologically (hermeneutically) required because all 
Scripture is about Jesus (Luke 24: 44-47). It is pastorally required because it is a faith-sight of 
Jesus that transforms (Col 1 :28), not compliance with principles. It is missiologically required 
because it is ~ e s u s  who 'completes the story' of every culture (1 Cor 1:20). Only by preaching 
Christ and thus the gospel from every text will we be able to both edify believers and 
evangelized non-believers at  the same time. 

DISCERNING THE APPROACH 

There are two basic approaches to discovering the unity of the Bible in an effort to answer the 
question: "what does the (whole) Bible teach about....?" One approach is the Systematic- 
Theological method (STM) which deals with the Scripture to~icallv. I t  organizes what it says by 
asking: "what does the whole Bible teach about God? sin? the Holy Spirit? the Church? marriage 
and farrtily? h-ayet-7' I t  looks at  every text on a topic and synthesizes them into a set of 
statements or principles. The Westminster Confession of Faith. for example, is largely the 
product of the STM. 

Another approach is the 'Biblical-Theological' or (better) 'Redemptive-Historical' method (RHM) 
which deals with the Scripture historicallv. It deals "Diachronically" rather than 
"synchronically" with the Bible. It sees the Bible less as  a depository of individual pieces of data 
that must be organized and summarized and more as  a history of God's salvation--a 
redemption-history. I t  notices, for example that the Bible shows little or not concern for 
historical events that the world would consider momentous. Instead. it only concerned with 
those events that reveal the unfolding saving words and actions of God. (e.g. How the 
'biographies' of Jesus--the gospels--spend up to 50% on the last week of his life.) The Bible is 
not prima* not a source of information about how to raise a family or handle money but a 
redemption-history. 

Thus the RHM organfzes what the Bible teaches by looking less a t  category-topics and more at 
'longitudinal themes' that re-appear in each historical epoch and thus asks:r;how does creation, 
the kingdom the temple/presence of God, the people of God, the covenant, the promises, the 
atonement-develop in every age and climax in the work of Chrisq (There is no ultimate reason 
why these two approaches have to contradict. but we will look more a t  the relationship of these 
two methods below.) 



e ultimate Moses 
or David then I haven't really helped you understand these men or their stories. 

Summary. In other words. the RHM believes that the purpose of every part of the Bible and 
therefore every text is to bear witness to who Christ is and what he came to do. Every text is 
about Jesus. 

RATIONALE FOR THE APPROACH 

I .  The direction of Jesus. 
When Jesus met the two disciples on the road to Emmaus, he discovered that they were in 
despair because their Messiah had been crucified. He responds. "'how slow of heart to believe 
all the prophets have spoken!'. . . and beginning with Moses and all the Prophets he explained to 
them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself." (Luke 24:25-29) Later he appears 
to his disciples in the upper room. and we are told "He said to them This is what 1 told you 
while 1 was still with you: eve ything must befuljidled that is written about me in the Law of 
Moses, the Prophets, and the Psalms. ' Then he opened their minds so they could understand the 
Scriptures." (Luke 24:44-45). Jesus blames the confusion of the disciples on their inability to 
see that all the Old Testament is "&lU about him and his salvation. Another place where Jesus 
makes this same assertion is J n  5:31-47. Jesus says that the Father has testified to him in the 
Scriptures (v.39). But he confronts his hearers with how they do not understand the 
Scriptures' testimony. He says, for example, that they think they follow Moses, but "Moses 
wrote about me." (v.46). The Law of Moses can only be understood as it points to Christ. 

2. The example of the apostles. 
The apostolic writers are famously 'Christ-centered' in their interpretation of the Hebrew 
Scriptures. Paul and the writer of the Epistles to the Hebrews. for example, continuously quote 
Psalms as the words of Christ--and not just 'Messianic' or 'Royal' Psalms where the speaker is 
some clearly Messianic figure. For example, Hebrews 1 : 14 quotes Psalm 9 1 : 1 1 - 12-"For he will 
command his angels concerning you.. SO that you will not strike yourfoot against a stone." But 
when we as  readers look a t  Psalm 91 we see absolutely nothing that would indicate the subject 
is Jesus or some Messianic figure. How can the Hebrews author know that this Psalm is about 
Jesus? Some would say--'he was inspired by the Holy Spirit'. Of course that is true, but that 
begs the question. Though all Biblical writers were inspired as they said everything wrote, the 
question is--did it require supernatural knowledge to know everything they wrote? For 
example, they were inspired when they said that 'Jesus rose on the third day', but did it take 
divine revelation to know that it happened? Were there not lots of others. 'uninspired' 
Christians who knew this and preached this as well? 

Now the question is--did it take supernatural knowledge to know that Psalm 91 was about 
Jesus? Perhaps. But it is just as likely that the early church knew that everything in the 
Scriptures was about Jesus. Therefore both apostles gncJ everyone else were able to interpret 
the whole Bible Christologically. What we have in these New Testament usages of the Old 
Testament then shows u s  how the entire early church read the Bible. It gives us warrant and 
direction to read the Bible in the same way. 

The gospel writers also quote passages from the Psalms and Prophets that clearly show they- - 
read the words of the Scripture as  being all about Jesus. Peter writes: "Concerning this 
salvation, the prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you, searched intently and 
with the greatest care, trying to furd out the time and the circumstances to which the Spirit of 
Christ in them LLXLS pointing when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would 
jbllow....They spoke of the things that have now bee told you by those who preached the gospel 



So it is not likely that Jesus or Peter are simply talking about isolated. explicit predictions of 
the Messiah (cf. Gen.3: 15; Is.9:6; 53). That wouldn't do justice to the comprehensiveness of the 
language employed. Jesus says that "dl the Scriptures" point to him and that ga& part--the 
Law, the Prophets. and the Wisdom literature--are about him (Luke 24:44-45). I t  is particularly 
interesting that he would say that the 'Law" is about him! We might understand how he could 
say that the prophetic literature was about him-but the Law? What we have here is that all 
the major themes. major figures, major genres, and major story lines are reflective of and 
fulfilled in him. 

SUM: Every part of the Bible about the historical unfolding revelation and accomplishment of 
the gospel salvation through Jesus Christ. Paul shows in Galatians 3 that there is a complete 
unity in the Bible. There is a story within all the Bible stories. God is redeeming a people for 
himself by grace in the face of human rebellion and human desire for a religion of good works. 

3. The problem of 'moralism'. 
The ultimate reason that we expound Christ in every passage is because that's the truth! The 
whole Bible is about Christ. That is the 'theological-hermeneutical' reason for the RHM. 

But there is a 'theological-pastoral' reason as  well. Bryan Chapel1 points out in a taped 
message that we are to preach Christ to 'complete' the hearers (Col 1:28: NN-'perfect is better 
rendered 'complete'.) This means that our preaching assumes fallenness and incompleteness in 
the listener. Chapell goes on to say that any sermon that does not focus on Christ and his 
saving work. but only provides 'marks of a good church' or 'marks of a strong family' or 'how to 
pray' is to provide a 'sub-text' message that the listeners can complete themselves or make 
themselves acceptable to God. Even if the preacher does not say that. even if the preacher says 
many true things about the text--if the preacher does not put the text into the overall message 
of salvation by grace and the finished work of Christ. the listener will automatically hear 
through a moralistic 'gnd'. A sermon that only tells listeners how they must live without 
putting that into the context of the gospel gives them the impression that they are complete 
enough to pull themselves together if they really try hard. 

E d  C l m e y  points out that if we ever tell a particular Bible story without putting it into the 
Bible story (about Christ), we actually change the meaning of the particular event for us. It 
becomes a moralistic exhortation to 'try harder' rather than a call to live by faith in the work of 
Christ. There is. in the end. only two ways to read the Bible: is it basicallv about me or 
basicallv about Jesus? In other words. is it basically about what I must do, or basically about 
what he has done? If I read David and Goliath as  basically giving me an  example, then the 
story is really about me. I must summons up the faith and courage to fight the giants in my 
life. But if I read David and Goliath as  basically showing me salvation through Jesus, then the 
story is really about him. Until I see that Jesus fought the real giants (sin, law, death) for me, I 
will never have the courage to be able to fight ordinary giants in life (suffering, disappointment. 
failure, criticism. hardship). The Bible is not a collection of 'Aesop's Fables", it is not a book of 
virtues. I t  is a story about how God saves us.J 

The issue of 'appiication' has its own chapters and sessions. later in the course. so we won't 
belabor this point here, but it is important. Any exposition of a text that does not 'get to Christ' 
but just 'explains Biblical principles' will be a 'synagogue sermon' that merely exhorts people to 
exert their wills to live according to a particular pattern. Instead of the life-giving gospel. the 
sermon offers just one more ethical paradigm to crush the listeners. 

A BASIC DESCRIPTION OF THE APPROACH 



1 .  DISCERNING T H E  'SALVATION STORY-LINE' 
'Biblical theology' or the RHM posits that "it is the nature of biblical revelation that it tells a story 
rather than sets out tuneless principles in the abstract.. .If ute allow the Bible to tell its own s to y, 
w f h d  a coherent and meaningful wholer'.18 The central story of the Bible is the story of 
redemption of salvation (thus the term 'redemptive-historical' method). The story is how 1) God 
initiates a saving work that we cannot do for ourselves 2) in order to a) create a new people for 
himself out of lost humanity and b) a new creation out of a marred and broken world. To do 
this takes justice and power on God's part, but also love and mercy. Only in Jesus Christ is it 
ultimately revealed how God's holiness and love can work together for saving purposes. Then, 
in him. all the themes--God's initiating grace, his redeeming provision, his presence with his 
covenant people. his renewing kingdom, and all others--come to a climax and fulfillment in the 
life, ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus. There is no part of the Bible nor text of the 
Bible that does not participate in these longitudinal 'salvation' themes. 

The pre-fall and fall accounts (Genesis 1-3) show us the world as God designed it to be and 
the reasons it has fallen from its original design. Thus this part of the Bible shows us why 
salvation in Christ is needed, and what that future restoration will look like. 

The post-fall narratives (Genesis 4- 1 1) show the inadequacy of human effort or God's 
judgement alone to bring about renewal of the world. God's design for creation seems thwarted 
by human sin. The story-line and plot of the Bible goes dark very quickly. There is little hope. 

The patriarchal narratives, however, show us  hope. We see God beginning to intervene in the 
world's life. Some protagonists (besides God) appear--Abraham, Joseph, etc.Ge see the 
embryonic shape of his saving purposes: his sovereign, free grace, his intention to create a new 
humanity--a new people for himself, the necessity and nature of faith, the promise of a land, of 
blessing, of God's presence, of mission, and of a future Messiah. It is obvious that the 
protagonists relate to God through faith and grace, not works--but much the redeeming 
provision is cryptic and uncleaLjWhy can God continually forgive and work with and be 
present with people that he should destroy? Why doesn't he destroy them as he did in the 
accounts of the Flood and of Babel? The Biblical story plot 'thickens'. 

The exodus and the giving of the law clarify both how radically gracious God is (since the 
deliverance from Egypt happens before the giving of the law) and yet how inexorable the law 
and justice and righteousness of God are. God gives both the law and the sacrificial system as  
a pointer to the substitutionary atonement. which will be his redemptive provision. The 
tabernacle now makes God's presence among his people a permanent thing. The law (as well as 
the wisdom literature) reveals God's interest in justice in the world and his desire for a people 
who are distinct in every respect--a truly 'new humanity1--who will be a light attracting the 
nations. The nature of the coming kingdom is clarified and focused also in the history of the 
leaders of Israel. Despite times of decline (the judges) there are times of rising hope that the 
saving purposes of God will be fulfilled and the world will turn back to God. These hopes 
climax in the career of David. I 
But the post-David prophetic period makes clear that God's grace, redemption. covenant, the 
promise of a land and a kingdom will not be fulfilled by physical Israel or its human prophets, 
priests. heroes. and kings. The decline of Israel brings us  the prophets who 'move the story 
line' along in two ways. Negatively. they expound and develop the great longitudinal saving 
themes by way of critique of Israel. As they castigate and condemn the rebellious nation in 

18 Graeme Goldsworthy. Preachina the Whole Bible as Christian Scripture (Eerdmans, 2000). p. 22. 



(more clearly than ever) point ahead to how God will fulfill all his promises in eschatological 
fullness in the future. The first major prophets. Elijah and Elisha have a remarkable ministry 
of unprecedented 'signs and wonders'. Under their hands, 'the blind see. the lame walk. the 
dead raised, and good news is preached to the poor.' These are signs of the powerful 
restoration the kingdom will bring. A fmal rebuilt temple, an ultimate return from exile. a 
consummate and pe$ect kingdom--are all now in view. 

The ministry of Jesus in the gospels shows us  how Jesus is the fulfillment and climax of all 
the longitudinal themes of God's salvation. In him all the 'plot tensions' are resolved. (How can 
God's promises be conditional--upon our obedience. yet unconditional--upon his grace?) In 
him all the protagonists of history are re-capitulated and succeed where they previously failed. 
In his life-story we have the world-salvation story re-told. We have darkness, a light and 
promise. a rising hope which is dashed on Good Friday, and then an unlooked for victory out of 
defeat.) Finally, the primacy of grace. always present in the former ages, is now crystal clear in 
the ministry of Christ. r~ i s  ethical example to us is secondary and based on his saving work for 
us. We are not saved through our imitation of him. but (ironically) in his substitutionary 
'imitation' and representation of USA 

The church now lives in the "overlap" of the ages between the first and second comings of 
Christ. So the 'story of salvation' is not over, despite its climax in Christ. There is an 
intensification and progression of all the longitudinal themes now and yet an incompleteness 
for the kingdom of God is 'already' but 'not yet'. So on the one hand, the Christian community 
itselfis now God's temple--we have the Holy Spirit and presence of God. The mission of the 
people of God as  a light to all the nations is now overt rather than implicit. The people of God is 
now multi-national. multi-ethnic. Much of the wisdom (from the wisdom literature) and the 
righteousness (from the law) can now characterize us as individuals and a community through 
the power of the Spirit. But, on the other hand. our ethical and life-paradigm now is the cross. 
In the church age the kingdom moves ahead through loss and poverty and re~ection and 
service and weakness. 

The new heavens and new earth are the ultimate end of God's redemptive work in Christ. The 
&M helps us  see that the goal of God's work in Christ is not escape from the world but the 
renewal of the whole world. Heaven will re-unite with the earth and the whole world will 
become a giant holy-of-ho1ies.J 

Summary: It is Jesus that makes all these stories one story. Only when we understand all the 
previous stories and pointers (types) do we realize the richness and fullness of who Christ is. 
But on the other hand. only when we understand him (anti-type) do we understand what the 
pointers and all the other stories were about. We cannot fully understand one without the 
other. So for example. when in John 3 Jesus says he is like the serpent lifted up in the 
wilderness he puts the Serpent-in-the-wilderness into the Big Story. Yes. the purpose of the 
comparison is that the serpent incident sheds light on how Jesus saves u s  (e.g. it only takes a 
look, he is made like and treated like the sin that is killing us. etc.)--but on the other hand it 
means that we can't understand the incident of the serpent without realizing that it points u s  
to Christ. Jesus shows us  that the Bible is not an interesting set of isolated stories, each story 
telling us  something different about how to live. Rather, Jesus unifies all the chapters into one 
story. 

"'There are great stories in the Bible ... but it is possible to know Bible stories, yet miss 
Bible story ...?he Bible has a story Line. I t  traces an unfolding drama. The sto y follows the 
history of Israel. but it does not begin there. nor does it contain what you would expect in 
a national history ....lf we forget &e story line ... we cut the heart out of the Bible. Sunday 
school stories are then told as tamer versions of the Sunday comics, where Samson 



- E. Clowney, The Unfoldinq Musteq 

- 2. LOCATING/READING THE TEXT 1N ITS TWO CONTEXTS 
Sidney Greidanus writes. "We can defie 'preaching Christ' as preaching sermons which 
authentically integrate the message of the text with the climax of God's revelation in the person, 
work. and teaching of Jesus Christ. .."l9 This definition assumes that every text has a 
'micro' and a 'macro' context. 

To understand any particular text of the Bible, we must first put it into the 'micro' context--its 
historical and linguistic setting, in order to discern the immediate intent of the human author. 
This is what in the 20th century has come to be known a s  the 'grammatico-historical' method, 
and i t  is crucial. We must use every tool we have to discern what the original author meant to 
say to the original readers of the text. We study the use of language, we study the historical 
context. We put the text in the context of the whole book, and so on. 

But every Biblical text also has a 'macro' context--its place in the entire Bible which has as its 
p~rpose~the  revelation of Christ as the climax of all God's redeeming activity in history. We 
must not only ask: 'what did the human author intend to say to his historical audience?' but 
aIso 'why did God inscripturate this as a way of pointing to the salvation of his Son? 

So the Redemptive-historical method of interpretation insists that we put each text not only 
into the context of its original setting and author-intent but also into the context of its 'the Big 
story of salvation' a s  traced above. The interpreter must 'locate' the text, recognizing what 
place it holds in the developing salvation-story line (i.e. what stage in redemption-history is 
occupies.) So what does that mean? I suggest the following two practical measures. 

a. First. it means recognizing the text's 'limitations'. This may sound a bit shocking-- 
isn't all Scripture inspired? Of course, but revelation is progressive. If we fail to put a 
text in its redemptive-historical context, we will run into trouble. For example, if the 
purpose of the Elijah narratives (as one minister put it] "is to teach us how to walk close 
to the Lord and be courageous", then we have some problems with the prophet's 
behavior! Should we go out and kill false teachers a s  Elijah did with the prophets of 
Baal (1 Kings la)? If we see the purpose of 1 Kings 18 to be mainly instruction on how 
to live--and if we preach it as  such--we will either be simply confused and embarrassed 
by Elijah's conduct or we will mislead Christians into a holy war mentality (!) ignoring 
the different stage of redemptive history in which we are now (Matt 26:52). m u t  if the 
focus of every Biblical text is not on u s  and our behavior but on God and his saving 
activity, then the purpose of Elijah's ministry is to point us  to salvation in Christ. We 
can say about Elijah. "Jesus told u s  to put up our swords and the cross shows u s  that 
the kingdom of God moves forward now in sacrificial service. But we do learn here that 
all religions are not alike!". So we must be aware of the 'limitations' or incompleteness of 
every stage in redemptive history before Christ.~ 

b. Second. It means teasing out all the text's clues to how salvation 'works'. The 
traditional 'exemplarist' approach to the Bible (not just the Old Testament. but the New 
Testament! See note 2 below) tends to look for traits of moral behavior in every text. I t  
asks: 'What do I learn here about prayer? Obedience? How to deal with self-pity? How 
to raise my children? How to conduct myself sexually? How to handle discouragement?" 
But if the purpose of every text is to point to God's saving purposes--then we must 

19 Sidney Greidanus. Preachinu Christ from the Old Testament. (Eerdmans, 1999). p. 10. 



results or marks of conversion?" It is only if we do this first that we can then treat the 
moral-example aspect of the text properly~ 

c. Third, it means showing how the salvation 'pieces' only 'come together' 
eventually in Christ. For example, we may point out that Elijah was of course very 
courageous on Mt. Camel--but he was only courageous because he knew about God's 
saving purposes. Unlike Baal and all the pagan gods. the true God did not need 
worshippers to cut themselves and compel his attention and answers to prayer through 
their efforts. He knew that with only a word of prayer. God would hear and answer. But 
this incident participates in the Big Plot-Line of salvation's story. It raises the question: 
"why would the true God be so utterly different than the gods of the world's religions? 
why would he listen to his prophet without him cutting himself or dancing furiously or 
providing a perfect moral performance? Whp"  The only way the interpreter can answer 
this is to point ahead in the Scripture to how the plot-line resolves itself. It is because of 
Jesus who was cut literally to pieces for us and who made a perfect sacrifice for sins so 
that God can come to u s  and work with us  despite our imperfections. 

Note 1. Here then we get to the essence of the issue of 'moralism' and application. On the one 
hand you could so fear 'moralism' and put so much emphasis on the 'limitation' and partial 
nature of former ages of revelation that you read the text a s  nothing more than a 'type' of 
Christ. You may not allow any 'exemplary' force a t  all to the text to impinge on the listener. 
This is, however, to forget that every stage in revelation is a stage in redem~tion-history, Every 
part of the Bible tells u s  something about how God's salvation 'works'. We learn things about 
grace, repentance, faith. obedience in every era. On the other hand, 1) just a s  it is clear in the 
gospels that the that we are not simply supposed to imitate Christ's example but believe and 
rest in his work for u s  (which is the only way we ever will follow his example), and 2) just as it 
is clear in the epistles that our imperatives ('do this') are based on indicatives ('because you are 
this'), then 3) whenever we preach on any other character in the Bible we must only exhort 
people to 'be like' him/her on the basis of faith in the one to whom he/she points. 

Note 2: We must not think that 'putting the text into the One Story Line' is something you only 
have to work on with Old Testament texts. It is just as possible to preach New Testament 
texts--even Gospel accounts about Jesus--without reference to the overall story line of 
salvation. I t  is extremely possible to simply show how much Jesus loves and forgives or how 
great he is. appealing directly to sentiment, without showing how the particular text points to 
the longitudinal themes of sin. justice, redemption, and his saving work. It is possible to lift up 
Jesus simply as  an example to emulate. Another example: it is well known that often Paul lays 
out the 'doctrine' in the early part of his letters and 'practical application' in the latter part. 
(This is an oversimplification. but a relatively helpful one.) It is extremely easy to preach a 
sermon on Ephesians 4 about the 'Marks of a Healthy Church' without grounding it in the 
Christology of Eph I. The same could be said for preaching on 'Love' in 1 Cor 13 without 
grounding it in the dissension of the Corinthians and its doctrinal solution--the cross (1 Cor 1). 
In all such cases the preacher is giving listener the strong impression that what it will take to 
have a healthy church (or a loving life) is simple moral effort. 

Note 3: We must not think that 'putting the text into the One Story Line' means that we have 
to identify one 'longitudinal theme' a s  the central, controlling theme of the Bible. Many people 
have tried to demonstrate this. The best candidate is probably the theme of the 'Mngdom' and 
a close second is 'co~enant'.~O Not only do most Biblical theologians disagree with this on 
henneneutical grounds. I think it is pragmatically unwise. Every theme has its own nuances 

20 Goldsworthy makes a case for 'kingdom' in Preachina the Whole Bible. p. 5 1-52. 



OBJECTIONS TO THE APPROACH 
In light of the RHM approach, there are two opposite exegetical errors to avoid. Let's recall the 
words of Sidney Greidanus: "We can defure 'preaching Christ' as preaching sermons which 
authentically integrate the message of the text with the climax of God's revelation in the person, 
work, and teaching of Jesus Chnst .. ''21 

Moralizing. If. on the one hand, we fail to relate the text to the saving work of Christ we 
fail both hemeneutically and pastorally. 1) Henneneutically. we fail to truly reveal the 
meaning of the text. If every part of the Bible testifies to Christ, then until we discern 
how a text tells us about him we do not know what it really means. 2) Pastorally, we fail 
to truly guide the listeners into any real holiness. If they hear us, in isolation, simply 
telling them how to raise their children, face trials, pray fervently, or create a healthy 
church--we give them the (totally false) impression that they can be right with God and 
others through their own efforts. 

Allegorizing. If, on the other hand we fail to "authentically integrate" the message of the 
text with the saving work of Christ, but rather only point out superficial likenesses 
between the text and Jesus ("As Rahab took shelter under the red cord, so we should 
take shelter under the blood of Christ")--we also fail hermeneutically and pastorally. 1) 
Hermeneutically, allegorizing is a 'quick fuc' substituting for hard thinking about the 
meaning of the text. Allegorizing either can lead to doing too little work on the micro- 
context (you don't spend enough time penetrating to the author's original intent for his 
readers) or can lead to doing too little work on the macro-context (you will simply refer 
to superficial features rather than preaching the great 'longitudinal' Biblical-theological 
themes like temple, covenant, kingdom, substitution). 2) Pas torally, allegorizing has the 
same weaknesses. Too little emphasis on the micro-context leads to a lack of practical 
application. For example, if we jump to Christ' too soon we miss the exemplary value of 
the text. On the other hand, if we put too little emphasis on the macro-context and 
make the connection to Christ superficial, we end up with a moralistic sermon anyway. 
Allegorizing only arouses sentimental feelings. It does not confront self-righteous pride 
and self-righteous fear. 

The concern about allegorizing. 
While the proponents of RHM are very concerned about moralizing, it opponents think that the 
main danger (and main objection) to the RHM is the danger of allegorizing. An example that 
Sidney Greidanus uses is from Augustine. 

'The door [in the side of the ark] surely represents the wound made when the side of the 
crucifiid was pierced with the spear ... This is the way of entrance for those who come to 
him.." Citv of God 13.21 

"AIlegorizing" has two very bad effects. 1) It makes for completely arbitrary interpretation. 
Instead of living under the authority of the Word, we can get nearly any message from a text we 
wish. 2) I t  fails to honor the meaning and message of the human author. whose conscious 
intent is the vehicle for God's revelation. Modem interpreters, both of an orthodox and liberal 
bent, eschew allegorizing by concentrating wholly on the original intent of the human author as  
the only sure and certain benchmark. But there are dangers on the other extreme as well. 

21 Sidney Greidanus. Preachino Christ from the Old Testament. (Eerdmans, 19991, p. 10. 



22 reiterates what e two opposite errors in 
exegesis. but he bases each one in an incomplete doctrine of the Scripture. He writes that 
there have always been two basic emphases or approaches to Biblical interpretation. The first 
he calls this the 'Historic Approach" to Bible interpretation. This stresses the fact that each 
text has a very human author. This approach asks 'What did the human Biblicai author intend 
to say? What did it mean to the original author and audience?" To discover this, the interpreter 
looks at  the linguistic, literary. and historical evidence. But Whitacre also speaks of the 
'Organic Approach" to Bible interpretation. This stresses the fact that all of Scripture has a 
divine author. This approach asks: 'What does the divine Biblical author intend for us  to hear? 
Why did he put this in the Bible for us?" To discover this, the interpreter looks at  all the Bible 
(especially texts that are most like and most unlike it) and at  Jesus Christ, who (as we have 
seen) the overall message of the Bible is about. 

a. The Extreme Forms. (11 At the extreme end of an 'Organic-Only" approach, we have wildly 
Allegorical Interpretation. Whitacre gives an example of this in a famous interpretation of 
Ps. 137:s-9 by the medieval church. '0 daughter of Babylon.. . happy is he.. who seizes your 
infants and dashes them against the rocks." The allegorical interpretation goes like this. Jesus 
is the Rock. Babylon represents evil and sin. So we are being told to take even our littlest sins 
and most embryonic sinful thoughts and dash them on Christ. This interpretation connects to 
other parts of the Bible (Christ as the Rock, the need for purity and holiness) but it makes no 
attempt to connect to the origmal historical meaning of the text. (2) At the other extreme of a 
'Historic-Only" approach. we have most scholarship in the world today--the Historical- 
Critical Interpretation.. It makes no attempt to align or integrate what Paul says with what 
Isaiah says. There is no concept of any divine authorship or divine unity. Any attempt a t  
harmonization is scorned and disdained. The meaning of the ancient texts is locked away, 
therefore, in a very ancient time. and has nothing to do with u s  directly. Any normative or 
systematic theology is impossible. 

b. Moderate Forms. Within the mainstream of the evangelical world these two extremes are 
rightly discarded.23 But a two more moderate forms of the two poles creates real confusion 
among orthodox students of the Bible today. (1) First, there is a moderate HistoricalCritical 
approach which does allow for 'harmonization' with other texts for the purpose of Systematics. 
but i s  not comfortable with reading any meanings out of a text that the human author did not 
know of. Because this view believes in the divine authorship of the entire Bible. it will accept 
that an OT author was talking unwittingly about Jesus. but onlv when a NT author tells us 
that he was. (2) On the other hand. the Redemptive-Historical approach, which stresses 
more the organic unity of divine authorship. believes that many texts mean more than the 
human author intended. By the Holy Spirit's inspiration, an OT text may tell us  about Jesus 
Christ and we may discover this. even if no NT author tells u s  so. 

c. Criticisms. (1) Of the 'Redemptive-Historical' approach: First. there is a real danger of 
allegorizing. If you are not 'controlled' in your interpretation by first establishing the human 
author's intention. then your imagination can just run wild. and you can get anything out of it. 
Second, since you are always W n g  to 'find Christ' in the text, you may miss the very real 
practical applications and moral exhortations that are there. The people will get an inspiring 
picture of Jesus. but not get any real practical direction in how to live their lives. Third. it could 
be hard for your lay people to learn how to interpret the Bible with this method. When you are 
done. they11 say: 'My! I could never get all that out of a text." And they'll be right. 

22 Rodney A. Whitacre. 'Hearing God's Truth: A Beginner's Guide to Studying the Scriptures". Available 
at the website of the Trinity Episcopal School for Ministry. Http://www.tesm.edu/writings/whithear.htm. 
23 Of course. the highly allegorical reading of the Bible is quite prevalent among lay people in all 
churches. 



Testament using the 'Organic' or "Redemptive-Historical" approach. They are constantly 
reading Psalms and other parts of the Bible as  being about Christ. even when those texts have 
no clear 'Messianic Prophecy" in them. This was clearly a 'model' with which the NT writers 
were interpreting the OT. Why not use the model? The objection that 'they were inspired, we 
are not' assumes that no one else in the early church was reading the Old Testament in a 
thoroughly Christological way. But all indications are that they were. 

Second. the historical approach often speaks of the Christo-centric approach being 'arbitrary', 
but it's own method is much more speculative than i t  seems to realize. Of course it is 
somewhat speculative to answer the question "what does this text tell us  about Jesus?" when 
we know that the author didn't intend to tell u s  overtly about Jesus. But. on the other hand. it 
is somewhat speculative to try to reconstruct the original condition and historical setting as 
well. We are never sure we are right about the original audience. It takes a great deal of 
imagination and guess work to posit authorial intent. So the grammatico-historical exegesis is 
not as scientific and objective as it might first appear. Third, we must be able to preach Christ 
from a text. or we have the problem of 'synagogue' sermons. We are preaching the same 
sermon that could be preached in a synagogue-"Here is the righteous law. Do it and you will 
live." For example, how should we preach Jacob wrestling with the angel? There is no place 
where a New Testament writer sees this as a type of Christ. In the stricter view, then. we 
cannot preach this text as being about Christ at  all. We must say that we learn here things 
Iike: a) life is filled with difficulty but we should persevere, or b) we need to wrestle with God in 
prayer. But that is what could have been preached centuries before Christ came. It is a 
sermon that would fit as well in a synagogue. Fourth. the 'Historical-Intent Only' approach 
implies that the Church was not able to interpret the Bible properly until very recently we had 
the historical tools to discern original settings.24 

The Difference between a n  "Allegory" and  a "Type" 
If then we see that a Christological reading of the Bible is a wise and right way to go--the 
biggest practical issue that comes us in this discussion is-how can you tell the difference 
between a "type" and an "allegory"? The Redemptive-Historical approach finds types of Christ 

/? - in OT texts even where a NT writer does not indicate that there is one. How can you be sure . 
Q 
# you are not allegorizing? Based on the writings of Clowney and Rod Whitacre's paper. here is a 

4 summary of the difference. 
4- 

' a. Typology: (1) ( ~ 1 o w n e ~ ) z  type is based on something in the text of symbolic signfflcance 
& to the human author and in the Scriptures in general. There must be evidence that the 

author saw a feature or figure as having some significance of syrnbolism~For example. is the 

14 fact that the chord Rahab uses to mark and protect her home (Joshua 2) is scarlet significant 
3 to the author? Or does the color red symbolize blood or sacrifice in general in the Bible. If not 

p! (and I don't think we can demonstrate that it does), then we cannot preach that the chord 

1 -35- represents the blood of Christ protecting us  from justice and wrath--as some people have done. 
' 3 .. However, we can preach the blood on the doorposts of the Israelites that way (Exodus 12). Can 
' we preach that God's choice of Leah as  the mother of the Messianic seed is a type of God's 
f salvation through weakness and rejection (Matt. 1 : 1 - 17; 1 Cor. 1 :26ff.)? We would have to 
I d demonstrate that the author of Genesis knew that Judah was the bearer of the Messianic 

L& strain and that therefore it's corning to Leah rather than Rachel was an act of grace. I believe 
we can (Gen.49: 10). Can we preach that Isaac represents Christ? Yes, because in the Old 

' 3  30 
Testament. the first-born had redemptive significance. Every first born belonged to God, etc. 

5 - 
24 See Moises Silva. Has the Church Misread the Bible? (Zondervan. 1984). 



and he must wash in the Jordan. Because the Lord's salvation is a revealed salvation, we must 
submit to that revelation. On the other hand. we see a type of Christ's salvation in the 
prominence of the servants. Naarnan keeps going to kings, but God sends his salvation through 
the weak and marginal. He must go to a weaker country than Syria. he learns of his salvation 
through a servant girl who was victimized by his military, he only avoids disaster when his own 
servants reason with him to listen to Elisha. Because salvation comes through weakness and 
the powerless. we receive it by repentance/ faith alone and so refuse to worship worldly power 
and wealth. So types focus on 'macro-patterns' of revelation rather than descending to details. 

b. Allegory: (1) Allegory, by contrast, seeks no basis in the author's original intent. Of 
course. it reads everything a s  symbolic, but it makes no attempt to show through linguistic or 
literary analysis that the feature it fixes on was of some symbolic significance to the human 
author. In other words, it ignores the human nature of the Bible and treats it as  if it were 
simply a supernatural text. (2) Secondly, allegory focuses on microfeatures such as words 
or even numbers. It may take the two coins that the Good Samaritan left with the innkeeper 
as the two sacraments of baptism and the Lord's Supper. left by Jesus to sustain and heal us. 
It may take the 'little ones' of Ps.137:8-9 as  our sinful thoughts or our 'little' white lies. Instead 
of seeking to identify broad patterns of salvation with Jesus' pattern, it f i e s  on details. 

Historical 
'What does the h m  
author mean?" 

Historic and Organic: 
An Outline of Positions 

" Historical-Critica1/Liberalw 
'I interpret the human Biblical author's original meaning 
without alignment with meaning of the other human 
Biblical authors." 

" Historical-Critica1/Evangelicaln 
'I interpret the human Biblical author's original meaning 
in alignment with other human authors. But I do not look 
for meanings in the text that the human author did not put 
there." 
7'ypology only ij the New Testament tells me. ---- ---------------------------------------------------------------------*------------------ 

" Redemptive-Historical" 
'I interpret the human Biblical author's original meaning not 
only in alignment with other human authors. I also look for 
meanings that the divine author may have put there that the 
human author did not." 
Typology based on Symboltc signijiiance. 

Organic 
'What does the divine 
author mean?" 

"Allegorical" 
'I interpret the Biblical text without much regard for the human 
Biblical author's original meaning. I use it to confirm or illustrate 
other texts in the Bible. 



T m  Basic 'Theological Frameworks'. 
Richard Lints, in The Fabric ofTheology (Eerdmans, 1993) points out that what we have been 
calling 'Redemption-Historical' exegesis is more than just a way to interpret texts. He believes 
that one very significant difference among evangelicals lies between those who organize 
doctrines into a 'redemptive historicalw framework and those who organize doctrines along the 
lines of a 'systematic-topicalw framework. (See pp.259-290). The first framework (which he 
connects with the names of Vos, Kline, and Gaffin) sees the basic theological structure of 
Scripture as a series of historical epochs in which God progressively reveals more and more of 
his redemptive purposes in Christ through successive covenants (Creation. Abrahamic. Mosaic. 
Christ-inaugurated. Christ-consummated). The second framework (which he connects with the 
names of Hodge, Berkhof, and Erickson) sees the basic framework of Scripture as  a series of 
logical categories or subject headings around which the varied texts of Scriptures are organized 
to produce doctrines (God, Man, Christ, Justification, Sanctification. Glorification). 

What is the difference? The traditional teaching of the Reformed seminaries over the last 40 
years has been basically correct--the RHM and STM are 'symbiotically related'. On the one 
hand. the systematics-student should study every Biblical text in its redemptive-historical 
context before doing topical-synthesis. Many conventional systematic-topics can be taken up 
and given new life through Biblical-theological treatment. For example, Harvie Conn did a 
Biblical-theological study of 'church growth', tracing the theme of 'multiplication' from the 
creation mandate through the whole Bible.25 On the other hand, if the RHM resists Systematic 
Theology too much we may not really have a unified Bible. We have to be able to answer the 
question: what is the authoritative Biblical teaching on this subject? 

Having said that. the two approaches, practically speaking, tend to produce two somewhat 
different 'mindsets' when it comes to reading the Scripture. Lints argues that the redemptive- 
historical model (RHM) is better than the systematic-topical model (STM) for thinking about the 
Bible. John Murray speaks of the 'tendency to abstraction" of the STM. the tendency to 
dehistoricize. and to arrive a t  'timeless", topically oriented universals. ("Systematic Theology" in 
The New Testament Student and Theolooy, J.H.Skilton, ed. P&R 1976). RHM. on the other 
hand focuses on God's special revelation not primarily as 'naked informationw but primarily as 
God's activity in history. But if this is true, then these different approaches will effect 
preaching and ministry in general. 

Theological Frameworks Compared 

a. The RHM gives u s  a dynamic view of our place in redemptive history. The RHM tells 
that we are now in a particular period of redemptive history (between the first and second 
coming of Christ). This is the period of the 'already-but-not-yet" of the kingdom of God, which 
sets us apart from the epoch previous to and following this one. The STM model has little 
concept of the all-pervasiveness of the kingdom of God. I t  tends to see the kingdom mainly in 
terms of one of the traditional 'millennial' positions. 

The massive importance of the 'already-but-not-yet-kingdom' for both faith and practice is 
Iargely missed by those steeped in the STM approach. It tends to think of Biblical truth in a- 
historical categories of doctrine which we now have to 'apply" to our lives today. It tends to rely 
mainly on 'correctness" or technique ('5 principles for overcoming worryw). The RHM avoids 
over optimism or pessimism or legalism by focusing always on the dynamic kingdom-epoch 
lifestyle we live out now. The City of God and the City of Man are present realities. Christ as 
died. risen, and ascended has put us  in a particular, current, dynamic relationship to God, our 

See first chapters in Harvie Conn, ed. Theohicd Pers~ectiues on Church Growth (Presbyterian and 
Reformed. 19771. 



John Stott, in a very interesting and easy-to-understand chapter called "The Now and the Not 
Yet" in The Contemporaru Christian (IVP. 1992) shows what a powerful effect this theological 
category has on our practice. This understanding of our place in redemptive history keeps us 
from fundamentalism (the 'not yet Christians"), Pentecostalism (the 'already" Christians), and 
Liberalism (in some ways too 'not yet" and in other ways too 'already"). I t  keeps us from over - 
or under-discipline. from over- or under-emphasis on evangelism or social concern, from over- 
optimism or under-optimism about revival, and so on. A-historical (SW understandings of the 
Bible lead constantly to these extremes. By the way. Jonathan Edwards noted these same 
three enemies of true revival--Dead orthodoxy. Enthusiasm, and Heterodoxy. 

b. The RHM gives us a more Biblical and less 'western" framework. Harvie Conn in 
Eternal Word and Chanaina Worlds (Zondervan. 1984) points out that the highly rational. 
scientific approach of STM is difficult for people of non-Western cultures to enjoy or grasp. 
Many are now pointing out that many of the fornulators of STM were unwittingly shaped and 
affected by the Enlightenment, its detached rationality and its mistrust of history. Harvie (and 
Rick) note that the RHM gives much more weight to the fact that the Bible is filled with 
narrative. The gospel itself is a true story, not a set of "principles" or "laws". The STM 
approach has 'de-storied' the gospel. Harvie also points out that RHM understands that all 
God's truth is covenantal truth, never abstract from history and life. (See pp.225-234). Thus 
preaching and teaching from the RHM tends to be much less pietistic and abstract from life. All 
of this means that RHM is a vastly better vehicle for spreading the gospel through and to all 
people groups. 

c. The RHM gives us  a more corporate and less individualistic approach to ministry. 
h e  RHM understands that the goal of salvation history is not simply a 'right relationship' with 
God and live in heaven forever. The goal of redemption is really 're- creation'^ God's saving 
purposes culminate in a new creation, not a disembodied eternal state. The gospel is not that 
we get to escape earth into heaven, but that heaven is "comes down" to transform the earth. 
The church. then. is not simply an aggregation of people who help one another find God. but it 
is called to be in this world a sign of the coming new creation. We are to embody the 'new 
humanity that Christ i s  creating. 

All of this drastically undermines the pietistic, individualistic. privatistic Christianity that can 
be the result of the STM approach.r~hile the STM approach points u s  more to how we as  
individuals get peace with God and 'live right', the RHM framework calls u s  to live our lives out 
as  a 'counter-culture', a new nation. in which our business practices, race relations. artistic 
expressions, family life. etc.. show the world what humanity could be like under the Lordship 
of Christ. And the RHM emphasis on 'new creation' calls us to be concerned for the social and 
material world. since God's ultimate salvation will not only redeem the soul but the body and 
the physical world as well. 

d. The RHM gives a much more relevant approach to 'post-modern' times. This point is 
closely connected to the previous one. "Post-modem" times are characterized by a rejection of 
the Enlightenment worship of rationality and technique, and is much more devoted to narrative 
and story as  ways to find meaning. Also. post-modernity rejects the Enlightenment's emphasis 
on the individual and stresses the importance of community. As we have just seen. the RHM 
shows us all those resources in Biblical theology that the STM approach has tended to 
overlook. It breaks the Bible into stages of a Story--the story of Jesus and his salvation--while 
the STM breaks the Bible into logical categories. More than that, the RHM actually puts us 
into the story. showing u s  our place and stage in the unfolding of the kingdom of God. The 
RHM approach also shows concern for the regeneration of human community and even the 



gives us a more Christ-centered understanding of the Bible. The W M  sees 
the purpose of each epoch of redemptive history as being the progressive revealing of Christ. 
God could have poured our judgment on mankind in the Garden, therefore the only reason 
there is any history is because God has purposed to send his Son into the world. to pour out 
judgment on 0 and thereby bring salvation. Jesus is the only reason there is human history. 
and therefore he is goal of human history. Thus everything God says and does in history 
explain and prepare for the salvation of his Son. The STM, on the other hand, will examine the 
Law. the prophets. and history of Abraham, Moses, David, etc. for information about the 
various doctrinal topics--what we learn about how to live, what to believe. But the RHM sees 
every story and law and piece of wisdom literature as pointing to Christ and his work. 
Preaching and teaching from an STM framework tends to be much more moralistic and 
legalistic. 

f. The RHM gives us a more organic way of reading Biblical texts. The RHM works at 
understanding the differences between stages in redemptive history, while the STh4 largely 
ignores such study. But many disputes over the application of the Old Testament laws are 
really based on a lack of understanding of the role which the Mosaic regulations played in that 
time in redemptive history (i.e. how they helped us look to and prepare for God's coming 
salvation) and of how that role is fulfilled in Christ. 

Maybe even more fundamentally, the RHM really leads u s  to see the very pumose of each 
Biblical passage differently. We have said that RHM understands God's revelation never comes 
in the form of textbook type information. but in the form of covenant. Why? Because the 
purpose of God's truth is never to merely inform. but to know God in a relationship of love and 
service. For example, if we read Genesis 1-2 with an STM mind-set, expecting "naked 
information" about how the world was created, we will see i t  differently than those who read 
with a RHM mind-set, expecting knowledge of who are Creator is and how we are to relate to 
him and to his creation. 

Concluding Note: Do not read the above a s  pitting Systematic Theology per se against 'Biblical 
Theology'. There have been many proponents of the Redemptive-Historical approach that 
virtually deny the ability to do coherent Systematics at  all. This is going too far by far. and 
such a denial ultimately undermines the concept of a single divine author of the whole Bible. 



HOW? A CHRISTO-CENTRIC 
FOCUS 

INTRODUCTION 
For theological, pastoral, and missiological reasons we should read the Bible as 'Redemption 
History' and not simply as a body of spiritual and moral information. This means that every 
part and text of the Bible is part of the 'Big Story' of salvation and attests to God's saving 
purposes which climax in Jesus Christ. Therefore, every text is 'really about Jesus'. But how 
do we 'get to Christ'. practically speaking, when preaching a text that is not directly about 
Jesus? How can we actually read each text 'Christologically', with a Christo-centric focus? 

The preacher feels this most acutely when preaching from the 3/4 of the Bible called the 'Old 
Testament'. When most people think of "Preaching Christ" from a such a text. they think of 
doing so by typology. They look in the text for a 'type' of Christ within it. So, for example. we 
might preach Isaac as  a type of the sacrificed son, or David as  the type of the warrior-savior, 
and so on. This practice (as we have seen) is still somewhat controversial. but even if it were 
granted it would not suffice. Most texts of the Bible do not provide a classic 'type' of Jesus. The 
vast majority of psalms are not clear and consensus 'Messianic' psalms, for example. So in 
order to 'get to Christ' preachers may very lamely and artificially tack him on to the end of the 
sermon (e.g. 'You shouldn't lie, but if you do, through Jesus you can be forgiven.") Or they 
force him in through finding superfkial similarities, which really boil down to allegorizing. 

But it is important to see how many different ways there are to 'preach Christ' besides direct 
typology. Sidney Greidanus lays out a number of 'ways' to preach Christ besides typology in 
his book h-eachina Christ from the Old TestamenP. Goldsworthy too writes: 

'The essence of typology is the recognition that within Scripture itself certain events, 
people, and institutions in biblical history bear a particular relationship to later events. 
~eople, or institutions. The relationship is such that the earlier foreshadows the later, 
kd the later fills out or completes the earlier ....[ ~ u t ]  I want to suggest that behind -the 
technical uses [of the term 'typology'] ... there is a principle that is far-reaching in its 
application. We may refer to this as macro-typology because i t  indicates that we are not 
dealing mainly with scattered examples but with a broad pattern ... The typological 
correspondence is not simply between persons, events, and institution. but between 
whole epochs of revelation ... ."27 

What does Goldsworthy mean? I believe he means something like the following. (Note: I 
acknowledge both Goldsworthy and Greidanus' works as  the basis for my following summaries 
and categories: 

PREACHING CHRIST - BY INTERPRETIVE: METHOD 
One way to prepare to preach with a Christ-centered focus is to ways to identify gospel 'pieces' 
that only Christ can resolve (themes), receive (law). complete (stories). or fulfill (symbols). If I 
were you I would create my own collection of ways to preach Christ in these ways from: 

26 See Greidanus, heachinq Christ from the Old Testament (Eerdmans. 1999) pp. 203ff. Greidanus lists 
the following 'Ways" from Old Testament Passages to Christ: a) Redemptive-Historical Progression. b) 
Promise-Fulfillment. c) Typology, d) Analogy, e) Longitudinal Themes, 1) NT References, g) Contrast. 
27 Goldsworthy. heachina the Whole Bible. p. 77 and 11 1. 
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Carson is editing a series of books on these intercanonical themes.28 
Alec Motyer's Look to the Rock chooses seven of these redemptive themes and shows 
how Christ is the fulfillment of each. 
See the last section of each chapter in Longman and Dillard's An Introduction to the 
Old Testament (Zondervan. 1994) 
See Christopher J.H.Wright. Knowina Jesus throuah the Old Testament (IVP, 1992) 

A. BY THEME RESOLUTION. Only Jesus  resolves redemptive themes. 
h e r e  are quite a number of what Don Carson calls 'inter-canonical' themes that 'cut across' 

the entire Biblical corpus. Alec Motyer points out that the Old Testament asserts truths in 
apparentlv unreconcilable tension with each o t h e r p u s  these themes have 'thickening plots' 
as  the Old Testament goes on. In other words, like all good stories, there is dramatic tension 
within the theme that seems almost insoluble. Only in Christ, however, are the 'tensions' in 
these themes resolved and fulfilled. k i t h  this approach, rather than only looking for 'types' we 
should look for the auestions the text raises to which only Jesus can be 'the answer in the 
back of the book''1f you find any of the following themes threading through your text (and this 
is not an exhaustive list) you can simply 'pull on the thread', looking back to where it began 
and ahead to its fulfillment in Christ now and on the Last Day. 

Notice how these themes are not just 'moral principles' 
(justice, honesty, love, generosity, family loyalty, etc) 

but 'gospel pieces' 
(the attributes of God that supply salvation, the condition of humanity that requires 
salvation, the patterns of salvation provision, the means of salvation reception. etc) 

BROAD THEMES RESOLVED I N  CHRIST 
1. Theme of King a n d  Kingdom. The freedom and glory of God's kingdom is 'lost' when Adam 
and Eve sin. The search for a true 'judge' and king absorbs much of the history of God's 
people. The people continually fall away from submission to the rule of God and instead 
become slaves to their own desires or other nations which oppress and enslave. Both the 
successes and failures of all Israel's leaders point to the need for a true King. But eventually 
the tension between the brokenness and depth of sin and the requisite power of the Liberator- 
King becomes overwhelming. Though Moses leads the exodus out of the land of bondage, he 
fails to obey God a t  the Rock. Though David Goliath. he sins against Uriah. No human king is 
enough. The expectations of a perfect King come to fruition in Isaiah and the Psalms to such a 
high degree that only the coming of the Lord himself can fulfill them. Question: "how can any 
king be powerful enough to liberate us  from slavery and bondage this great?" The answer: only 
one who is God hirnse19 

2. Theme of Grace a n d  Law in the C0venant.A second major theme of the Bible is how the 
holiness and love of God relate in the covenant. God is absolutely holy and also merciful. But 
how can he be both? Ray Dillard says that the histories of Judges through 2 Chronicles seem 
caught on the dilemma of whether God's covena t with his people is conditional (conditioned P on obedience) or unconditional (by sheer grace). Thus the narratives are mainly propelled by 
the tension of the guestion: "how can God be holy and still remain faithful to his people?" The 
answer: only in the cross. where both the law of God and the love of God was fulfilled. Dillard 
insists that we must not try to resolve this tension until we get to the cross. Isaiah points to a 
'resolution' when he speaks of the need for both a High King and a Suffering Servant, but even 
he is essentially creating just more 'dramatic' tension that only Christ can resolve 1 

3 s e y  are called New ShLdies in Biblical Theology, put out under the 'Apollos' imprint of IVP in the 
United Kingdom. and soon to be put out by IW in this country. 



who is Life itself. Death brings decay and disintegration to all God's good creation. Life is filled 
with grief and loss. Society is a Babel. Even the people of God are in a kind of indefinite 'exile'. 
We are alienated from our God, our true selves, one another, and from the creational 
environment.&e question: "how can the creation be saved and healed? how can we be 
liberated from death and decay?" Answer: only if the one who created us  returns to renew us 
at  last. Only by the one who defeats death through the resurrection. He will reconcile 'all 
things' (Col.1: 16-20] and make the world into the Garden of God. (Rev.21: 1-8A 

4 .  Theme of the True God us. Idols. The first two commandments in the Decalogue take up 
one of the pre-dominant themes of the Bible--the difference between the true God and idols. 
Any and every created thing is good in itself but can have demonic, destructive influence if it is 
promoted to an ultimate, god-like place in any heart, society, or culture. Idolatry becomes the 
ultimate definition of sin. because it is possible to be almost completely compliant with the 
behavioral law and yet be obeying out of idolatrous motives (e.g. works righteousness, racial- 
cultural pride. lust for social status) rather than God. All psychological and social pathologies 
can be traced to inordinate loves (Augustine. Luther). Euest ion:  "How can a disordered psyche 
or society be renovated and made healthy?" Answer: only by a Savior who is an absolute 
Beauty. Rules and doctrines alone will not suffice. since the root of all sin and disorder is 
'having other gods before me'. We need One who is not just a king/liberator, not just one who 
is a righteous Law-fulfiller. not just a death-healer. but a Beauty that can capture our hearts. 
"Unto you who believe he is precious" (1 Peter2  

NARROWER THEMES RESOLVED I N  CHRIST (just some!) 
5. Worship and the Sanctuary. ("Felt Need") Question: How can we connect to the presence 
of God? The Presence was lost through sin. I t  dwells amidst of the people in the tabernacle, but 
in Christ. God's glory becomes something we 'behold' (John 1: 14). and now the presence of God 
is actually within us (1 Peter 2). Some day. the light and presence of God will fill the earth. 
Jesus is the Beauty we must adore to live. Trace through the Bible the history of face-to-face 
encounters with God's presence--Gen 15. 18 (Abraham's) Gen 28. 32 (Jacob's) Exodus 3, 33 
(Moses') Joshua 5 (Joshua's) Judges 13 (Samson's parents) 1 Kings 19 (Elijah) Isaiah 6 
(Isaiah's). 

6. Righteousness and Nakedness. ("Felt Need") Question: How can we be free of shame and 
condemnation? We were originally righteous and right with God--naked and unashamed. Jesus 
however is the perfectly obedient Son, clothing us in a robe of is own righteousness and lead us  
boldly and unashamedly before the throne. Trace through the Bible the concept of shame and 
guilt from Genesis 3 through the Psalms and Isaiah 6 through the prophets to the New 
Testament. d 
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7. Marriage and Faithfulness. ("Felt Need) Question: How can we know love and intimacy? fl - 
God depicts his relationship with this people as the relationship of a husband to an unfaithful 
wife. Jesus however, is the true bridegroom who sacrificially loves his spouse, wins her love, 
and presents her to himself a radiant bride. Trace through the Bible this theme from Genesis 2 - 
throughout the prophets m e k  16, Hosea) to John 1 and Ephesians 5. - --- 

- 

8. Image and Likeness. ("Felt Need") Question: How can we become fully human beings? God - 
made us in his 'image and likeness', but that likeness has been defaced in us, though not lost. 
In Christ and his incarnation. we have the perfect picture of who God is (in terms we can 
literally grasp) and also of who we are meant to be. Through Christ the image of God is restored 
in us. 



profoundly. Christ brings us the spiritual rest from our good works (Hebrews 4). Finally, we will 
have the ultimate rest in the City of God. 

10. Wisdom and  the Word. ("Felt Need") Question: How can we know the truth, especially the 
reason for our existence? We were created for a purpose, but now we experience 
meaninglessness. We do not have the wisdom to direct our steps. But in Christ we have not 
only the master teacher of the Word, but the Word, the Logos himself. who is the one we should 
live for, our meaning in life. 

11. Justice and  Judgement. ("Felt Need") Question: If there is no ultimate judge, what hope 
is there for the world, so filled with tyranny and injustice, but if there is an ultimate judge, 
what hope is there for us, who have done so much wrong? (1.e. How can the Word of God be 
life-giving blessing and not just a curse? ) Answer--only in Christ is there hope, for he is the 
Judge who took our Judgement, so God can be both Jus t  and Justifier of those who believe. 

THEME PROGRESSION TOWARD CHRIST. 
The preacher must put the text into the 'flow' of God's salvation history, because all of these 
themes build to resolution only progressively. God establishes his world in creation, but 
through the Fall, nearly all is lost. Then God begins to re-establish (kingdom, sanctuary. Word, 
rest, covenant) with the patriarchs, then under Moses, then during the time of the Prophets. 
After this. all these themes flame into new brightness in Christ himself. Now God is working 
them out in the era of the church and will bring them to finality on the last day. Therefore, the 
theme of R-H progress cuts across all other themes. It is usually important to make some 
reference to the whole history. For example, when preaching about the Psalmist's desire to go 
to the sanctuary, we should not simply exhort our people to enjoy worship. Rather we should 
say. 'now we are the temple (1 Pet.2:4-5) because Jesus is the temple (John 2:13ff.) How much 
more available must the Lord be now for rich communion?' You can always trace each of these 
'broad' or 'narrow' themes through their progressive unfolding. 

Many of the 'inter-canonical themes' have explicit Old Testament promises attached to them. 
From the 'mother promise' of Gen.3: 15 down. Jesus is the fulfillment of them all. Move from 
the promise (implicit or explicit) in your text down to its fulfillment in Jesus. Or, if you are 
preaching a text from the New Testament. show the history of the longings and promises that 
are the background to what is asserted. This gives 'depth' and 'story' to the rather abstract 
pronouncements of the epistles, especially. 

B. BY LAW- RECEPTION.^^^^ Jesus lets us truly receive the law's requirement% 
A second major way to 'get to Christ' is to take the "Law Listening" approach. This is based on 
the idea of Paul in Galatians 3:24 that the Law is ultimately meant to "lead us to Christ". 

In this approach, we take one of the many ethical principles and examples of the Bible--from 
the wisdom Iiterature or the Old Testament law or even from a New Testament epistle--and 
truly 'listen' to it. These ethical principles are extremely searching and profound, and if we 
listen to them honestly and thoroughly, we will see that it is simply impossible to keep them!G 
Christ-centered preaching we argue that we have not truly 'listened' to the full weight of the 
rule till we see that God will have to a) provide some kind of remarkably thorough forgiveness 
for us and/or b) find some powerful way to fulfill this ethical principle for us and in us-- 
because we are completely incapable of doing  so.^ 

Bryan Chapel1 is getting a t  this when he says that even if a text is not directly describing Christ 
it often points us  to him when we ask: "what does this text reveal about human beings that 



Therefore, ultimately. Jesus is the only way to truly take the law seriously--he is the only way 
to truly receive it. The Iaw does demand that we be perfectly holy. So we are not really 
listening to the law if we think we can obey it! The law is saying, in effect, 'you can never fulfill 
me--you need a savior!" (Galatians 3 and 4) So there are two ways we can only 'receive' the law 
with Jesus: 1) First. only if we know we are saved by faith can we have the strength to actually 
hear how extensive and searching and deep the demands of the law are. If we don't believe in 
the gospel of sheer grace we will have to find some way of whittling down the full requirements 
of any given law text. If we know we are saved by Jesus' finished work already then we have 
the guts to face the high demands of the law. a Ssax& only if we know we are saved by the 
perfect righteousness of Christ imputed to us are we able to take the law seriously. The gospel 
alone admits that Cod demands perfection--nothing less--and he gets it in Christ. 

What then do we actually exhort the people to do in our preaching? The "Law Listening" 
approach does not say: "well, then you don't really have to obey--after all, nobody's perfect!" 
Instead, we show that we wiIl not be truly freed and able to obey this principle until fust we see 
that Jesus fulfilled i t  for us. This ties directly into Application Strategy "A. Critque Both 
Religion and Irreligion". Look there for more details. 

t) But it is important to see that we do not need to find a 'type' or even an 'inter-canonical theme' 
in order to preach Christ from the text. It is not simply that Jesus Christ fulfills the 
requirements of the law on our behalf so we are not condemned by it. I t  is not even only that he 
exemplifies obedience to the law so that we might have a model for holy living. But since all 
human history only has happened because of Jesus (Gen.3: 15) and since we are created in his 
image, institutions like marriage, work, family, and community were designed to reflect him. 

0 
In other words, it is not just that our relationship with Jesus is like a good marriage, but 
marriage itself was invented to show us  what our relationship with Jesus is to be like. 

herefore .  We can't explain why we "shall not steal" unless we look at  Jesus' ultimate 
generosity. who "thought it not robbery" to remain in heaven but gave it away, who "though rich 
became poor for your sakes". We can't explain why we "shall not commit adultery" unless we 
look at  the faithfulness and (properly!) "jealous" love Jesus has shown to us on the cross. His 
-jealous" love does not only define sexual fidelity, but it gives u s  the only sufficient motive and 
power to practice i t  ourselves. Jesus is not simply the ultimate example, but as  the fulfiller of 
the principlesfor us at  infinite cost to himself, he changes the inner dvnamics of our hearts so 
we can desire and long to be like himJ 

C. BY STORY-COMPLETION. Only Jesus completes the great stories of the Bible. 
A third way to 'get to Christ' is to take the micro-story line of your text and connect it to the 
Bible's 'macro' story line: God is intervening into the histow of a rebellious human race, bv 
calling out and forming a new humanitv, through actions that climax in the death and 
resurrection of Christ, and which lead to the iudgment and renewal of the entire creation. 
There are two basic kinds of story-lines to be connected to the Christ-story line. (Much of the 
following is what is traditionally called 'typology'. but it is under letter D below that we examine 
classic typology.) 

1 .  Individuals' story-lines. 
All the individual stories point u s  to Jesus, a s  we locate them in the history of redemption 
(often with the direct help of the New Testament writers, often not.) Jesus is the true and 
better Adam who passed the temptation test in the garden and whose obedience is imputed to 

29 "A Seminar for Communicating the Grace of All Scripture" by Bryan Chapell. Unpublished handout. 



d to leave all the familiar and go ou knowing whither he went!" 
Jesus is the true "Isaac" who is the son of the laughter of grace who was offered up for us all. 
He is the true Jacob, who wrestled with God and took the blow of justice we deserved so we like 
Jacob only receive the wounds of grace to wake us up. He is the true Joseph, who at  the right 
hand of the king forgives those who betrayed and sold him and uses his new power to save 
them. Jesus is the true and better Moses who stands in the gap between the people and the 
Lord and who mediates a new covenant (Heb.3). He is the true Rock of Moses who, struck with 
the rod of God's justice. now gives us water in the desert. He is the true Joshua who is the 
general of the Lord's army. He is the true and better Job--the only innocent sufferer who then 
intercedes for his friends (Job 42). Jesus is the better Samson. whose death accomplishes so 
much good (Judges 16:31). He is the true David, whose victory becomes his people's victory 
though they never lifted a stone to accomplish it themselves. Jesus is the true "Teacher" 
(Ecclesiastes) who may lead us  through despair to help us find God. He is the true Jonah who 
went into the belly of the earth and so the people could be saved. 

2. Corporate story-lines. 
It is not simply the stories of individuals that point us to Christ. The redemptive purpose of 
God (easier to see in the RHM than the STMI) is to redeem a people and renew creation. 
Therefore, the major events in the history of the formation of the people of God also point us to 
Christ. Jesus is the one through whom all people are created. (John 1). Thus the creation 
story itself points forward to the new creation in Christ. Jesus is the one who went through 
temptation and probation in the wildernesst Thus the story of the Fall points forward to the 
successful probation and active obedience of Christ. Thus the exodus story points forward to 
the true exodus Jesus led for his people through his death (Luke 9:31). He led them not just 
out of economic and political bondage, but out of bondage to sin and death itself. Thus the 
wandering in the wilderness and the exile to Babylon points forward to Jesus' 'homelessness' 
and wandering and wilderness temptation and his suffering as  the scapegoat outside the gate. 
He undenvent the ultimate exile which fulfilled the righteousness of God fully. 

Jesus is very literally the true Israel, the Seed (Ga1.3: 16-17). He is the only one who is faithful 
to the covenant. v e  is a remnant of one. He fulfills all the obligations of the covenant. and 
earns the blessings of the covenant for all who believe. When Hosea talks about the exodus of 
Israel from Egypt, he says. 'Out of Egypt I have called my son" (Hos. 11: 1). Hosea calls all of 
Israel 'my son". But Matthew quotes this verse referring to Jesus (Matt.2: 15) because Jesus is 
the true Israel. As we have seen above, just a s  Israel was in bondage in Egypt but was saved by 
the mighty redemptive actions of God in history, so Jesus leads the new people of God out of 
bondage to sin through the mighty redemptive actions of God in history (his death and 
resurrection). 

3. Grace-Pattern story-lines. 
L o t h e r  kind of 'typology' that is often overlooked is narraffve pattern of life-through-death or 
triumph-through-weakness pattern which is so often how God works in history and in our 
 lives^ (These are not so much 'gospel pieces' a s  'gospel patterns'.) Notice how everyone with 
power and worldly status in the story of Naaman is clueless about salvation, while all the 
servants and underlings show wisdom. This is a major pattern in the Bible, a gospel-pattern. a 
grace event or a grace 'story-line' Move from the grace-event to the work Christ. For example, 
few have considered either Esther or Ruth to be a 'type' of Christ, and yet. in order to redeem 
the people they love, they must risk loss and do many things that mirror how Christ brought 
salvation to us. Another, important Grace-event typology is the 'order' of the Exodus and the 
Law-giving. God did not first give the law and then deliver the people. First he delivered the 
people and then he gave them the Law. Thus we are not saved by the Law, but saved for the 
Law. The Law is how we regulate our love-relationship with God. not the way we merit the 
relationship. We are saved by faith in Christ. 



It is especially important to see the importance of tymg even the narrative actions of Christ to 
his own work. Why can Jesus be so accepting of outcasts and sinners? Is it because he is 
simply a 'tolerant person'? No--it is only because he paid the penalty for them on the cross. If 
we preach his examples of loving acceptance without tyng them to the pattern of the cross, we 
are simply 'moralizing'. We are simply telling people, "be accepting and tolerant of others." 

D. BY SYMBOL-FULFILLMENT 
We briefly mentioned above how to determine if a particular feature in a text has symbolic 
significance for the author. In general. if a feature has symbolic significance for the author 
(symbolizing God's saving activity in some way) then it may be seen as  a type of Christ. even if 
the author does not evidently have Christ consciously in mind. This is an area where abuse is 
quite possible. For example, does the Eve's creation out of the side of Adam symbolize our 
redemption out of the wounding of Christ's side in his execution?30 Unlikely. Nevertheless, we 
assert that symbolism-typology is quite important in the Bible and here are some ways symbols 
function. 

1 .  Major Figure Typology and Symbols. All the major figures and leaders of the Scriptures 
are point us  to Christ, who is the ultimate leader who calls out and forms a people for God. 

Every anointed leader--every prophet. priest, king, judge who brings about 'salvation' or 
deliverance or redemption of any kind or level--is each a pointer to Christ. both in their 
strengths and even in their flaws. Even the flaws shows that God works by grace and uses 
what the world sees as  marginal and weak. The 'outsiders' who God uses, especially those in 
the line of the promised 'seed', point to him (cf. Matt. 1 : 1 - 1 1bHe is the fulfillment of the history 
of the judges who show that God can save not only by many, or by few. but by one. Jesus is 
the judge all the judges points to (since he really administers justice), the prophet all the 
prophets point to (since he really shows us  the truth), the priests all the priests point to (since 
he really brings us to God). and the King of kings. 

2. Non-Personal Salvation Typology and Symbols. Trace the 'salvation-by-grace' symbols 
out to their fulfillment in Christ. The bronze snake, the water of life from the smitten rock point 
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to Christ. of course (since John and Paul tell us they do!) But especially the entire sacrificial 
and temple system is really pointing to him. Absolutely everything about the ceremonial 
system--from the clean laws to the altar, the sacrifices. and the temple itself--are pointing to 
him. The Sabbath and the Jubilee point to him. He makes them all obsolete. Jesus is the 

S' 
sacrifice all the sacrifices point to (Hebrews 10). Jesus is the bread on the altar in the temple 

E - 
(John 6). the light stand in the Holy Place (John8). and the temple itself (John 2). for he is the 
presence of God with us. Jesus is fulfills all the ceremonial clean laws about foods and ritual 
purification (Acts 10 and 11). Jesus fulfills circumcision--it represents how he was cut off from 
God. Now we are clean in him. (Co1.2: 10-1 1) Jesus is the Passover lamb (I Cor.5:7) 

E. BY WAY OF CONTRAST. 
This is not so much a fifth 'way' to preach Christ as another aspect of using 'Story Insertion' 
and 'Symbol-fu

lfi

llment'. 

5 idney Greidanus is helpful when he reminds us that we do not need a good example in our 
text in order to 'get to Christ'. When we say Christ is the completion or fulfillment of every text, 
that means that he is not only a comparison but a contrast to every text. Christ is a better 

-- - - -- 

30 Example from Greidanus. p. 37. 



Or look at the cries for justice in the Psalms. In one sense, Christ validates those cries--human 
injustice is serious! I t  does have to be paid for--it cannot simply be shrugged off or covered 
over. See--it takes the cross of Christ to reveal just how justified these cries for retribution are! 
But in another sense, it takes Jesus' atonement on the cross to lead us  to think of ourselves 
differently than David (or the other Psalmists did). His death for us  vividly shows us  that we all 
deserve condemnation and it also shows us that the ultimate price for the sin (of our enemies) 
has been paid. Therefore we do not seek simple defense and justice but not vengeance or 
personal retribution. We are to pray for our enemies, a s  Jesus did. Jesus is thus a 'better 
Psalmist' and so the Psalmist points us  to him by their limitations (in their stage in redemption 
history). 

PREACHING CHRIST - IN EACH BIBLICAL GENRE and EPOCH 
Another way to prepare to preach with a Christ-centered focus is to study the way that 
particular genres and epochs of Biblical literature reveal Christ. 

Epoch 
Pre-Abraharnic 
Patriarchal 

Genre 
OT narrative 

Moses/Joshua OT narrative 
Law 

Judges to David 

David to Jesus 

OT narrative 
Wisdom 
Psalms 

OT narrative 
Prophets 

Ministry of Jesus N T  narrative 
NT Discourse (Teaching/parables) 

Early Church NT narrative (Acts) 
Epistles 

Apocalyptic Daniel, Revelation, Olivet Discourse 

In each genre or epoch there are particular ways in which the themes mentioned above take 
shape and point to Christ. If I were you I would create my own outline or 'stash' of ways and 
means to preach each kind of literature by consulting following sources: 

The 12 part tape-course "Preaching Christ in the Old Testament" by Edmund 
Clowney available from Westminster Seminary Media. 
The 8 chapters in Graeme Goldsworthy's book Preachina the Whole Bible as 
Christian Scrioture. 
The new emerging series 'The Gospel According to the Old Testament" by 
Presbyterian and Reformed. See for example T.Longmanls Irnmanuel in our Place: 
Seeina Christ in Israel's WorshiD and R.Dillardls Faith in the Face o f  Apostasu: The 
Gospel Accordino to Eliiah and Elisha 



I .  It is theologically right to anchor every way of preaching Christ both in the history of 
redemption and in the incomplete condition of the listeners. (I will call the incomplete 
condition a 'felt need' below.) Paul says that his purpose every time he proclaims Christ is to 
complete people (Col 1:28), then we can say that every facet of the person and work of Christ 
must correspond to some facet of our fallenness or incompleteness. As  the older divines used 
to put it, "he is an eminently suitable Savior". Bryan Chapel1 consistently makes this point in 
his training. He calls this the 'Fallen Condition Focus'. I t  always works both ways. From any 
direct depiction of a human failing, lack. or incompleteness we can infer some aspect of 
Christ's saving work. On the other hand from any direct depiction of Christ's person or work 
we can infer some lack or need us. Unless we do both, our preaching will either be 1) abstract- 
-a) academically so (eg "this represents the return from the exile of the people of God") or b) 
sentimentally so (eg "this shows how loving God is to us") OR 2) moralistic--without the moral 
imperative put into the bigger context of God's grace and provision and therefore our 
motivation and safety in doing it. If we don't ground the theme in the history of redemption 
(with reference to the fallen condition) we will be irrelevant; if we don't ground the theme in 
history of redemption (with reference to God's actual saving events) we will be moralistic or 
platitudinous. 

2.E is 'narratively coherent' to set up a 'conflict' in the early part of the sermon outline and 
then 'resolve' it with Christ. This makes Christ, in a sense, the 'hero' of every sermon. There 
are two kinds of conflicts I tend to use. a) First. there is a 'theme tension' conflict, in w 41 ich we 
use the text to show God acting complexly or inexplicably, or in which we see a promise that 
doesn't seem could be fulfilled. Then we see how Jesus 'makes sense' of the complexity. b) 
Second, there is a 'breath-taking character' conflict, in which we highlight some great example 
of how to live and show how impossible this standard is to reach. Then we see how Jesus' 
work is the key to becoming like that example. 

Pre-Fall narratives. 
1) The theme of creation directly lead us  to Revelation 2 1-22 where we see that the ultimate 

goal in Christ is a new creation. a restoration of the beginning. In Revelation we see 
heaven coming down into earth, turning it into an urbanized Eden. with the tree of life 
and the river of life. This world matters! (It is 'good'.) There should be no Christian 
retreat from the enterprises of making this world a good place to live. God hates disease 
and poverty as well a s  heresy. 

Felt need--to make the world a place of wholenss and justice. Show how Jesus does 
it. The goal of all of history is to re-unite heaven and earth in Christ (Eph 1) and 
renew the material world. Jesus created both the material and the immaterial. 
Jesus has both a body and a soul. He will renew both the material and the 
immaterial. To miss that this world was created in Christ OR that it is fallen and 
needs redemption in Christ will make you either too pessimistic or too optimistic 
about improving this world. 
Jesus as the end-goal of all creation and its true King. Only under this Lordship 
does creation 'blossom' into fullness of what it was intended to be. 

2) Adam is most definitely a 'type' of Christ in numerous ways: a) In our common physical 
ancestor we see all racism is wrong. we are all physically one. When we unite with him 
by faith. Jesus becomes our common spiritual ancestor. How much more in Jesus 
Christ--who saves u s  all by grace-is racism heinous and wrong! [Felt need--to 
overcome racism. Show how Jesus does it.) b) In our common physical ancestor we are 
made in God's image. How much more in Jesus are we being made into God's image. 
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back or keeps them embryonic. Because we were designed to live for Christ, not 
anything else. When we live for him, the image of God is renewed in us. 

o Jesus as the Image of God and as our 'Federal Head'. What is true of him in God's 
eyes is true of all those united with him. 

3) God rests when his creative work is finished. In Christ, his redemptive work is 'finished' (on 
the cross) and only when we grasp gospel (as opposed to works-righteousness) can we 
receive deep spiritual rest (Heb 4). Without this rest, we won't do well a t  our daily work. 
We will over-work (driven, idolatrous) or underwork (selfishness. laziness). 

Felt need--to have satisfaction in work. Show how Jesus does it. Unless we have the 
deep peace of knowing we are accepted in Christ, we will either avoid work (because 
we can't take the pressure of defining ourselves by it) or over-work (because we will 
seek to get our worth/definition from money, achievement, and so on. 
Jesus as the True Rest and Lord of the Sabbath. 

Fall Narrative. 
1) Genesis 3: 15 is a prediction of a new humanity/ people of God that will grow and of a whole 

history of redemption. Most important of all, it describes a.single figure "he" who will 
defeat the realm of evil and of Satan. 

Felt need: A discouraging sense of overwhelming evil in the world, an evil depicted in 
the most ancient tales represented by dragons, serpents, the demonic. How do we 
over come this? Show how Jesus does it--(l) conversion "1 will put' (2) community 
"the seed"--a new community (3) a Savior who defeats heart of evil "he will crush his 
h e a d  but who is one with us  in our suffering under evil "he shall bruise his heel". 
Jesus as the Seed of the Woman 

2) Genesis 3 shows we are made for relationship. with God, each other, our own selves. and 
nature/creation. The curse of sin disrupts every single one of these relationships which 
points to how through Christ every one of them will be restored. 

Felt need: Everyone knows the difficulty of relationships. Why? I t  is because we 
cannot bear to be seen in our true condition. We cannot even admit to ourselves the 
level of our weakness. self-centeredness, and fear. ~ h ~ ? & e c a u s e  we know 
instinctively that we can be known loved but not both--because of our s t n 3 e t  we 
were made to be known to the bottom and deeply delighted in for ourselves. Show 
how Jesus does it--In Christ only is our 'nakedness is covered' so we can have a 
relationship with God and one another again and we can be free from our shame 
and guilt. In Christ we finally are so accepted that we can finally admit the worst 
about ourselves. We are clothed in Jesus' righteousness. 'typified' by God's provision 
of clothing for Adam and Eve. Only in Christ can we be both known and loved fully. 
Neither religion or irreligion will ever give us this. In Christ we discern God again 
looking at  us  and saying. 'it is good'.) This alone is the ultimate psychological cure 
and cure for all social relationships. Once we are 'covered' we can cover others. 
Jesus the Expiation for our sins. Our cover. In him we can see God's face.J 

3) Genesis 3 shows us what is wrong with us--deep in our hearts we believed a lie 'God does 
not really care for you. He's trying to hold you down. The only way to reach your full 
potential is to dis-trust God's word and make your own decisions.' 
o Felt need: My life is filled with disappointments. There are perfectly good 'trees' that 

God just simply won't let me have. Nothing wrong with them--he just seems to say 
'no' for no good reason. I don't think God really cares for me. I wish I could believe 
he does. but I can't. My life stinks. Show how Jesus is the key. We spend all our 



was also given a command about a tree. But it was much harder than the first. It 
said. "be crucified on the tree so your brothers and sisters can have their sin and 
guilt paid for." So he did it--out of love. 
Jesus a s  the greater Adam who undergoes the greater test in the Garden. 

0 d l  ye whopass by--behold and see! 
Man stole thefruit, but I must climb the tree 
A tree ofljfe to all--but only me. 

Was ever grief like mine? (George Herbert. The Sacnice) 

4) The test of Adam and Eve's obedience in the Garden parallels Jesus' temptation both in the 
wilderness and in the Garden of Gethsemane and finally our own temptations and tests 
throughout our lives. 

Felt need- to have self-control. What God wants is not just behavioral compliance 
but loving service. The tree-command means: "Please do this commandment just 
because of Who 1 am. just for me, not because i t  looks profitable to you. Obey me 
out of love." But we failed to love him because we believed the Lie that he doesn't 
care. Here 'the Lie' of the serpent is not just the fount of sadness but of 
disobedience. @e lack self-control not just because we are 'bad' in some general 
way but because we disbelieve in the love and goodness of GodJ How can our hearts 
be changed? He obeyed the tree-command simply because of his love for his Father 
and for us. He obeyed not because it profited him but because it profited us. Now 
Iove God for his own sake, for the sake of his beauty and worth--because he loved 
you for your own sakes in Jesus. 
Jesus as the tested and obedient Son. 

Post-Fall, Pre-Patriarchal narratives. 
11 In Genesis 4 we see Abel pointing us to Christ.'~ike Abel. Jesus was also killed unjustly by 

'elder brothers' (cf. Luke 15 and Gen 4)--people who were externally compliant with the 
Iaw and sacrificial system but whose hearts were far from God. But unlike Abel. whose 
blood cries out from the ground for justice. Jesus ' blood cries out and demands 
acquittal for u s  (Hebrews 12). 

Felt need- to deal with my own anger, resentment, and discouragement. What leads 
to it? 'Cains' are always angry a t  how their lives are going, are always feeling life is 
unfair, resent others. Why? Cains build an identity without God and therefore it is 
very fragile, subject to being slighted and to radical envy. Abels however base their 
identity on a relationship with God based on faith (Heb 1 1 :4: Gen 3: 15). Test: Cains 
hate Abels. but Abels do not resent and hate Cains. Show how Jesus solves it--Why 
can God care so tenderly for Cain. before and after, even giving him a 'mark'--a safe- 
conduct? Why is there still hope for Cain? Because centuries later another great, 
sweet AbeI came and died a t  the hands of elder brothers but his blood satisfies the 
justice that demands our condemnation. Jesus was the only M y  and literally 
innocent man who died to take the curse for us  Cains. He too became (like Cain) a 
homeless wanderer. rejected by others. If you believe he did this for you, you get a 
new identity and no longer a grumpy Cain. You too will be able finally to 'love the 
sinner and hate the sin', treating people with gentleness because you have been 
humbled yet affirmed in the gospel. Only then can you be vs. the evil and not filled 
with violent hatred against the evildoer. Only this analysis helps u s  avoid a) either 
denying the reality of evil. explaining it away as a social or psychological 
phenomenon. OR b) being sucked in to the cycle of evil, so that when you are 
mistreated you become trapped in hate and need for retaliation. 



a classic case of two redempuve 't 
e obvious justice of God that demands judgement on sin (Gen 

6: 1 1 - 13) and yet we have a remarkable statement that the disobedience of the human 
race 'yilled Cod's heart with pain" (Gen 6:5-7). This is an astonishing claim--that God's 
heart is so tied to u s  that our condition causes him anguish and pain. How is it 
possible for a God absolutely intolerant of evil to be utterly, lovingly engaged with us as  
well. How can he be both? Won't he have to deny one side of his nature or the other? 

. And how can God be God and do that? 
Felt need. To understand the whole problem of justice. On the one hand I don't like 
the idea of a judging God, and yet on the other hand I do believe there is such a 
thing as  justice and I don't want to see evil go unpunished. Show how Jesus is the 
key--Because of Jesus, God also can be a God who judges and yet is one who is 
patient, compassionate, providing lots and lots of room for change and returning. 
The flood brings Noah through the flood, and yet immediately he begins to do 
wrong. Noah carries the seeds of sin into the next world. h i s  shows that. on the 
one hand, God is a God of judgement who won't let evil go unpunished, but it also 
shows that simple judgement alone won't really redeem the worldd Both the 
judgement and the salvation of the fl d was only partial. Noah was ofthe 'seed of 
the woman' but he was not the seed. P" The flood demonstrates that only a com~lete 
death and resurrection, only a thorough judgement and salvation will do. In Gen 
€25-7 we see God's heart suffering and breaking because of our sin, but on the cross 
his heart was literally broken because of our sin. Jesus is not just the true Noah 
who brings his people safely through the just/wrath of God into a new world, he is 
the true Jonah who was cast into the waters of that judgement in our place. That's 
how he gets us  through. Jus t  as the waters which would crush them down outside 
the ark lift up those within it, so the justice of God. because it has been satisfied in 
Christ, lifts us  up if we 'get in' to him by faith. Notice that God's salvation in Christ 
is ultimately out to put us into a renewed, cleansed world--not just take us out of iy 
Jesus as the true Noah. in whom we the ultimate example of how human sin 
causes God's heart pain. 

3) In the narrative of the Tower of Babel we see mankind building a city. This desire to build 
cities is not wrong in itself, but is probably a capacity put into us  at  the beginning when 
we were told to multiply and have dominion The proof that city-building is the purpose 
of God for us is that a t  the end of time the world that God brings about is urban. 
History begins in a garden but ends in a city. But the human city is build 'to make a 
name for ourselves" (Gen 11:4) and therefore it has many problems. 

Felt needs: What do we do about the problems of cities? a) Racial tensions and b) 
Idolatry of sex, money, and power--come from going to cities to 'make a name for 
ourselves'--basing our identity on race/culture or on achievement. If we already 
'a name' when we go to cities, the good things of the cities won't become idols. Show 
how Jesus does this- J e s u s  job was to build the city that God wants (Heb 11: 10). He 
went to the human city and there was rejected and killed, dying "outside the gate" to 
make the people holy through his blood. (Heb 13: 12). Jesus lost the city so that we 
could be made citizens of the city to come. which makes u s  salt and light in the city 
that is. Only if we have salvation in Christ do we 'have a name' and then it is safe to 
live in human cities. They won't seduce us  or bum us  out. In fact, only if through 
Jesus we are members of the heavenly city will we be fearless enough to stay in 
cities who need good citizens and neighbors, and be a counter-culture. an 
alternative city (Matt 5: 14) in the city. 
Jesus. the City-builder (Heb 1 1: 10: 13: 14) 



Application issue: Abraham 'leaves his security zone' and follows God's call despite 
having to 'go it alone' without his family and despite having to leave his home 
culture. He can only become a blessing to others if he has this willingness to leave 
the normal sources of human security. 
Jesus. however. was the ultimate example of someone who heard a call away from 
security. He left heaven itself and his glory (Phil 2) all in order to die for us. Jesus 
lost his security so we could have the ultimate security--his love and salvation. 
When we have that, we will have the ability to take the kind of risks to reach out to 
other individuals and other cultures. Only then do we become people 'in mission'. 

2) Gen 13 - Abram and Lot Divide 
Application issue: Lot is an ambitious man who desires success, comfort. and 
status. He is willing to leave Abraham and the people of God in order to get it. 
Abraham is willing to let Lot take the choice grazing land and therefore lose much of 
his own potential for financial success. He does so despite being the older man--he 
does this in order to keep his relationship with Lot. Abram puts God and family 
relationships ahead of money and success. 
Jesus. however, is the ultimate example of one who put his relationship with us 
ahead of his own wealth and comfort. Through his poverty we become rich. Jesus 
was the also tested. like Abraham, with bread and power. but he resisted, at  far 
greater cost. We will never be like Abraham until we believe in the one to whom 
Abraham points. Until we see his poverty for our riches, we will not keep money in 
perspective. 

3) Gen 15 - God's Covenant with Abram 
Application issue: Abraham expresses doubts and is having trouble living with 
confidence in God. Doubt has two parts: a) we don't trust ourselves, b) we don't 
trust God. We are afraid God will fail us, or that we will fail God. Either or both 
reasons make us  afraid to really live in trust on God. In response to Abram's 
doubts God makes Abram cut animals in half. The customary way to make a 
solemn promise was to have two parties go through the pieces, assuming the curse 
of unfaithfulness. ("If I don't accomplish what I promise today, may I be as  these 
animals.") To Abram's astonishment, only God passes through. 
Jesus is the only way to make sense of this scene. a) By going through the pieces, 
Cod is promising to fulfill his promise to bless Abrarn. He is saying. "you can be 
sure about me." b) But by not letting Abram go through the pieces, he is assuming 
the full responsibility for blessing Abram. He is saying, 'I will bless you no matter 
what you do, even if mean my being tom limb from limb myself.' Only in Jesus does 
this make sense. And so God is saying. 'Not do you not need to worry about my 
failing you, you don't have to worry about yow failing me. I will bless you no matter 
what." I t  is because Christ took the curse of our covenant-breaking that God can 
bless u s  unconditional. 

4) Gen l6/2 1 - Hagar and Ishmael 
Application issue: Exploitation and oppression. Hagar is an exploited slave. Both 
Abram and Sarah make use of her for their own ends. The reason that Hagar's son 
will belong to Sarah is because Hagar herself is just Sarah's property. The text 
indicates that eventudly Sarah beats her and she runs away. I t  is a terrible story of 
a racially and economically marginalized woman. But in a surprising turn 'The 
Angel of the Lord" comes and says literally that he 'has heard your oppression' 
116: 1 l l  and ~romises  to care for her and for the son she bears. Later. in chaDter-21 



chosen line--so great is his passion for justice. 
e Jesus is the "Angel of the Lord", who cares for the oppressed and counsels them 

lovingly. (In Matthew 11: 10 Jesus quotes Malachi 3: 1 about the 'angel of the 
covenant' and identifies himself with him.) But why can God show concern (even if 
it is not saving concern) for Hagar and Ishmael? Centuries later another boy will be 
born to a poor mother, announced by an angel "you shall call his name". He will 
also become a refugee "Out of Egypt I called my son" who will experience oppression 
and injustice. With all our afflictions he has been afflicted. That is why he is the 
God who notices our troubles ("who sees me" Gen 16: 13). That is why oppression 
'rings in his ears' and he hears it. even unarticulated. 6timately. God refused to 
hear his Son's cry so that he can be gracious when our sons cry (cf. 2 1 : 17b 

5) Gen 18 12 1 - Sarah, the laugh, and her son 
Application issue: God visits Sarah and Abram and promises (again!) a son. Sarah 
laughs. but it is a laugh of either bitterness and/or nervousness. I t  is not an 
expression of true joy. But when Isaac is actually born, then Sarah's laughter is 
turned to one of true jo The Hebrew indicates she is now laughing (at least in part) F a t  herself, in humility. Why the difference? It takes pride to be unhappy. When we 
try to save ourselves it leads to proud laughter (mocking others) or bitter laughter 
(mocking ourselves or life). But when we see that God has been patient and blessed 
us  despite our failures, there is humble laughter ('how could I have been so stupid?) 
along with joyous laughter ('but he really does love me'). Humble confidence brings 
real joy4 
Jesus is the ultimate 'Isaac' who brings us true iov. Abram and Sarah had a real 
choice before them. The angel says to-~ary 'nothi.& is impossible with God' at  her 
doubt (Luke 1) just as God says to Sarah. Why'? Both sons are miraculous births 
that are acts of God's saving grace. But Jesus is the far greater one. Ishmael and 
Isaac represented two different ways to get God's blessing. Ishmael represented the 
way of 'works', of getting a son in a way they had a human ability to achieve. Isaac 
represented the way of 'grace' and Christ, of getting a son by simply waiting in faith 
for what only God could do. (See Gal 4). Isaac points us  to Christ, in which we 
finally hear the laughter of God's grace. 

6) Gen 18 - Abraham Pleads with God 
Application issue: Abraham is remarkably bold and familiar yet humble and 
deferential to God. He is remarkably concerned for unrighteous pagan people. This 
kind of prayer and friendship with God is inexplicable. Neither religious nor 
secular/liberal people pray like this. 
Jesus is the ultimate High Priest and Advocate who stands before the Father and 
prays on our behalf. Only in our High Priest can we approach God, and this makes 
us humbler than the people with a 'Love-only' God yet bolder than the people with a 
'Law-only' God. 

7) Gen 22 - Abraham Sacrifices Isaac 
Application issue: How do we grow in greatness of character? This story is the 
climax of long. convoluted journey for Abraham in which he has been brought from 
average-ness into greatness. How can we live a 'big life' despite all the changes, 
troubles, threats. times of confusion? How can we keep our course steadilfl When 
God demanded the firstborn as  a sacrifice Abraham probably knew what God was 
saying. God was not asking him to simply murder his son. (He didn't need to go up 



every family on earth hung a debt of sin to eternal justice. If Abraham had heard 
God say. 'kill Sarah' he would have thought it was a hallucination. But when he 
heard him call 'give up your firstborn' Abraham knew that God was calling in his 
family's debt of sin. God had a right to do that--he had a right to be a God of justice- 
-but what of the promise of grace and salvation through Isaac? 
What gave Abraham the ability to climb this mountain and to follow through and to 
triumph? A) If Abraham was a 'moralist' who believed God was only a God of severe 
moral demand. then he would never have walked up the mountain. He would have 
had no hope at  all and probably just laid down and died right there. All hope of 
grace and salvation through Isaac was gone. But Abraham did know God was a God 
of surprising grace and went up hoping to return with Isaac (Gen 22:5). B) If 
Abraham was instead a 'modernist' who believed God was only a God of love, then 
he would have simply cursed God and gone home. He'd have said. 'what right do 
you have to demand this of me?' But Abraham did know God had this right, since 
he was a righteous God. What propelled Abraham up the mountain then was a 
belief that God could be both just and justifier of Abraham and Isaac, though he 
didn't know how. Then at  the top of the mountain a substitute animal is provided. 
Jesus alone makes sense of this story. The only way that God can be both just 
(demanding payment of our sin-debt) and justifier (providing salvation and grace) is 
because years later another Father (God) went up another 'mountain' (Calvary) with 
his firstborn and offered him there for us all. Paul deliberately echoes this passage 
in Romans 8:32 when he speaks of God offering up his only son. And now we c 
live the 'big lifeo Abraham did. and let nothing shake us. because we can kno& 
God loves, cherishes. delights in us  despite what things look like in life. How can we 
know? %at God spoke to Abraham, we can speak to God. "Now we know that you 
love us. because you did not withhold your son. your only son, from us." You will 
never be as  great, a s  secure in Cod. as  unflappable, as courageous as  Abraham 
simply by trying, but only if you believe in the Savior to whom this event points. 
Only if Jesus lived and died for us  can you have a God of infinite love and holiness 
at  0nce.J 

PREACHING CHRIST - ONE TINY 'LAW' CASE STUDY 
To preach the gospel is to continually put the law into a context of grace. With a RHM/Christ- 
centered focus we must teach that 1) the law in general was given after the exodus and only a s  
the stipulations for the relationship with God established by grace,31 and 2) each law in 
particular is grounded in the nature of God and the saving work of Christ. Therefore. if we 
preach a sermon on 'thou shalt not commit adultery' we must put the requirements and 
prohibitions of this law into the context of our reiationship with Christ a s  our bridegroom. We 
must see that the ultimate reason that someone would commit adultery is that sexual relations 
has become an idol and is being used to fill a need that only a saving relationship with Christ 
can fill. So we will never be sexually pure just by 'trying1--nor do we need to fear that our lack 
of sexual purity in the past has made us  unacceptable to God. For Jesus died for us. his bride, 
not because we were spotless and beautiful but in order to make us  so. 

PREACHING CHRIST - PSALMS CASE STUDIES 

Notes on Method: 

31 See the works of Meredith G. KIine on this subject. 



he do that? The answer: Paul sees that Christ a s  the Lord of the covenant is the object of every 
Psalm, and as the truest Servant of the Covenant, is the subject of every Psalm. So when you 
are seeking and searching out the Psalms, look at  each one both ways. Think of each Psalm 
text being sung TO Jesus and BY Jesus. 

2. First, remember that Jesus did literally sing and pray the Psalms. Imagine the Psalm being 
sung by Jesus--what he thought as  he sang them in the different aspects of his person and 
work. Examples: a) Imagine him singing the Psalms in his humanity, b) in his deity, c) in his 
humiIiation, d) in his exaltation. Always ask--how would this Psalm statement resonate in the 
mind of Jesus, knowing what he came to do? When you come to a Lament, you nearly 
automatically think of it in reference to suffering or feelings vou have had. But remember what 
& suffered and how this Psalm would relate to him. 

3. Second, imagine yourself singing the Psalm to Jesus. Imagine him right before you in the 
room. When you come to a Psalm of refuge, you would thank him that it is possible to 'hide' in 
him and he covers our sins from punishment, which is your only real ultimate danger. When 
you come to a Psalm of Wisdom, you would thank him that the gospel is the only way to make 
sense of the ambiguities of life--you are a righteous sinner, living in the overlap of the ages. 

4. Don't neglect the classic Messianic Psalms. They contain particularly rich views of Christ. 
They include the following: 

a) The Conquering King and enthroned Messiah--Ps.2 and 110. 
b) The Rejected Messiah -- Ps. 118 
C) The Betrayed Messiah -- Ps 69 and 109 
d) The Dying and Raised Messiah -- Ps. 22 and 16 
e) The Plan and Marriage of the Messiah -- Ps.40 and 45 
f) The Triumph of the Messiah -- Ps.68 and 72 

Ps 1 - The Way of Happiness 
Theme: The secret to life is meditation. 
OUTLINE: How to find true happiness: v. 1-2 Consider we listen/meditate on--in heart of 
hearts. We will naturally meditate on 'counsel of wicked'. we will deliberately make ourselves 
meditate on the law of the Lord. There are no other alternatives. What shapes your thinking 
(counsel) shapes your behavior (way) and attitude/heart (scoffers). v.2- How to meditate: 
delight the heart (a command!), discipline the mind ('meditatel='plot') (day and night). center on 
the word (law of the Lord). v.2-3- to meditate: (1) it makes you stable (vs. seasonal-leaf 
never wither). fruitful (vs. barren--things you do are lasting. 'prosper'). you become 
substantial/rooted (vs. chaff weightless and passing) v.3- How to meditate: meditation is like 
drinking from streams and delighting. Digesting and tasting both. The word is like streams of 
water. v . 3 ~ -  Result#l: whatever he does prospers! Nothing in vain! v.5-6-Result #2-meditation 
leads to particular pattern of life. character v.6 Result#3- Safety. Assurance! Obedient path is 
watched and guarded. 
PRAYING IT: Adore: He's a speaking God: a delightful God: a watching God. Confess: The 
lack of time given to meditation and contemplation: The amount of knowledge I have without 
delight: I t  is knowledge w/o contemplation that I is the reason for my failures to live holy; I 
don't realize that I always prosper. Aspire: (1) To make the time for the Law of the Lord: (2) To 
delight in God when reading. Don't just make it intellectual. (3) To tackle one or two failures of 
character through contemplation. (4) Avoid scoffing OR naivete--both lack humility. Humble. 
joyful. irony. 
With Christ: (1) He is the one who delights in the Law of his will (Heb. 10:7 quotes Ps.40:8 
about him-'I delight to do your will; your Law is within my heart')). He is the one who prays day 



the cross--Ps.22). He was deeply rooted and saturated in the Scrip. See Ps. 119. He is the one, 
who when he Iooks to God, experiences delight. (Lk.3:21-"as he was praying, heaven opened 
and the HS descended and a voice said--you are my Son") (2) But most of all, you can't delight 
in the Iaw of the Lord without Jesus. Without him, the law is nothing but a curse, a 
condemnation. a witness against us (Ga1.3: 10-1 1). He obeyed the law fully for us (2 Cor.5:21), 
so now it is a delight to us. not an everlasting despair. 

Ps 2 - The Way of Fearlessness 
Theme: How to avoid a fearful life. The irresistibility of the kingdom. 
OUTLINE: v. 1-3- People who run the world don't see Word of God as  truth that roots and heals 
(Ps. 1) but a chain that enslaves. When we feel that God's rule over u s  is a bondage, that is the 
remnant of the world's mindset in us. The question 'why?' is unanswerable--rhetorical. To 
think of God's rule a s  slavery is irrational--it posits more wisdom to u s  than we have or 
character assassination of God. v.4-5-God laughs a t  the world rebellion. That is an assurance 
to us  (not sadistic of him!). We need to see that there is no chance of his kingdom losing. 
Intimidation by the world (Psalm 2) is as fatal to prayer as  attraction to it (Psalm I)! v.6-7-You 
are my son" God's answer to the world's evil and injustice. v.6-Messiah is on Zion: a) a 
temple hill-sacrifice! b) a little hill-hidden from world's values. He is here, but hidden. c) a 
chosen hill--a matter of grace. v.8- A missionary mandate! This Messiah is for all the world! 
v.4-12-God's power and purpose includes and overwhelms the purpose of world. v. 10- Wisdom 
is to have fierce delight in the kingdom of God. This is as corporate a psalm (emphasizing 
commitment to the spread of the kingdom of God) as  psalm 1 is individual (emphasizing 
personal devotion), v. 12- There is, in the end No refugefrom him only & him (DK) 
PRAYING IT: Adore: The power/irresistibility of God's kingdom. Assurance of his triumph. 
Confess: Not enough joyful fear and trembling (v.11-12) Awe. Also, not enough thinking about 
the kingdom of God--too individualistic in my concerns. Also, too little confidence in life. 
Aspire: To have a joyful confidence in plans for ministry. To not fear or be intimidated by the 
power of the world. it's derision of God. 
WITH CHRIST: (1) I t  is pre-eminently in Christ that we see God's laughter at  the rebellion of 
the world. God sets his Messiah on the throne not just in spite of their rebellion. but through 
it. Acts 4:24-31 perfectly shows us that the people who thought they were destroying the 
Messiah only did 'what your power and will had decided beforehand should happen'. By 
slaymg Jesus. they only destroyed their own power. Thus the cross is the ultimate example of 
how laughable is rebellion against God. It is laughable because it a) can't do a whit against 
him. b) will be used by him to establish grace (cf.Ps.76: 10). But God is not laughing at  the 
suffering our rebellion costs or the price it took to deal with it. DK p.5 1. 

Ps 4 - Unconditional Joy 
Theme: How to have joy and delight apart from circumstances. 
OUTLINE: 
v. 1 - The Source of my joy: 'MJ righteous God". He is righteous and yet he is God--he is 
for me! A God of love and righteousness. 
v.2-3 Application# l -to Divided hearts. The first reason we don't have joy and delight in all 
circumstances is we have divided hearts. Get rid of idols! You are chosen by grace for intimacv 
('himself"). Don't serve God idols. That's why you don't have intimacy. Without intimacy 
with God you can't live a stable life. 
v.4-5 Application#2-to Bitter hearts. The second reason we don't have joy and delight in all 
circumstances is we often are bitter and resentful. Get rid of anger! How? You should live in 
humilitv ('search your hearts"). Trust him (v.5)--don't think you know best. Humble yourself. 
v.6-7 AppIication#3-to Suffering hearts. If we have worked on intimacy and humility (above) 
then in suffering we will have the light of Gods "jace" (v.6b) and it will get us  through. 



will make the rest of the Psalm active. When I see what Christ has done, only then can I be 
sure God will always answer me (v. 1). Only then can I truly love him instead of idols and 
humble myself so I am not always angry. Only then can I truly know he is working in my 
suffering, as he worked in Christ's. Addendum: I know God will answer me when I call (v. 1) 
because one terrible day, he did not answer Jesus when he called 'my God' (Matt.27:46) 
PRAYING IT: Adoration. 1) That God is a righteous God, 2) that he is 'my' God--a personal 
God. who is for me. 3) that in Christ he can be both. Confession. I) I tend to get angry in bed. 
not humbler! I tend to think about my troubles and get resentful that my life isn't going well. 
Forgive me. 2) Forgive me my idols. Thanksgiving. 1) Thank you that you have not held my 
petty resentments toward you against me. 2) Thank you that in Jesus Christ, you answer me. 
because one day you didn't answer him. 3) Thank you that in Jesus Christ's suffering. I see an 
example of how you can work through pain and trouble. Supplication. 1) Help me to sleep! 
(v.8) Let these truths really affect my heart so I have your peace. 2) Let me see the light of your 
face (v.6) I know so little of that. 

Ps 133 - The Unity of Believers 
Theme: The unity between believers. 
OUTLINE: v. 1 - How deep is it? Unity is family level. Believers are "brothers", not just an 
association. This level is both good (fitting reality) and pleasant (pleasurable, fitting our hearts). 
v.2-How can i t  be gotten? Unity is a gift from above, not an achievement. It comes 'down'. 
coming on to us  from above. Thus is can only be maintained, not attained (cf.Eph.4:3). v.3- 
How do we maintain it? Unity arises from being 'set apart'. Oil was to consecrate priest--it was 
a very expensive ('precious' or 'good') honor. I t  depicts both 1) being accepted by costly grace 
(becoming fragrant, cover odor) and 2) being set apart to live for God above all (becoming 
empowered, healed and strengthened). Experience of costly grace and commitment to service 
create unity. I t  is a by-product blessing; it can't be achieved directly. v.4- Why does it unify? 
Unity is a product of grace. Both great (Mt.Hermon) and small (Zion hill) get the same blessing 
equally. This unites everyone, for 'there'--in little Zion--we are blessed. Not on the peaks of 
achievement. but the place God chose by grace to bestow eternal life forevermore. 
PRAYING IT: Adore: An anointing God. who 1) accepts us  and 2) empowers us. A gracious 
God who bestow2 blessing on a hill anyone can reach. not high peaks. Confess: My fears of 
being 'stinky' to Christian brethren, rather than fragrant make it hard to be vulnerable. Aspire: 
Enjoyment of one another. Deep unity that the world finds fragrant and beautiful. The 'dew'-- 
the joy and honor and delight of the highest achievements and love coming upon us because of 
the knowledge of our gracious salvation. 
WITH CHRIST: Aaron's fragrance and holiness before God is only a dim picture of the great 
High Priest, whose blessing now comes upon us all. He is not ashamed to call u s  'brothers' 
(Heb.2: 11- 12); he is the true elder brother, who lost his fragrance and became a stench that we 
could be accepted. His priesthood is the basis of our priesthood and our unity with one 
another. 

Ps 134 - God Blesses from Zion (linked to Ps 133) 
Theme: Where to get God's blessing. 
OUTLINE: v. 1 -The Levitical singers were to stand day and night (in shifts) before the Lord, ever 
thanking and praising the Lord (1 Ch.23:26,30). v.2-They are to face the Holy of Holies. the 
seat or face of God. and praise the Lord. v.3-In w. 1-2, we are blessing God--honoring and 
serving him. Now God blesses us--honoring us and serving us! "To bless God is to 
acknowledge ... what He is ... to bless man. God must make of him what he is not. v.3-But he 
blesses from Zion. Zion is a place, where you can go--neither a high Mt. to climb or an 
uncharted Mt. to discover. Thus his blessing is 'very near you'-Dt.30: 1 1-14; Ro. 10:6ff. In 
Christ. you can even go to Zion without moving your legs a t  all. 



er of heaven an ), yet accessible 
yet T am not reie 

God; regular p re his face--'lift up hands 
learn how to go to Zion thro Christ (Heb. 12) 
WITH CHRIST: Through him, we come to the true Mt.Zion (Heb. 12:22-24). This is the true way 
to access to his presence. a) v.24 his spilled blood cries out for a fulfilled justice--i.e. grace. b) 
v.23 our names are written in heaven (Luke 10). It is in Christ. on the cross that the Almighty 
yet Accessible God can bless us, for his truth and love were both satisfied. If it were not for 
Christ. we couldn't   raise God at all. onlv be afraid of his wrath. 

Ps 135 - The Pleasure of Praise 
Theme: Why and how to praise God. 
OUTLINE: v.1-2. Praise the Lord. v.3-4. should we praise the Lord? v.3a Because of his 
character--'good'--he is worthy in himself. v.3b Because of our hearts--'pleasant'--we are built 
for it! v.4a Because of his grace--'chosen Jacobw--he knows us  by grace v.4b Because of our 
new relationship--'own ... treasured'--a) he now delights in u s  as  precious treasure in his sight. 
so his treasuring us  is why we worship, but also b) his worship is how we more become 'his 
own', his treasure. Sum: If you think of these four things properly, gracious affections will 
arise. v.5-12 How should we praise the Lord? v.5. Sum of the two ways. v.6-14. 1st way: 
Meditate on his greatness: v.6-7 Rejoice over his greatness in nature. and v.8-14 Recall over 
his greatness in history. Think of his redemptive actions for all in the Red Sea and the Cross. 
Think of his redemptive acts in your life. by which he chose you, made you his own, showed 
you his delight with you. v. 15-1 8. 2nd way: Re~ent. Pull hands off idols. They are just you 
yourself (v. 15). they cannot deliver (v. 16). they will lead you to death (v. 17). v. 19-2 1. Witness. 
Tell others and call them to praise. Evangelism: community. 
PRAYING IT: Adore: Good God; delightful God: gracious God; All-powerful over nature; All- 
powerful over evil: only living God. Confess: I do not know or live as  if I am treasured. I do not 
know or live as if my treasurer is Almighty. In other words. I live in slavish 'fear', not sonship 
'fear' (v19). Aspire: I don't want to praise in order to feel treasured. That puts me back in the 
center and uses God. Let me lose myself in praise to find myself. 
WITH CHRIST: I t  is Christ who stands in our midst and teaches us  to sing praises. (Heb.2: 12). 
How? We see Lord's goodness/grace supremely in Jesus (v.3-4). We see him treasuring us 
supremely in Jesus (v.4) being tender with the widow (Luke7: 13) the deaf-mute (Mark7:33), 
children and women and dying on cross. We see his greatness in history mainly in the cross 
(v.8-14). And our need for a God with mouths, eyes, ears, and value (v. 15-18) is only fulfilled in 
Jesus. the eikon of God (Col. 1 : 15). 

Ps 136 - His Grace is Boundless 
Theme: We need to continually drill the gospel into our hearts through worship/remembering. 
OUTLINE: 'Give thanksw= to 'confess' or remember/realize. Has to do with being 
controlled/shaped by our thanks. To live in grateful joy/shaped in present by his grace in past. 
'Lovew= sacrificial covenant commitment. We should reueatedlu remember the rememberer 
lv.231 who he is and what he has done until the boundlessness of his mace dawns on US. v. 1-3 
Remember who he is. v.4-9 Remember his acts of creation and providence. v. 10-22 Remember 
his acts of redemption in history, how he brought us out of bondage by mighty acts. v.23-25 
His love is not just boundless in terms of time Vorever) but in terms of worthiness/condition 
(our low estate) and space (every creature). v.25-It was not just in the past, but something that 
he exercises now. v.26 - Remember his utter heavenliness and supremacy. 
PRAYING IT: Adore 'Endless lovew--the thing we sing about is only here! Praise for wonders of 
creation (v. 4-9) Praise that my old slave-masters are cast out by you (v. 14- 18). Praise that you 
can sustain me in desert/hard times (v. 16). Praise you loved me though I was unworthy mess 
(v.23) Praise that you are kind to all (v.25)--so broad in your love. Praise for heavenly 
supremacy. Confess I don't live life of thankfulness--shaped by knowledge of boundless grace: 
a) not see creation itself a s  glft of grace (v.4-9) bl not live a s  if truly freed from slavemasters 



ad to die for the people to 
liberated. but at  the ultimate exodus (Luke 9) it was God's own first born. v. 13-15 At the first 
exodus, the ruler of 'this world' was dethroned in a mighty historical miraculous act of 
redemption (Red Sea): a t  the ultimate exodus, the ruler of this world (and the false 
slavemasters under him) were dethroned by the cross and resurrection--mighty historical acts 
of redemption. v.23-25 It is now only as we remember the past--of what Christ did--that we 
can be sure of the future (cf. 135: 10-14) that he will come again. We are shaped in how we live 
in world now by continually rehearsing past grace--like Israel. Both of u s  would say the same 
thing: a) I was in bondage, b) but I took shelter under the blood of the lamb, and acts of God in 
history to break slavemaster's power c) now in a wilderness, but God is with us, living 
according to his polity, d) till we come to our true country. 

Preaching Christ and the 'Imprecatory' Psalms 
The 'Christo-centric' (RHM) preaching approach is absolutely the only way to preach or make 
sense of the (many!) imprecatory Psalms and passages in the Psalms. On the one hand, the 
'imprecations' are simply cries for justice, and such a passion is surely right. So for example, 
despite the troubling, shocking ending to Psalm 137, the writer is appealing to simple justice. If 
any fair-minded observer is asked the question: 'what do the perpetrators deserve?' the answer 
would be 'the degree of suffering they imposed on others.' (cf. Derek Kidner. Psalms 73-150: A 
Commentary, p. 460.) "Our response to such a Scripture should. we suggest, be ... to distill the 
essence of it, as God Himself did with the cries of Job and Jerernich..This raw wound thrust 
before us. forbids us to give smooth answers to thefact of cruelty ..." (Kidner. p. 461) Kidner 
adds. however, "our response ...is to recognize o w  calling, since the cross, to pray down 
reconciliation notjudgement [on our enemies]." If we 'tone down' the cry against injustice as 
something 'primitive' we cannot appreciate the cross--because there we see that the 
punishment for such cruelty is exactly what the Psalmist has called for. We see God's 'little 
one' being dashed to pieces. Yes, the punishment that human injustice and evil deserves is just 
as bad as the imprecation stated! But what the Psalmist could not see is that when God's 
Messiah came the first time, he came to bear the judgement on human evil, not mete it out. 
And the Psalmist could not see that he deserves to be condemned a s  well for his own life- 
record. At  the Psalmist's 'stage in Redemptive-History' he was stating truth as  far as he could 
see it. But we now have been both humbled by the cross (so we cannot cry for vengeance in the 
same way) and we have been given enormous hope by the cross. We see that God will do justice 
in the earth. He is so passionately against it that he e'xperienced it himself so that he could 
some day end all evil without ending us. This keeps me from having to put my self in his place 
and become sucked up into the endless cycle of vengeance and retaliation. 

So the Imprecatory Psalms are taken very seriously by the cross--they point to the drastic 
action God took on the cross. Yet because of the cross, we do not cry for vengeance in the same 
way. We can seek out justice in society without any blood-lust (or indeed even ill-will). 

In short. there is no way to preach the imprecatory Psalms without pointing to Christ. A non- 
Christological reading of these Psalms will only lead to Christians being led into an 
anachronistic 'holy war' mentality. 



TO WHOM? TO GOSPEL-NEEDING 
LISTENERS 

INTRODUCTION 
Now we come to a third 'perspective' on what it means to 'expound Christ from every text'. 
Theologically considered. this means we see the Bible as a unified redemption-history, not as  
an collection of moral and spiritual principles. Hermeneutically considered. this means we 
interpret each text Christologically, avoiding both the interpretive errors moralizing and 
allegorizing. But pastorally considered. to 'preach Christ' from every text means to preach the 
gospel all the time. We believe that "the gospel" is not just a way to enter the kingdom of God 
(and 'get saved') but it is the fundamental dynamic for living the whole Christian life-- 
individually and corporately, privately and publicly. In other words, the gospel is not just for 
non-Christians, but also for Christians. Everybody in the listening audience needs the gospel 
every week. In other chapters we will discuss why this is so, but in this chapter we should 
address the question--what is the gospel? When anyone hears someone say. "we need to 
preach the gospel every week" there will be a fear of being repetitive. And indeed there is a 
danger of this unless we understand the gospel 1) in Biblical perspectives and 2) as a story. 

THE GOSPEL IN BIBLICAL PERSPECTIVES. 

FOCUS CALL/ARTICULATI ON USE 

JC's substitu- "He livd the life you shld hav Evangelism/ 
ionary work livd and died the death you Theological training 

shld have died. Rest in his 
finished work Faith in truth Preaching 

Culturdist Kingdom now 
but not yet 

Receive the kingdom! Reverse wrlds Generosity/ 
values. Salv cam to wrld thro losing reconciliation 
pwr: now receive it by surrender 
your will and identifymg with poor 
and powerless. Repent, change Lords Doing: iustice 

Grace vs. Accept yr acceptance. You are more Problem-solving, 
works/performance sinful than you dared believe but more personal/church 

loved and accepted in Christ than you renewal 
dared hope. Rely on Grace Counseling 

The word evangelion ('the gospel') or evangelizdomai ('declare the gospel') occurs so often in the 
New Testament (virtually every author uses it) that "clearly the term gospel is a kind of code 
wrdfor many New Testament writers that summarizes something very basic regarding what the 
early Christians though Christian faith was all about'32 But what & that 'very basic' core of 
Christian faith? 

32 James V. Brownson. S~eaktna the Truth in Love: New Testament Resources for a MLssionaI Hermeneutic. 
[Christian Mission and Modem Culture Seriesl(Trinity Press: Harrisburg. PA. 19981, p.31. 



synonymous with 'justification by faith', while the gospel writers almost seem to make it 
synonymous with 'the kingdom of God'. We have to be careful that we do not elevate one 
perspective on the gospel over all others, nor that we assume the perspectives contradict one 
another. We must have an outline of the gospel that encompasses the way all the Biblical 
writers speak. 

News vs. Ethical Instruction ("THE GOSPEL OF JESUS CHRIST" Mark 1:l) 
The 'normative' perspective: What happened? 

When the early Christians chose the term Greek term "ev-angelion" they immediately 
distinguished the Christian message apart from that of other religions. An 'angel' was a 
herald or messenger that brought news of some historical event that had already happened, 
and that had changed our condition. The most common examples in Greek literature are 
"evangels" about a victory in war or the ascension of a new king. 

When Christians chose evangelion to express the essence of their faith, they passed over 
words that Hellenistic religions used, such as  "illumination" (photisrnos) and "knowledge" 
(gnosisl or that Judaism used such as "instruction" or "teaching" (didache) or "wisdom" 
(sophid.33 Of course, all of these words were used to describe Christianity. but none 
achieved the centrality of "gospel". What does that mean? First, i t  means that the gospel is 
news about what God has already been done for you, rather than instruction and advice 
about what you are to do for God. The primacy of his work, not our work, is part of the 
essence of faith. In other religions. God reveals to us how we can find or achieve salvation. 
In Christianity, God achieves salvation for us. The gospel brings news primarily, rather 
than instruction. 

Second, it means that the gospel is all about historic events, and thus it has a public 
character. "lt identrf~s Christian faith as news that has signijikance for all people, indeed 
for the whole world. not merely as esoteric understanding or insight'34 In other religions. 
the stories of miracles and other special events in the lives of the founder are not essential. 
Whether or not Buddha did Miracle X. that does not affect whether the 8-Fold path to 
enlightenment works or not. But if Jesus is not risen from the dead. Christianity does not 
"work. The gospel is that Jesus died and rose for us. If the historic events of his life did not 
happen. then Christianity does not "work" for the good news is that God has entered the 
human "now" (history) with the life of the world to come. 

This public. historic aspect of the gospel is especially seen when the term "the gospel of 
Christ" or "of Jesus Christ" is used. Often the word "gospel" and the life and work of Christ 
are essentially synonyms. Particularly significant is how Luke links "gospel" to "Jesus". In 
Acts 5:42, i t  reads, literally. "they never stopped.. evangelizing Christ Jesus". Obviously, 
Jesus is not the obiect of their evangelism (they are not trying to convert him!) But the 
word "evangelizdomenoi" means, all by itself, 'to preach the gospel' or literally "to gospelize". 
So in the places in Acts where it says, literally "they evangelized Jesus", the English 
translations have to render it "they told the gospel about Jesus Christ" or "they told the 
good news that Jesus was the Christ" (cf. NIV Acts 5:42). But the Greek construction 
clearIy has a stronger meaning than that. Its intentional redundancy aims to say that the 
good news they preached was Jesus. His very life, and all his works, what saves us. To 
declare Jesus and to declare the gospel is the same thing. Jesus does not bring the gospel- 
-he is the gospel. because the gospel is that God has broken into history and accomplished 
everything necessary for our salvation. (You will find this same construction repeatedly. 

33 Brownson. p.46. 
34 Brownson. p.46. 



Summary: First, the gospel is news that Jesus Christ's life and death and resurrection in 
history has achieved our salvation. Unlike the founders of religions, who could be said to 

good news, Jesus @ the good news. It is interesting to notice that "the gospel of Jesus 
Christ" is used both by the Synoptic writers (cf. Mark 1: 1) who emphasize also the kingdom 
aspect of the gospel. and by Paul. who emphasizes the sonship aspect of the gospel. 

Grace vs. Pride of Place ("THE GOSPEL OF THE KINGDOM" Matt.4:23) 
The 'situational' perspective: - How did it happen? 

We also see that the gospel is not simply that Christ has come into history to save us. but 
also how he will accomplish that. Answer is through a new, deep structure or 'paradigm' 
that completely contradicts the way of the world. God's saving purposes are effected 
through the crucified and risen Christ. Christ wins through losing, triumphs through 
defeat. achieves power through service, comes to wealth via poverty. Jesus pulls off a 
'great reversal'. ''The essence of sin is man substituting himselffor God. while the essence of 
salvation is God substituting himself for man. Man . . .p uts himself where only God deserves to 
be: God..puts himself were only man deserves to be.'aJ 

This pattern so contradicts the thinking and practice of the world. that it creates an 
'alternate kingdom'. an 'alternate city' (Matt.5: 14-16). Many Christians 'reduce' the gospel 
to the good news of individual forgiveness of sins. But clearly, the gospel writers are talking 
about something much more than that. The "gospel of the kingdom" is a phrase used 
numerous times in Matthew. Mark, and Luke. The 'Great Reversal' of the cross means that 
the gospel procIaims a complete reversal of the values of the world--power, recognition. 
status. wealth. For example, the gospel is especially welcomed by the poor and for the poor 
(Luke 4:18- He has anointed me... to preach the gospel to the poor." Cf. also Luke 7:22.) 
Preaching the gospel and healing people's bodies are closely associated (Luke 9:6). The 
gospel creates a people with a whole alternate way of being human. Racial and class 
superiority, accrual of money and power a t  the expense of others, yearning for popularity 
and recognition--all these things are marks of living in the world. and are the opposite of 
the mindset of the kingdom (Luke 6:20-26). 

What is the reIationship of the gospel to the kingdom? On the one hand. we could say that 
the gospel 'brings' the kingdom. in that it transforms people so that they live according to 
the great reversal of the cross. Luke tells us  in 16: 16 that the gospel brings or proclaims a 
kingdom that we need to 'press into' and enter. People who are converted by the gospel 
"see" a new kingdom (cf. John 3:3--"No one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born 
again")and also enter that kingdom (John 3:5). Once we see that we are sinners saved by 
grace alone. our old patterns are broken up, and live lives of sacrificial service rather than 
self-aggrandizement (cf. 2 Cor.8:9). But on the other hand. the in-breaking kingdom of God 
is the gospel! 'IMce Luke actually says that the kingdom is the gospel message (Luke 4:43; 
16: 16). The fact that Jesus has broken in to history to redeem all of life and give us a new 
order is great news. Why? 

Looking for salvation to anything but the grace of Christ sets up an  'idol' or a 'power' or a 
'false savior-king'. Human society is miserable under the influence of these idol-powers: 
such as sex money, power. or race. (Also. human hearts are miserable under the influence 
personal idol-powers. such as  approval. comfort. control.) When we understand that we 
can be saved by sheer grace through Christ. we stop seeking salvation (either that of 

John Stott. The Cross of Christ Qnter-Varsity Press. 1986). p. 160. 



savior is a new king. For example. Paul says that Peter's racism was "not in line with the 
truth of the gospel" (Ga1.2: 14). If we are saved by grace alone--but we continue to be racists, 
we continue to bow to a false savior-king; we continue to look to our race and culture to 
justify ourselves over others. But the gospel is the gospel of Christ's kingdom. The reversal 
of the cross, the grace of God, tears down our pride and thus liberates us from bondage to 
other powers in our lives and our society. 

Sum: Second, we see that the gospel of free grace is necessarily a 'gospel of the kingdom' 
which effects the way we live in society and in the world. The gospel is not just (as is often 
thought) the message of how you can get individual forgiveness and eternal life through 
Jesus. But we cannot separate this second 'perspective' from the first. If we are not saved 
wholly by Christ (not ourselves) then the kingdom of Cod is not good news! It is not good 
news to be told. simply: "God has created a mini-society of freedom and justice based on 
his laws. Join up!" That would make the message of Christianity a burdensome one of 
instruction on how to live (Perspect #1) not a message of grace. But also, separated from 
the other perspectives, the kingdom of God would simply never 'work'. What makes people 
able to change their mindset from 'worldly' to 'kingdom' is the existential experience of 
justification and sonship (Perspect #3), not just being told to live unselfishly. 

. Faith vs. Works-Performance ("THE GOSPEL OF YOUR SALVATION Eph. 1: 13) 
The 'existential' perspective: In whom does i t  happen? 

While the gospels (especially the 'Synopticsl--Matthew. Mark. and Luke) stress the gospel of 
the kingdom, the epistles. and especially those of Paul, show how i t  is additionally "the 
gospel of your salvation" (Eph. 1 : 13). 

Paul. better than any other Biblical writer, explores the meaning of the 'gospel of Christ' for 
the individual believer. First, he tells us that the gospel is the way that the work of 
salvation proceeds in our lives. The gospel is (lit.) "the power of God into salvation for 
everyone who believes" (Rom. 1: 16). The gospel does not just come with power. but it 
actually is God's saving power In verbal fom. As nearly all students of the Bible agree, the 
word 'salvation' cannot be confined to the past tense only. There is a strong tendency to 
think of 'salvation' a s  simply the freedom from the penalty of sin we receive the moment we 
first believe. But though the Bible says that Christians been saved (Rom. 10:9.13) once 
they believe, it also says that they "are beinq" saved (2 Cor.2: 15). and that some day we 
"shall be saved" (Rom.5:9.10). Theologians have neatly explained this by saying that "we 
have been saved from the penalty of sin. we are being saved from the power of sin. and we 
will be saved from the very presence of sin." But for our purposes we have to ask--when 
Paul says that the gospel is the very power of God "for salvation", is he only talking of the 
limited sense of freedom from the penaity of sin? Is he suggesting that some other power 
will be the basis for our salvation from the power and the presence of sin? That is not 
likely. Paul is telling us  that the gospel is how we are saved. through and through. 

Secondly. he tells us  that the gospel "reveals a righteousness fmm Cod" (Rorn. 1 : 17). Here 
and in Galatians 2 Paul specifically identifies the gospel with the teaching that we receive 
not just pardon and forgiveness but also the righteousness of Christ (2 Cor.521). This is 
received by faith in the finished work of Christ. not by good works or our merit. 

If we think of the gospel as  only pardon or forgiveness of sins, we will trust in God for our 
past salvation. but will trust in our own present strivings and attainments for our present 
relationship with God. But the "m of the gospel" (Col. 1 :231 is that now he has reconciled 
you by Christ's body through death to present you holy in his sight without blemish and free 



from Christ, but also complete acceptance. His perfect past and record now (in God's sight) 
becomes ours. 

Thus the entire Christian life is a life "lived (in a continual present progressive) by faith in 
the Son of God, who loved me m d  gave himselffor me." (Gai.2:20). On the one hand, this 
certainly means we can only enter a relationship with God by the deliberate act of trusting 
in his work and rejecting any trust in our own. (Rom.4:5--Now to the one who does not 
work. but trusts God who justzf~s the wicked, faith is credited to him as righteousness.) 
But. on the other hand. (as the present progressive of Gal.2:20 indicates) we must 
continually remind ourselves of our status as  legally righteous, adopted children of God. 
Galatians is written to Christians who are losing their grip on the doctrine of free 
justification and may be 'returning to the bondage' (Ga1.5: 1) to false savior-gods (Gal.4:8). 
Whenever we lose our grip on the gospel of salvation-by-faith-not-works, and we fall back 
into some form of works-righteousness. we return to fear and bondage. 

The Importance of All the Perspectives 

These three perspectives are important to "keep together". There are today different 'parties' 
that have isolated and focused on one aspect of the gospel--this usually leads to difficulties and 
imbalances. The 'classic evangelical' position is 'the gospel of Christi--which all by itself leads 
to a ministry almost strictly of apologetics, evangelism, and discipleship. The implications for 
worship: a very sermon/teaching oriented service. This is the position of the evangelical world 
of the last 50 years. If you 'came up' in Inter-Varsity or Campus Crusade. or in one of the older 
confessional churches or independent Bible churches--that is what you heard. 

The 'progressive evangelical' position is the 'gospel of the kingdom'--which all by itself leads to a 
ministry mainly of community-building and social justice. The implications for worship: often 
more liturgical. This position is gaining a lot of steam, and is uniting former liberals, who are 
recognizing the bankruptcy former way, and former classical evangelicals. who are recognizing 
the individualism of their former ways. This group is strong at  seeing the church as a 'counter- 
culture' modeling the kingdom, and strong on calls to engage with modem culture. The 
problem is--they often reject the very idea of legal. forensic justification (as too individualistic). I 
wonder if that might not lead to a 'communal' legalism in the end. Will calls to join the 'reign of 
God' lead anyone to sing 'my chains fell off. my heart was free, I rose. went forth. and followed 
thee?" 

The 'revivalist evangelical' position is the 'gospel of sonship'. Among charismatics and others in 
the revival tradition (since Jonathan Edwards)--there this basic idea. Most of the time. the 
Christian church is moribund and lacks the power of the Spirit. In times of revival, however. 
the nominalism. legalism. and works-righteousness of the church falls away and there is a 
recapture of the gospel of free justification and sonship. Then Christians are renewed, as they 
recapture their identity as  children of God. and non-Christians are attracted in. This position-- 
all by itself, leads to a ministry emphasizing prayer, personal renewal, and lots of personal 
counseling. The implications for worship: often more on the charismatic. contemporary, 
informal style. This view has historically been in tension with both the classic view (which sees 
it a s  too oriented to 'feelings') and the kingdom view (which sees it as too individualistic). 

But not only should these perspectives be 'combined1--it must be seen that they interpenetrate 
and contain one another. Put another way: if you push down deep enough into any of the 
perspectives. you find the other two! For example: if you push down into the gospel of sonship 
far enough. you will discover that we need to care for the poor. My new identity in Christ, when 
perfected. must remove class pride and racism. For another example: if you push down into 



In the last few years. a version of the 'revivalist tradition' has taken shape within the Reformed 
evangelical community in the 'Sonship' course out of New Life Presbyterian from Jack and Rose 
Marie Miller. Nearly all the criticism I have read or heard has come from persons who are more 
at  home in the other two perspectives. Most of us are 'in reaction', and many of the people 
who have found the Sonship teaching liberating are people who may have been in more 
conservative churches (with the new birth emphasis) or more liberal churches (with the 
kingdom emphasis) who did not really 'get' the gospel until they heard the Luther-Pauline-Jack 
Miller focus on imputed righteousness and grasping your adoption in Christ. The danger, of 
course, is to write off the other two perspectives only because they were not your pathways 
down into the gospel riches. The "Sonship" course is almost completely focused on personal 
individual renewal--because that is its purpose. The problem comes when we think "this, and 
only this. is the gospel." 

So What is the Gospel? 

You may notice that I haven't put the 'gospel in a nutshell' through this whole paper! That is 
not because it cannot be done. Some people want to assure us  that 'the whole Bible' is the 
gospel. And while it is certainly commendable and right to say that the main theme of the 
whole Bible is always the gospel, it is not very practical to make this declaration. A person 
must believe the gospel to be rightly related to God (Mark 1: 14-15). Does that mean a person 
has to know everything in the Bible in order to be saved? 

The Bible does put the gospel in a nutshell often, but it puts it into many different 'nutshells'. 
See 2 Cor.5: 19-21 (my favorite) or Mark 1: 14-15; John 16:33b; Rom.1: 1-4. 16-17; 1 Cor.15: 1- 
5; Phi1.2:5-11; 1 Tim.2:5-6; Titus 3:4-7: 1 John 1:8-2: 1; 3:Sb; 5:l;  Rev.5:9-10. Each nutshell 
stresses a different 'perspective'. It is therefore somewhat risky for a church to take just one 
'nutshell' and standardize it as the way to always share the gospel with someone. I t  tends to 
reduce your church to being either a doctrinalist. pietist, or culturalist church. I am not 
against teaching lay people to share their faith with one presentation. But I am wary of making 
one presentation the unique way a community hears the gospel over and over. We should 
recognize the different perspectives. 

What. though. do the nutshells have in common? They all tell us that-- 

Gospels 'Pieces' 
1. In the life and work of Jesus Christ in history, 
2. God achieved for us a total salvation that we could not achieve for ourselves, and 
3. That must be received by faith alone. 

The 'pieces' of every Gospel presentation include a God who provides salvation, a human 
condition that requires salvation, a Savior that secures salvation. and a response from us  that 
receives it. 

'We need to remind ourselvesfrom time to time that there are truths related to this gospel 
message that are not themselves the gospel .... Preaching predestination or creation or the 
new birth or the baptism of the Spirit is not preaching the gospel. All these things are 
related to the gospel and are necessaryfor the working of the gospel, but they are not the 
essential message to be believed for sdvation..Only the message that another true and 
obedient h m a n  being has come on ow behdf, that he has lived for us the kind of Ire we 
should live but can't, that he has paid fully the penalty we deserve for the Ire we do lwe 



Two Gospel Nutshells 

A kingdom ~erspective 
The 'gospel' is the good news that through Christ the power of God's kingdom has entered 
history to renew the whole world. When we believe and rely on Jesus' work and record (rather 
than ours) for our relationship to God, that kingdom power comes upon us  and begins to work 
through us. 

-e 
Irreligion is avoiding God as  Lord and Savior by ignoring him. Religion is avoiding God as 
Lord and Savior by developing a moral record and giving it to God thinking that then he owes 
you. But the gospel is not that we provide to him a moral record, so that then he owes us. but 
that he provides a perfect record to =--the Son of God. Jesus Christ came and lived the life we 
should have lived and died the death we should have died. taking the penalty for our sin --all 
and gives it to us. so that then we owe him. How do we receive it? We must say: 1) "God-- 
please accept and relate to me because of what Jesus has done for me, not because of how I 
have lived", and 2) "because he gave himself utterly for me. I now offer myself utterly to you, to 
serve you unconditionally." 

THE GOSPEL AS A STORY 

THE IMPORTANCE OF "STORY" 
What is a story? It is the recounting of a conflict or tension between opposing forces and 
their subsequent resolution or non-resolution. "Little Red Riding Hood took her 
grandmother some goodies" is not a story. "Little Red Riding Hood was taking her 
grandmother some goodies, but then a wolf came to her door ..." immediately becomes a 
story. 
Premodern times- Story is the way to a) form community (we are only a community if we 
are in the same story) and to b) form character (we only understand virtue if we 'see' them 
embodied in stories). Conservative thinkers are calling us  back to see the importance of 
'story', criticizing the Enlightenment over-love of abstraction and 'truth' put into 
propositional forms and principles. 'Moral education' in schools is a failure for this reason. 
See A.MacInt-re. S-Hauenvas. 
Post-modem- Story is the way all meaning is organized. There are no objective truths that 
we only 'discover'. Rather, every culture creates its own truth by generating a narrative with 
a 'plot' and 'characters' consisting of oppositional relationships which define 'same-ness' 
and 'other-ness'. (Structuralism) Deconstruction (a term coined by Derrida) is a process 
that demonstrates the fundamental 'story' character of claims to so-called objective truth. 
Derrida wants to show that meaning is fundamentally undecideable. See Claude Levi- 
Strauss. Roland Barthes. Jacque Derrida. 
For extremely different reasons, there is a surprising new consensus about the enormous 
power of story and narrative for social and personal identity and meaning. Example: 
Commentators on Sept 11 who were trying to answer the question 'what does this mean?' 
each had to spin out a narrative structure--a story--and then put the attack in that story. 

Narrative #1- "America's sins are haUy corning home to it". Left and Right versions. 
America is the antagonist and the world's oppressed are the pro-agonizers. Or America's 
culture is the villain and God is removing the protection to teach u s  a lesson. 
Narrative #2 - "We are Good and they are Evil". Moderately liberal and moderately 
conservative versions. We are the good--where individuals have freedom to live as they 

36 Craeme Goldsworthy. Preachina the Whole Bible as Christian Scri~ture (Eerdmans. 2000) p.83-84. 



rough ail this death there can be a resurrection". Despite the horror, 
we can become a better city than we were before. We can become a better country than 
we were before. We can be both humbler a s  Americans and yet prouder to be 
Americans. The destruction is a s  much the antagonist as the terrorists, and the 'victory' 
of the protagonist is not simply military but more complex and spiritual. 

THE POWER OF STORY 
So recent thinkers have 'recovered' the importance and power of story. But they cannot 
really account for it. The Left is right in revealing that every authority and power exercises 
itseIf through story and narrative. Conservatives are right in pointing out that community 
and character are impossible without stories. But why is story so important? 
As we will see below western 20th century Christians lost sight of the power of story along 
with everyone else. But we should have known better. I t  is in the very heart of the English 
word "Gospel". 

The English word "gospel" comes from the Middle English word "Godspell" which derives 
from two old English words--"goodv and "spell" [story]. In Old English, 'to tell a story' 
was 'to cast a spell'! And we all know of the power of a great story to almost literally 
'cast a spell' on us. Speakers long ago learned that almost the only thing that listeners 
can remember about their speeches is the stories they tell, not that propositions or 
principles they declare. Stories capture the heart and imagination and give us deep 
sadness and joy. Obviously, ancient people knew more than we about the power of 
stories to shape how people feel. think, and live. 
The Gospel, then was Goodspell--the most greatest of all stories with the ultimate 
power possible. It was the story that casts the ultimate spell of joy and changes your 
whole life. It was the story that all other joy-bringing, spell-casting, heart-shaping 
stories only pointed to. 

J.R.R. Tolkien. a professor of Old English (Anglo-Saxon), lays this out in an essay ("On 
Fairy Stories"). C.S.Lewis lays this out in "Myth Became Fact". The essence of their theme: 
Stories have power because they are telling us  the truth, even though the stories are fiction. 
(They aren't 'true', factually.) The stories seem to point to some underlying 'reality' which is 
even hard to put into words or propositions or definitions. Arthur Danto said ''Art is getting 
across indefmable. but inescapable meaning". Stories resonate deeply because they witness 
to the fact that deep down we know some things are important and true and right and 
good. that there is meaning and hope and glory--lasting, inexorable good. But the stories 
point to it and evoke it but they don't define it. However, in the gospel story, of the birth, 
life, death. and resurrection of Jesus Christ we have the 'myth that became a fact'. The 
Jesus story is not one more myth pointing to the underlying reality, but it is the underlying 
reality to which all the stories point. 

This] consolation the joy.. . the sudden joyous 'turn': this joy  which..^ tories can produce 
supremely well. is not essentially 'escapist' nor 'fugitive'. . .It is a sudden and miraculous 
grace: never to be counted on to recur. It does not deny the existence of duscatastro~he, of 
sorow and failure. Indeed, the possibility of these is necessary to the joy of deliverance. 
Rather, it denies (in the face of much evidence. if you will) universal fmal defeat. and thus 
is evanuelium, giving afleeting glimpse of Joy, Joy beyond the walk of the w r l d  
poignant as grief. It is the mark of a good sto y, of the higher or more complete kind that 
however wild its events, however fantastic or terrible the adventures, it can gwe ... when 
the "turn" comes, a catch of the breath a beat and lifting of the heart. near to (or indeed 
accompanied by) tears, as keen as that given by any form of literary art, and having a 
peculiar quality. In.. . the "turn". . . we get a piercing glimpse of joy, and heart's desire, that 
for a momentpasses outside the frame, rends indeed the very web ofstoy, and lets a 
gleam come through" 



ultimate reality is not expressed through a happy ending. Life is not like that! Life is full 
of brokenness and paradox and irony and frustration. (Steven Spielberg was refused 
Oscars until he stopped making movies with happy endings!) But this view--that 
'happy ending' fairy tales are only for children who don't know better--was never the 
case until recently. When we read ancient fantasies, romances, and fairy-stories, we 
see that they are far too frightening for children. Tolkien recognized that Fairy-stories 
originally were written and read because they had a very unique and peculiar effect on 
the reader. He refuses to call them 'escapist'. Later in the essay, he shows his hand. 

"This 'joy'.. . merits more consideration The peculiar quality of the 'joy' in a successful 
Fantasy cm..be explained as a sudden glimpse of an underlying. ..Reality.. .The Gospels 
contain. .. a story of a larger kind which embraces all the essence of fairy-stories. They 
contain.. . the greatest and most complete conceivable eucatastrophe. But & s tory has 
entered h i sby  and the primary world ....The Birth of Christ is the eucatastrophe of Man's 
histo y. The Resurrection is the eucatastrophe of the sto y of the Incarnation. This sto y 
ends in joy.. .There is no tale ever told that men wuld rather fmd was true, and none 
which so many skeptical men have accepted as true on its own merits. For the Art ofg 
has the supremely convincing tone of Primary Art, that is, of Creation. To reject it leads 
either to sadness or to wrath ...[ T& story is supreme: and it is true. Art has been 
v e n i ~ d  God is Lord. of angels, and of men--and of elves. Legend and History have met 
and fused 

But in God's kingdom the presence of the greatest does not depress the small. Redeemed 
Man is still man Story, jantas y, still go on, and should go on. The Evangelium has not 
abrogated legends--it has hallowed them' ... It has long been my feeling (a joyous feeling) 
that God redeemed the cormpt making-creatures, men, in a wayfitting to this aspect, as  
to others, of their strange nature. 

In no way is the gospel story 'saccharine' or sentimental. The 'happy ending' of the 
resurrection is so enormous, that it swallows up even the Cross. I t  is so great, that it 
can admit the depth of the sorrow and brokenness of life. I t  has taken it seriously on 
the cross. Indeed, the gospel story takes evil and loss more seriously than anyone else, 
because it says that we cannot save ourselves. Nothing short of the death of the very 
Son of God can save us. But the resurrection makes even the Cross meaningful. The 
gospel is the ultimate story that shows victory coming out of defeat. of strength coming 
out of weakness. of life coming out of death, of rescue from beyond hope. Therefore, the 
gospel story is the only story that every person must believe in order to get the joy 
unspeakable and full of glory. If we disbelieve the gospel. and we weep a t  the happy 
ending of some story, we will slowly sour, because our minds tell us  "life is not really 
like that". But if we believe the gospel. then we both make stories and take in stories 
with even greater wonder, mirth, and joy. Our hearts slowly heal as we make and listen 
to and weep at  stories (both tragedies and fairy-tales!) because we know 'life is like that- 
-because of Him!" Then even our griefs. even the 'dyscatastrophes', we know will be 
taken up into the miraculous grace of God's purposes. just as the dyscatastrophe of the 
cross is taken up into the resurrection. 

STORY AND THE GOSPEL r First, we must be careful when putting the gospel 'in a nutshell'. Because the gospel is by 
grace it is a story. Salvation cannot be a if it  is by works. If salvation is by what L L Y ~  
do. then it comes in the form of principles. or instruction. But since salvation is by grace 
through the actions of God in history, the gospel is not just principles--it is a story about 
what he has done. In the 20th century. Christians have tried very hard to 'de-story' the 



On the other hand, it is also a mistake to think that it  doesn't matter if the gospel story is 
true or not. While some Christians have over-rationalized (de-storied) the gospel. now there 
are many Christians that are trying to over-mystify the gospel. They say we must just tell 
the story and let it effect people. Especially they are against any efforts to prove the 
historicity of the gospels. But while the gospel of grace (not works) demands that the 
message of salvation be a stow, it also demands that it be a story. In a religion of 
works. the old stories of the faith don't have to be true. Why not? What saves you is what 
you do. What saves you is how you "live like Buddha" or "live like Muhamrned". The stories 
"work as exemplars, whether they occurred or not. But the gospel is that Jesus saved us 
by what he did. If that is the case, the story of the gospel only 'works1--it only saves us--if it 
really happened. If Jesus' death and resurrection didn't happen (Paul says) we are still in 
our sins. If they didn't happen, they are just examples for us so we can lead a sacrificial 
life of service. 
Therefore, the gospel of grace vs. works avoids the over rationalization OR the over- 
mystification of the faith that comes with legalism and self-salvation. We are saved by (and 
changed by) faith in a story--but it is faith in a true story. 
The concept of the gospel as the 'Good Story" has enormous implications for Christian 
artists--and not just those that write plays, novels, and stories. As  Tolkien hints--art does 
not just heal u s  when it is directly telling us the gospel story. The gospel has "hallowed dl - 
art" and all stories, in a sense. All effective art, that tells us  about indefinable but 
inescapable meaning, is 'hallowed' by the gospel! This goes as  much for music as  more 
directly narrative art forms, I think. cf. Bernstein's remarks about Beethoven's Fifth. 
The concept of the gospel as the 'Good Story' has enormous implications for communicating 
the gospel in every culture. Lamin Sanneh Trmlat ina  the Messaqe insists that only 
Christianity does not decimate an indigenous culture's story, but rather a) enters it. b) 
cleanses it of distortions, demonic and idolatrous elements, and c) resolves its unresolved 
story lines in Christ. See 1 Cor 1:22-25. Jesus is the power that Jewish culture sought and 
it is the wisdom that Greek culture sought. Christianity in every culture is somewhat 
different. because Jesus was God who became truly human. Sanneh cf. Christianity with 
modernity, Islam (totalizing metanarratives), post-modemity (no metanarratives). and the 
gospel. This again has implications for artists, because it shows how Christianity tends to 
transform and resolve rather than simply oppose different cultures. 



WHY? 
A THEOLOGY OF APPLICATION 

INTRODUCTION 
The historic Protestant doctrine is that we are not only justirid by faith rather than our works. 
but we are also sanctif~d by faith rather than our works. Yet very few ministers know how 
Christ's finished work is the dynamic and guide for growth into holy character. 

MORALISM VS. SANCTIFICATION BY FAITH. 

I .  The distinctiveness of sanctification by fa i th  
Excerptsfrom G.C.Berkouwer, Faith and Sanctifcatwn (Eerdmans, 1952) 
The  ancient feud of Rome with the Sola-fie doctrine, based as it is on the view that Sola-fide is 
subversive of sanctf~ation, must be called Rome's most fundamental error. It was no other than 
Sola-fide which made clear the true signfiance of sanctiiication, and distinguished it from all 
moralistic effort a t  self-improvement ... " p. 14. 

'Wesley admitted full acceptance of the Sola-fie doctrine. [But] one may accept the doctrine and 
then fail to do justice to it ..... One can assume it as one's starting point, as did Wesley, and 
subsequently view the process of sancfsf~ation in terms of a dynamic catego y--a power plus its 
effects--without taking account of the bearings which faith always sustains toward divine grace. 
Sola-fie becomes apoint of departure and breaks its connection with sanctiJiication .... When the 
uictoy of Christ is lost sight of, the warf ie  degenerates into self-reliant activisrn..it is on the 
road to making sanctijication independent fromjustification." pp.52. 63 

Luther and Calvin taught that not only was justification by faith in Christ's work--not ours, but 
sanctiiiation is &Q by faith in Christ's work, not ours. In practice, however. nearly every 
evangelical teaches that: 1) we are justified by faith in Christ's work. and 2) we are sanctified 
by trying very, vexy hard to live according to Biblical principles (with the Holy Spirit's help, of 
course). Berkouwer insists that it is not salvatioq by grace, but sanctification by grace which 
is the biggest difference between the Reformers and the Catholic church and between the 
Reformers and later Methodism (Wesley) and much of Protestantism today. 

2. The general relationship of justification to sanctification. 
Excerpts from G.C.Berkouwer, Faith and Sanctifcation (Eerdmans, 1952) 
'Orientation" F ~ e n u i n e  sanctiification--let it be repeated--stands or falls with this continued 
orientation towdjustif~ation and the remission of sins. ..too often the bond between 
sanctlfxation and Sola-fide was neglected and the impression created that sanctijiiation was the 
humanly operated successor to the dwinely worked jus biiation "p. 7 9  

t 'Feeding" Holiness is never a 'second blessing' placed next to the blessing ofjus@u:ation ... The 
exhortation which comes to the Church is that it rnus t lwe in faith out of thisfilness: not that it 
must wrkfor a second blessing. but that it must feed on the fust blessing, the forgiveness of 
sins. The llfctrfare of the Church..springs from the demand to really live from this fust blessing3 
p.64. 



and kept in sight .Fai 

herkouwer says that it is a mistake to ask: "we know we have imputed righteousness, but now 
how to we move on to actual righteousness?" We do not "move on". Anv particular flaw in our 
actual riehteousness stems from a corres~onding failure to orient ourselves toward our 
imputed riehteousness. Sanctification happens to the degree that we "feed on" or "orient to" or 
'have commerce with" the pardon, righteousness, and new status we now have in Christ, 
imputed through fai#J 

L. 
3. The practical relationship of justification to sanct(lication. ';fiq- :;.V ,.-;,,.,.5 - ,:L $&-, , 
Excerpts from Martin Luther. Treatise Concerninq Good Works (1 5201 , d 
There is not one in a thousand who does not set his confdence upon the works, expecting by 
them to win God's favor and anticipate His grace; and so they make a fair of them, a thing which 
God cannot endure, since He has promised His grace freely, and wills that we begin by trusting 
that grace, and in it perform all works, whatever they may be..(Part m. 
-All those who do not at all times trust God and do not in all their works or sufferings, IiJe and 
death trust in His favor, grace and good-will. but seek His favor in other things or in themselves, 
do not keep this [First] Commandment, and practice real idolatry, even if they were to do the 
works of all the other Commandments, and in addition had all the prayers. fasting, obedience, 
patience, chastity, and innocence of all the saints combined. For the chief work is notpresent, 
without which all the others are nothing but mere sham. show and pretense, with nothing back of 
them.. If we doubt or do not believe that God is gracious to us and is pleased with us, or if we 
presumptuously expect to please Him only through and after our works, then it is all pure 
deception, outwardly honoring God, but inwardly setting up selfas a false [savior] ...." (PartX. XO 

This faith faithfulness, confdence deep in the heart, is the true fdfdling of the First 
Commandment. Without this there is no other work that is able to satisfy this Commandment. 
And as this Commandment is the ve y fust highest and best, from which all the others proceed, 
in which they exist, and by which they are directed and measured so also its work, that is, the 
faith or confdence in God'sfavor at all times. is the very fust highest and best, from which all 
others mus t proceed, exist, remain, be directed and measured.. . (Part LXI 

-Note for yourself, then, how far apart these two are: keeping the First Commandment with 
outward works only. and keeping it with inward trust For this last makes true. living children of 
God, the other only makes worse idolatry and the most mischievous hypocrites on eart h..." (X I I )  

h l l  people sin in general because we are sinners. but do we sin in any particular instance? 
Luther--any sin is rooted in the inordinate lust for something which comes because we are 
trusting in that thing rather than in Christ for our righteousness or salvation. Therefore. in sin 
we are always 'forgetting' what God has done for u s  in Christ and instead are being moved by 
some idol. Luther says that to fail to believe God accepts u s  fully in Christ and to look to 
something else is a failure to keep the first commandment--love God with all the heart. Thus 
beneath any particular sin is the general sin of rejecting Christ-salvation and indulging in self- 
salvationd 

Excerptfrom the Belaic Confession Chapter 24 
'We believe that this true faith. being wrought in man by  the hearing of the Word of God and the 
operation of the Holy Spirit regenerates him and makes him a new man, causing him to live a 
new life, and freeing him from the bondage of sin Therefore it is so far from being true that his 
justifyingfaith makes men remiss in a pious and holy Ire, that on the contrary without it they 
wuld  never do anything out of love b God. but only out of self-love or fear of damnation 
Therefore. it is impossible that this holy faith can be un.I.tful in rrwx for we do not speak of a 



aluxrys be in doubt tossed to andfro without a n y  certainty, and our poor consciences would be 
continually vexed if they relied not on the merits of o w  Savior." 

Unless we believe the gospel, we wiII be driven in &l we do--whether obeying or disobeying--by 
pride ('self-love") or fear ('of damnation"). Apart from 'grateful remembering' of the gospel, all 
good works are done then for sinful motives. Mere moral effort, may restrain the heart, but 
does not truly change the heart. Moral effort merely 'jury rigs' the evil of the heart to produce 
moral behavior. out of self-interest. It is only a matter of time before such a thin tissue 
collapses. 

MORALISM VS. GOSPEL VIRTUE 

1 .  The 'Splendor' or Common Virtue and its Weakness 
Excerpts from Jonathan Edwards. Abridged and paraphrased, from Charity and Its Fruits, in 
vo1.8, Works of  Jonathan Edwards. ed. P.Ramsey (Yale, 1989) and Religious Affections, in vo1.2, 
Works o f  Jonathan Edwards. ed. J.Smith (Yale. 1959) 

' A  result of Ydth working by love' isfreedom On this basis, obedience is called "evangelical" 
(gospel-based)--the obedience of children to a Father, done with love and delight, as opposed to 
legalistic, slavish and forced. God is now chosenfor his own sake; holiness is chosen for its 
own sake. and for God's sake. (CF. p. 1821 

'No matter how many o w  acts ofjustice. generosity and devotion, there is really nothing given to 
Cod..fGod is not the end (or ultimate aim) in what is given If your aim is the gaining of 
reputation and love, then the giJt was offered to your reputation. If your aim is the profit and 
comfort then the gft was offered to your profit ... Indeed, in such cases the gifts are but an 
offering to some idol .... I t  is true that by doing great things some thing is worshipped. but it is not 
God.(CF, p.180-811 

'Those whose affection to God is founded fvst on his profitableness to them only regard God to 
the limit of the good things he does to rnee t their desires. .. But in gracious gratitude, Christians 
are affected by God's goodness andfree grace, not only as it beneJts them but as infmitely 
glorious in itseIf.. . "(RA, p. 243, 248) 

What makes people honest? generous? Jonathan Edwards tackled this over the years in his 
Miscellanies and then in his moral philosophy works; Charity and Its Fruits, Concerning the End 
for Which God Created the World, and The Nature of True Virtue. He also says many relevant 
things about this in Religious Affections. The following is my summary of his "gist". 

There are two kinds of moral behavior: "common virtue" and "true virtue" Let's take one virtue: 
honesty. 'Common" honesty is developed two ways. 1) First it can be inspired byfear. There is 
the secular version--be honest--it pays!" or "if you are not honest, society not work". There is 
also the religious version-- 'if you are not honest, God will punish you!" These are all versions 
of the same motive. namely. that it is impractical to be honest. 2) Second, it can be inspired by 
pride. There is the secular conservative version--"don't be like those terrible dishonest people 
who hurt others have no virtue!" or the secular liberal version--'don't be like these greedy 
people who don't work for the common good". There is also the religious version--"don't be like 
these sinners, these bad people. Be a good godly person". These are all versions of the same 
motive. namely, that I am better than these people who lie. 

Edwards is by no means scornful of common virtue. Indeed. he believes in the 'splendor of 
common morality' (Paul Ramsay), which is the main way Cod restrains evil in the world. He 
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But what is the main reason we are dishonest? Why do we lie? Almost always--it is our of fear 
or pride. So in common virtue, you have not done anything to root out the fundamental causes 
of evil. In 'common honesty' you have restrained the heart, but not chan~ed  the heart. You are 
doing an ingenious form of judo on yourself. (Judo depends on using the enemy's forward 
motion against him.) You have 'jury-rigged' heart so that the basic causes of dishonesty are 
being used to make yourself honest. But this is quite a fragile condition. At some point you will 
find that honesty is not practical nor humiliating and you will do it. Then you will be shocked. 
You will say, 'I was not raised to do such a thing" 

But the reason you did, was that all your life, through the sermons and moral training you 
had, you were nurturing the roots of sin within uour moral life. This is true whether you grow 
up in a liberal-moral environment or a conservative-moral environment. The roots of evil are 
alive and well and protected underneath your moral-behavior progress. And some day they 
erupt and show themselves and we are shocked. 

2. The roots of 'True Virtue" and its Nurture 
Luther told u s  that the essence of every sin is a desire to be one's own Savior and Lord in some 
particular way. I t  is to set up some idol which is the red way you are going to save yourself. It 
may even be a very 'religious idol' (cf. Judges 17: 1 - 13). It may be a very religious life, but at  the 
heart it is a way of using God as an object, rather than adoring him as being beautiful for who 
he is in himself. It is using obedience to God to achieve comfort, security, self-worth/status-- 
therefore our 'virtue' is self-centered and conditional. Its a form of bargaining. It is using our 
virtue to put God in our debt--he now owes us. He must give us salvation and blessing. 
Therefore. our obedience is a way to save ourselves and control God. Edwards (see above quote 
#2) also understands 'common virtue' a s  an idolatrous effort at self-salvation. rather than a 
response to grace (see above quote #3) in which God is adored for his sheer beauty. 

Go Edwards says--what is true virtue? I t  is when you are honest not because it profits you or 
makes feel better, but only when you are smitten with the beauty of the God who is truth and 
sincerity and faithfulness! It is when you come to love truth telling not for your sake but for 
God's sake and its own sake. But it  particularly grows by a faith-sight of the glory of Christ 
and his salvation. How does 'true honesty' grow? It grows when I see him dying for me. keeping 
a promise he made despite the infinite suffering it brought him. Now that a) destroys pride on 
the one hand, because he had to do this for me--I am so lost! But that also b) destroys fear on 
the other hand, because if he'd do this for me while I'm an enemy, then he values me infinitely. 
and nothing I can do will wear out his love for me. Then my heart is not just restrained by 
changed. It's fundamental orientation is transformedA 

3. Thomas Chalmers on Moralism vs. Gospel Virtue. 
'The Expulsive Powr o fa  New Affection", from The Works o f  Thomas Chalmers (New York: 
Robert Carter. 1830) vol. II 

The object of the gospel is both to pacqy the sinner's conscience and to purify the heart, and it is 
of importance to observe that what mars the one of these objects mars the other also. The best 
way of casting out a n  impure affection is to admit a pure one .... Thus it is that the freer the 
Gospel. the more sanctifying the Gospel. The more it is received as a doctrine of grace, the more it 
will be felt as a doctrine fleading to godliness] .... 

On the tenure of "do this and you will live". a spirit offearfulness is sure to enter: and the 
jealousies of a legal bargain chase away ail confidence of intimacy between God and man: and 
the creature striving b be square and even with his Creator is. in fact pursuing all the while his 
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such an economy can it ever be. It is only when. as in the Gospel, acceptance is bestowed as 
present, without money and without price, that the security which man feels in God is placed 
beyond the reach of disturbance. Only then can he repose in Him as one friend reposes in 
another ... the one party rejoicing over the other to do him good...in the impulse of a gratitude, by 
which is he is awakened to the charms of a new moral existence. 

Salvation by grace, salvation by free grace, salvation not by works but according to the mercy of 
God is indispensable ... to ...g odliness. Retain a single shred or fragment of legality with the 
Gospel ... and you take away the power of the Gospel to melt and conciliate. For this purpose, the 
freer it is. the better it is. That ve y peculiarity which so many dread as the germ of 
Antinomianism [lawlessnessl, is, in fact, the germ of a new spirit, and a new inclination against 
i t  

Along with the m t  of afree Gospel, does there enter the of the Gospel, which in proportion 
as you impair thefreeness, you are sure to chase away. And never does the sinner fmd within 
himself so mighty a moral transformation, as when under the belief that he is saved by grace, he 
feels constrained thereby to offer his heart a devoted thing, and to deny ungodliness. 

rmy is this grateful love so important?] It t seldom that any of our [bad habits orflaws] 
disappear by a mere process of natural extinction. At least, it is very seldom that this is done 
through the instrumentality of reasoning ... or by the force of mental determination. But what 
cannot be destroyed may be dispossessed--and one taste may be made to give way to another, 
and to lose its power entirely as the reigning affection in the mind. 

It is thus that the boy ceases at length to be a slave of his appetite, but it is because a [more 
'mature'] taste has brought it into subordination. The youth ceases to idolize [sensual] pleasure, 
but it is because the idol of wealth has...gotten the ascendancy. Even the love of money can 
cease to have mastery over the heart because it is drawn into the whirl of [ideology and politics] 
and he is now lorded over by a love of power [and moral superiority]. But there is not one of these 
transformations in which the heart is left without an object Its desire for one particular object is 
conquered---but its desire to have some object.. . is unconquerable .... 

The only wag to dispossess the heart of an old affection is by the expulsive power of a new 
one ... It is only ... when admitted into the number of God's children. throughfaith in Jesus Christ. 
that the spirit of adoption is poured out on us--it is then that the heart. brought under the mastery 
of one great and predominant affection is delweredfrom the tyranny of its former desires, and 
the only way that deliverance is possible. 

Thus ... it is not enougk..to hold out to the world the mirror of its own imperfections. It is not 
enough to come forth with a demonstration of the evanescent character of your enjoyments ... to 
speak to the conscience ... of its follies .... Rather. try every legitimate method of frnding access to 
your hearts for the low of Him who is greater than the worldJ 

MORALISM VS. CHRIST-CENTERED EXPOSITION. 
We alluded above to the fact that Christ-entered exposition is very directly linked to Christ- 
centered Application. It is possible to expound Christ and fail to do Christ-centered 
application. but it is impossible to do Christ-centered application in a sermon i f  you have not 
first done Christ-centered exposition. 



come, the harder they'llfall, f youjust go into your battles with faith in the Lord. You may not be 
real big and powerjul in yourself, but with God on your side, you can overcome giants. " But as 
soon as we ask: 'how is David foreshadowing the work of his greater Son"? We begin to see the 
same features of the story in a different light. The story is telling us that the Israelites can not 
go up against Goliath. They can't do it. They need a substitute. When David goes in on their 
behalf, he is not a full-grown man, but a vulnerable and weak figure, a mere boy. He goes 
virtually as a sacrificial lamb. But God uses his apparent weakness a s  the means to destroy 
the giant, and David becomes Israel's champion-redeemer, so that his victory will is imputed to 
them. They get all the fruit of having fought the battle themselves. 

This is a fundamentally different meaning than the one that arises from the non-Christocentric 
reading. There is. in the end, only two ways to read the Bible: is it basicallv about me or 
basicallv about Jesus? In other words, is i t  basically about what I must do, or basically about 
what he has done? If I read David and Goliath as  basically giving me an example, then the 
story is really about me. I must summons up the faith and courage to fight the giants in my 
life. But if I read David and Goliath as basically showing me salvation through Jesus, then the 
story is really about him. Until I see that Jesus fought the real giants (sin. law, death) for me. I 
will never have the courage to be able to fight ordinary giants in life (suffering, disappointment. 
failure, criticism. hardship). For example how can I ever fight the 'giant" of failure, unless I 
have a deep security that God will not abandon me? If I see David as my example, the story 

' 
will never help me fight the failure/giant. But if I see David/Jesus as my substitute. whose 
victory is imputed to me. then I can stand before the failure/giant. As another example, how 
can I ever fight the 'giant" of persecution or criticism? Unless I can see him forgiving me on the 
cross. I won't be able to forgive others. Unless I see him as forgiving me for falling asleep on 
him (Matt.27:45) I won't be able to stay awake for him. 

In the Old Testament we are continually told that our good works are not enough, that God has 
made a provision. This provision is pointed to a t  every place in the Old Testament. We see it in 
the clothes God makes Adam and Even in Genesis, to the promises made to Abraham and the 
patriarchs. to the Tabernacle and the whole sacrificial system. to the innumerable references to 
a Messiah. a sufferirig servant, and so on. Therefore, to say that the Bible is about Christ is to 
say that the main theme of the Bible is the gospel--Salvation is of the Lord (Jonah 2:9). 

So reading the Old Testament Christocentrically is not just a "additional" dimension. I t  is not 
something you can just tack on to the end of a study and sermon. ("Oh. and by the way, this 
also points us  to Christ".) Rather, the Christocentric reading provides a fundamentally different 
application and meaning to the text. Without relating it to Christ. the story of Abraham and 
Isaac means: 'You must be willing to even kill your own son for him" Without relating it to 
Christ. the story of Jacob wrestling with the angel means: 'You haue to wrestle with God even 
when he is inexplicable-even when he is crippling you. You must never give up." These 'morals- 
of-the-story' are crushing because they essentially are read a s  being about u s  and what we 
must do. 



HOW? 
STRATEGIES FOR APPLICATION 

INTRODU(3TION 
How do we 'get down to earth1--bringing a text into direct contact with the hearts and lives and 
practices of the listeners? And how do we do this in such a way that really changes the heart 
through the gospel rather through general moral exhortation? I will lay down three broad 
strategies for application that flow out of a Redemptive-Historical approach. Indeed, the second 
strategy (Aiming a t  Heart-Motives) flows directly out of the "Law Completion" way of 
Redemptive-Historical exposition. 

Note: To preach the gospeI every week is to continually put the law into a context of grace. But 
many people say that to constantly be striking a 'note of grace. grace, grace' is helpful for 
pockets of Christians who have been raised in strict and legalistic situations, but this is not the 
note to sound out in the general culture. The objection goes like this: "Surely Phariseeism and 
moralism is not a problem in our culture today. Rather, our problem is license and 
antinomianism. People lack a sense of right or wrong. It is 'carrying coal to Newcastle' to talk 
about grace all the time to post-modem people. But I don't believe that is the case. Unless you 
provide the 'good news' of grace hand in hand with the 'bad news' of God's judgement I don't 
think you will successfully preach to people today. Basically, I have found. working in a very 
secular city. that you have to preach the gospel of free grace against legalism in order to reach 
anti-nomian people and create real character change. 

A. CRITIQUE RELIGION AS WELL AS IRRELIGION 
One of the most important ways to get a hearing from post-modem people and to wake up 
nominal or sleepy Christians i s  to preach the gospel as a "third" distinct way from both 
irreligion y& religion. 

Religion is 'outside in': "if I work hard according to Biblical principles, then God will 
accept/bless me". The gospel is 'inside out': "because God has accepted/blessed me, I work 
hard to live according to Biblical principles". fLReligion (explicitly in other faiths and implicitly in 
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legalistic Christianity) makes moral/religious observance a means of salvation. Even people 
who believe in the Christian God can functionally 'base their sanctification on their 
justification' (Lovelace). Thus a prime need is to distinguish between general 'religion' and 
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gospel Christianity as  well a s  overt irreligion. Why? (1) Many professed Christians aren't 
believers--they are pure 'elder brothers' (Luke 15: 1 lff.) and only making this distinction can 
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convert them. (2) Many. many real Christians are elder-brotherish--angry, mechanical. 

3- 4 
superior, insecure--and only making this distinction can renew them. (3) Modem and post- 
modem people have rejected religion for good reasons and will only listen to Christianity if they 
see it is differen9 b\h w w  uys k h ' ~ k g b ~ ~  k (I. &we , 

. 7  

At the heart of the gospel is the 'propitiation' of God's wrath by the substitutionary life and 
death of Christ. so that his children by faith no longer fear the judicial, retributive wrath of God * E- 

2- 
ever again (Rom. 8:l). This cuts against not one but two alternatives--in NT times terms--both 
legalistic 'Pharisees' and liberal 'Sadducees'. Liberal Sadducees don't believe in a God of wrath 

F' 
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who needs to be propitiated, but legalistic, Pharisees don't really believe in a God whose wrath 4 
has been propitiated. Sadducees don't feel need to be justified: Pharisees are trying to turn 
aside God's condemnation with their own righteousness, functionally "basing their iustification 



regulations to make 

bga l i sm and leniency are therefore not just equally bad and wrong but they are basically 
same thing. They are just different strategies of 'self-salvation'. Each kind of person is 
basically being their own Savior and Lord. In a local church, both a ministry that is loose 
about doctrine and winks at  disobedience and sin and a ministry in which there is scolding 
and 'tightness'--lack any kind of spiritual power, authority, and joy that brings people into life 
change. They are both the same thing. The only way into a ministry that sees people's lives 
change. that brings a joy and power and electricity without authoritarianism--is a preaching of 
the gospel that deconstructs both legalism & leniency equallyA 

Why--this so important to reach post-modern people? One of the most important ways to 
get "Sadducees" to listen to a presentation of Christianity is to deconstruct Phariseeism. The 
way to get anti-nomians to listen to the law is to distinguish the gospel from legalism. Why? 
Modem and post-modem people have been rejecting Christianity for years thinking that it was 
indistinguishable from moralism. (And in many of its incarnations it is indistinguishable!) 
Religious people who don't understand the gospel have to bolster their own sense of worthiness 
by convincing themselves they are better than other people. This leads them to exclude and 
condemn others. The vast majority of people in NYC who are hostile to Christianity don't know 
any other kinds of churches. Only if you show them there's a difference--that what they 
rejected isn't real Christianity--only then will they even begin to think and listen again and give 
it 'one more look'. 

Non-christians will always automatically hear gospel presentations as  just appeals to become 
moral and religious--unless in your preaching you use the good news of grace against legalism. 

1. The two "thieves" of the gospel. 
Tertullian said, "Just as Christ was crucified between two thieves. so this doctrine of 
justification is ever crucified between two opposite errors." Tertullian meant that there were two 
basic false ways of thinking. each of which "steals" the power and the distinctiveness of the 
gospel from us by pulling us "off the gospel line" to one side or the other. These two errors are 
very powerful. because they represent the natural tendency of the human heart and mind. 
These 'thieves" can be called moralism on the one hand, and or relativism on the other hand. 
(Note: Thinking in terms of the RHM. we can say that 'legalism' is an 'under-realized' 
eschatology in which the presence of God's future.acceptance and vindication is not grasped. 
and anti-nomianism is an 'over-re ized' eschatol gy in which the law and striving is not 
n e c e s s ~ . ~  L "3 di sm = u&r--t5d e r k b r ~ / ~ b e r r ( w u  ' W -  ndild reLJ-4 
Another way to put i t  is: the gospel opposes both religion and irreligion. On the one hand. 

9' 
"moralism/religion" stresses truth over grace. for it says that we must obey the truth in order 
to be saved. On the other hand. "relativists/irreligion" stresses grace over truth. for they say 
that we are all accepted by God (if there is a God) and we have to decide what is true for us. 
But "truth" without grace is not really truth, and "grace" without truth is not really grace. 
Jesus was "full of grace and truth". Any religion or philosophy of life that de-emphasizes or lose 
one or the other of these truths, falls into legalism or into license and either way, the joy and 
power and "release" of the gospel is stolen by one thief or the other. The real gospel gives us  a 
God far more holy than a moralist can bear (since your morality is only a filthy rag before him) 
and far more loving than a relativist can imagine (since his love cost him dearly). 

Since Paul uses a metaphor for being "in line" with the gospel, we can picture gospel renewal 
failing when we keep from walking 'off-line" either to the right or to the left. However, before we 
start we must realize that the gospel is not a half-way compromise between the two poles--it 



oes not produce "so 

In Galatians 2: 14. Paul lays down a powerful principle. He d e d s  with Peter's racial pride and 
cowardice by declaring that he was not living 'not in line with the truth of the gospel". From this 
we see that the Christian life is a urocess of renewing every dimension of our life-- spiritual, 
psvchoIogical, corporate, social--bv thinking, hoping, and living out the 'lines" or rad ica t ions  
of the g;osuel. The gospel is to be applied to every area of thinking, feeling, relating, working, 
and behaving. Notice. Paul did not say, "you are breaking the no-racism law!" though that is 
perfectly true. However, it is not the best way to think. Paul asks neither 'what is the moral 
way to act?" nor does he say "we don't need to order our steps a t  all!" but  rather he asks: 'what 
is the way to live that is in-line with the gospel?" The gospel must  be continually 'thought out" 
to keep us  from moving into our habitual moralistic or individualistic directions. We must bring 
evenrthing into line with the gospel. 

The main problem, then, in the Christian life is that we have not thought out the deep 
implications of the gospel, we have not 'used" the gospel in and on all parts of our life. Richard 
Lovelace says that most people's problems are just a failure to be oriented to the gospel--a 
failure to grasp and believe it through and through. Luther says, "The truth of the Gospel is the 
principle article of a l l  Christian doctrine .... Most necessary is it that roe know this article well, 
teach it to others, and beat it into their heads continually." (on Ga1.2: 140. 

2 .  'Two Thieves' application. 
So we see that we must move away from the typical 'conservative evangelical' preaching which 
basically says: "Irreligion and immorality is bad: moral living is very good: Christianity is best." 
Of course it is better to not rob and kill, whether you are a Christian or not! But gospel 
preaching is careful to show the 'dark side' of morality, so that non-Christians (who see the 
dangers of religiosity and self-righteousness) vyill realize the gospel is something else, and so 
that Christians will not be trapped in the lifelessness of moral self-effort. The following are 
some examples of how to treat subjects contrasted with both irreligion and religion. 

a. Approach to discouragement. When a person is depressed, the moralist says. "you are 
breaking the rules--repent." On the other hand, the relativist says, "you just need to love and 
accept yourself'. But (assuming there is no physiological base of the depression!) the gospel 
leads us  to examine ourselves and say: "something in my life has  become more important than 
Christ, a pseudo-savior, a form of works-righteousness". The gospel leads u s  to repentance, but  
not to merely setting our will against superficialities. It is with& the gospel that 
superficialities will be addressed instead of the heart. The moralist will work on behavior and 
the relativist will work on the emotions themselves. 
b. Approach to  love and relationships. Moralism often uses the procuring of love a s  way 
to "earn our salvation" and convince ourselves we are worthy persons. That often creates what 
is called "co-dependencyu--a form of self-salvation through needing people or needing people to 
need you (i.e. saving yourself by saving others). On the other hand, much relativism/liberalism 
reduces love to a negotiated partnership for mutual benefit. You only relate a s  long a s  it is  not 
costing you anything. So the choice (without the gospel) is to selfishly use others or to selfishly 
let yourself be used by others. But in Christ we see a man who unconditionally s a ~ ~ c e d  for u s  
out of love for u s  (not need for us). When we get both the emotional-humility (who do I think I 
am?) and the emotional-wealth (he loves me like that!) we are moved to also humbly serve 
others, but not out of inappropriate need. We sacrSce and commit. but  not out of a need to 
convince ourselves or others we are acceptabIe. So we can love the person enough to confront, 
yet stay with the person when it does not benefit us. 
c. Approach to sufferinq. Moralists believe that God owes them. The whole point of moralism 
is to put God in one's debt. So when a moralist suffers, he must either feel mad at God 
(because I have been performing well) or mad a t  self (because 1 have not been performing well) 



gospel on the one hand takes away or surprise and pique over suffering. On the one hand, we 
see him suffering--without complaint--for us. So we know that we deserve to be eternally lost 
but by mercy we will never get what we deserve. This eliminates self-pity. On the other hand, 
we know God could not be punishing us  for our sin--since Jesus paid for our sins, and God 
cannot receive two payments. That means whatever suffering we are receiving is not 
retribution. but instruction. If you face suffering with a clear grasp of justification by grace 
alone, your joy in that grace will deepen, but if you face suffering with a rnindset of justification 
by works, the suffering will break you, not make you. 'He suffered not that we might not suffer, 
but that in our suffering we could become like him." Since both the moralist and the 
pragmatist ignore the cross in different ways, they will both be confused and devastated by 
suffenng. 
d. Approach to sexuali tv. The secularist/pragmatist sees sex as  merely biological and 
physical appetite. The moralist tends to see sex a s  dirty or a t  least a dangerous impulse that 
leads constantly to sin. But the gospel shows u s  that sexuality is to reflect the self-giving of 
Christ. He gave himself completely without conditions. So we are not to seek intimacy but  hold 
back control of our lives. If we give ourselves sexually we are to give ourselves legally, socially, 
personally--utterly. Sex only is to happened in a totally committed, permanent relationship of 
marriage. 
e. Approach to one's farnilv. Moralism can make you a slave to parental expectations, while 
pragmatism sees no need for family loyalty or the keeping of promises and covenants if they do 
not "meet my needs". The gospel frees you from making parental approval a n  absolute or 
psychological salvation, pointing how God becomes the ultimate father. Then you will neither 
be too dependent or too hostile to your parents. 
f .  Approach to other races and cultures. The liberal approach is to relativize all cultures. 
("We can all get along because there is no truth".) The conservatives believe there is truth for 
evaluation of cultures, and so they choose some culture a s  superior and then they idolize it, 
feeling superior to others in the impulse of self-justifyng pride. The gospel leads us to be: a) on 
the one hand, somewhat critical of all cultures, including our own (since there is truth), but b) 
on the other hand, we are morally superior to no one. After all. we are saved by grace alone. 
Christians will exhibit both moral conviction yet compassion and flexibility. For example, gays 
are used to being "bashed" and hated or completely accepted. 
g.  Approach to witness to non-Christians. The liberal/pragmatist approach is to deny the 
legitimacy of evangelism altogether. The conservative/moralist person does believe in 
proselytxing. because "we are right and they are wrong". Such proselylxing is almost always 
offensive. But the gospel produces a constellation of traits in us. a) First, we are compelled to 
share the gospel out of generosity and love, not guilt. b) Second. we are freed from fear of being 
ridiculed or hurt by others, since we already have the favor of God by grace. c) Third, there is a 
humility in our dealings with others, because we know we are saved only by grace alone, not 
because of our superior insight or character. d) Fourth, we are hopeful about anyone, even the 
"hard cases", because we were saved only because of grace, not because we were likely people 
to be Christians. d) Fifth. we are courteous and careful with people. We don't have to push or 
coerce them. for it is only God's grace that opens hearts, not our eloquence or persistence or 
even their openness. All these traits not only create a winsome evangelist but an excellent 
neighbor in a multi-cultural society. 
h. Approach to human authority. Moralists will tend to obey human authorities (family, tribe. 
government, cultural customs) too much, since they rely so heavily on their self-image of being 
moral and decent. Pragmatists will either obey human authority too much (since they have no 
higher authority by which they can judge their culture) or else too little (since they may only 
obey when they know they won't get caught). That mean either authoritarianism or anarchy. 
But the gospel gives you both a standard by which to oppose human authority (if it contradicts 
the gospel), but on the other hand, gives you incentive to obey the civil authorities from the 
heart. even when you could get away with disobedience. 



i .  Approach to guilt. 
standard or condiuon or 
God is the only God who 
because you have failed your real God, your real righteousness, and it is holding you captive. 
The moralist's false god is usually a God of their imagination which is holy and demanding but 
not gracious. The pragmatist's false god is usually some achievement or relationship. 
j. Approach to self-image. Without the gospel, your self-image is based upon living up to some 
standards--whether yours or someone's imposed upon you. If you live up to those standards, 
you will be confident but not humble. If you don't live up to them, you will be humble but not 
confident. Only in the gospel can you be both enormously bold and utterly sensitive and 
humble. For you are both perfect and a sinner! 
k. Approach to "right living". Jonathan Edwards points out that "true virtue" is only possible 
for those who have experienced the grace of the gospel. Any person who is trying to earn their 
salvation does "the right thing" in order to get into heaven, or in order to better their self- 
esteem (etc.). In other words. the ultimate motive is self-interest. But persons who know they 
are totally accepted already do "the right thing" out of sheer delight in righteousness for its own 
sake. Only in the gospel do you obey God for God's sake, and not for what God will give you. 
Only in the gospel do you love people for their sake (not yours), do good for its own sake (not 
yours), and obey God for his sake (not yours). Only the gospel makes "doing the right thing" a 
joy and delight. not a burden or a means to an end. 
1. Approach to the poor. The liberal/pragmatist tend to scorn the religion of the poor and see 
them as helpless victims needing e,xpertise. This is born out of a disbelief in God's common 
grace or special grace to all. Ironically, the secular mindset also disbelieves in sin. and thus 
anyone who is poor must be oppressed. a helpless victim. The conservative/moralists on the 
other hand tend to scorn the poor as failures and weaklings. They see them a s  somehow to 
blame for their situation. But the gospel leads u s  to be: a) humble, without moral superiority 
knowing you were "spiritually bankrupt" but saved by Christ's free generosity, and b) gracious, 
not worried too much about "deservingness", since you didn't deserve Christ's grace, c) 
respectful of believing poor Christians as  brothers and sisters from whom to learn. Jesus 
himself came as  a poor man. The gospel alone can bring "knowledge workers" into a sense of 
humble respect for and solidarity with the poor. 

B. CHALLENGE WITH THE COMFORT O F  THE GOSPEL 

1 .  What does it  take to repent? 
a. You need a sense of God's grace to repent. To truly repent, a person certainly needs 
humility--"emotional poverty". You must feel and acknowledge the guilt of what you have done 
and your inability to make it right by your own efforts. But full and true repentance also 
requires emotional 'wealth'. You need to have a hope and assurance of God's commitment to 
you, his love and mercy toward you. Anyone who simply despairs under sin, who says, "I'm too 
bad, too terrible for God or anyone to forgive me" is (ironically) guilty of unbelief. In some ways, 
to be either proud or despondent is to refuse to see Christ as  Savior and to insist on being your 
own Savior. John Newton once wrote to a depressed man: 

"You say youfeel overwhelmed with guilt and a sense of unworthiness ... You say it is 
hard to understand how a holy God could accept such a n  awful person as yourse$ You 
then express not only a low opinion of yourself, but also too low an opinion of the person, 
work, and promises of the Redeemer. ... You complain about your sin, but when we 
examine your complaints, they are so fuU of self-righteousness, unbelief, pride, and 
impatience that they are little better than the worst evils you complain of." (Letters, Vol 11) 

Notice that Newton says that to despair of God's grace (i.e. that it is unable to forgive and 
receive someone as  bad a s  you are) is really a form of self-righteousness. How so? I t  is a refusal 
to accept God's favor on the basis of mercy. A heart that says. "if I haven't earned it, I won't 



example and a Rewarder of the Righteous, but  not to be a gracious Savior. 

b. You need a sense of God's grace even t o  become convicted. Not only that, but it is not 
really possible to be honest about how sinful you are unless you have the confidence that God 
loves you. If you base your self-image on your record and performance, it will be too traumatic 
to admit the extent of your sinfulness. You will be in denial, rationallzing and 'screening out' 
evidence of deep character flaws. Unless you believe that "the Lord's unfailing love surrounds" 
you, you will not be able to repent. It takes the good news of the gospel as much a s  the bad 
news to lead our hearts to admit what we really are. 

c. The '2oyful fear" of repentance. In Psalm 130:4 we read the remarkable verse: "but with 
you there is forgiveness, therefore you are fearednThis is one of the most striking verses in the 
Bible. The Psalmist says that forgiveness, pardon, and grace leads to an  increase in the 'Ifear" 
of the Lord. What does this mean? "Servile fear [being scared] would have been diminished not 
increased, byforgiveness ... The true sense of the year of the Lord' in the Old Testament.. implies 
relationship." (DK, p.446) So this term "fear" would be best defined as: ''joyful awe and wonder 
before the transcendent greatness of who God is". And here in Psalm 130, it is the prospect of 
grace and mercy that leads the author into joyful humble submission. This "fear" then is 
paradoxical. The more we experience grace and forgiveness and love, the more we get out of 
ourselves, the more we bow to him in amazed, wondering submission to his greatness. When 
we really understand that we are forgiven, it does not lead to 'loose living' or independence, but 
to respectful surrender to his sovereignty. If we had earned our salvation, our lives would still 
be our own! He'd owe us  something. But since our salvation is by free grace, due totally to his 
love, then there is nothing he cannot ask of us. We are not our own. It is the joy that brings 
about this submission. 

2. T h e  joyful f ear  and preaching. 
Since a) we can't really even psychologically admit the magnitude of our sin if we don't know 
there is hope of salvation, and since b) self-hatred is basically a form of self-righteousness-- 
how does that effect preaching? When we preach. we need to challenge with the comfort of the 
gospel. Put another way-- the thing that most comforts us (the free, unconditional, sacniiial love 
of Jesus) should be the thing that most convict us. The language of preaching should not be: 
"unless you clean up your act, you will never get the love of God" but "how on earth can you 
treat this loving God like this?" The first approach is: "repent or God will drop you!" The 
second approach is: "repent for spurning the God whose Son died so you would never lose 
him!" 

The first approach actually encourages self-righteousness. It tries to convict u s  by increasing 
self-centeredness, by saying, "the sinfulness of your sin is that it is going to make you 
unhappy! Better get rid of it or you won't be blessed." Ironically, this only gets you to hate 
yourself (for being a failure) and to hate the consequences of the sin ("this is going to ruin me!") 
rather than the sin itself for what it  is in itself. a violation of God. 

The second approach increases Christ-centeredness, saying, "the sinfulness of your sin is that 
it rejects the sacrificial love of Christ. He died so you wouldn't do this sin!" While the first 
approach tends toward hating myself rather than the sin, this approach tends to help be hate 
the sin rather than myself. If the focus is on the death of Christ for me, and of his 
unconditional commitment to me. then I see my own value to him, and that makes the sin far 
mrse! It is trampling on his unconditional love. It is savaging the heart of the one who loved 
me unconditionally. 

The preacher who convicts out of the comfort, who goes for 'joyful fear' instead of 'servile fear' 
will find that he can be extremely strong and forceful in his admonitions. This is not a 



. Convicting with mercy. 
So how do we convict Pharisees of sin with the 'good news' of mercy and grace? You condemn 
them for feeling condemned! You call them to repent of not seeing and living off of the 
greatness of what Christ has done for them as  their wisdom. righteousness, sanctification. 
redemption! You say something like this: 'You are more free from condemnation than you will 
dare to believe. Your pride, spiritual coldness toward God and others, and anxiety proves you 
don't thoroughly believe the gospel. Accept his acceptance!" Convict them of joylessness. 

Then how do we convict Sadduceess and lawless people of sin with the 'good news' of mercy 
and grace? a) First. they must over-hear you convicting Pharisees with the good news! This 
brings them up short! They thought Christianity was all 'bad news'. Contemporary people are 
so therapized to believe that any kind of guilt is bad that they will immediately shrink from any 
prospect of guilt and conviction unless they can see what is on the other side. They have to 
hear of the sin of joylessness, of the sin of trymg to save yourself by your good works and moral 
behavior. Even though thev aren't Wing to do this themselves, they need to see the 
fruitlessness of it and the sheerness of God's grace. b) Then. second we can turn the "bad 
news" on to the lawless listener, and they will be more open to it. We can say something like 
this: "You do sin--though you refuse to use the word. You know that. And you cannot reform 
by moral effort-you will never keep it up. Nothing less than the death of the Son of God can 
save you--that is how extreme your position is. But he has done it! It is finished!" Sadducees 
are considerably more open to even this bad news once they have seen how incredibly 
comforting the gospel is for people 'inside' the faith and also how deadly it is against the 
moralistic, proud attitudes they so hate in religious people. 

6 o t e :  Conviction of sin and grace are cyclically related--one leads to other to other. The greater 
our sense of weakness and sin the greater our realization of how extensive God's love and grace 
really is. But just a s  true, that deeper assurance of love/grace makes it possible to finally 
admit the greater depth of your sin. The more sure you are of not being rejected--the more 
honest you can afford to be with yourself! You can break into this 'cycle' a t  any point. In more 
nominally Christian societies it was good to 'break in' by trying it increase a sense of sin so 
grace seems precious. But today it is better to 'break in' by highlighting grace so a s  to make sin 
and the law something possible to faceA 

C. AIM AT HEART-MOTIVES UNDER (AS WELL AS) BEHAVIOR 
6 e  saw Martin Luther believed that self-justification (rather than Lord-justification) is the root 
of all sin. This means that there is a particular heart-motive 'barrier' under every sin. which is 
some form of unbelief in the gospel of Lord-justification. This means that we must 'use the 
gospel' each time we do application. We must show that some form of gospel-unbelief is a t  the 
root of why we do not live as  we ought. We must renew the heart-motives with the gospel. not 
just with exhortation that focuses directly on the willL]. 

1 .  Principles for Renewing the Heart with the Gospel. 
a. The gospel offers not just forgiveness for our bad record, but also complete acceptance 
through Christ's perfect record. Christ did not only die in our place but lived a perfect life in 
our place. Therefore we do not simply get forgiveness for sins from Christ, but also complete 
acceptance. his perfect past and record now (in God's sight) becomes ours. 
b. There is no alternative to the gospel but works-righteousness. Both religion 
irreligion are forms of it .  Un-religious persons are s t r u m g  to achieve a 'ri&teousnessn 
through their own efforts, and religious persons are struggling to achieve a 'rlghteousness" 
through their own efforts. So fundarnentalIy, they are no dmerent. 



thus an "idol", a pseudo-savior, which creates inordinate desires. 
d. All of life is repentance--not just for sins, but also for our  false "righteousness(es)". 
Any failure of actual righteousness is always a failure to live in accordance with our i m ~ u t e d  
righteousness. We make something besides Jesus our real hope and life. So believing the 
gospel means to repent, not just of our sins, but of the particular (sew righteousness(es) 
underlying our behavior. That is the secret of change. 
e. Gospel repentance creates a whole new motivation in  our  relationship to God, to 
others, to ourselves, and to our life in  the world. Only through the gospel is there is a new 
sense of delight ~ and service to god for the beauty of who he is in himself, not for what he 
gives you. That frees u s  to love others and do good deeds for their own sake, and not for how 
they profit us. 
f. Therefore, the  gospel is not only the way to enter t he  kingdom. but  also the way t o  
advance (in) the kingdom. 

2.  A Basic Outline for Aiming at Heart as well as Behavior' 
The following may actually be four points in a presentation, or they may be treated very quickly 
as  the last point of a sermon. But more generally, this is a foundational outline for the basic 
moral reasoning and argument that lies a t  the heart of the application. 

a. The Plot winds up: WHAT YOU MUST DO. 
'This is what vou have to do! Here is what the text/narrative tells u s  that we must do or what 
we must be." 
b. The Plot thickens: WHY YOU CAN'T DO IT. 
"But vou can't do it! Here are all the reasons that you will never become like this just by trying 
very hard." 
c. The Plot resolves: HOW HE DID IT. 
"But there's One who did. Perfectly. Wholly. Jesus the---. He has done this for us, in our 
place." 
d.  The Plot winds down: HOW, THROUGH HIM, YOU CAN DO IT. 
'Our failure to do it is due to our functional rejection of what he did. Remembering him frees 
our heart so we can change like this ..." 

kiscussion a) In every text of the Scripture there is somehow a moral principle. It may grow 
out of because of what it shows us  about the character of God or Christ, or out of either the 
good or bad example of characters in the text, or because of explicit commands, promises, and 
warnings. This moral principle must be distilled clearly. b) But then a crisis is created in the 
hearers a s  the preacher shows that his moral principle creates insurmountable problems. The 
sermon shows how this practical and moral obligation is impossible to meet. The hearers are 
led to a seemingly dead end. c) Then a hidden door opens and light comes In. The sermon 
moves both into worship and into Christ-application when it shows how only Jesus C M s t  has 
fulfilled this. If the text is a narrative, you can show how Christ is the ultimate example of a 
particular character. If the text is didactic, you can show how Christ is the ultimate 
embodiment of the principle. d) Finally, we show how our inability to live a s  we ought stems 
from our rejection of Christ a s  the Way. Truth. and Life (or whatever the theme is). The sermon 
points out how to repent and rejoice in Christ in such a way that we can live as we  ought.^ 

Case Study #1 
If I preached a sermon on "honesty". I could show the forms of dishonesty and how harmful it 
is, and how we need to ask God to help u s  be honest. But if I stopped there (and merely called 
people to ask forgiveness for lying and try harder to be honest). I would only be playing to the 
heart's natural self-righteousness. I would be essentially supporting the growth of 'common 



sermon I ever preached on honesty/lying up in my first 15 years in the ministry was like this! 
Even though I knew (via Ed Clowney) that I had to preach Christ and not moralism from every 
text, I really just made Jesus an 'add-on'. I didn't apply him a s  Savior to the actual sin of lying, 
but to the aftermath only. My sermon would go like this: 

I. Here are all the ways we lie, and why they are forbidden. 
11. We should not lie, because Jesus  told the truth and kept his  promises. 

(Jesus a s  Example) 
111. If we do lie, Jesus  will forgive us  and help us do better. 

(Jesus a s  God-of-gaps) 

In other words. I used Jesus a s  an example, and then as  someone who forgives u s  when, 
though we try very hard, we sometimes fail. This essentially tells people to sanctify themselves. 
It implicitly appeals to fear and/or pride a s  motives for honesty. 

But in gospel analysis we ask the question: '& do you lie in a particular situation?" The 
usual reason we lie is because there is something we feel that we simply must have (besides 
Jesus) to survive and be truly happy, and so we lie. It is usually a good reputation, or saving 
face, or approval, or some other thing. I f i s t  came to understand this when I realized that my 
wife and I tend to 'fudge' the truth in very different circumstances. I realized that the 
underlying reason that I liedldeceived was a fear of people's disapproval. 

Using "Luther-ist" analysis, I was trusting in the approval of people rather than in Christ a s  my 
functional trust, as  my main hope. But anything you add to Jesus Christ a s  a requirement for 
a happy life is a functional salvation, a pseudo-lord, and it is controlling you, whether it be 
power, approval, comfort or control. So the only way to change your habit of lying is to (not 
just try harder) but to apply the gospel--to repent of your failure to believe the gospel, and see 
that you are not are saved by pursuing this thing (which you are lying to get), but through the 
grace of Jesus Christ. 

Alternatives What are the alternatives? mpe #I- On the one hand, there is a 'Christ as  
Example" or 'moralistic' sermon that says--"please try harder or God will be very unhappy!". 
Type #2- On the other hand. there is a 'Christ as  God-of-Gaps" or 'relativistic' sermon that 
says--"we all fall down but God loves u s  anyway!" (Many people today in the Reformed camp 
smell that 'church growth' theory has led us  to more 'relativistic' sermons in the evangelical 
world. But are we just to go back to the moralistic ones?) 

Instead we must do 'Christ-as-Savior" or 'gospel' sermons. Unlike Type #2" sermons, they 
begin with deep, below the surface repentance. not a superficial application of ';Jesus loves you 
anyway". Unlike 'rype # 1" sermons, they end with rejoicing, since the thing we must repent of 
is always a failure to enjoy, delight in, and relish the grace and provision of Christ's work. So 
this is how I learned to preach sermons on lying--or on anything else. No matter what the 
issue, if we call people to 'try harder", we actually push them deeper into slavery, but when we 
always solve the problem by applying the gospel, then both a) non-Christians get to hear it 
every week in multiple perspectives, and b) Christians get to see how it really works in the 
every aspect of life. 

Sum: Only "Christo-centric" preaching can really lead the hearers to true virtue, gospel 
holiness. Typical preaching only distills 'Biblical principles" which do not see the text in its 
redemptive-historical context. Thus it is only natural that the application part of such a 
sermon will tend to merely exhort people to conform to the principles. Only Christo-centric 
preaching can produce gospel holiness. 



1.  We must put God first in every area of life, like Abraham did. F i s  is where the traditional 
sermon ends!!) 
2 .  But we can't! We won't! So we should be condemned. 
3. But Jesus put God first. on the cross-- His was the ultimate and perfect act of submission to 
God. Jesus is the only one that God ever said--"Obey me and as a result I will send you to hell." 
Jesus obeyed anyway--just for truth's sake, for God's sake. The only perfect act of submission. 
4. Only when we see that Jesus obeyed like Abraham for us! Can we begin to live like 
Abraham. Let your heart think like this-- 

On!y when I see God's already accepted me can I even begin to try to live like Abraham. I'd 
never even start down this road--of Abraham-like obedience. Otherwise I'd not even keep it 
up. I'd be so discouraged by my failures. But God has already set his love on me, prior to 
my obedience. Without knowing that. I'd never have the heart to start or keep going. 

Only when I see God's already accepted me can I deal with the real reasons I fail to live like 
Abraham. I put "Isaacs" ahead of Christ because I think they will give me more security and 
worth than he will. Only by joying in my acceptance will these Isaacs lose their power over 
me. Without doing that, I'd not have the ability to make any progress at all. 

Only when I see God's accepted me can I really want to live like Abraham for the right, non- 
destructive reason. As I sit and listen to this sermon about Abraham. I realize I may try to 
obey God so that he will give me a happy life and family. But if I obey like that, I'm really 
not obeying him for his sake. I'm using the Law of God to control him. not praise him. 
Without joying in. seeing, resting in Christ's obedience for me, I'll never be obeying for the 
right reason, nor even truly obeying at all. 

I Case Study 
A Semea on the power of sexual/beauty's attraction in our culture. 0 I. What you must do: The power of physical beaufy over u s  must be broken. Look at the 
devastation in our society and in our lives. 1) It distorts women's view of themselves (add eating 
disorders) 2) it demoralizes aging people, 3) it distorts men's lives, by making them reject great 
spouse-prospects for superficial reasons (add pornography). What must we do? Don't judge a 
book by its cover. Be deep. Don't be controlled. 
11. But you can't: You know quite well we won't be able to. Whp 1) First, we desire physical 
beauty to cover our own sense of shame and inadequacy. Genesis 3. 'When you look good you 
feel good about yourself" really equals "...you feel yourself to be good." 2) Second, we are afraid 
of our mortality and death. Evolutionary biologists and Christians together agree that the drive 
to have physical beauty is a desire for youth. We'll never overcome our problem by just 'trying". 
111. But there was one who did. There was one who was beautiful beyond bearing yet 
willingly gave it up (Phil.2). He became ugly that we might become beautiful (Is.53). 
IV. Only now we can change. Only as we see what he did for u s  will our hearts be melted and 
freed from the belief that we can judge a book by its cover. Only when we can be in him will we 
be freed from our sense of shame and fear of mortality. 

Note: See Appendix A to this  Chapter- 'Preaching and Idols' 

D. LOOK AT THE TEXT THROUGH THREE 'APPLICATION PERSPECTIVES' 

1 .  What the 'Three Perspectives' are. 
Vern Poythress in his new God-centered Interpretation takes John Frame's 3-perspectives of 
normative (prophetic). existential (priestly), and situational (kingly) and works this out for 



these three aspects, you make it an  idol and it leads to distortions. 

However, once you 'go into' the application to the hearers, you again have the three 
perspectives. Again, if you only use one of the aspects, you make it a n  idol and it leads to 
distortions. He calls these distortions--the 'Doctrinalist' (mainly normative); 'Pietist' (mainly 
existential), and 'Cultural-transfornationalist' (mainly kingly). 

r a. A 'Doctrinalist' looks to a text to see how it supports sound doctrine. This person makes the 
Enlightenment mistake that you can have objective knowledge without it being personal. The 
Reformed way to put this is that all knowledge is 'covenantal'. (See M.Kline. The Structure of 
Biblical Authority and Frame, The Doctrine of the Knowledge of Cod) Their basic gist is this: no 
part of revelation is given simply to be known. Everything that is revealed is revealed for 
covenant service (~eut.29:29)There is no ne~tralit$-~o< are either in covenant service to God 
a s  you look at world or in covenant service to some other Lord. Thus Frame in 'God in our 
Studies" in The Doctrine ofthe Knowledge of God pp.81-84 is able to say that the way the Lord - - 
has structured knowledge so that you can only understand God's truth-if you know ;ourself, 
and your world, as well a s  the Biblical text. The three perspectives 'co-inhere'. You can't really 
know what a Biblical text means unless you also know how it is to affect the world and you. In 
short, if I don't know how to use a text, I don't know it's meaning--so the difference between 
'meaning' and 'application' is meaninglessd 

Many evangelicals, especially in the Reformed camps are afraid of subjectivism and of being 
'man-centered'. They want to simply "expound what the divine Biblical text says, without 
regard to 'felt needs' or human concerns." But that is impossible. The minute the doctrinalist 
starts reading a text, he is doing so with particular questions on his heart--the last Presbytery 
debate he was at. the iast books he read, a particular cultural problem--and thus the reader 
finds in the Scripture the answers to the questions on his heart. If the Bible is covenantal 
revelation--if, in fact, if all knowledge is covenantal--done in moral commitment to some 'lord' 
so that no such thing as neutral, value-free 'fact'--then application to felt needs is happening in 
every interpretation and preaching. So you better do it consciously, to the people in front of 
you. or you will only be pleasing your self or even solving your own problems in the pulpit, and 
starving everyone else. 

b. A Pietist tends to look a t  every text as  i t  relates to people psychologically and devotionally. . 
The text is applied to answer the questions: how does this help u s  relate to the Lord? How does 
it help our prayer life. How does it show u s  how to live in the world? How does this help the 
non-believer find Christ? How does this help me handle my personal problems? The pietist is 
the best of the three at  looking for ways to preach a text evangeiistically and bring it  to bear on 
the individual's heart and conscience in order to get a 'decision'. Also, the pietist is constantly 
aware of how Christians are lose their internal spiritual grip on the doctrine of free justification 
and may be 'returning to the bondage' (Gal.5: 1) to false savior-gods (Gd.4:8). 

c. A Cultural-transformationist tends to look a t  the text as it relates to corporate and culturai 
issues. such a s  social justice and economic fairness and Christian community building. The 
'Great Reversal' of the cross means that the gospel proclaims a complete reversal of the values 
of the world--power, recognition, status, wealth. For example, the gospel is especially 
welcomed by the poor and for the poor (Luke 4: 18- He has anointed me.. . b preach the gospel to 
the poor." Cf. also Luke 7:22.) Preaching the gospel and healing people's bodies are closely 
associated (Luke 9:6). Jesus points to the corning kingdom of God that will renew all of 
creation. The gospel creates a people with a whole alternate way of being human. Racial and 
class superiority, accrual of money and power a t  the expense of others, yearning for popularity 
and recognition--all these things are marks of living in the world, and are the opposite of the 



So the doctrinalist reads Luke 4:31-37 and says: 'This passage teaches the deity of Christ and 
demonstrates his sovereignty over evil spirits and also shows the grace of God toward people in 
bondage to sin." The pietist looks a t  the same passage and says: "this passage teaches that 
Jesus can solve my problems if I let him and also that once I am delivered I have to tell my 
friends." The cultural-transfomationist reads the passage and says: "this passage shows 
Christ as  an  active power in the world, transforming the world, liberating people from 
oppressive structures.? (See Poythress, pp. 1-4) 

We need all three perspectives when thinking about and writing application. Orthodox people 
are sensitive to 'therapeutic' and 'liberationist' idolatries. But they tend to cling to old 
Enlightenment idolatries themselves into a 'doctrinalist' idolatry. Since by temperament. we all 
have our 'bent', we should force ourselves to look a t  a text through all three application 
'perspectives'. When we do so, we will often see many rich possible uses of a text that otherwise 
we would miss. 

2. The Three Perspectives and the question of What is the Gospel'? 
a. The Discussion. There is a rather signif~cant and growing controversy going on about 'what 
is the gospel?' in evangelical circles today. Many people are saying that the traditional 
evangelical gospel is too 'individualistic' because it left out the 'kingdom of God'. More and 
more are saying. "the gospel is the good news of the reign of God, not the good news that you 
can have personal forgiveness and peace with God." (Much of this sort of language is inspired 
by the writings of Lesslie Newbigin. N.T.Wright, and the 'Gospel and Our Culture Network'.) 

This kind of talk is both helpful and misleading. It is quite true that traditional evangelicalism 
has been individualistic, largely because of a lack of orientation to the Redemptive-Historical 
perspective. I t  is quite true that 'the kingdom' is essential to the gospel. For example, the very 
concept of simul jus tus et peccator--simultaneously legally 'just' and yet actually 'sinful', the 
very heart of Luther's gospel--is based on the 'already but not yet' of the kingdom of God. 
Justification by faith is possible because of the presence of the future verdict upon God's 
people on judgment day. When we are 'born again'. we are born into the kingdom (John 3: 1ffJ. 
So if you leave the kingdom of God out of the gospel preaching, you are being misleading. 
However, i t  may also be quite misleading for a preacher to simply say, "the good news is that 
the reign of God is here!" That can become a new moralism (a socially activistic moralism) that 
tells people "God's program of creation renewal is going on. and you can join it." But how does 
a person join it? By just 'getting with the program' in some general way? By getting baptized 
and beginning to live according to kingdom values? This may end up being a new kind of self- 
effort. I doubt that preaching simply "the good news is the reign of God" is going to lead people 
to respond. "My chains fell off; my heart was free. I rose. went forth, and followed thee." 

b. Three Perspectives on the Gospel. I think it is important to see that the gospel itself (just 
like the Tri-une God) should be understood through three perspectives a s  well. Each 
perspective is true in that it eventually comprises the whole, but each approach begins with a 
particular 'door' or aspect. 

The 'normative' aspect I'll call "the gospel of Christ" - stresses obiective, historic work of Christ 
that Jesus really came in time-space and history to accomplish all for us. It will talk much 
more about the real, historicity of Jesus life. death and resurrection. John Stott. This view 
thinks that the problem addressed by Paul in Galatians was a doctrinal heresy. 
The 'existential' aspect I'll call "the gospel of sonshipu- stresses our new identity in Christ a s  
adopted children, liberated from the law. It will talk much of the power of the spirit to renew 
broken hearts and psyches. Jack Miller. This view thinks that the problem addressed by Paul 
in Galatians was a pastoral one of Christians falling back into legalism. 



We need all three perspectives, though each perspective is not simply a 'part' of the gospel. For 
example, the 'kingdom' perspective contains the other two. If God is king, then salvation must 
be by grace, for if we are saved by works, something else will be our Lord and Savior . Or, if we 
have a new identity in Christ by sheer grace. then we must not look down a t  anyone else, and 
self-justification is the basis of racism and injustice. If you go deep enough into any one 
perspective, you will find the other two. 

c. What is 'the Problem'? There is a great danger of getting locked into only one perspective 
because we get obsessed with some too-sweeping analysis of what the main problem "in our 
world today". (1) If you think that subjectivism in society is the problem you will do the gospel 
of X and fear that sonship-gospel and the kingdom-gospel sound too much like the 'liberal' 
ideas. (2) If you think that Pharisaical objectivism is the problem, you will do the sonship- 
gospel with more emphasis on personal individual emotional freedom. (3) If you think the main 
problem we face is old Enlightenment individualism, you will do the gospel of the kingdom with 
more emphasis on working together sacrificially to transform power of the gospel. But aren't 
we facing glJ these problems? 

Remember also that different groups and classes of people are in different conditions. With 
traditional cultures, the traditional evangelical gospel good, a s  it builds on a desire for 
historical evidence and a sense of 'truth'. Traditional cultures (with their share of 'failed 
Pharisees) often respond well to the sonship-gospel, as  may 'post-modem' people who have a 
desire for freedom. Many groups with a high 'people-consciousness' such as  minorities will 
respond better to the kingdom-gospel, a s  will many post-modem people who think more so in 
terms of 'sociology' than psychology (identity politics). 

So we should be careful. Most of us are 'in reaction' to some approach to the gospel we think 
unbalanced. We must not over-react by getting 'stuck' in one perspective. 

3. Case S tudy:  Appl icat ion  for t h e  S t o r y  of Esther 

"WHAT YOU MUST DO" 
a. God calls us  to serve him in intensely secular settings. (Cultural Transformationist) 
This message is similar (but stronger!) as  that of the accounts of Joseph and Daniel. We learn 
here how a believer can be effectively used by God in the heart of secular and pluralistic 
culture, even in the centers of its power. In all three accounts, we learn of Jewish figures who 
rise to power in an unbelieving society through their skills and talents--and then use their 
places to save their people. 

This is a threatening message to many Christians today. There has always been a strong 
tendency among orthodox believers toward separation from the polluted, unclean. and 
morally/spiritually 'messy' arenas of politics, business, government, and so on. But Esther is a 
concubine, a member of a harem! 

'Let Esther's harem represent every unclean political or commercial institution or structure 
where evil reigns and must be confronted. Believers are needed there .... Our cities are full of 
dens of iniquity. Our culture is described a s  essentially post-Christian. secular, and often 
antithetical to biblical values and hostile to biblical virtues.. . . [But] Esther gives us  permission 
to reflect on our call to serve God within the matrix of a modem secul ar... system .... How could 
God call Esther to be the interracial replacement spouse of a polygarnous, pagan Persian 
king?. . ..This book is off the screen for many evangelicals .... We urban people need Esther now 



b. God calls u s  not only to change individuals, but change society and culture. (Cultural 
Transformationist) In each case we've looked a t  in this course--Joseph, Daniel, and Esther-- 
God called someone to work for just laws and policies in a secular society. It is common for 
modem Christians to insist that the only way to change society is to convert and disciple 
individuals. If that is all there is to be dcne, then the 'higher' calling would be to go into 
Christian ministry. But the Bible shows us people who God also calls to work for social and 
"systemic" justice and peace in society. Esther used her position to have an unjust law 
repealed. 

Ray Bakke (A Theology a s  Big a s  the City, p. 106) reminds u s  that we must read Esther 
'synoptically' with Ezra and Nehemiah. These three Jewish 'heroes' had three very different 
callings. Ezra was a clergyman, who taught the Bible to the restored community in Jerusalem. 
Nehemiah was a lay person who used his skills to literally rebuild the wall and infra-structure 
of Jerusalem to insure safe streets and a decent economy. Esther, meanwhile, used her 
position to work for just laws in the secular realm. Only all three people. working together, 
were able to rebuild Jerusalem into a viable city. One did evangelism/discipleship (working on 
the spiritual welfare). one did community development (working on the social and economic 
welfare), and one did social justice (creating laws that were just and allowed the community to 
grow). This was not only a lay-clergy leadership team, but  a male-female leadership team. 

This means that we will never see God's kingdom move forward with only evangeIism and 
discipleship. We must also do 'wholistic' ministry that works on behalf of the poor and at-risk 
neighborhoods, and we must also have Christians in 'secular' jobs working with excellence. 
integrity, and distinctiveness. We need Ezra ministry, Nehemiah ministry, and Esther ministry- 
-all together--if we are going to 'win' our society for Christ. 

c.  God i s  the only real King. (Doctrinalist) 
We have noted that God's name is never directly mentioned why? The teaching is: God is 
sovereignly in control. even when he appears to be completely absent. The dramatic tension in 
the book revolves around a threat to the very existence of the Jews. If we put the book in its 
total Biblical context, we know that this is really a threat to the whole plan of God to redeem 
the world by grace. Genesis 12: 1-3 tells u s  that God planned to bring salvation into the world 
through a family and a people, descended from Abraham. Abraham's people were to be 
guardians of both the true faith and the "Messianic seed" which would one day produce a 
savior who would redeem the world. A threat to the Jewish nation was, therefore, an attack by 
the world on God's redemptive plan. However, largely through a set of "coincidences", the Jews 
are saved. God's plan to save the world through grace is intact. 

"What the writer of Esther has done is to give u s  a story in which the main actor is not so 
much a s  mentioned--the presence of God is implied and understood throughout the story, so 
that these mounting coincidences are but the by-product of his rule over history and his 
providential care for his people. It is a n  extraordinary piece of literary genius that this author 
wrote a book that is about the actions and rule of God from beginnmg to end, and yet that God 
is not named on a single page of the story." (Dillard, p.196). 

What a vivid way to teach u s  that God is always present. even when he seems most absent and 
his purposes most 'opaque'! The message of the book is that God's plan of grace/salvation 
cannot fail, and though he may appear to be completely absent. he is really behind everything, 
working out his plan. 

Because of this theme, the writer contrasts two conflicting world-views--that of Harnan and 
that of Mordecai. Harnan believes in chance-fate. He casts lots to determine the best time to 



and shows by the outcome which is to be preferred." (Baldwin, p.38) 

Nevertheless, we are taught that God's sovereignty is not determinism. When the story is over. 
it will be possible to look back and see that so much of what happened was do to a divine 
power behind even the most mundane 'accidents'. Yet the narrator does not depict a kind of 
fatalistic determinism. Our choices are not determined apart from the responsible exercise of 
our will. Esther will have to risk her life and act courageously if the salvation of her people will 
be realized. We are not just passive pawns in God's plan. 

d. Human strength i s  weakness and weakness can be strength. (Pietist) 
Recent commentators have noticed the weakness of men and the power of women in the book. 
In contrast to the huge show of power in his great feast, the drunken Xerxes tries to humiliate 
his wife who in turn humiliates him. In response, he decrees that all men should control their 
wives when he can't control his own. The decree, evidently made when he was still drunk. only 
makes him look foolish. Later he appears to regret it on several fronts. 

Not only is he 'bested' by his first queen, the rest of the book shows him being 'bested' by his 
next queen. While the king is revealed to be ill-informed. forgetful, impulsive, unjust, and 
unwise. his queen Esther is seen to be brave, take-charge, focused, wise, and just. Not only 
Vashti and Esther, but Haman's wife Zaresh appear a s  'strong and shrewd' while all the men 
(except Mordecai) appear vain and foolish. 

Esther, of course, is the person who most of all stands the world's expectations on their head. 
First. she was an orphan, without father or mother (2:7). Orphans are one of the oppressed. 
powerless groups (cf.Jarnes 1:27). Second. she was a woman. and not a powerful or wealthy 
woman. but  a concubine, the member of a harem. In the process of the narrative, however, she 
ascends from being an orphan and Mordecai's protege to being a queen of great power, who 
makes plans and takes decisive leadership and who in the end is her uncle's guardian. 
Originally, her physical beauty won the king's heart, but 2: 15 indicates that her character and 
behavior had won the attraction of the rest of the court a s  well. Esther comes from the outside 
margins of society and is used by God to do redemption. So again we see a very prominent 
theme in the Bible. God does not work through the channels that the world considers strong 
and powerful. Instead, he works through groups (women, racial minorities) who seem 
powerless. The first shall be last and the last shall be first. 

In a related theme, we Iearn that 'the one who would lose himself will find himself. We learn 
that evil sets up  strains in the fabric of life and backfires on the perpetrator, while faithfulness 
to God is also wise. Haman. who intends to destroy Modecai and his kin, ultimately destroys 
only himself and his kin. This theme is especially achieved through the literary device of irony. 
The gallows that Haman builds for Mordecai becomes his own place of execution. Haman seeks 
to plunder the wealth of the Jews, but it is his wealth that fall into their hands. The reversal of 
role and of fortune that occurs so often in the Bible eventually finds its fullest expression in 
Jesus,  who was exalted because he stooped so low. At the same time Satan is brought low 
because he sought exaltation. Sum--Do what you can to penetrate the culture. Don't live in a 
ghetto!--and when there, sever the Lord. Serve your people. Serve the interest of justice! Don't 
be afraid to lose your power, even your life, for God is the real king! Don't be seduced by 
human power, beauty, and acclaim! 

"WHY YOU CAN'T DO IT" 
Now how can you do all? You can't! If we end the sermon right here, we'll all be in despair. You 
don't have the courage to do this. You may get excited today about doing this, but your courage 



made, but when it 
status to help people in needs. You just won't have the ability to do so. 

"BW THERE IS ONE WHO DID DO THIS" 
You have to often go into the palace--but not be tempted by the palace! You've got to be willing 
to leave the palace in order to serve your Lord! (Ah, but  why can't we? We are enthralled to 
acclaim and glory of the palace! How free ourselves? Esther's great temptation, once she comes 
into a place of luxury, comfort, and privilege, is to hold on to that position to the detriment of 
her people. When by God's grace we come into such a standing, we may be seduced by it. 
Mordecai had to challenge Esther and force her to see her choices. Salvation comes through 
Esther only when she is willing to give up her place in the palace and take her life into her o m  
hands and risk it all in order to intercede before the throne of power. Again we see that 
redemption comes not by gaining but by losing, not by filling oneself. but by emptying oneself. 

We also see, over and over, that we need a deliverer who identifies with u s  and that stands a s  
our representative--as in the career of Joseph in Egypt, David before Goliath. So in this story 
we are led to see Jesus,  who did not need a challenge to leave his place of power, who saved u s  
not a t  the risk of his glory but at the cost of his glory, who did not say, 'if I perish, I perishw but 
"when I perish, I perish", who had to die in order to stand before the throne as our intercessor 
(Heb.7:24-25). But the "rest" that Jesus brings is not one that gives u s  rest from enemies by 
lulling them, but by winning them. After the cross, we pray for our enemies. Jesus has brought 
the barrier down between Jew and Gentile, Saul and Amalek. We learn-- Salvation 'rest" comes 
by the sacn i i e  and intercession of another. We have one who was in the greatest palace of all, 
but who did not just serve his God as the risk of losing the palace, but at the cost 

DISCIPLINE WHO YOU TALK TO. 

1 .  Your peoplecontext always shapes your sermons. 
When we study the Bible, we only extract answers to the questions that we implicitly or 
e,xplicitly have on our hearts as  we read it. If all revelation is covenantal, and we don't 
understand a passage of the Scripture unless we know how to "use" it (see Session 1-B), then 
there is no such thing a s  a 'view from nowherew. We have certain questions, problems, and 
issues on our mind, and a s  we read the Bible, we mainly 'hear" what it teaches u s  about those 
questions, problems, and issues. 

Therefore, there is a Vicious" cycle in preaching. You will tend to preach to the people you 
listen to most during the week. Why'? The people you are most engaged with fill your mind 
with their questions, which act a s  something of a 'gridw a s  you read the Bible. Their issues will 
on your mind a s  you read and you will especially notice Biblical truth that speaks to them. 
Thus your sermons will tend to aim at the people who you are already have most on your 
heart. They will then be the people that are most interested and satisfied by your preaching. 
They will come and bring others like themselves. Because they are coming, you will meet more 
of them, speak more to them, and thus (semi-consciously) tailor your sermons more to them. 
The more you listen to them. the more they pull the sermon toward them--the more you direct 
the sermon to them. the more they come to church--the more they come to church, the more 
you listen to them. 

At the very worst. evangelical preachers read and engage other evangelical preachers and 
writers. They read (and speak to) almost exclusively those thinkers that support their own 
views. Then the sermons are really only helpful for other s e r n i n q  students and graduates (of 
your particular stripe!) It is not really true that some sermons are too academic and thus lack 
application. Rather, the preacher is applying the text to the people's questions that he most 
understands--other academics. 



they are being "fed", but they know instinctively that they cannot bring non-Christian friends 
to church. They never think, 'I wish my non-Christian neighbor could be here to hear this." 

There is then no abstract. academic way to preach relevant, applicatory sermons. They will 
arise from who will listen to. If you spend most of your time reading, instead of out with people, 
you will apply the Bible text to the authors of the books you read. If you spend most of your 
time in Christian meetings or in the evangelical sub-culture, your sermons will apply the Bible 
text to the needs of evangelicals. The only way out of this is to deliberately diversify your people 
con text. 

2. Deliberately diversify your people-context. 
How? The first approach is easiest--vary what you read. Read lots of material by people who 
differ wildly from you theologically. The fastest way to do this is not to read books, but 
magazines. For happily middle class liberal/New Age culture, read The Utne Reader. For angry 
liberal/atheistic culture, read The Nation For sophisticated, upscale liberal culture read The 
New Yorker. For cutting edge GenX liberal culture. try Wired. There are quite a few other 
periodicals that would do just as well. This is just an idea. 

The second approach is harder--vary who to talk to. Pastors find this difficult, because most 
people won't be themselves with us. Nevertheless, through being very careful with your 
appointment schedule, and through being creative with your community and neighborhood 
involvement, be sure to spend time with people from a variety of spritual conditions. Here is a 
partial list. Be sure that you do not flnd you only spend time with one kind of person. 

F. DISCIPLINE WHO YOU 'PICTURE'. 
Now when you both read the Bible text and write the sermon, think especially of individuals 
you know with various spiritual conditions (non-Christian, weak Christian, strong Christian), 
with various besetting sins (pride, lust, worry, greed. prejudice, resentment, self- 
consciousness. depression, fear, guilt), and in various circumstances (loneliness. persecution. 
weariness, grief, sickness, failure, indecision, confusion, physical handicaps, old age, 
disillusionment, boredom). Now, remembering specific faces, look at  the Biblical truth you are 
applying and ask: "how would this text apply to this or that person?" Imagine yourself 
personally counseling the person with the text. Write down what you would say. The effect of 
this exercise is to be sure that your application is specific. practical, and personal. 

1. Quick-Lists. 
At the very least. ask yourself: 'What does this text say to a) Mature Christians, b) non- 
Christians, c) newer or very immature Christians? 

A second list to keep in your head easily is to ask yourself: 'What does this text say to the 'four 
soils', the four groups of the Mark 4 parable?" a) Conscious skeptics and rejecters of the faith. 
b) Nominal Christians whose commitment is extremely shallow, c) Christians who are divided 
in their loyalties and messed up in their priorities, d) Mature, committed Christians. 

2. Warning Will Robinson! 
Important safety tip. If the person(s) you are visualizing are actually going to be in the audience 
which hears the sermon you are preparing, be sure not to use details that would make it 
appear that you are using the pulpit to publicly rebuke an  individual. That is an unBiblical 
thing to do! (Matthew 18 and 5 tell u s  to go to a person privately if we have something against 
them.) You want your sermon to apply to large numbers of people, not just one. Use the 



3 .  Longer Lists  (to get you thinking) 
Here are the kind of different people you may be speaking to. Does the text speak to any of 
them? 

NonChristians 
Conscious Unbeliever -Aware he is not a Christian. 

Immoral pagan -Living a blatantly immoral/illegal lifestyle. 
Intellectual pagan -Claiming the faith is untenable or unreasonable. 

Imitative pagan -Is fashionably skeptical. but not profound. 
Genuine thinker -Has serious, well-conceived objections. 

Religious Non-Christian -Belonging to organized religions, cults. or denominations with 
seriously mistaken doctrine. 

Non-churched Nominal Christian -Has belief in basic Christian doctrines, but with no or 
remote church connection. 

a Churched Nominal Christian -Participates in church but is not regenerated. 
a Semi-active moralist -Respectably moral whose religion is without assurance and 

is all a matter of dyty. 
Active self-righteous -Very committed and involved in the church, with assurance 

of salvation based on good works. 

a Awakened Sinner -Stirred and convicted over his sin but without gospel peace yet. 
Curious -Stirred up mainly in an intellectual way, full of questions and diligent in 

study. 
Convicted with false peace -Without understanding the gospel. has been told that by - 

walking an aisle. praying a prayer, or doing something, he is now right with God. 
Comfortless -Extremely aware of sins but not accepting or understanding the gospel 

of grace. 

A~ostate -Once active in the church but who has repudiated the faith without regrets. 

Christians 
a New Believer -Recently converted. 

Doubtful -Has many fears and hesitancies about his new faith. 
Eager -Beginning with joy and confidence and a zeal to learn and serve. 
Overzealous -Has become somewhat proud and judgmental of others. and is 

overconfident of his own abilities. 

Mature/growing -Passes through nearly all of the basic conditions named below, but 
progresses through them because he responds quickly to pastoral treatment or he knows 
how to treat himself. 

Afflicted -Lives under a burden or trouble that saps spiritual strength. (Generally, we call a 
person afflicted who has not brought the trouble on himself.) 

Physically afflicted -Experiencing bodily decay 
the sick 
the elderly 
the disabled 

Dying 



e Lonely 
r Persecuted/Abused 
o Poor/economic troubles 
0 Desertion -Spiritually dry through the action of God who removes a sense of his 

nearness despite the use of the means of grace. 

Tempted -Struggling with a sin or sins which are remaining attractive and strong. 
Overtaken -Tempted largely in the realm of the thoughts and desires. 
Taken over -A sin has become addictive behavior. 

Immature -A spiritual baby, who should be growing, but who is not. 
Undisciplined -Simply lazy in using the means of grace and in using @ts for 

ministry 
Self-satisfied -Pride has choked growth. complacency and he has become perhaps 

cynical and scornful of many other Christians. 
Unbalanced -Has had either the intellectual. the emotional, or the volitional aspect 

of his faith become overemphasized. 
0 Devotees of eccentric doctrines -Has become absorbed in a distorted teaching that 

hurts spritual growth. 

0 De~ressed -is not only experiencing negative feelings, but is also shirking Christian duties 
and being disobedient. (Note: If a person is a new believer, or tempted, or afflicted, or 
immature. and does not get proper treatment, he will become spiritually depressed. Besides 
these conditions. the following problems can lead to depression.) 

Anxious -Through worry or fear handled improperly is depressed. 
Weary -Has become listless and dry through overwork. 
Angry -Through bitterness or uncontrolled anger handled improperly is depressed. 
Introspective -Dwells on failures and feelings and lacks assurance. 

0 Guilty -A conscience which is wounded and repentance has not been reached. 

Backsidden -Has gone beyond depression to a withdrawal from fellowship with God and 
with the church. 
Tender - Is  still easily convicted of his sins, and susceptible to calls for repentance. 
Hardening -Has become c p c a l .  scornful, and difficult to convict. 

WEAVE APPLICATION THROUGHOUT THE SERMON. 

1 .  Use both "running" and "collected" application. 
Application is not appended to the end of a sermon--it runs throughout. Nevertheless, a 
sermon a s  it progresses. should move to more and more direct and specific application. 
"Running application" refers to the fact that the every Biblical principle must be stated 
immediately in its "practical bearings". But as  the sermon winds to a close. it is important for 
the preacher to "collect" the applications. recap them, and then drive it home by moving a t  
least one step deeper in specificness. 

2.  Ask direct questions. 
The best preachers speak to each listener very personally. That can be done by posing direct 
questions to the audience, posing inquiries which call for a response in the heart. Ask. "how 
many of you know that this past week you twisted the truth or omitted part of the truth in 
order to look good?" and follow it with a pause. This is far more personal and attention-riveting 
than a mere statement. "many people M s t  the truth or tell half-truths to reach their own 



- 
canylng on a dialogue with you. 

3. Anticipate objections and questions. 
If you know the people to whom you speak, you will know the kind of objections or questions 
they will be poising in their hearts in response to your points. So identify those questions and 
express them. This keeps up the personal dialogue and lends great power to the sermon. For 
example: 

"Now some of you are likely saying, 'Yes, that's great for you, but you faith. I wish I could 
believe in God, I have tried, but I just can't develop the faith!' But friend, your real problem is 
not that you can't believe in God, but that you are refusing to doubt vourself. You are 
committed to the "doctrine" of your own competence to run your life. And you believe in it 
against all the evidence! Come! Admit what you know down deep. that you are not wise and 
able enough to run your own life. Doubt yourself, and you will begin to move toward faith in 
God." 

Look at the Puritans for models of this. They were excellent a t  posing "common objections" and 
answering them within the body of the sermon. 

4 .  Provide tests for self-examination. 
Do not underestimate the sinner's ability to avoid conviction of sin! Every heart has scores of 
time-tested subterfuges and excuses by which it can somehow rationalize away any direct 
confrontation with its own wickedness. As you preach, these are the kinds of thoughts going 
on in the minds of the listeners: 

'Well. that's easy to say--you don't have my husband!" 
"I suppose that may be true of others, but not of me." 
"I sure wish Sally was here to hear this--she really needs that." 

Therefore, it is important to provide brief "tests" for the listeners. For example: 

'Well. perhaps you agree with me--you agree that pride is bad and humility is good, but you 
think 'but I don't have much of a problem with pride.' Well look at  yourself. Are you too shy to 
witness? Are you too self-conscious to tell people the truth? What is that. but a kind of pride, 
a fear of looking bad?" 

The "tests" of course, are simply "example illustrations", of the sort that John the Baptist gave 
his audience in Luke 3. 

5 .  Don't pass by the "pliable" moment. 
Often there come points in the sermon when it is evident that the audience's attention is 
riveted and they are getting something of what Adams calls an  "experience" of the truth. Often 
you can sense that people are coming under conviction. One sign is usually the lack of 
fidgeting, foot shuffling, and throat clearing. The audience gets more silent and still. 

This is a "pliable" or a teachable moment. Don't let it go past! Don't be so tied to your outline 
or notes that you fail to take time to drive home the truth directly and specifically. Perhaps 
you could pause, and look the people in the eye a s  they swallow the food you have just fed 
them. 

6.  Be affectionate as well as forceful. 



question he or she has just posed (perhaps) in the heart, you will make yourself appear 
haughty and unapproachable (and maybe you are!) 

7. Use a balance of the many forms of application. 
Application includes, a t  least, a) warning and admonishing, b) encouraging and renewing, c) 
comforting and soothing, d) urging, pleading. and "stirring up". There is a dangerous tendency 
for a preacher to specialize in just one of these. Often this comes because of a bent in the 
temperament or personality. That is, some preachers are temperamentally gentle and reserved. 
others are light-hearted and optimistic, while others are serious and intense. These 
temperaments can distort our application of the Biblical truth so that we are always majoring 
in one kind. But over the long haul, that weakens our persuasiveness. People get used to 
same tone or tenor of voice. It is far more effective when a speaker can move from sweetness 
and sunshine to clouds and thunder! Let the Biblical text control you, not your temperament. 
"Loud" truth should be communicated as  loud, "hard" truth should be communicated a s  hard. 
"sweet" truth should be communicated sweetly. 

Appendix A - 

Preaching and Pastoring o n  Idols 
INTRODUCTION 
'Idolatry' is a major theme for 'what ails' us. It is there all through the Bible a s  a or the unifying 
way to describe what is wrong with us--psychologically, intellectually, sociologically, culturally. 
But again, it the word itself is fairly rare in the NT, but once we get a bead on some key texts 
and some key words. we will see how pervasive concept is. And if it is the main way to 
understand what is wrong with us--a pastor, a physician of souls. can't possibly ignore it. 

A. BIBLICAL THEOLOGY - OLD TESTAMENT 
The whole story of the Bible--at least in the OT, can be seen as  a struggle between true faith 
and idolatry. 
1. In the beginning--idolatry 
In the beginning, human beings were made to 1) worship and serve God, and then 2) to rule 
over all created things in God's name (Gen. 1:26-28). Instead, we 'fell into sin". But when Paul 
sums up the 'fallw of humanity into sin, he does so by describing it in terms of idolatry. He says 
we refused to give God glory (i.e. to make him the most important thing) and instead chose 
certain parts of creation to glorify in his stead. 7'hey exchanged the glory of the immortal 
God.. .and worshipped and served created things rather than the creator. " (Rom. 1 :2 1 -25) In 
short, we reversed the original intended order. Human beings came to 1) worship and serve 
created things, and therefore 2) the created things came to rule over them. Death itself is the 
ultimate emblem of this, since we toil in the dust until finally the dust rules u s  (Gen.3: 17-19). 
2.  The Law- against Idols 
The great sin of the Mosaic period is the making of a golden calf (Exod.32). The 10 
commandments' first two and most basic laws (one-fifth of all God's law to humankind) against 
idolatry. 1st command is prohibition against worshipping other gods; the 2nd command is a 
prohibition against worshipping God idolatrously, a s  we want him to be. And after God's entire 
code of covenant behavior is given in Exodus 20-23, it ended with a summary warning not to 
make 'a  covenant with..their gods" (v.32) lest they 'snare you" (v.33). So "idolatry" sums up al l  
that God's law is against. J u s t  like Romans 1. Exodus does not envision any 'thirdw option. We 
will either worship the uncreated God. or we will worship some created thing (an idol). There is 
no possibility of our worshipping nothing. We will 'tuorship and serve" (Rom. 1:25) something, 



our imagination and heart. It "snares" us. Therefore every human personality, every human 
community, and every human thought-form will be based on some ultimate concern or some 
ultimate allegiance to something. 
3.  The Psalms-Praying against idols 
In the Psalms. the adoration of the people is not only toward God, but also against idols. 
Ps.24:3-4--Who may ascend the hill of the Lord? Who may stand in his holy place? He who has 
clean hands and a pure heart, who does not lift up his soul to an idol ... The 'kabod" or glory of 
God is. quite literally, his weightiness. his supreme importance. But idols are good things 
which get more glory in our eyes than God. Therefore we cannot give God worship unless we 
identify and remove the idols of our heart. This theme is so crucial to John Calvin in his effort 
to renew worship Biblically that his whole theology of worship has been called 'the war against 
idols'. 
4 .  The Prophets-Polemic against idols 
Isaiah. Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, leveled an  enormous polemic against the worship of idols. 
4) First, an idol is ern~tu, nothina Dowerless. The idol is nothing but what we ourselves have 
made, the work of our own hands (Is.2:8: Jer. 1: 16). Thus an  idol is something we make in our 
image. It is only, in a sense, worshipping ourselves, or a reflection of our own sensibility 
(Is.44: 10-13). I t  has no ability or power of its own (Is.41:6.7); it  will eventually rot (Is.40:20) bl 
But second. (paradoxicallu) an idol is a spiritually danqerous Dower which saps uou o f  all power. 
This is a triple paradox. Idols are powerless things that are all about getting power. But the 
more you seek power through them. the more they drain you of strength. (1) First, the idol 
brings about temble spiritual blindness of heart and mind (Is.44:9,18). The idolater is self- 
deluded through a web of lies (Is.44:20). When we set our Worship apparatus' in our hearts 
upon something smaller than the true God, it produces a 'delusional field' which causes us to 
live in deep denial of the truth and reality. We deny how important the idol really is to us, yet 
we deny how impotent the idol really is. Also, we deny the bad effects it is having on us. (2) 
Second, the idol brings about slavery. Jeremiah likens our relationship to idols a s  a love- 
addicted person to his or her lover (Jer.2:25). Once we have come to believe that something 
will really make us happy, then we cannot help ourselves--we must follow our god. Idols poison 
the heart into complete dependence on it (Is.44: 17); they completely capture our hearts (Ezek 
14: 1-5). 

Sum: So the OT is understood grid of idolatry. God is king, but we tried to keep control and 
power worshipping and serving created things. They in turn. set up a kingdom of darkness that 
blinds and enslaves. The prophets say that someday, the King will return and free us. But we 
can't read the NT through the grid of idolatry, can we? I t  is seldom mentioned. And moreover. 
idolatry is not relevant a t  all for us today, is it? 

B. BIBLICAL THEOLOGY-NEW TESTAMENT 
It is typical to think that *idolatry" is mainly an Old Testament phenomenon, but closer 
examination shows that it is not. A couple of texts provide clues to the fact that pervasive 
human idolatry was assumed by the New Testament writers. 

1 John 5:21 
The last verse of I John is: "Beloved, keep yourself from idols*. Now idolatry has not been 
mentioned by John by name once in the entire treatise. So we have to conclude one of two 
things. Either 1) he is now, in the very last sentence, changing the whole subject (perhaps a s  
an afterthought, but then he does nothing to elaborate or explain his meaning at  all)! or 2) he is 
summarizing all he has been saying in the epistle about living in the light (holiness), love, and 
truth. I think the latter is more reasonable--but the implications are sigruflcant. John. in one 
brief statement, is putting in the negative what he had spent the whole letter putting in the 



In these two verses Paul reminds the Galatians that they had once been enslaved "to those who 
by nature are not gods. Bu t... how is it that you are turning back to those weak and miserable 
principles? Do you want to be enslaued to them all over again?' I know that "stoichea" referred to 
here are much debated, and I won't go into them here. But it seems safe to assume that Paul is 
saymg: don't go back to idolatry. But wait! The Galatians may have once been idolaters in the 
sense of worshipping figures of metal and wood. But the danger in Galatians is following those 
who are telling them to be circumcised and who are trymg to lure them into a Biblical 
moralism, and clouding their understanding of justification by faith alone. So how can he talk 
of this as a return to i d o l a w  The implications are again significant. If anything but Christ is 
your justification--you are falling into idolatry. If you sacflice to a statue, or seek to merit 
heaven through conscientious Biblical morality--you are setting up  something besides God as 
your ultimate hope and it will enslave you. 

1 .  Idolatry is at the root of all sin-infact, it is the only way to understand sin. 

Galatians 4:8-9 sheds light on the classic text of Romans 1 : 18-25. This extensive passage on 
idolatry is often seen a s  only refemng to the pagan Gentiles, but instead we should recognize it 
as  analysis of what sin is and how it works. 

v.2 1 tells u s  that the reason we make idols is because we want to control our lives, 
though we know that we owe God everything. ''Though they knew God, they neither 
glonyid God nor gave thanks to him. 
v.25 tells u s  the strategy for control--taking created things and setting our hearts on 
them and building our lives around them. Since we need to worship something. 
because of how we are created, we cannot eliminate God without creating God- 
substitutes 
v.2 1 and 25 tell u s  the two results of idolatry: ( 1) deception--"their thinking became 
futile and their hearts were darkened" and (2) slavery-"they worshrpped and served" 
created things. Whatever you worship you will serve. 

No one grasped this better than Martin Luther, who ties the Old Testament and New Testament 
together remarkably in his exposition of the 10 commandments. Luther saw how the Old 
Testament law against idols and the New Testament emphasis on justification by faith alone 
are essentially the same. He said that the Ten Commandments begin with two commandments 
against idolatry. Then comes commandments three to ten. Why this order? It is because the 
fundamental problem in law-breaking is always idolatry. In other words, we never break 
commandments 3-10 without first breaking 1-2. But why would this be? Luther 
understood that the first commandment is really all about justification by faith, and to fail to 
believe in justification by faith is idolatry, which is the root of all that displeases God. 

*A11 those who do not at all times trust God and do not in d their works or sufferings, Zge 
and death, trust in His favor, grace and good-will, but seek His fauor in other things or in 
themselves, do not keep this [Firstl Commandment and practice real idolatry, even ifthey 
were to do the works of all the other Commandments, and in addition had all the prayers, 
obedience, patience, and chastity of all the saints combined For the chief work is not 
present, without which all the others are nothing but mere sham show and pretense. 
with nothing back of them.. Ifw doubt or do not believe that God is gracious to us and is 
pleased with us. or if w presumptuously expect to please Him only through and after ow  
works. then it is dl pure deception outwardly honoring God, but inwardly setting u p  self 
as a false isauiorl .... " (Part X. Xll Excerpts from Martin Luther, Treatise ~oncemhq  ~ o o d  
Works (1520) 



Here Luther says that failure to believe God accepts u s  fully in Christ--an 
something else for our salvation--is a failure to keep the first commandment, namely, having 
no other gods before him. To try to earn your own salvation through works-righteousness is 
breaking the first commandment. Then he says that we cannot truly keep any of the other laws 
unless we keep the first law--against idolatry and works-righteousness. Thus beneath any 
particular sin is this sin of rejecting Christ-sdvation and indulging in self-salvation. 

Sum: The Bible does not consider idolatry to be one sin among many (and thus now a very rare 
sin only among primitive people). Rather, the onlu alternative b true, ~ L L U  faith in the living God 
is idolatry. our failures to trust God wholly or to live rightly are due a t  root to idolatry-- 
something we make more important than God. There is always a reason for a sin. Under our 
sins are idolatrous desires. 

2. Idolatry i s  at t h e  root of every heart-it i s  t h e  on ly  w a y  t o  unders tand 
motivation 

There is another word that is very common in the NT which has strong links to the idea of 
idolatry. Once we make this connection, we can see an  even deeper link between the N T  
concept of the heart and idolatry. 

" If 'idolatry' is the characteristic and summary Old Testament wordfor our drift from God, 
then 'lust [inordinate desires], epi thumiai is the characteristic and summary New 
Testament word for that same dnift (See summary s taternents by Paul. Peter, John, and 
James as Gal.5: 16ff; Eph.2:3, 4:22; I Pet.2:11, 4:2; I John 2: 16; James 1 : l4n,  where 
epithumiai is the catch-all for what is wrong with us.) The tenth commandment [against 
'coveting', which is idolatrous, inordinate desire for something] ... also ... makes sin 
'psychodynamic'. I t  lays bares the grasping and demanding nature of the human heart, 
as Paul powerfully descnbes in Romans 7.... the NT merges the concept of idolatry and the 
concept of inordinate, lfe-ruling desires.. .for lust demandingness, craving and yearning 
are specijlially termed 'idolatry' (Eph5:5 and Colossians 3:51. --David Powlison--Idols of 
the Heart and Vanitu Fair 

The author explains here how idolatry moves u s  to disobedience and sin. He says that unless 
we believe the gospel and look to the Lord for our salvation. we will look to some idol. and 
idolatry always leads to 'overdesires'. For example. if we believe we will only be significant if we 
make a lot of money, we will be in the grip of an  over-desire, "drivenness", to succeed in our 
work. 

This is why we can say that beneath the breaking of any commandment is the breaking of the 
first. Every sin is rooted in the inordinate lust for something which comes because we are 
trusting in an idol rather than in Christ for our righteousness or salvation. Therefore, in sin we 
are always 'forgetting' what God has done for u s  in Christ and instead are being moved by 
some idol. 

This is also why the word "epithumia (for idolatrous, inordinate desires) shows up in all the 
New Testament places that treat Christian character, such a s  the "fruit of the Spirit"-(see 
Galatians 5:22ff.) It is possible to have a Pharisaical or superficial compliance with God's law. 
but out of works-righteousness. This is obedience to the rules, but  out of false motives and bad 
heart-character. 

Therefore it is sofar from being true that this justifying faith makes men remiss in a 
pious and holy lge, that on the contrary without it they muld never do anything out of 
love to God. but only out of self-love orfear of damnation " Belgic Confession 24 



our good works. We will not be obeylng him out of delight in who he is in himself. So, apart 
from 'grateful remembering' of the gospel, all good works are done then for sinful motives. 
Mere moral effort. may restrain the heart. but does not truly change the heart into Christ-like 
character. Moral effort merely 'jury rigs' the evil of the heart to produce moral behavior, out of 
self-interest. It is only a matter of tlme before such a thin tissue collapses. 

Sum: This means then, that idolaty is always the reason we ever do anything wrong. Why do 
we ever lie, or fail to love or keep promises or live unselfishlv Of course, the general answer is 
'because we are weak and sinful", but the specific answer is always that there is something 
besides Jesus Christ that you feel you must have to be happy, something that is more 
important to your heart than God, something that is spinning out a delusional field and 
enslaving the heart through inordinate desires. So the secret to change (and even to self- 
understanding) is always to identify the idols of the heart. 

3. Idolatry is a t  the root of all unbelief and, to some degree, every culture. 

It is not only that idols are the basis for all personal sins and problems, but  they are also the 
basis for all social and cultural sins and problems. When an individual makes and serves an 
idol, it creates psychological distortion and troubles; when a family, a group, or a country 
makes and serves a n  idol, it creates social and cultural trouble. 

When we read Paul in Ephesians and Colossians carefuIly, we see him talking about 'powers' 
that sometime seem to be demons, but sometimes appear to be forces that we can convert and 
persuade. I think that what we see is an example of good things--government. 
business/capital. the pursuit of wisdom and knowledge--made idols and thus suffused with 
destructive ('demonic') power. The book of Revelation in particular shows how the state-- 
something quite good in Romans 13--can become evil. 

Intellectual and cultural idols stem not just from a disbelief in God but from a basic rejection of 
the basic gospel. If we reject the truth that all our problems come from a depraved heart, we 
will have to account for it by 'demonizing' some created thing a s  well a s  idealizing (ideologizing) 
of some other created thing. So romanticism demonized culture and idealized nature. Marxism 
demonized the rich and idealized economic and social factors. It believed that if we 
manipulated them properly, social problems would evaporate. 

The following are a list of some of the more obvious social-cultural idols. (Please remember that 
what is written below are major generalizations. There are many different forms of socialism 
and capitalism, for example, which moderate and improve on the fundamental theme I 
mention. The idea is to show that most 'ideologies' are 'idolatries'. These overlap. The first 
three are economic-political ideologies: the last two are intellectual-philosophical ideologies.) 

a. Fascism makes an  idol out of one particular race or nationality or culture. It occurs when a 
culture teaches individuals to say "I am acceptable because I am of the race which is far 
better than race(s)." Closely associated with this is the idol of militarism and 
physical might for coercion. Christianity is neither culturally relativistic nor imperialistic. It 
knows that not all cultures are equally healthy, but that all cultures are deeply stained by sin 
and must be judged by the Lord. 
b. Socialism makes an  idol of the state. It occurs when a culture teaches that our main 
problems are a t  root only social, not spiritual and moral. This view relies overly or exclusively 
on government solutions to re-engineer society. Christianity understands that our problems 
are rooted in sin which effects both social systems and individual hearts and will make an idol 
neither out of government nor of private, individual initiative. 
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personal freedom, and the 'almighty individual'. Today, even advocates of the free market 
recognize the 'cultural contradictions of capitalism', namely. that capitalism and consumerism 
undermine the very virtues of self-control and responsibility that gave it rise. 
d. Relativism makes an idol out one's own individual conscience and inner feelings. When a 
society teaches people "you alone can determine what is right or wrong for you, as long as  you 
don't steal others' freedom to have the same choice", then it has made "choice" an absolute 
value, and the feelings of the heart a god. 
e. Empiricism makes an  idol out of nature and scientific investigation. I t  insists absolutely 
everything has a natural, scientific cause. Thus it believes science has a n  answer for evervthing 
and will open all doors. 
f. Pluralism can make an  idol out of the government, too. The government is apparently 
"neutral" toward religion and holds that truth is 'relative'. But that means that no religion or 
faith has the right to call into question government practices. 

"/When does the pursuit of a legitimate goal become idolatry, or 'ideology'?] An ideology 
arises the moment the indiscriminately justiiis every means ...Thus a nation's goal of 
material prosperity becomes an idol [the ideology of materialism] when we use it to 
justify the destruction of the natural environment or allow the abuse of individuals or 
classes of people. A nation's goal of military security fbecomes an idol [the ideology of 
militarism] when we use it to justiiy the removal of rights to free speech andjudicial 
process, or the abuse of an ethnic minority.] --Bob Goodzwaard--Idols o f  Our Time 

But while idols are all about getting power through power and performance, the Biblical God 
can only be approached through repentance--a loss of power. While idolatry is the attempt to 
manipulate God to obtain power and security/salvation for oneself or one's group, the gospel is 
that we are saved by sheer grace, and thus we surrender ourselves in grateful love and become 
willing, sacrificial servants of everyone. We now become agents in God's kingdom which comes 
full of justice and mercy to all who are suffering. The gospel is the end of ideologies. 

Sum: At the root of all problems (personal or social), and of all non-Christian philosophies and 
ideologies is the elevation of some created thing to the place of ultimate worship and ultimate 
arbiter of truth and meaning. 

"The principle crime of the human race, the highest guilt charged upon the world, the whole 
procuring cause of judgment, is idolatry. For although each individual sin retains its own proper 
feature, although it is destined to judgment under its own proper name also, yet they all fall 
under the general heading of idolatry .... [All murder and adultey,for example are idolatry,for 
they arise because something is loved more than God--yet in twn, all idolatry is murderfor it 
assaults God, and all idolatry is also adulte y for it is unfaithfulness to God.] Thus it comes to 
pass, that in idolatry all crimes are detected, and in all crimes idolatry." -- Tertullian. On Idolatq 
Chap. I 

"A careful reading of the Old and New Testaments shows that idolatry is nothing like the crude, 
simplistic picture that springs to mind of an idol sculpture in some distant country. As the main 
cateaow to describe unbelief, the idea is hgNy sophisticated drawing together the complexities 
of motivation in individual psychology, the social environment and also the unseen m r l d  Idols 
are notjust on pagan altars, but in well-educated human hearts and minds (Ezekiel 14). The 
apostle associates the dynamics of human greed, lust, craving, and coveting with idolatry 
(Ephesians 5:5; Colossians 3:5). The Bible does not allow us to marginalize idolatry to the fringes 
of life .... it is fad on center stage."--R. Keyes, "The Idol Factory" in No Gcxi but Cod 

C. THE CONSTITUTION OF IDOLS 



a. Idols form into a system. 
How do the particular idol-systems come to be formed in us? How do we come to have our 
specific idols ? 

The world, the flesh, and the devil (1 John 2: 16-17) are inextricably linked in their influences 
to produce idols in us. First, our 'flesh", our sinful heart is by nature an 'idol factory" (as 
Calvin put it). Second, the "world", our social environment, coaxes us  into various idols by 
model and example and sometimes direct appeal. Our family's idols, our culture's idols, our 
classes idols shape us either when we embrace them or reject them for the idol-opposite. Third, 
the 'devil" works in us  to stir up and enflame desires into idolatrous bondages. If we leave out 
any one of the three aspects, we will reduce behavior to either "Johnny is bad" or "Johnny is 
abused" or "Johnny is sick". But all these approaches are simplistic compared to the Bible. 
None of our behavior is simply the result of only: a) our inherent nature, b) our environment, or 
c) our free choice. The Bible is not essentialist ("he was born that way, it is hopeless"). 
behaviorist ("he is a victim of what they did to him, it's hopeless"), or existentialist (*it's all a 
matter of his choice; he can be whatever he wants to be!") 

'How do we put together the following three things? First people are responsible for their 
behavioral sins ... Second. people with problems come from families or sub-cultures where 
the other people involved also have problems. We suffer and are victimized and 
misguided by the desbzrcfiue things other people think. want, fear, value. feel and 
do ... M y  problems are often embedded in a @ht feedback loop with y o u  proble ms... Third. 
behavior is motivated by complex, ire-driving patterns of thoughts, desires, fears, views 
of the world, and the like, of which a person mag be almost wholly unaware. How are 
we... responsible for o w  behavior [#I], socially conditioned 1#2/, and creatures whose 
hearts are twisted and complex all at the same time without anyfactor canceling out the 
others? 

The social and behavioral sciences miss th is... Human motivation is never strictly 
psychological [controlled primarily by my feelings] or ps ycho-socd lcontrolled primarily by 
my environment] or psycho-social-somatic [controlled prirnanly by my biological genetic 
code]. Human motivation is a l w s  God-relational [we are controlled primarily by what 
we worship]. Seeing this, the Bible's view alone can untfy the seemingly contradictory 
elements in the explanation of behavior." -- D. Powlison, 'Idols of the Heart and Vanity 
Fair" 

Idolatry can therefore be a useful way to understand very complex, pathological personal and 
relational patterns of life. 

"The things frequently labeled 'co-dependency' are more precisely instances of 'co- 
Idolatry'. People's typical idol patterns often reinforce each other andJt in rn uncanny 
way into a [single, large] idol system creating massively destructive feedback loops. The 
classic alcoholic husband and rescuing wge are enslaved within an idol system whose 
components complement each other all too well: 

[ l  .I The idol pattern in the husband...might be a use of alcohol [al to serve an idol 
of escape from the pains and frustrations in ice, or [bl to serve an do1 of self-crucrfin to 
deal with his periodic guilt and remorse ... M.1 The idol pattern in the wife ... might be a use 
of rescuing behavior la] to serve an idol of personal worth by being a martyred savior of 
her family, or [b] to serve an  idol of security by having a male's love and dependence on 
her. 

Each of their idols (and the consequent behavior, thoughts, and emotions) is 
'logical' within the idol systern..ldols counterfeit aspects of God's identity and character ... : 



by the one who as a liar and murderer from the beginning." 

"Co-dependency literature often perceptively describes the patterns of dysfunctional idols 
which curse and enslave people (e.g. the rescuer or compuLsive drinker). But the solution 
[in this same literature] is to offer dgerent and presumably more workable idols, rather 
than the Bible's Christ .... Self-esteem ..acceptance and love from new signijiiant others, 
[better jobs and careers] create successful versions of the idols year of man' and 'bust of 
man'. Eufunctional idols do 'work' and 'bless' with temporarily happy lives (Psalm 
73) ... but the idol system is intact.." -- D. Powlison, "Idols of the Heart and Vanity Fair" 

"The idol begins as a means ofpowr, enabling to control, but then overpowers, 
controllinq us."-- Richard Keyes. "The Idol Facto y" in No God but God 

b. Idols have a "near" and "far" dimension. 
(1) "Far idols" such a s  power, approval, comfort, control are more subtle and basic. They are a t  
the roots of your life--"farther" from the surface of things. They are motivational drives. They 
can work through many 'near idols'. They are dealt with mainly by a process of repenting and 
rejoicing (See assignment below and next week's "Dismantling Idols" Project) 

(2) *Near idols" are more concrete and specific objects and subjects such a s  your spouse or 
your career. Now these things--your business, your ministry, your music--are extremely good 
things that you need to detach from the far idols, which are using them. That means they often 
(even ordinarily) may remain in your life. if they are 'put in their place'. This is what Augustine 
meant when he spoke of the "right orderinq of our loves". 

How do we do this? Basically, you don't want to love a near idol less, but rather come to love 
and rejoice in God more than you do in it--so you don't try to 'earn your salvation' through it. It 
is important. therefore, to work on your fa r  idols the most, or you'll feel that your near idol is 
somehow dirty in itself. 

Question your motives, especially when your emotions surrounding your 'near idol' makes you 
bitter, scared, discouraged. Ask 'Why am I so upset?" Far idols give a franticness to our work 
with near idols. Often, after we become Christians (or after we get serious about our 
Christianity) we will have a period of 'disorientation', even a lapse in intensity, a s  we lose our 
old idolatrous motivations and learn gradually to pursue our ministry, marriage, work for 
Christ's sake. But that is an  extremely important transition. Jonathan Edwards' insisted that 
only when we detach our work from far idols do we actually do the work for its own sake. 
"True" virtue, is to love your music for its own sake. or your spouse for his/her own sake. And 
you are free to do in the gospel because now you love God for his own sake, not just to get 
heaven and reward from him. That is what the fullness of grace does. Without the gospel, you 
will do your work 'to get a name' or 'to prove yourself--not for the sake of the work itself. 

Sum: Sin cannot simply be resisted at the volitional level through mere will power, but on the 
other hand, we are not helpless victims. Sin must primarily be rooted out a t  the motivational 
level through the application of gospel-truth. We must flnd what we worship a s  our functional 
savior through works-righteousness, in rejection of the gospel of free grace and salvation 
through Christ. Then we must repent and replace the idol with love and joy in Christ a t  the 
same time we are trylng to change our behavior. 

c .  Idols create a 'delusional field'. 



"Yow idols defme gomi and evil in ways contrary to Gat's defmitions. They spin out a 
whole f&e belief system False gods create false laws, f a k e  defmition of honor and 
shgmu Idok promise blessing and warn of cursesfor those who succeed or fail. ' I f1  can 

then my liJe will be valid." 

This is critical to understand. There is legitimate sorrow, and then there is idolatrous. 
inconsolable sorrow, that is really the 'curse' of the idol. It is saying, "if you don't have me there 
IS nothing else that can satisfy you!" There is legitimate guilt. and then there is un-remediable 
guilt. When people say: "I know God forgives me, but I can't forgive myself'--they mean that 
they have failed an idol, whose standards are different than God's and whose approval is more 
important to them than God's. 

d. Idols can thrive i n  a religious environment. 
Often it is possible to jettison 'near idols' of sex or money and enter the church, but the 'far 
idols' may continue to be served and looked to as our functional righteousness and 'covering' 
rather than Jesus Christ. It is quite possible to serve the idol of approval, power, or control in 
religious forms. The elder brother in Luke 15 was seeking power and control through obeying 
the father. while the younger brother was attempting it through disobedience. The lack of a 
clear 'near idol' (like prostitutes) in the elder brother's life masked what he was really about. 

2. T H E  DE-CONSTRUCTION OF IDOLS 

a. The ' Moralyzingw Approach. 
A very typical approach to personal change among orthodox and conservative Christians can 
best be called the "moralyzing" approach. Basic analysis: Your problem is  tha t  you are doing 
wrong. Repent! This focuses on behavior--but doesn't go deep enough. We must find out the 
whv of our behavior. Why do I find I want to do the wrong things? What inordinate desires are - 
drawing me to do so? What are the idols and false beliefs behind them? To simply tell an 
unhappy person (or yourself) to 'repent and change behavior' is  insufficient. because the lack of 
self-control is coming from a belief that says. 'even if you live up  to moral standards. but you 
don't have this, then you are still a failure.' You must replace this belief through repentance 
for the one sin under it all--your particular idolatry. 

b. The *Psychologizing" Approach. 
A very typical approach to personal change among more liberal religious groups can best be 
called the "psychologizing" approach. Basic analysis: Your problem is tha t  you don't  see that  
God loves you as you are. Rejoice! This focuses on feelings, which seems to be 'deeper" than 
behavior--but it also fails to go deep enough. We must also And out the of our feelings. 
Why do I have such strong feelings of despair (or fear, or anger) when this or that happens? 
What are the inordinate desires that are being frustrated? What are the idols and false beliefs 
behind them? To simply tell an unhappy person (or yourself) 'God loves you--rejoice!" is 
insufficient, because the unhappiness is coming from a belief that says. 'even if God loves you, 
but you don't have this, then you are still a failure.' You must replace this belief through 
repentance for the one sin under it all--your particular idolatry. 

c. The "Gospel" Approach. 
Basic Analysis: Your problem is  tha t  you are looking to  something besides Christ for your 
happiness. Repent and rejoice! This confronts a person with the real sin under the sins and 
behind the bad feelings. Our problem is that we have given ourselves over to idols. Every idol- 
system is a way of our-works-salvation. and thus it keeps u s  "under the law". Paul tells u s  that 
the bondage of sin is broken when we come out from under the law--when we be@ to believe 
the gospel of Christ's-work-salvation. Only when we realize in a new way that we are righteous 
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effects of idols to the degree that you have both: (1) repented for your idols, and (2)  rested and 
rejoiced in the saving work and love of Christ instead. 

"lf we accurately comprehend the interweaving of...behavior, deceptive inner motives, and 
powerful externalforces, then.. what was once 'd y doctrine' becomes fdled with appeal. 
hope, delight and life. People see that the Gospel is far richer than a ticket to heaven and 
roteforgiveness for oft-repeated behavioral sins ....l 1. A Psychologizing approach says] 
'you feel horribly and act badly because your needs aren't being met--because your family 
did not meet them' ... then it says, 'God accepts a u  just as uou are.' ...This is not the 
Biblical gospel, however .... This approachjust soothes the unhappy soul without getting 
to the source of the pain]. 
/2. In a Moralyzing approach] Chrisi's forgiveness is applied simply to behavioral sins. 
The solution is typically ...an attempt to deal with the motive problems with a single act of 
housecleaning. There is little sense of patient process of inner r e n e d  ... dailq dying to the 
false gods we fabricate.-- David Powlison. "Idols of the Heart and Vanity Fair" 

"The faith that ...is able to wann itself at the fve of God's love, instead of hauing to &al 
love and self-acceptance from other sources, is actuallu the root o f  holiness ... It is often 
said today, in circles which blend popular psychology with Christianity, that we must love 
ourselves before we can be set free to love others .... But no realistic human beings f& it 
easy to love or forgive themselves, and hence their self-acce~tance must be arounded in 
their awareness that God acce~ts them in Christ There is a sense in which the strongest 
self-love that we can have ...is merely the mirror image of the lively conviction we have 
that God loves us. Moralism whether it takes the form of either denunciation or '$ep 
talks", can ultimately only created an awareness of sin and guilt or manufactured virtues 
built on will power .... We all automatically gravitate toward the assumption that we are 
ius t i f~d b4 our level o f  sanctif~ation, and when this posture is adopted, it inevitably 
focuses o w  attention not on Christ but on the adequacy of o w  own obedience. We start 
each day with our personal security not resting on the accepting love of God and the 
sacnfie of Chnst but on our present feelings or recent achievements in the Christians life. 
Since these arguments will not quiet the human conscience, we are inevitably moved 
either to discouragement and apathy or to a self-righteousness [some fonn of idolatryl 
whichfalsifiis the record to achieve a sense of peace ...-- Richard Lovelace, The Dunarnics 
of Spiritual Life 

D. A PASTORAL PROCESS WITH IDOLS 

1. IDENTIFMNG YOUR IDOLS 

a. Using 'Problem Emotions' to identify idols 
"1. Every self exists in relation to values perceived as making liJe worth l i v q .  A value is 
anything good in the created order-any idea. relation object or person in which one has an  
interest, form which one derives signfiance .... 
2. These values compete .... In time, one is prone to choose a center o f  value by which other values 
are judged. .[which] comes to exercise power or preeminence over other values. 
3. When a fmite value has been elevated to central* and imagined a s  a final source of meaning, 
then one has chosen..a qod .... One has a qod when a fmite value is... viewed as that without 
which one cannot receive life ioufully. T o  be worshipped as a god, s o m t h q  must be sufiiently 
good .... Were my daughter not a source of exceptional affection and delight, she would not be a 
potential dolatry for me, but 1 am tempted to adore her in a way ... disproportional.) 
Anxiem lldolamr and the future1 
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GuiltlBittemess lIdolatm and the wastl 
16.1 Guilt becomes neurotically intensified to the degree that I have idolized fmite values ... Suppose 
I value my ability to teach and communicate clearly .... Ifclear communication has become an 
absolute value for me, a center of value that makes all my other values valuab &...then i f 1  Ifail in 
teaching w l l ]  1 am stricken with neurotic guilt 
17. Bitterness becomes neurotically intensfid when someone or something stands between me 
and something that is my ultimate value.] 
BoredomlErnptiness Ildolatnr and the vresentl 
18. To be bored is to feel empty, [meaningless.] Boredom is an anticipatoyfonn of being dead To 
the extent to which limited values are exalted to idolatries ...[ when any of those values are lost], 
boredom becomes pathological and compulsive .... My subjectively experienced boredom may then 
become infmitely projected t o w d  the whole cosmos .... This picture of the self is called des~air 
1% milderfonns are disappointment, disillusionment, cynicism!' 
T.C. Oden. Two Worlds: Notes on the Death of  Modernitu in America and Russia Chap. 6 

TESTING FOR THEM: 
If you are angrv. Ask, "is there something too important to me? Something I am telling myself I 
have to have? I s  that why I am angry--because I am being blocked from having something I - 
think is a necessity when it is not?" Write down what that might be: 

If you are fearful or badlv worried. Ask, "is there something important to me? Something I 
am telling myself I to have? Is that why I am so scared--because something is being 
threatened which I think is a necessity when it is not?" Write down what that might be: 

If you are demondent or hating vourself: Ask. "is there something too important to me? 
Something I am telling myself I have to have? I s  that why I am so 'down'--because I have lost or 
failed at  something which I think is a necessity when it is not?" Write down what that might be: 

b. Using "motivational drives" to identify idols. 
"An idol is something within creation that is inflated to function as a substitute for G o d  All sorts 
of things are potential idols....An idol can be a physical object a property a person an activity, a 
role, an institution, a hope, an image, an idea apleasure, a hero .... lfthis is so, how do we 
determine when something is.. .an idol? 
As soon as our loyalty to anything leads us to disobey God tue are in danger of rnakmg it an 
idol .... 
--Work, a commandment of God can become a n  idol if it is pursued so exclusively that 
respons~bilities to one's family are ignored 
--Family, an institution of God himself, can become an idol ifone is so preoccupied with the family 
that no one outside one's own family is cared for. 
--Being well-liked. a per$ect legitimate hope, becomes an idol if the attachment to it means one 
never risks disapproval. 
[Idols] are inflated..suggesting that the idol will fulf%l the promises for the good Ire .... Idols tend to 
come in. pairs--[for example] a nearby idol may be a rising standard of living, but the faraluay idol 
is a semi-conscious belief that material success will wipe auKy evey  tear. .. -- Richard Keyes. 
"The Idol Factory" in No God but God 

"...that most basic question which God poses to each human heart. "has somethina or someone 
besides Jesus the Christ taken title to uour heart's functional bust, wreoccu~ation, loualtrc, 
service, fear and deliaht? 
Questions ... bring some of people's idol systems to the swfare. 'To who or what do you look for 
lijie-sustaining stability, security and acceptance? .... What do you really want and expect [out of 



(This bears1 on the immediate motivation of my behavior, thoughts, feelings. In the Bible's 
conceptualization, the motivation question is the lordship question. who or what "rules my 
behavior, the Lord or an idoi?'' -- David Powlison, "Idols of the Heart and Vanity Fair" 

We often don't go deep enough to analyze our idol-structures. For example, 'money" is of 
course an idol, yet in another sense, money can be sought in order to satisfy very different, 
more foundational or "far" idols. For example, some people want lots of money in order to 
control their world and life (such people usually don't spend their money. but save it) while 
others want lots of money for access to social circles and for making themselves beaut lN and 
attractive (such people do spend their money on themselves!) The same goes for sex. Some 
people use sex in order to get power over others, others in order to feel approved and loved, and 
others just for pleasure/comfort. The following outline can be helpful in letting people consider 
different foundational 'idol-structures". Dick Keyes calls them 'far-idols" a s  opposed to 'near 
idols". Remember, these are all alternative ways to make ourselves 'righteous/worthyW: 

What We Seek Price Willing to Pav Greatest nightmare Others oft feel Prob emotion 
COMFORT Reduced productivity Stress, demands Hurt Boredom 
( Privacy. 
lack of stress, freedom) 

APPROVAL Less independence Rejection 
(Aff i t ion;  
love, relationship) 

Smothered Cowardice 

CONTROL Loneliness: spontaneity Uncertainty Condemned Worry 
(Self-discipline, 
certainty, standards) 

POWER Burdened: responsib Humiliation Used Anger 
(Success. 
winning, influence) 

TESTING FOR THEM: 

Circle the thoughts tha t  are lodged in  your heart: 
Power idolatry: "Life only has meaning /I only have worth if--I have power and influence over 
others. 

Approval idolatry: "Life only has meaning /I only have worth if--I am loved and respected by 

Comfort idolatry: "Life only has meaning /I only have worth if--I have this kind of pleasure 
experience, a particular quality of life." 

Control idolatry: "Life only has meaning /I only have worth &-I am able to get mastery over my 
life in the area of 

Other related idols: 
Helping idolatry: "Life only has meaning /I only have worth if--people are dependent on me and 
need me." 

Dependence idolatry: "Life only has meaning /I only have worth if--someone is there to protect 
me and keep me safe." 



Work idolatry: "Life only has meaning /I only have worth if-- am highly productive getting a lot 
done." 

Achievement idolatry: "Life only has meaning /I  only have worth if--I am being recognized for 
my accomplishments, if I am excelling in my career." 

Materialism idolatry: "Life only has meaning /I  only have worth if--I have a certain level of 
wealth, financial freedom, and very nice possessions. 

ReliBon idolatry: "Life only has meaning /I  only have worth if--I am adhering to my religion's 
moral codes and accomplished in it activities." 

Individual person idolatry: "Life only has meaning/ I only have worth if--this one Derson is in 
my life and happy there and/or happy with me." 

Irreligion idolatry: "Life only has meaning /I  only have worth if--I feel I am totally independent 
of organized religion and with a self-made morality. 

Racial/cultural idolatry: "Life only has meaning /I  only have worth if--my race and culture is 
ascendant and recognized a s  superior." 

Inner ring idolatry: "Life only has meaning /I only have worth if--a particular social grouping or 
professional grouping or other group lets me in" 

Family idolatry: "Life only has meaning /I only have worth if--my children and/OR my parents 
are happy and happy with me." 

Relationship idolatry: idolatry: "Life only has meaning /I only have worth if--Mr. or Ms. 'Right' 
is in love with me." 

Suffering idolatry: "Life only has meaning / I  only have worth if--I am hurting, in a problem-- 
only then do I feel noble or worthy of love or am able to deal with guilt." 

Ideology idolatry: "Life only has meaning /I only have worth if--my political or social cause or 
party is making progress and ascending in influence or power. 

Image idolatry: "Life only has meaning /I only have worth if--I have a particular Mnd of look or 
body image. 

Answer these diagnostic questions: 
a. What is my greatest nightmare? What do I worry about most? 

b. What, if I failed or lost it. would cause me to feel that I did not even want to live? What keeps 
me going? 

c. What do I rely on or comfort self with when things go bad or get difficult? 

d. What do I think most easily about? What does my mind go to when I am free? What pre- 
occupies me? 

e. What prayer, unanswered, would make me seriously think about turning away from God? 



Summarize Now that you've answered the questions above, look for common themes. Write 
below what you think are the "functional" masters? What things tend to be too important to 
you? 

2.  DISMANTLING YOUR IDOLS 

a. First Step - Repent: Taking Down The Idols (Judges 10:lO-16; Rom.8:13) 
On the one hand, (contra the Psychologizing Approach) you are called to repent. You have been 
worshipping an idol and rejected the true God. Every idol is the center of some system of 
works-righteousness by which we are seeking to "earn" our salvation, so you are also trying to 
be your own Savior. So you must repent. But this actually gives much hope--it means there is 
something you can do. The Psychologizing Approach, though sympathetic, is not truly 
empowering, because it leaves us  feeling like helpless victims. How do we repent? 

(1). NAME THE IDOLS (getting specific) 
In prayer, name these things to God. Sample prayer language: *Lord, these are the 
things I have built my IiJe and heart around.. .. " 

Name some "Near" idol or idols: 

Name some"Far" idol or idols: 

( 2 ) .  UNMASK THE IDOLS 
Idols create "delusions". They appear more wonderful or all powerful than they really 
are. They lead us  to deny their hold on us. Stand back and get them into perspective. 
In what ways are your idols distorting your thinking or  hiding themselves from 
you? (For example: "My idol of status and money has made me deny how much I hate 
my job and how much happier I would be in another (but lower-paying) career.") 

Recognize how weak and poor they are [in themselves). in prayer, confess 
that  these things are good, but finite and weak, and praise God for being the 
only source of what you need. Sample prayer language. "Lord, this is a good thing. 
why have 1 made it to be so absolute? Why do I feel so pointless with out it? What is 
this compared to you? I f  I have you, I don't have to have this! This cannot bless me 
and love me and help me like yo& This is not my lre--Jesus is my lfe! This is not my 
righteousness and worthiness. It cannot give me that. But you can and have!" Write 
out such a prayer in your own words. 

Recognize how dangerous they are [to you). Idols enslave, and they will never be 
satisfied. Realize how they increasingly destroy you. Look and now, in prayer. 
confess that  these things are absolutely lethal. and ask a strong God for his 
help. Sample prayer language: 'Lord why am I giving this so much power over me? I f  
I keep doing it, it will strangle me. I don't have to do so--I will not do so any longer. I 
will not let this jerk me around on a leash any longer. This will not be my Master--you 
are my only King." Write out such a prayer I your own words. 

Recognize how grievous they are (to Christ). Idols ultimately are cruel to the 
heart of the one who offers us so much. and a t  such infinite cost. Realize that when 
you pine after idols (in your anger, fear. despondency) that you are saying: uLord, 
you are not enough This is more beautiid, fdfrlling, and sweet to my taste than you. 
You are negotiable, but this is not. Despite all you've done for me, I will only use you 



le 
prayer language: " Lord I see how repulsive this idolfor what it is--an idol. In 
yeamtng after this, I toas trampled on your love for me. I realize now that the greatest 
sin in my li$e is a lack of thankfulness, a lack of grateful joy for what you have done 
for me" Write such a prayer in your own words. 

b. Second Step -- Rejoice: Replacing The Idols (Luke 10:20; Co1.3:l-4) 
On the other hand (contra the Moralyzing Approach) you are catled to tremendous joy and 
encouragement. What you have turned from is the beauty, love, and joy of Christ. He offers 
what you have been seeking elsewhere. He awaits you, he 'stands a t  the door" knocking 
(Rev.3:20), seeking a far deeper connection of intimacy with you than he has had previously. It 
is an  appreciation, rejoicing, and resting in what Jesus has done and offers you that will 
'replace" the idol. Notice how often (Co1.3: 1-9; Romans 8:6-13; Hebrews 12: 1-3) growth and 
change is a dynamic of interactive processes--"put to death" (repentance) and "set your 
mind above" (rejoicing in what you have and are in Christ). These are not really two separable 
things. Only rejoicing in Christ strengthens u s  to admit the worst about out selves in 
repentance. On the other hand, only the sight of our sin reveals to u s  how free and unmerited 
his grace is. Rejoicing and repentance must go together. Repentance without rejoicing will lead 
to despair. Rejoicing without repentance is shallow and will only provide passing inspiration 
instead of deep change. 

What does it mean to "rejoice" or "set your mind" on Christ? 'Rejoicing" in the Bible is much 
deeper than simply being happy about something. Paul directed that we 'Rejoice in the Lord 
always" (Phi1.4:4), but this cannot mean 'always feel happy", since he also said that every day 
he was weighted with concern and anxiety over his flock (2 Cor. 11:28-29). Jesus forbid his 
disciples to rejoice in their power over demons, and insisted that they rejoice over their 
salvation (Luke 10:20). What you rejoice in is the thing that is your central sweetness and 
consolation in life. To rejoice is to treasure a thing, to assess its value to you, to reflect on its 
beauty and importance until your heart rests in it and tastes the sweetness of it. 

So "rejoicing" is a way of praising God until the heart is sweetened and rested, and until it 
relaxes its grip on anything else it thinks that it needs. The rejoicing is thus not strictly a 
second distinct step after repentance, but rather it completes the repentance. (In the same way. 
the Christian repentance is not distinct, but rather is begins the rejoicing!) Why? In Christian 
repentance--we do not 'take our sins" to Mt. Sinai, but to Mt.Calvary. Sinai represents only 
the law of God, and makes us  fear God will reject us. But Calvary represents both the law of 
God and the his commitment to save us  no matter what--even if his Son has to fulfill and pay 
our debt to the law. 'Going to Sinai" with our sins means we use the painful fear of rejection to 
motivate us to change. 'Going to Calvary" with our sins means we use gratitude for his love to 
motivate us  to change. The free love of Christ means that in disobedience, you have not just 
broken the rules, but spumed the One who lost his Father rather than lose you. 

The Moralyzing Approach, then, though challenging, is not in the end truly cleansing, because 
it only makes us  afraid of the consequences of our sin, rather than disgusted with the sin itself 
as  grieving and dishonoring to our Savior. Thus it is only a s  we rejoice in the absolute certainty 
of his love for us  that we can truly repent. In the gospel, it is the thing that most assures us  
(free grace) that most deeply convicts us  of sin. How do we rejoice? 3 ways: 

(1). REJOICE IN PARTICULAR. 
To replace idols so they cannot grow (back), you must learn to rejoice in the particular 
thing that Jesus brings that replaces the particular idol of your heart. Whenever you see 
your heart in the gnp of some kind of disobedience or misery, some temptation. anxiety, 
anger. etc.. always ask: (1) How are these effects being caused by an inordinate hope for 



what he has given you. Here are some examples: 

(a). If you struggle with temptation. (often it is a near idol linked to a far idol of 
comfort)--let Jesus entice you with his life. Rejoice in the gospel until you see is beauty. 
(1) How are these temptations being caused by an  inordinate hope for some-one or 
some-thing to give me the comfort and consolation that only Jesus can really give me? 
(2) How does Christ give me so much more fully and graciously and suitably the very 
things I am loohng for elsewhere? Reioice and think of what he has done and what he 
has given you. Let him entice you with his beauty. Sample rejoicing prayer for times of 
temptation: "Lord, only in your presence is fullness of joy and pleasuresforever more 
(Psalm 16: 1 1) yet here am 1 trying to furd comfort in something else. Why rake in a mud 
puddle when you haue set a tablefor me (Psalm 23:5) f&d with your love, peace. joy? 
This thing 1 am tempted by is just a pleasure that will wear off so soon--it is a sham and 
cheat, while your pleasure, though it may start small will grow on and on forever 
(Prov.4: 18). And remove my idols ofpleasure, which never can give me the pleasure I 
need. " Pray this prayer when tempted or one you write out yourself. 
A meditation for rejoicing in Jesus (and the gospel) when tempted--read John 6:5- 
l3:32-40. See Jesus feeding people with his bread, the only bread that will not leave 
you hungry (Jn.6:35). Meditate on John 6 and write out a rejoicing prayer that replaces 
temptation thoughts. 

(b). If you struggle with anxiety, (often out of a far idol of control) let Jesus comfort 
you with his care. Rejoice in the gospel until you are humbled enough (to see you don't 
know best) or valued enough (to see that he could not forget you. 
(1) How are these anxieties being caused by an inordinate hope for some-one or some- 
thing to give me the control over mv life and environment only Jesus can really give me? 
(2) How does Christ give me so much more fully and graciously and suitably the very 
things I am looking for elsewhere? Reioice and think of what he has done and what he 
has given you. Let him quiet you with his loving power. Sample rejoicing prayer for 
times of anxiety: "Lord, I live by your sheer grace. That means though I don't deserve to 
have things go right, yet I know you are working them all outfor good (Rom8:28) because 
you love me in Christ. All my punishment fell into Jesus' heart--so you only allow bad 
thingsfor my growth, andfor loving wise purposes. I can relax, because my security in 
liJe is based neither on luck, nor hard work, but on your gracious love for me. You have 
counted eve y hair on my head (Matt. 10:30-31) and eve y tear down my cheeks (Ps.56:8)- 
-you love mefar more and better than anyone else loves me or than I love myself. And 
remove my idols of security--which never can give me the security I need." Pray this 
prayer when anxious or one you write out yourself. 
A meditation for rejoicing in Jesus (and the gospel) when anxious--read Luke 8:22- 
25; Mark 4:35-41. See Jesus assuring them of his care. Meditate on this and write out a 
prayer that replaces anxious thoughts. 

(c.) If you struggle with anger and pride. (often out of a desire for power), let Jesus 
humble and soften you with his mercy. Rejoice in the gospel until you are so. 
(1) How are this anger and hardness being caused by a n  inordinate hope for some-one 
or some-thing to give me the power and si~nificance that only Jesus can really give me? 
(2) How does Christ give me so much more fully and graciously and suitably the very 
things I am looking for elsewhere? Reioice and think of what he has done and what he 
has given you. Let him humble and soften you with his grace and mercy. Sample 
rejoicing prayer for times of anger: Yard when 1 forget the gospel I become impatient 
and judgmental of others. Iforget that you have been infmitely patient with me over the 
years. You are slow to anger and rich in love (Psalm 145:8). When I am anything other 



praise you for it Tende 
power-the need to get my own way--which is making me so hard t o w d  these people." 
Pray this prayer when imtable and angry or one you write out yourself: 
A meditation for rejoicing in  J e sus  (and the gospel) when cold or angry--read 
Matthew 26:36-46. See Jesus  being let down by his disciples, but still giving them 
credit for their willing spirits (Matt.26:4 1). Remember that you have fallen asleep on 
him so often. Meditate on this and write out a prayer that replaces hard-hearted 
thoughts: 

(d). If you struggle with rejection and a sense of worthlessness (often out of a desire 
for approval). let Jesus assure you of his love. Rejoice in the gospel till you are  affirmed. 
(1) How is this despondency being caused by an inordinate hope for some-one or some- 
thing to give me the sense of a ~ ~ r o v a l  that only Jesus can really give me? 
(2) How does Christ give me so much more fully and graciously and suitably the very 
things I am looking for elsewhere? Reioice and think of what he has done and what he 
has given you. Let him assure vou with his fatherly love. Sample rejoicing prayer: uLord, 
when Iforget the gospel I become dependent on the smiles and evaluation of others. I let 
them sit in judgment on me and then I hear all their criticism as a condemnation of my 
very being. But you have said, 'now there is no condemnation'for me (Rom.8: 1). You 
delight and sing over me (Zeph.3: 14-17), you see me as a beauty (Col.1:22). Why do 1 
pant after the approual of the serfs when I have the love ofthe King? Ironically, 1 am being 
a lousy friend--because I am too hurt by criticism to either learn from it or give it to others 
for fear of getting it back). O h  Let me be so sa t i s f~d  with your love (Psalm 90: 14) that I 
no longer respond to people infear of displeasing them but in love, committed to what is 
best for them Remove my idols of approval--which can never give me the approval I need" 
Pray this prayer when feeling hurt and rejected or one you write out yourself. 
A meditation for rejoicing in  J e sus  (and the gospel) when hurt  or  rejected--read 
John 15:9-17; 17: 13-26.   is ten to how Jesus  talks about you to his Father. Think of 
what you mean to him, what he is willing to do for you. Meditate of this and write out a 
prayer that replaces despondent thoughts. 

It should be clear how to reflect on your heart in such a way that you can deal with its 
idolatrous 'motions' and effects. You may have other problems besides the four 
mentioned above. For example. you may have a particular problem with guilt over the 
past, or with boredom in general, and so on. Follow the same pattern you see above: 
(a) What is the 'far' idol motivation (e.g. power. approval)? What is the 'near' idol it is 
attached to (e.g. success a t  work, dating a particular person, ministry)? 
(b) How does Jesus particularly provide what the idols cannot? (1) Pray to him. 
thanking him for it, and (2) flnd some passage of Scripture in which he very visibIy and 
concretely demonstrates this gift or quality. Meditate on it. 

(2). REJOICING IN PROCESS. 
Meditation. Essentially. rejoicing in Christ is worship. You can get no relief simply by 
'figuring out" your idols and simply saying, "but Jesus gives me peace that this idol 
cannot." You have to actually get the peace that Jesus  gives, and that only comes a s  
you worship. The 'Rejoicing in Particular" exercises are just abstractions that will not 
effect you unless a s  you pray and praise and meditate the Spirit inscribes these truths 
on the heart (Eph. 1 : 18ff.; 3: 15ff). These worksheets can give you the truths you need, 
but through the Spirit you have to "pray them in". That takes time. It is a process. 

So it is not only important to spend time repenting and rejoicing in fured times of 
solitude and prayer. You must also "catch" your heart falling into idolatry during the 



fields/negative patterns that may happen during the day. (You may wish to write these 
prayers out on a card.) Often the prayers might be accompanied by a Bible passage or 
verse. 

The following is a sample of one person's "Quick Strikes". Make up  your own. 

When filled with anxiety, thinking: 'If I slip up, if I make a wrong move here, I could 
lose everything." But think or pray instead, 'All the things I have are really gifts of 
grace. They aren't here because of my performance. bu t  by God's generosity. He loves 
me enough to lose his only Son for me, surely he will continue to give me what I need. 
Console yourselF 

When filled with pride and anger, thinking: 'I am not getting what I deserve! People are 
not treating me right! Who do they think they are?" But think and pray instead, 'All the 
things I have are really gifts of grace. I have never gotten what I deserve--and I never 
will! If God gave me what I deserved, I'd be dead. Humble yourself." 

When filled with guilt, thinking: 'I blown it! My problems mean he's abandoned 
me." But think or pray instead. -All the things I have are the results of God's grace. I 
never earned them to begin with-so I couldn't have un-earned them. He accepted me 
long ago even though he knew I would do this. This was in my heart all along--I just 
didn't see it, but he did. He's with me now. Be confident. Self." 

When filled with boredom and lethargy, thinking: "Sure, I'm a Christian. Sure I have 
good things. So what?" But think or pray instead. 'All the things I have--every one--is a 
gift of grace. The very fact I am a Christian is a miracle. Be amazed. Be in wonder. Self." 

Conclusion: All we have been trylng to say in this last section is well summarized by a few 
famous lines in a poem by John Donne. Meditate on it and make it a prayer-- 

Take me to you, imprison me. 
For I, except you enthrall me, never shall befree, 
Nor ever chaste, except YOU ravish me. 



TO 
OUR 'MISSIONAL' CONTEXT 

INTRODUCTION 
The third aspect of application has to do with the intellectual and cultural context of the people 
to whom you are seeking to 'apply Christ'. And here we have an  epochal change occurring. 

THE IDEA OF THE 'MISSIONAL CHURCH' 

A 'Christianizing' Society 
In the West for nearly 1,000 years, the relationship of Christian churches (at least Anglo- 
European churches) to the broader culture was a relationship known as "Christendom." The 
institutions of society "Christianized" people, stigmatizing non-Christian belief and behavior. 

What do we mean by 'Christianized'? Social institutions instilled: 4 Christian cultural 'Stories1-- 
(1) Be a good person; (2) Our nation/culture is the Christian therefore superior one. (3) It's 'un- 
American' to disbelieve the Bible. bl Ethics--Basic Christian ethics (but always with some 
glaring omissions, see below). c) World-view categories-Basic Christian categories of God. sin 
and law, created but broken human nature, linear view of history, rewards and punishment in 
the afterlife. dl Imagination--Many Biblical themes deeply permeate the imagination and thus 
art. To 'Christianize' without regenerating the heart through grace is to create what today 
would be called a conservative or traditional person. Before the 1960's they were just normal. 

Though people were "Christianized" by the culture they were not regenerated or converted with 
the Gospel. The church's job was then to challenge persons into a vital, living relation with 
Christ. Christianized people were deeply programmed to 'show up' a t  church. 4 First. if you 
wanted to be considered a legitimate part of the establishment of any town. you needed to 
belong to an church or synagogue. You were excluded from social. civil, cultural power if you 
didn't toe the line. Example: Peter Drucker trylng to get a mortgage in Hoboken. N J  in the 
1930's. bl Second. people were programmed to 'showed up' a t  all major transitions with a deep 
internal need for the church's blessing and help: marriage, death, first children, and times of 
crisis. When they did show up, the church's job was to teach/exhort people into personal faith. 
The essential message: 'You know what you should be doing. Get to it". The difference between 
committed Christians and non-Christians was superficially slight. (Example: My in-laws.) This 
is a n  uncomplicated process that relied more on guilt than on persuasion, attraction, and 
illumination. The kind of people the church got to 'work on' were traditional and conservative 
people. 

The Decline of 'Christendom' 
Christendom is essentially over. The broader cultural institutions do not 'Christianize' the folk 
for the church so that the church can simply re-confirm and process them. The new 'folk 
culture', with its stories, ethics. world-view categories has profoundly changed. It is not 
necessarily gone from 'conservative' to 'liberal', but is fundamentally secular and 
individualistic. (Leading sometimes to 'conservative' and sometimes to 'liberal' positions.) 

This has not happened everywhere a t  once. In much of the U.S. South and even the Mid-west. 
Christianity as a 'folk culture' is still pretty strong. The local 'ethos' puts pressure on people to 
believe in the old "Christendom" way. But in virtually all of Europe, Canada. Australia, and in 
the much more culturally powerful Northeast. Upper Mid-west, and West Coast. Christendom 



'Why"? Many Christians see 'Christendom' as  basically a good that needs to return, but that's 
not at  all clear. There were great advantages to Christendom. There was a common language 
for public moral discourse with which society could discuss what was 'the good.' As we know 
from history, the older paganism and other non-Biblical religions countenanced more 
oppression and cruelty than did Christianity. Even a society of non-regenerated 'Christianized' 
people immediately got rid of human sacrifice etc and slowly got rid of slavery, child labor. etc. 

But the disadvantages were quite severe. Christian morality without gospel-changed hearts 
often led to cruelty and hypocrisy. a) First, there was widespread nominalism. Cultural 
coercion toward church involvement produces many people with 'the form but not the power' of 
the faith. Christianized but non-Christian people (unconverted) lead inconsistent lives, coming 
to church on Sundays but perpetrating injustice during the week. Also, morality without grace 
leads to narrow-mindedness. Think of how the small town in Christendom treated the unwed 
mother or the gay person. b) Secondly, under Christendom the church was often silent against 
the abuses of power of the ruling classes over the weak. Whenever the church 'gets in bed' with 
the power establishment, it 'goes blind' and fails to be prophetic. Classic example: The church 
in New England led the fight against slavery but slavery was of no economic benefit to those in 
power there. The church in the South defended slavery but slavery was critical for the wealthy 
to stay in power there. Racism, slavery, inhumane punishment, women and children a s  
chattel--all of these things were completely natural in the world a t  large until the gospel and 
early Christianity challenged them all. But where Christianity became entwined with the 
'establishment', the church became silent over many of these evils. Many in the West can't 
forgive the church for that. This history is a maior reason for loss of credibility of the Christian 
faith. c) Third, Christian morality without the transformed identity from grace also leads to 
cultural imperialism. (Christian groups and nations are considered superior to non-Christian 
ones.) In fairness, all cultural identities not based in an experience of grace lead to superiority 
and oppression. But when Christianized people act this way, it virtually destroys the credibility 
of the Christian faith to many. Sum: "Christendom" contained the seeds of its own destruction. 
For these reasons and others, the church in Europe and North America has been losing its 
privileged place as the arbiter of public morality since at  least the mid 19th century. The 
decline of Christendom has accelerated greatly since the end of WWII. 

The new 'missional' context 
The British missionary Lesslie Newbigin went to India around 1950. There he was involved 
with a church living 'in mission' in a very non-Christian surrounding culture. When he 
returned to England some 30 years later, he discovered that the Western church now existed in 
a non-Christian society a s  well, but i t  had not adapted to its new situation. Though public 
institutions and popular culture of Europe and North America no longer 'Christianized' people. 
the church still ran its ministries assuming that a stream of 'Christianized', traditional/moral 
people would simply show up in services. Some churches certainly did 'evangelism' as one 
ministry among many. But the church in the West had not become completely 'missiond-- 
adapting and reformulating absolutely everything it did in worship. discipleship, community, 
and senice--so as to be engaged with the non-Christian society around it. It had not developed 
a 'missiology of western culture' the way it had done so for other non-believing cultures. Rather 
than adapting its message and ministry to the new situation, it just speaks a s  it always did. 
What is it to be 'on a mission field' or 'in a missional context"? 

36 'There is a fundamental schism in American cultural. political, and economic life. There's the quicker- 
growing, economically vibrant ... morally relativist, urban-oriented, culturally adventuresome. sexually 
polymorphous. and ethnically diverse nation ... and there's the small town, nuclear-family, religiously- 
onenred. white-centnc other America. {with]. ..its diminishing cultural and economic force .... [T)wo 
nations ..." Michael Wolff, New York, Feb 26 2001, p. 19. 



and worship had to be 'missionall--engaged with non-Christian culture. Evangelism could not 
be confined to a 'program', but had to permeate all the services and meetings of the church. b) 
Second, on a mission field discipleship could not be confined to 'private world' skills a s  it was 
in the West (Bible study, prayer). In a 'missional' context discipleship had to spell out how 
Christians in their daily lives could live in a radically non-christian society without leaving it 
and yet still be distinctively gospel-centered. I t  had to spell out (I) which parts of the culture 
could be embraced, (2) which ones accepted but re-interpreted, (3) which ones rejected. In the 
West discipleship did not have to analyze world views and culture. c) Christian fellowship in a 
missional church was now not simply a set of supportive relationships. Christian community 
now had to be a distinct counter-culture that could show the larger society the values of God's 
kingdom. Communal life together had to display how the the gospel transformed and beautified 
all human relationships--personal, racial, economic. etc. Christians now lived their lives 
according to a different 'story' than the culture around them, and they had to exhibit the 
implications of that story in every aspect of their individual and corporate lives. Sum: In a 
'missional church' there generally was no westem-style 'evangelism department'! Literally 
everything about the church was engaged in embodying the gospel to the world around it. 

In general, however, western churches a r e  not responding well to the challenge. 
Mainline Protestant churches, to their credit. recognized the huge cultural shift and tried to 
adapt, but did so by over adapting to 'early modernity'. In the early 20th century, they largely 
jettisoned the supernatural aspects of the historic faith. and sought to re-interpret Christianity 
on an  empirical basis. So they dropped the idea of an inspired Bible, largely disbelieved in the 
miracle of the resurrection, etc. Sadly, the mainline church 'hitched its wagon' to a 
rationalistic era of secularism that is now becoming passe. Meanwhile, their adaptation made 
the church so much like the surrounding culture that it lost any reason for being. Mainline 
churches have lost 1/2 or more members in past 30-40 years, warning u s  about the dangers of 
over-adapting to the new situation. 

Conservative evangelical churches, to their credit, recognized the danger of over-adapting, but 
has largely continued the Christendom model. a) The small but powerful "Christian Right" 
seems to essentially be calling for the re-institution of Christendom. oblivious to its problems 
and abuses. b) More important for our discussion--the average church is still in the functional 
Christendom model on the local level. It still simply exhorts and processes people with 
traditional values into stronger commitment. Examples: 1)  "4-Laws" and "EE, popular "gospel 
presentations" still basically assume Christian world-view categories and the personal 'story' of 
a traditional, Christianized society (i.e. there are moral absolutes and your greatest aspiration 
is to be 'good'). So nearly all "evangelism" models assume the Christendom model and pretty 
much only "work in the South and the Midwest. 21 Christian discipleship materials are still 
heavily oriented to private world (not vocation) and assume basic Christian ethics. Example: 10 
Basic Steps and sexuality. 3) Worship services at  conservative churches are confusing and/or 
offensive to all but Christian or very conservative people. (Example: Ed Hindson). Example: 
Scottish friends, deeply orthodox (Presbyterian!) Christians who are socialists. When they come 
to the U.S. they feel ostracized. Christianity here, holding on to the Christendom model, has 
been contextualized for traditional, conservative people. and can't reach beyond. 

Problem: In some parts of the U.S. (again--in the still conservative "Heartland") it is quite 
possible to be a processing center for conservative Christianized people. In Midwest and South 
vs. West and Northeast, in rural vs. urban and ex-urban, and in over age 45 vs. younger 
groups--there are still a lot of people with basic Christianized categories. It is still possible for a 
conservative church to grow by merely attracting other evangelicals in the area with its 
superior program and converting mainly tradition-minded people. Wolff is right that this is 
eroding. because 4 this of church can't maintain the kind of Christians live and work in 



Personal note: Redeemer is flooded with new people constantly. In every part and aspect of the 
church we have people who don't believe or who in 'spiritual pilgrim-mode'. Who's "doing the 
evangelism"? What is interesting is that every single member of the staff is essentially working 
to educate, equip, nurture. support believers. There isn't a single staff person whose job it is to 
go and 'win the lost'. So why are there more 'spiritual seekers' around than I have ever seen in 
a congregation? It is because, to some degree, the church itself has a 'missional form'. That 
does not mean that everything we do is designed to 'convert people', but that every part of the 
church is being contextualized and adapted to simply be Christian 'gospel people' of service in 
a culture of people not Christianized and who have modem and 'post-modem' sensibilities. 

THE ELEMENTS O F  A 'MISSIONAL CHURCH' 

1. Discourse in  the vernacular. 
In Christendom there was less difference between the language inside and outside of the 
church. Biblical terms and concepts were part of common discourse. Documents of the early 
U S .  Congress. for example, are riddled with allusions to and references from the Bible. In our 
current situation all that has changed. A missional church which wants to really engage with 
the culture around it must be very deliberate in its efforts to speak intelligibly. 

First. the missional church does not avoid the use of Biblical terminology, but takes great 
.pains to explain such terms in ways that are readily understandable to those without 
theological background. Especially avoid citing the Bible or making explanations with tone 
'Everyone intelligent knows this!" Watch how you cite authorities. 
Second, the missional church avoids ever talking a s  if non-believing people are not present. 
We alwavs, alwavs expect to be overheard by members of the non-believing press. If you 
speak and discourse as ifyour whole neighborhood is present (not just scattered 
Christians), eventually more and more of your neighborhood will find their way in or be 
invited. Why? 11 Po-mo people 'try on' Christianity through dozens of 'mini-decisions'. They 
want to see how it works. 21 Speak in this way and Christians will feel free to include 
church events a s  part of their friendship-building. Otherwise, they simply won't! 
Third, the church avoids 'tribal' language--unnecessarily stylized evangelical pious jargon 
and archaic language that seeks to set a 'spiritual tone.' (e.g. typical 'prayer language') 
Fourth, the church avoids 'we-them' language--disdainful jokes that mock people of 
different politics and beliefs, and dismissive. disrespectful comments about those who differ 
with us. Constantly anticipate and address the concerns, objections. and reservations of 
the skeptical or of 'spiritual pilgrims' with the greatest respect and sympathy. (Again--if the 
gospel is affecting you, you will be deeply sympathetic with those who struggle to believe. 
Never haughty.) 
The missional church avoids sentimental. pompous, emotionally manipulative 
'inspirational' talk Instead we engage the culture with gentle, self-deprecating but  joyful 
irony the gospel creates. There is a true 'gospel-irony' and realism that is a mixture of 
humility and joy. We also work to not 'run ahead' of non-believers in being so emotionally 
e.upressive that we 'leave them behind' or scare them. 
Unless all of the above is the outflow of a truly gospel-changed heart, it is all just marketing 
and 'spin.' 

2. Enter and re-tell the  culture's stories with the gospel 
In Christendom it was possible to simply exhort Christianized people to "do what you know you 
should do." In such a situation ministry was a matter of exhortation (often with a heavy 
reliance on guilt.) There was little or no need for deep listening nor deep persuasion. The basic 
'story' of people in a Christianized or traditional culture said "I'm seeking to be a good and 



the culture that is, not the culture that was. 
o First, the missional church must enter the stories of the surrounding culture. This 

takes real listening. To "enter" means a t  least to build relationships to people who 
don't believe. But even more it means to show sympathy toward and deep 
acquaintance with the literature, music, theater, etc. which expresses the existing 
culture's hopes, dreams, heroic narratives, and fears. 
Second. the missional church recognizes the difference between the older stories 
and the newer stories. 

The older culture's story was: to be a good person, a good father/mother, 
son/daughter, to live a decent, merciful, good life. 
Now the culture's stories include-- a) to be free and self-created and authentic 
(theme of freedom from oppression); identity is a never-ending journey. You 
never 'find yourself or 'arrive', b) to make the world safe for everyone else to be 
the same (theme of inclusion of the 'other,' justice). c) relationships are more 
important than truth, 

Third, the missional church learns how to "re-tell" the stories of the surrounding 
culture with the gospel. That means to challenge yet 'resolve' each story 
with Jesus. We must show how only in Christ can we have freedom without slavery. 
Only in Christ can we truly embracing of the 'other' without injustice. Only in Christ 
can we have a personal truth (incarnation) and a truth that does not oppress (the 
cross.) I t  means to show how the story lines of your story only resolve themselves in 
the death and resurrection of Jesus. 
Fourth, manner: 1)  conversational vs.rhetorical (great antipathy to 'inspirational' or 
'grand style' or anything too controlled or 'spin'). 2) ironic-joyful vs. sentimental or 
cynical (Example: 'this beautiful hymn'). 3) Remember A-B-C-D doctrine 
progression. 4) redemptive-historical vs. expository/topical preaching. Neither 
moralistic or inspirational nor rationalistic. 

'Translation is a highly problematic enterprise. The original is assumed to be 
inadequate ... or inappropriate, but at  any rate ineffective for the task at  hand. Thus a 
peripheral role comes to be assigned to the original mode. In addition. translation forces 
a distinction between the essence of the message and its cultural presuppositions. with 
the asssumption that such a separation enables us  to affirm the primacy of the 
message over its cultural underpinnings. The translation involves some degree of 
cultural alienation on the part of the translator .... Thus mission a s  translation makes 
the bold, fundamental assertion that the recipient culture is the authentic destination 
of God's salvifk promise ... 
"Paul faced the combined demands of Jewish particularity in seeking messianic 
consolation and the Greek expectation of philosophical emancipation by a fhn ing  the 
cross. ... He writes to the church a t  Corinth: "For the Jews demand signs and Greeks 
seek wisdom but we preach Christ crucflid a stumbling block to Jews and folly b 
Gentiles, but to those who are called. both Jews and Greeks. Christ the power of God and 
the wisdom of God" (1 Cor 1:22-24) The gospel is thus recognized by both Jew and 
Greek as  [both a challenge to and] a confirmation of their respective particularity ..."s7 

3. Theologically train lay people for public life and vocation 

37 Larnin Sanneh, Translating the Messaae: The Missionam Irn~act on Culture (Orbis. 1989). pp.31.34. 



were not facing radically non-Chri 
neighborhood, and so on. They did not need (or they did not think they needed) to reflect 
deeply about a Christian approach to business, art, the use of community resources, race 
relations, and so on. In a missional church, however, surrounded by a very non-Christian 
culture, believers need much more by way of training. Goal: to avoid assimilation, separation, 
or ghettoization. 

First. in a missional church, the laity needs theological education about how to 
'think Christianly' about glJ of life, public and private, and about how to work with 
Christian distinctiveness. They need to know: a) what cultural practices are 
common grace and to be embraced, b) what practices are antithetical to the gospel 
and must be rejected, c) what practices can be adapted/revised. 
Second, in a missional situation, lay people renewing and transforming the culture 
through distinctively Christian vocations must be lifted up as  real 'kingdom work' 
and ministry along with the traditional ministry of the Word. 
Finally, Christians will have to use the gospel to demonstrate true, Biblical love and 
tolerance in "the public square" toward those with whom we deeply differ. This 
tolerance should equal or exceed that which opposing views show toward 
Christians. The charge of intolerance is perhaps the main 'defeater' of the gospel in 
the non-Christian west. 

4. Create Christian community which is counter-cultural and counter-intuitive. 
In Christendom. 'fellowship' was basically just a set of nurturing relationships, support and 
accountability. That is necessary, of course. But when surrounded by a very non-Christian 
culture, Christian community takes on additional importance. 

First, in a missional church Christian community must go beyond to embody a 
'counter-culture.' showing the world how radically different a Christian society is 
with regard to sex, money, and power. 

With sex: We avoid both the secular society's idolization of sex and traditional 
society's fear of sex. We also exhibit love rather than hostility or fear toward 
those whose sexual life-patterns are different. 
With money: We promote a radically generous commitment of time, money. 
relationships, and living space to social justice and the needs of the poor, the 
immigrant, the economically and physically weak. 

6 With power: We are committed to power-sharing and relationship-building 
between races and classes that are alienated outside of the Body of Christ. 

Secondly. a missional church must be more deeply and practically committed to 
deeds of compassion and social justice than traditional liberal churches and more 
deeply and practically committed to evangelism and conversion than traditional 
fundamentalist churches. This kind of church is profoundly 'counter-intuitive' to 
American observers. I t  breaks their ability to categorize (and dismiss) it as  liberal or 
conservative. Only this kind of church has any chance in the non-Christian west. 

5. Practice Christian unity as much as  possible on the local level. 
In Christendom. when it seemed like 'everyone was a Christian', it was necessary (perhaps) for 
a church to define itself over against other churches. That is, to get an  identity you had to say, 
"we are not like that church over there. or those Christians over here." 

Today, however, it is much more illuminating and helpful for a church to define 
itself over against 'the world'--the values of the non-Christian culture. I t  is 
important that we not spend our time bashing and criticizing other kinds of 
churches. That simply plays into the common 'defeater' that Christians are all 
intolerant. 



Case Study 

Let me show you how this goes beyond any program. These are elements that have to be 
present in every area of the church. So, for example, what makes a small group rnissional? A 
rnissional small group is not necessarily one which is doing some kind of specific 'evangelism' 
program (though that is to be recommended.) Rather, 1) if its members love and talk positively 
about the city/neighborhood. 2) if they speak in language that is not filled with pious tribal or 
technical terms and phrases, nor disdainful and embattled language. 3) if in their Bible study 
they apply the gospel to the core concerns and stories of the people of the culture, 4) if they are 
obviously interested in and engaged with the literature and art and thought of the surrounding 
culture and can discuss it both appreciatively and yet critically, 5) if they exhibit deep concern 
for the poor and generosity with their money and purity and respect with regard to opposite 
sex, and show humility toward people of other races and cultures, 6) they do not bash other 
Christians and churches-- then seekers and non-believing people from the city A) will be invited 
and B) will come and will stay as they explore spiritual issues. If these marks are not there it 
will only be able to include believers or traditional. "Christianized" people. 

"The Dream of the  Rood": 
Example of 'Entering' but 'Retelling' a Culture's Story 

I was reared up, a rood. Then 1 saw, marching touxlrd me, mankind's brave King. The young 
Hero--who was God almighty--stripped Himself, eager to mount the gallows. unafraid of the sign 
to many: He would set free mankind. I raised the great King, liege lord of the heavens. They 
drove me through with dark nails: on me are the deep mmds manifest widemouthed hate- 
dents. I shook when his arms embraced me but I dus t  not bow to the ground. Stand fast ! must 

How they mocked at us both! I was all moist with blood sprungfrorn the Man's side after he sent 
forth His soul. Darkness covered the bright radiance of the Ruler's body. Shadows lowered dark 
under the clouds. 

They lifted Him downfrorn the Leaden pain, left me standing in a s w a t  of blood I was all 
wounded with shafts. They set to contrive Him a tomb. carued it of bright stone, laid in it the 
Bringer of victo y, spent from the great struggle. They began to speak the griefsong. Their 
hearts were sick to death their most high Prince they left to rest there with scant retinue. 

He tasted death; nevertheless, the Lord arose in His great might to succor men Then He 
ascended into Heaven. H e  shall retwn again to earth see- out mankind, on Doomsday. M a y  
the Lord be o w  friend, He who once suffered on the gallows-tree. The Son mighty in battle, came 
back victorious. 

-- The Dream of the Rood (the Cross) 8th cent A.D. 



TO WHOM? STRATEGIES FOR ENTERING AND 
CHALLENGING A WORLD-VIEW 

INTRODUCTION 
We live in 'post-modem' and 'post-Christendom' times, in which our listeners increasingly do 
not share a Christian 'world-view'. Application becomes far more complex. 'Adapting to the 
audience' means that we have always be doing 'apologetic preaching'. We must be very aware 
of the non-Christian world-views around us, 'in' which many of our listeners live. We must, in 
short, 'contextualize' our message to these world-views. Otherwise we will soon find that we are 
just talking to ourselves. 

question in mission and ministry is: how can I adapt my communication of the gospel 
without changing the content of the gospel? If you adapt too much. you compromise the gospel, 
and if you adapt too little, you are adding 'the traditions of man' to the gospel. 

A. 'CONTEXTUALIZATION' 
1. Difficulties. 
"Contextualization" refers to the process by which we 'incarnate' the Christian faith in a 
particular culture, addressing a particular world-view. That is, we communicate it and 
practice/embody it in forms that the 'receptor-hearers' can understand. There are many 
difficulties surrounding the word 'contextualization'. Nevertheless, evangelicals by and large 
are no longer naive in thinkmg about this subject. (See Grant Osborn, The Hermeneutical 
Spiral ,  chapter 15; and Harvie Conn. Eternal Word and Chansino WorIck] I think that high 
view of the Bible demands that we believe in contextualization. Why? The Bible gives us  great 
freedom in the details of living. (That is why it can be used in all cultures.) Since the Bible does 
not tell us specifically how to dress or specifkally what Mnd of music to listen to, there is 
freedom to shape dress and music in such a way that both honors the Biblical boundaries and 
themes and yet fits a culture. To deny that much of our Christianity is culturally relative is to 
elevate human tradition to divine authority and to therefore dishonor the Scripture. 

2. Principles. (C.Kraft. Communication Theow and Christian Witness.) 
a. Receivers automatically interpret communication from the perspective of their own 
context. It is an extremely tiring and difficult process for a receptor to comprehend 
communication which is not provided within his or her frame of reference. Can you imagine 
reading a technical computer journal if you have no background a t  all in the field. The 
technical journal makes no effort to begin with a beginner's frame of reference. Soon you, the 
receptor, "tune out" and become numb. By a "frame of reference" we mean a person's culture, 
beliefs, language, vocabulary, life situation, perceived needs, and so on. 

b. There are two basic approaches to communication: sender-oriented and receptor- 
oriented. When the communicator designates his frame of reference a s  the one in which 
communication takes place, the receptor must make most or all the adjustments. A s  we have 
seen, this is quite tiring, difficult, and often unsuccessful. The receptor in this case is in a 
de~enden t  position. He must ask many questions, listen, deal with many strange and 
uncomfortable concepts and conditions. look up many words, ask for a great deal of help, and 
constantly check and re-check meanings. In short. the receptor is forced into a vulnerable 
position. 



of help, and constantly check and re-check meanings. has become vulnerable. 

"Sender-oriented" communication is " 1-way" communication for the sender, but "2-way" for 
the receptor. But "receptor-oriented" communication is "2-way" communication throughout. 
The latter is much harder and more complex for the sender, but far more comfortable for the 
receptor and far more successful. 

c. God's communication approach: receptor-oriented. 
In the Bible we see that God adapts his message without changing it. In Deut. 18:15-19, we see 
that God sends his message through the medium of a human prophet when the people 
complain that they cannot listen to his voice directly. He does not simply maintain the same 
communication channel and form. In Phi1.2:6-7, we see that incarnation is a form of 
communication. Jesus entered into our framework. We could not see God's glory face to face 
(Ex.33) but now we behold his glory in Christ (John 1: 14). 

In I Cor. 9: 19-22, we see the principle of communication that Paul practiced throughout the 
book of Acts. There we can see significant adaptations in his preaching from audience to 
audience. He varied his use of emotion and reason. his citation of authorities, his vocabulary, 
his choice of points of contention (avoiding unnecessary issues), and his identification of the 
hearers' concerns. hopes, and needs.38 

In countless ways. God adopts familiar conventions, literary genres, and terms that the hearers 
could relate to. For example, when God entered into a relationship with Israel, he adopted a 
cultural form. the specific format of the Near Eastern suzerain-vassal treaties of the second 
millennium B.C. John the apostle takes over the Logos concept from modem Greek philosophy. 
The very concept of Biblical theology shows us that God unfolds revelation in a history, in 
stages, with each stage adapted to the ability of the people to whom he speaks. 

d. We must nevertheless be "messagecentered" not "contextcentered". 
Many people get quite nervous when they hear a call to being "receptor oriented", because they 
believe being "sender- oriented" is to be "message-centered". Many authors. in the name of 
being receptor-oriented or "contextualized", very obviously have sought to change rather than 
adapt the Biblical message. We here the Bultrnannians saying. "modem man can no longer 
accept the miraculous element in Scripture." Thus the final authority in communication is the 
context, not the message. 

No wonder many evangelicals get nervous about audience adaptation. In reaction to this kind 
of distortion. many evangelicals and Reformed pastors are quite adverse to any talk of being 
"receptor oriented", of adapting our communication to the perceived needs and frame of 
reference of non-believers. But this is to misunderstand the options. We do not have 2 
possible methods in communication ('Word" or "God" centered vs. "receptor-oriented" or "man- 
centered"). If that were so, we would have the following positions: 

38 J a y  E. Xdams, Studies in Preaching: Audience Adaptations in the Sermons and Speeches of Paul vol. I1 
(hesbytenan and Reformed, 1976). 



not? 

I think it is better to think of four possibilities: 

"Sender oriented " 
"Message centered " 

A 
TRADITIONIST 

"Receptor oriented0 

"Message centered " 
n 
L 

PREACHER 

"Sender oriented " 
"Context centered " 

B 
MANIPULATOR 

"Receptor oriented " 
"Context centered " 

D 
ACCOMMODATOR 

A. is a "traditionalist", concerned for truth but only with his own needs and perspectives in 
view. B. is a manipulator, thinking only of his own goals and using any message to achieve 
his ends. D. is an accommodator, doing nothing but re-enforcing the audience and telling 
them what they want to hear. But C. is a preacher. He is concerned with truth, but he enters 
the non-believer's frame of reference to change both the frame of reference and the receptor, 
not to accommodate him, to simply reinforce the frame of reference. Because the preacher 
believes in truth, he can change the frame of reference, but because he is a servant, he can 
enter it. 

We, of course, are promoting option C! We have an absolute standard, an unchanging body of 
truth--the Word of God. But we also have a job, namely, to communicate it to changeable 
people who live in time, and thus our communication of that truth must be changing 
constantly. The C approach e~uallv stresses formulation of a message from the Bible 
communicating that message in an understandable form. 

But, in my opinion, the C approach is definitely a minority position. Generally, we have 
"Conservatives" operating on A principles and "Liberals" operating on D principles. The B 
option is in some ways the most insidious. In this approach the communicator simply tells the 
audience what it wants to hear in order to get them to follow his purposes. This inevitably 
leads to lies and misrepresentations. 

But most evangelicals must be concerned about becoming mired in the "A" approach. I t  makes 
us wooden. We are lost if receptors begin to ask us questions which relate to their own 
perceptions and agendas rather than ours. It disrupts us and we have to simply repeat 
ourselves or must start over. We cannot really answer questions! The A approach is somewhat 
based on the "boxcar" approach to word-meanings (pp.50-51). In that approach, "meaning" is 
contained in words. But Kraft points out that, since words change in their meanings 
constantly, it is people that contain meaning. Words are not "boxcars" but are "arrows" that 
draw the meaning out of a person's mind. Meanings are attached to words, not contained in 
them. In that case, the formulation of the message (content) is not the only aspect of 
communication. The choosing of communication mode (form) that fits the people/receptors is 
just as critical. 

A terrible consequence of the "A" method is that preaching becomes a spectator sport. The 
stated goals are life-change, but the actual goals is a performance which reinforces and wins 
the applause of the congregation who then reward the preacher through compliments, 
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The difficult goal of contextualization is to neither over nor under adapt to a culture. 
adapt enough to enter it, but resist enough to challenge it. If we don't contextualize the gospel. 
we will treat some human tradition as part of the gospel and a s  a consequence we will treat the 
distinctives of our own culture as  idols. But if we over 'contextuake", we lose the 
distinctiveness of the gospel and we buy into the other culture's idols. There is no 'safe" 
extreme--either way we lose the gospel! 

B. KNOW HOW TO ENTER A WORLD-VIEW 

1. Gaining plausibility. 
Receptors will "tune out" a message unless the communicator gets within the receptor's range 
of tolerance. How? 
a. First, you must speak the receptors' language, by using words and references they can 
understand. Abstract learners are more moved by facts and argument than more interactive 
and concrete-relational learners. ("LOGOS") 
b. Second, you must use the right non-verbal communication. Non-verbal codes can be 
broken down into a (depressingly) complex outline. They include: space, timing, gestures, facial 
expression. posture. tone of voice, pitch, rhythm, stress, etc. Innumerable complex r relationships show emotion and opinion. Different audiences have different sets of codes. No 
preacher can analyze for himself whether he is expressing emotion appropriately without 
feedback from lay peopl$.JAll sorts of verbal or non-verbal codes that are highly inappropriate 
will be "tuned out", and you won't know what hit you ("PATHOS") 
c. Third. The preacher must be credible himself. His model or example--is a major part of the 
communication, because words do not contain meanings, people do. In a large group setting 
this means a speaker's reputation can be helpful. Most audiences spend a long time deciding 
what they think of the speaker! If there is already personal knowledge of the speaker outside of 
the setting the credibili* on non- is set! It is very difficult to change this credibility (or its lack) 
by a poor or great communication. But personal transparency, an evident knowledge of 
people's hearts--this can bring about credibility even with a strange audience. This is the 
aspect of persuasion which Aristotle called "ETHOS". Adaptation in this form is subtle. For 
example. in more secular cities. 'irony' is valued--a very hard thing to create in yourself! 

2. Gain credibility. 
The second way to enter a world view is to "come in" to that world-view or framework, at  least 
for a visit, as you talk to the people you want to reach. You don't just come in (as we said 
above) in your style and tone and outward look. You also have to come in to the framework 
intellectually, even if you are trylng to change it. How? 
a. First, at least, you must show a remarkable knowledge of the world-view. This means you 
quote the lyrics, music. TV shows, authors. pundits, thinkers well who represent that world- 
view. You use illustrations that resonate to people of that world-view. (This assumes you read a 
lot and talk a lot with people from the world-view.) This also means that you never make 
orthodox Christian statements and just go on without showing you know how outrageous. 
difficult. or troubling those statements are to the world-view. There is nothing more maddening 
than to feel ignored. To say. "well Jesus took the wrath of God on the cross" and never say--"I 
know this is outrageous to many people today" is an insult. 
b. Second, you must also show real sympathy for the world-view to a great degree. We fail to 
do this is by (1) not posing the objections of the world/view in their most credible way. If we set 
up a "straw man", easily knocked down, it won't be convincing. We also fail (2) by not 
expressing real sympathy and affirming the truth of the objections wherever you can. In sum: 
You can't talk like: 'well, this is just the way it is' or even worse, to give no hint you know 
anyone thinks any other way. 



revelation, there are some convictions or 'values' that are highly similar to those of 
Christian world-view. Romans 1 tells us  that everyone "knows" the true God down deep. 
That means that in some way they will be living as ifthe Biblical God exists, because a t  
a deep level they "know" it. So every culture will admit and acknowledge parts of God's 
truth. 
(2). Find those truths that they hold in common with the Bible and a f f m  them. Cite 
authorities they trust and then show how (if anythingl the Bible also asserts these 
truths in more vivid and rich and full ways. Don't start by challenging the world view. 
You start by "entering" and you enter by coming in and agreeing and affirming some 
part of it. For example, talk to secular kids about sex ethics showing Bible's lack of 
prudishness, open discussion of the magnificence of sexuality. Then challenge their 
flippancy and licentiousness. Note: This doesn't mean that f&g& lack of prudishness 
was based on the right things--it just is a common place to stand. But don't take this 
approach with Muslims or Hindus! Start by talking of the sanctity of sex. 
(3). Then (see below) begin to show how their views of God do not square with these 
truths and convictions. Begin to show them what they don't know. 

e. Last, it is important to address what are called "conscious needs". This is often put forth 
as  the main or only way to reach secular people. It is very important that you show a 
familiarity with people's hopes and fears. Absolutely. That is really just common sense, and 
you can see Paul adapting to felt needs in his different speeches in Acts to different classes of 
people. But (1) if you just talk to 'felt needs' without truly entering the world-view intellectually 
and communicatively (see above) and (2) if you then fail to challenge the world view (see below), 
an emphasis on 'felt needs' will end up being just a marketing approach that develops a 
clientele but does not produce conversions or disciples. 

f. Note: "The Perspectives" and Entering a World-View 
If someone asks: "why should I be a Christian?" There are (using Frame's three perspectives) 
three basic ways to answer: 

Rational answer: "Because there are reasons." This is an  upper-income, western, modem 
answer. I t  looks to thinking, evidence, arguments. 

Situational answer: 'Because we are your people, and God has made u s  a good people: we 
love each otherw This is more of a traditional, non-Western culture answer. It looks 
to community, to family, to inherited responsibilities. 

Existential answer: "Because God has changed me. I experienced power and love and joy." 
This is an  answer that many more intuitive cultures (and 'post-modem' culture) 
looks to. 

A preacher cannot buy into any one of these sources of authority completely, or it has 'sold 
out" to the culture, but preachers will definitely have to adapt, to 'lead inw with the most 
culturally appropriate. Using the Perspectives. Traditional cultures tend to be more easily 
approached through the doctrinal door (guilt vs. forgiveness), while modems are best 
approached through the pietist door (sadness vs. happiness) while post-modems are often best 
approached through the cultural-transformationist door (freedom vs. oppression). It is much 
more complicated than this, however. There is not time to go into this here. But in general. we 
tend to often force the door on people that we think they la&. rather than entering their mind 
and heart by their door and leading them to see the 'rest' of God's truth. In other words, a 
preacher may try to push an  individualisitic yuppie group to see the importance of the kingdom 
of God by pushing the cultural-transformationist door. But by going in through 'sonship'. you 
can get to racial reconciliation and radical care for the poor. 

C. KNOW HOW T O  CHALLENGE THE WORLD-VIEW 



kind of audience, this can be done in a fairly intellectual way or in a very concrete way. For 
example, one audience must be shown that they are committed to the basic goodness of 
human nature. Another audience needs to see that they rely on their own wisdom and 
competence to make decisions for themselves. Different kinds of arguments will be necessary 
for removing each life-commitment. Christians a s  well a s  non-Christians can be 'grown' when 
you repeatedly show them that their real commitment is not to the gospel of Christ's frnished 
work but to works-righteousness. 

2. Second, de-stabilize by showing the inadequacy or incompatibility of the 
existing commitments with their own principles. The fundamental way to arouse 
interest in the gospel is to show a person a tension between the "right" things they know to be 
true (see above) and their denial of the Biblical. Christian God. For example, show people who 
don't believe in the sovereignty of God that they are just kidding themselves about their true 
position. It's all up to them. now, to not make a mess of their lives! Think of how now you 
know what an unwise jerk you were 10 years ago: now realize that you will 15 years from now 
feel the same way about the person you are today. You are. therefore, always a jerk. We need 
a God who is in charge of our lives YET one who paradoxically maintains our freedom of choice. 
If there is no God, we are either all determined or totally in the driver's seat--both are in- 
supportable. You are only now thinking of this. To live without the sovereign God of the Bible 
from here on in will be difficult, if you are thoughtful. This doesn't prove he exists. but it  
should move you to hope he does. Do you? 

Another factor in 'de-stabilizing' people's world-views is through unexpectedness. Whenever 
people's expectations and stereotypes are fulfilled, change is much less likely. If we want 
change, we must destroy stereotypes and expectations about what the gospel and what 
Christianity is. This is one reason why with post-modem and secular people it is so crucial to 
distinguish the gospel from 'religion'. 

3. Third, re-stabilize with Christ, re-establishing 'equilibrium'. To "re-stabilize" you 
must do two things: a) First. you must provide a new view of God (the Biblical one!) that is true 
to their "right known" things (the common commitments) and that provides a balance and a 
basis for them. But b) second, you must anticipate the cost of changing over to this new world 
view and provide new 'rewards' in Christ that outbalance the cost of change. 

Christian preaching is not only intellectually de-stabilizing but emotionally de-stabilizing. 
When you show liberal social activists that their skepticism about God leaves them without a 
basis for their moral outrage, you are also calling them out of a very comfortable situation. 
They have other liberal friends who will think they are nuts if they 'go religious'. They have 
nearly complete freedom to do what they want sexually. You will have to show them ) When you 
discuss the cost of the recommended change, you must show the more-than-commensurate 
reward. When a communicator shows a felt need can be met through a change. you must 
realize that the receptor is weighing the cost that it will require. Essentially, the Christian 
communicator upsets the old equilibrium and replaces i t  with a new one. 

(Reading: C. Kraft. Communication Theoru for Christian Witness. 1983: Anthromlosu for 
Christian Witness, 1996 Part V- "Cultural and World View Change") 

D. EXAMPLES 

I .  The Reality of God. 



was horrified by the violence. She came to realize that nature was completely and only rule 
by one thing--the power of the strong over the weak. 

Don't believe them when they tell you how economic and thnyty nature is. Say you are the 
manager of the Southern Railroad. You fgure that you need engines for a stretch of track ... thaYs 
a mighty steep grade. So at fantastic effort and expense you have shops make 9.000 
engines ...y ou send all 9.000 out so they crash collide, derail. jump, jam and bm---and at the 
end you have three engines left..thafs the number you need for the run. You go to your board of 
directors, show them what you've done [to get those 3 great engines]. You know what going to 
say--what kind of way is this to run railroad? But is it better to run a universe that way? 
"Evolution loves death more it loves you or me [or any on el.... I had thought to live by the side of 
the creek in order to shape my ljfe to its freeflow. But I seem to have reached a point where I 
must draw the line. I must part ways with the only world I know ... look: Cock Robin may die the 
most gruesome of slow deaths, and nature is no less pleased The sun comes up, the creek rolls 
on, the survivors still sing. But I cannot feel that uray about your death nor you about mine, nor 
either of us about the robin's! We value the individual supremely and nature values him not a 
whit. 1 looks.. . as though I might have to reject this creek ljfe unless I want to be utterly brutalized. 

Either this world, my mother, is a monster, or I myself am afreak. 
Consuier the former the world is a monster .... There is not a people in the world that behaves as 
badly as praying mantises. But wait. you say, there is no right or wrong in nature: right and 
wrong is a human concept! Precisely! We are moral creatures ...in a universe that is running on 
chance and death, careening blindlyfrom nowhere to nowhere, which somehow produced 
wonderful us...This world runs on chance and death and power. ..but I cherish lfe and the rights 
of the weak us. the strong. So I crawled by chance out of a sea of amino acids, and now I must 
whirl around and shake my fist at that sea and cry SHAME! ... We little blobs of soft tissue 
crawling around on this one planers skin are right, and the whole universe is wrong. The world 
i s  a mom ter. 
Or consider the alternative. .. 
Nature is fme ... our feelings arejust freakishly amiss. The frog that the giant water bug sucked 
had a rush of feelingfor about a second before its brain turned to broth I however, have been 
sapped by variDus strong feeling about the incident almost daily for years .... All right then--it is 
our emotions and values that are amiss. We are freaks-the mrld is f m l  Let us all go have 
lobotomies to restore us to a natural state. We can leave the library then, go back to the creek 
lobotomized., and live on its banks as untroubled as any muskrat or reed You fust 

Entry Point: A belief it is wrong for strong individuals or groups to oppress weaker individuals 
and g r u .  1) We all know that it is utterly natural in this world for the strong to eat the weak. 
That is the very essence of how evolution 'works1--the survival of the fittest. 2) We also believe 
that oppression is wrong, that while it is perfectly natural for the strong to eat the weak, yet it 
is deeply wrong when strong human beings or human groups oppress the weak. Challenging 
Point: 1) But if nature is all there is, why would it be 'wrong' for strong humans to trample 
weak ones? How could we possibly know that nature is abnormal (17) unless there is some 
standard outside of nature (a supernatural standard) that tells us. 2) If your premise (that 
there is no super-nature or God) leads you to conclusions you know are not right (that my 
sense that there is moral injustice is an illusion)--why not change the premise? 3) The Bible 
makes sense of things: a) if there is no God. there'd be no way to know nature is abnormal. b) if 
there was no Fall, there'd be no way to explain why a God would make a world like this. But 
the Bible tells us  the world is created yet fallen. If you say, a) nature is full of violence. but b) 
we shouldn't live that way--you are assuming and believing and living as  if the Biblical God 
e.dsts. It is not honest to live a s  if he is there and yet not acknowledge him. 



e a case a t  law. It was a series of proofs. n you are young, you 
prove how brave you are, or smart; then, what a good lover you are. Later you prove what a good 
father or husband you are. Finally, prove how wise, or potoerful or whatever. But underlying it 
all. I see now. there was a presumption That one moved ... on a n  upward path toward some 
elevation where. I don't know what..l would be justified or condemned--a verdict anywuy. I think 
that my disaster really began when I looked up one day...and the bench was empty! No judge in 
slght And all that remained was the endless argument with onese $..this pointless Ifligation of 
existence before an empty b e n c h . . W h  of course, is another ruay of saying--despair. 

Entry Point: Meaning in Life 1) Citing Arthur Miller itself is and entry point. 2) Miller shows 
that we all need to believe in some kind of external standard in order to have meaning in Life. 
We are working so hard--but for what? Unless there is a judge, some objective moral 
standards, there can be no sense of moving "upward" or forward. Challenging Point: The 
'empty bench' is the secular view of the world. But to say that 'everything is relative' is to be 
shut up to your own endless internal argument, because you will never be able to stop striving. 
Sum: If your premise (that the universe's bench is empty) leads you to a conclusion you know 
isn't true (that there is no meaning in life, that there is no reason to go on)--why not change 
your premise? 

Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace 
My thesis is that the practice of non-violence requires a belief in divine vengeance ... My thesis will 
be unpopular w/ many in the West.. . .But imagine speaking to people (as I have) whose cities and 
villages have been fustplundered. then burned, and leveled to the ground whose daughters and 
sisters have been raped, whose fathers and brothers have had their throats slit.. Your point to 
them--we should not retaliate? Why not? 1 say--the only means of prohibitmg violence by us  is to 
insist that violence is only legitimate when it comes from god.. Violence thrives today, secretly 
nourished by the belief that god refuses to take the sword ... It takes the quiet of a suburb for the 
birth of the thesis that human nonvidence is a result of a God who refuses to judge. In a 
scorched land--soaked in the blood of the innocent, the idea will invariably die, like other 
pleasant captivities of the liberal mind...$ God twre NOT angry a t  injustice and deception and 
did NOT make a fmal end of violence, that God would not be worthy of our worship. 

Entry Point: Peacemaking: suffering of the o~pressed.  1) One of our very biggest problems 
today is how to get people who deeply differ to live together in peace--how to stop the endless 
cycles of vengeance and violence. 2) Most secular people believe that religion only makes the 
cycles of violence worse. I t  would be better for peace if more people were religious skeptical like 
most Westem intellectuals are. Challenging Point: 1) This is a naive view, held by people who 
themselves have not suffered violence. 2) If I am violated, only a deep belief in a God of justice 
will enable me to refrain from picking up the sword and rendering my own justice. 3) The only 
way to non-violence is belief in a God of judgment and vengeance! 

3. Authority of the Bible 

Entry point: Desire for a personal relationship with God. Wouldn't you want to have a God 
with whom you can have an intimate, living, personal relationship? Challenging Point: If you 
want a personal relationship, the other person will have to be able to contradict you. If a wife 
can never contradict her husband, you don't have a real personal relationship (e.g. 'The 
Stepford Wives") Now. if you pick and choose what you can believe in the Bible and what you 
can't believe (on the basis of modem thinking or personal feelings]. then how will you ever have 
a God who can contradict you? Only if God can be or say things that outrage you will you know 
you have a real God and not a figment of your imagination. So an authoritative Bible is not 
the enemy of a personal. mystical relationship with God. It is the pre-condition. 



Entry Point: A love of grace. If you have a God. wouldn't you want that God to be a God of 
grace. who loves you freely'? Challenging Point: Why are you a Christian and your neighbor is 
not? Unless you say, ''just because God opened my heart", then you have to say that you are a 
Christian because you are (even slightly) more open, more repentant, more humble. 

Entry Point: A desire to respect the 'other'. Don't you want your relationship to God to 
humble you and provide a basis for respect and mutuality with 'the other'--the person of other 
faiths and cultures? Challenging Point: If I believe I am predestined--then when I talk to a 
non-Christian, there can be no superiority. This person could be far more wonderful. moral, 
wise than me. Other religions lead you to believe that in some way you must be superior-- 
because you believe and the others do not. But election leads us  to absolute respect for the 
'other', the unbeliever. 

Entry Point: A love of mvsterv. 'Well. but then this is unfair." Absolutely right that this is a 
problem. Challenging Point: But the problem mainly comes because of a premise that you 
have sneaked in. You figure that if God doesn't open hearts on the basis of merit, that 
therefore his choices are arbitrary. But here's where mystery comes in. I don't know how, but 
when we see the whole picture, we won't think he's been unwise or unfair but completely wise 
and fair. So say the prophets and the apostles. 

5. Reality of Hell 

Entry Point: Freedom. Challenging Point: The C.S.Lewis depiction of hell in The Great 
Divorce in which the people trapped in hell are there through denial, delusion. and self-inflicted 
misery analogous to addictions. Understand sin a s  slavery. The wages of sin is slavery. 
blindness, bondage. We see it on earth. Hell is just the same dynamic stretched out eternally, 
because we go on forever. God holds people responsible enough and lets them be free enough 
to create their own eternal misery through choosing the proud and selfish way. 

Entry Point: The Love of God and Grace. Challenging Point: "I don't believe that God would 
let anyone go to hell. I don't think hell is the consequence of sin." Ask them: ''What did it cost 
your God, then, to love us  and embrace us? Where was his agony, the nails and thorns? What 
did he have to do in order to love us?" The only answer is "I don't think that was necessary". 
How ironic. In the effort to make God more loving (by removing hell as  the punishment for sin) 
you have made him less loving. The worship of any God-without-hell will be ethical, cognitive, 
impersonal. You can be grateful that he is so accepting, but you will not respond to him with 
passion and intensity and wonder. His love is not "so amazing, so divine--demands my soul, my 
life, my all". The 'sensitive' approach to hell makes God impersonal. The classical Christian 
God, however, has to suffer on the cross to save us  from the inevitable consequence of sin-- 
hell. 

6.  The Uniqueness of Christ. 

Entry Point: Inclusivitv. Challenging Point: This is the only way to believe in grace without 
universalism. If you don't have to believe in Jesus, then good works is enough. And if good 
works is enough, then the way God accepts people is performance. Somewhere there is a 'cut 
off point for moral performance. or goodness of heart. etc. That is quite exclusive. What if you 
were born into an abusive family? What chance do you have for being a kind. nice person? It's 
not fair. The Jesus-gospel is the only religion that even claims justification by grace/faith 
alone. Not "the good are in and the bad are out", but the humble are in and the proud are out. 



elephant. but no one seeing the whole truth? Or are religions all Like a road to the top of the 
mountain. taking different paths but reaching the same summit? The only way you could tell 
these parables is if vou can see the whole elephant or ~ Q U  are at  the summit. In other words, 
you are saymg, "my relativistic way is right and you are wrong." Your position assumes greater 
spiritual knowledge than any of the world's religions. You are saying, "my take on religious 
reality is right, and yours is wrongm--and yet you tell Christians they cannot say the same 
thing. At least Christians are being honest about their 'exclusivism' but you are not. 

7. The Hypocrisy of Cynicism. 

C.S.Lewis, 7Re Abolition of Man 
Eou cannot go on explaining away forever, or you will fd that you have explained explanation 
itself away. You cannot go on 'seeing through' things forever. The whole point of seeing through 
something is to see something [else] through it. It is good that you can see through a window, 
because the garden beyond is opaque. But if you see through eveythmg, then everything is 
transparent, and a wholly transparent world is an invisible world So to 'see through' all things is 
the same as not to seeJ 

Entry Point: Need not to be taken in: Disdain for sentimentalitv. Christianity is not religion! 
Religion says people are either good or bad. Religion says you can improve yourself if you try 
really, really hard. Religon and moralism leads to 'inspirationalism', and sentimentality and a 
denial of the frustration and disappointment and relentless brokenness of life. But the 
alternative to religion can never be deep irreligion and cynicism. Challenging Point: 1) But the 
answer is not a universal cynicism. There is no such thing. 2) Hiding in the heart of the 
average cynical doubter is a deep faith in your own competence to determine all truth. 3) They 
hypocrisy of 'committing to nothing' is revealed if you think out the implications of your claims. 
If, a s  Neitzsche says, all truth claims are really just power grabs, then so is his, so why listen to 
him at  all? If, as Freud says, all views of God are really just psychological projections to deal 
with our guilt and insecurity, then so is his. so why list to him a t  all? If, as  the evolutionary 
psychologists say, what my brain tells me about morality, love, and beauty is not real-- 
chemical reactions designed to pass on my genetic code--then so is what their brains tell them 
about world. so why listen to them at  all? In end to see through evenrthinq is not to see. 4) 
Cynicism lives only by refusing to apply the same razor edge to itself a s  it does to all else. 
Hiding deep inside its cover of non-commitment is a powerful faith in your own ability to judge 
right from wrong, to de-construct all phoniness. 

E. WESTERN SOCIETY'S "WORLD-VIEWS" 
Unfortunately. pluralism means that there are multiple 'world-views' out there in the typical 
audience in North America. In order to 'enter and change" the world view we need to 
understand their shapes. 

1. TRADITIONAL CULTURE 
Who? Less technologically advanced places. More rural/srnall towns. 
IDENTITY. 
Duty defines you. You have a duty to your people. your family, and you find your meaning and 
fulfilment in fulfiiing that. There is not a lot of talk about individual identity, which is less 
important than the tribe/people. Example: homosexuality is unmentionable. 
VALUE. 
'Give me something that is the right thing to do." 
RELATIONSHIPS. 



"Concrete". - Acts 16: The Phillipian jailer, who didn't seek God. Very stable, not reflective. 
The blue-collar worker. Key: Give me something that it right and that produces character. Paul 
showed him 'songs in the night" and saved his life. 
IDOLS. 
Authority. CoIlectivistic. Impersonal. Blind duty HOW? Moralism--Forgiveness gospel. "you 
know you should be good, but you aren't--you need Jesus to be good enough." Apologetics not 
necessary. Usually only Protestant evangelical Christianity vs. other religion. 
MINISTRY OVERBITE. (The danger of over-contextualization) 1) 'Normative/Prophetic" side 
of preaching--Biblical doctrine. 2) Individual pastoral/chaplain care. You are the authority. 3) 
Many non-believers already in churches. Balance: Show Christ a s  meaning of every text: show 
them nature of sin a s  self-salvation, not breaking rules. 

2 .  MODERN CULTURE 
Who? More technologically advanced places. More suburban. Older (over 40). 
IDENTITY. 
Desires define you. You have a duty to discover your own deepest feelings and dreams and you 
find your meaning and fulfillment in fulfilling that. There is lots and lots of talk of individual 
identity which is more important than any group or covenant. Example: homosexuality is 
something "discovered". If I am gay, I must fulfill that. 
VALUE. 
"Give me something that gets me to my personal goals". 
RELATI ONSHIPS. 
The most important relationships are people who help you to your personal goals--who give you 
good feelings and emotions. 'Eros" -based (Lewis) 
KNOWLEDGE/COMMUNICATION. 
'Rational" - Acts 16: Lydia. who was very good and seeking intellectual answers to 
philosophical questions. Reflective, mildly seeking. Business-type. Key: Give me something that 
works and makes sense rationally? Does it get my life under control to help me to my goals? 
Paul gave her a Bible study and proved Jesus to her. 
IDOLS. 
Feelings. Individualism. Faith in scientific technique for everything. Moralistic relativism -- 
Freedom gospel/Forgiveness gospel depending on success level. Apologetics necessary. 
Especially evidences for Christ. 
MINISTRY OVERBITE. 1) "Situational/Kingly" side of preaching--application. solving 
problems. 2) Stress ministry to 'felt needs", well done. Balance: Show Christ/gospel a s  the 
solution to every problem (vs. common virtue); show sin is self-salvation, not failing to be 
successful at  life. 

3. POSTMODERN CULTURE 
Who? More technologically advanced places. More urban. Younger (under 40). 
IDENTITY. 
You define yourself through choice. With postmodem consciousness ... we realize increasingly 
that there is no core essence to which one must be true. What emerges is a pastiche personality, 
a social chameleon constantly borrowing bits and pieces of identity from whatever sources are 
available d constructmg them as useful or desirable in a given situation (Kenneth Gergen. 
Saturated Self.) Less talk of identity. Example: homosexuality is 'constructed', chosen. 
VALUE. 
'Give me something that moves me." 
RELATIONSHIPS. 
The most important relationships are people you are committed to--who you both enjoy and 
learn with. "Phi1os"-based (Lewis). Not a s  will-based a s  traditional nor feelings-based a s  
modern--more a conscious choice. Thus friendships are more important than family or lovers. 



masters. Bes 

and socially. 
IDOLS. 
Images. Art. Self-expression. Experience. Lack of individual responsibility. CyIucism. 
Cultural/group identity. / / Freedom gospel only is effective. Apologetics necessary-- 
presuppositional not so much evidences until much later. 
MINISTRY OVERBITE. 1) 'Existential/PriestlyW side of preaching--stories and experiences. 
2) Stress small groups, multi-cultural community, lay leadership--all deeply based on 
friendship (very organic) rather than program (inorganic). 3) Include non-believers and 
believers. Balance: Show Jesus-worship vs. Other-worship as the key to life: show sin is self- 
salvation. not whatever! 

CONCLUSION: I s  Po-Mo a whole new era or just a world-view among a) elites, b) creatives, c) 
generationx, in the d) west? But through technology and culture, it will have broad impact. 
Nevertheless, in our current world, we expect to have these world-views living side by side. 
Implications--do not gear church in totally to any one generation or people group. But 
contextualize mildly to the one(s) most seeking to reach. 

F. A Case Study: Redeemer's Cont extualization. 

New Yorker cover Oct 9 2000 
Multi-ethnic vs. Anglo, N.European: A disdain for niceness, courtesy, modesty 
Mixture of values from rich and the poor (hip-hop, opera) but not from middle class (Twila 
Paris) 
Ironic vs. sentimental: cynicism, de-bunking. disdain for the obvious in art or 
communication ('Why am I here? My agent said it would be good for my career." Outtakes) 
Suspicious vs. trusting: ostensibly no authorities, hatred of 'spin' and even polish (though 
inconsistent) 
Transgressive' to traditional values: 
neither wholesome nor 'slutty' (to consider yourself a sinner is to transgress the old 
essentialist standards. but not to transgress the idea of transgression) 
e>rtremely moral in transgressive way for rights of oppressed (though inconsistent) 

Do we aim for the cultural 'heart', leaders or do we aim for the temporary outsiders from the 
more traditional values/middle class who are coming through the city. 

(Reading: G. Himmelfarb. One Nation. Two Cultures, 1999) 

New York 'Professional culture" profile 
Expert culture. Min implics: low volunteerism (except social). Expects of quality. 
intelligence. 
Living in career. Min implics: evangelism throe vocational networks. discipling for work. 
Meritocracy. Min implics: quality will be as important as relationships 
Sexually active. Min implics: not prudish, but very frank. out-celebrate them on sex. 
Freedom/privacy idolatry. Min implics: shift from 'not really good" to 'not really free" 
Rootlessness. Min implics: ground historically: cell groups, liturgical renewal. 
Post-modem cynicism: Min implics: quality without polish; 
Less linear/rational: Min implics: pressup apologetics: allow process for conversion 
Love of diversity. Min implics: out-celebrate diversity with gospel. 
Social concern. Min implics: out-celebrate mercy and justice with gospel. 



resu p s'tional. 
relativism is intoleranh c . 3 .  r. q .II rciij:.a u e  di -b hL 7 6  LW 

o The 'freedom gospel' rather than 'forgiveness gospel': y o u  know you should be free but you 
aren't--sin keeps you a slave. You need Jesus to be free." 
Stress small groups over all other programs. - %Us -,,,.,,.$J . 
In preaching. Jesus is not teacher of principles (for tradition sts) or healer of hurts (for 
modems) but the savior in history. Religion is self-salvation through principles (modem or 
traditional) while the gospel is salvation through entering a story--the myth that became 
fact--Jesus1 redemptive life. The result of religion is moralism and oppression; the result of 
relativism is selfish individualism--both are unacceptable. 
Evangelism: (a) 1st. 'more evangelized' searchers will come right in to all services, groups 
and ministries. There must be participation before transformation. (b) 2nd, 'less' 
evangelized people are now reached through non-condescending cultural and social 
involvement. Do friendship (not even friendship evangelism--gospel character produces 
friendship about them). Evangelism is more about how we live with a new quality of life: we 
show how the gospel helps us  embrace the excluded, be a servant of common good. live 
with integrity regarding sex, money, power. (c) 3rd. evangelism has more to do with 
excellence and thoughtfulness in the way we do our work. 
Music/worship cannot be confined to the classical or the contemporary. High quality 
aesthetics are critical in our technological yet anti-rational age. 
The preferable rninistrv area is again the parish-the neighborhood. 
Stress racial reconciliation and multi-cultural community. This has always been Biblical, 
but now it's practical. Society is becoming more multi-ethnic and concerned with building 
bridges. 
Stress lay leadership--all deeply based on friendship (very organic) rather than program 
(inorganic). Skepticism about expertise will encourage lay leadership. 
Communication style must have the 'irony' of gospel-humility rather than the typical 
pomposity of traditional Christianity or slick-cool-controlled nature of modem Christianity. 
But challenge is to avoid the 'irony' of cyrucism. Cynical-irony is seeing other's sin as  worse 
than yours (a plank vs. your splinter) while humble-irony is seeing your sin a s  worse than 
others' (a splinter vs. your plank). 
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TO WHO HE GOSPEL 
FOR 'MIXED' POST-MODERN AUDIENCES 

A. TWO ALTERNATIVE WORLD-VIEWS, 'Modern' and 'Post-modem': 

1. Concept of world-views: Everyone has some sort of working philosophy of life which 
underlies life choices and behavior. A 'worldview" consists of answers to several basic 
questions: 1) 'where did the world come from?" 2) 'how do we know things, especially right and 
wrong?" 3) 'what is wrong with the world?" 4) "what is life redly all about, what should we aim 
for?" There are two very broad ways of characterizing world-views that are alternatives to 
Christianity. 'Secular" world-view is basically the modem, western. individualistic world-view 
that has come out of the Enlightenment. Traditional" world-view includes all those which 
emphasize loyalty to family, abiding virtues, ancient wisdom. This would include everything 
from Hinduism and Islam and Greco-Roman dualism to much of what passes for Christianity. 

Secular 
1 .Source: No creator 

Traditional 
God creator 

2.Ethics: No right and wrong/ Eternal law 
create own 

Christian 
God creator 

Eternal law 

3. Problem Oppression: Sins Sin 
of life People not allowed People not living Peop living 

to live their own lives as they lives a s  their 
lives should own Savior/Lord 

4. Meaning Freedom; Good works/ 
of life Self-discovery duty; self-denial 

Grace 

r2. A s p i r i t u a l  divide: The basic difference between people I meet today has to do with how 
and why they will see they need the gospel. People from traditional cultures and mindsets tend 
to a) have a belief in God, and b) have a strong sense of moral absolutes and the obligation to 
be 'good". This may be a sense of obligation to their family, their people, a general moral ethic, 
a tradition, a religion (including Christianity), and so on. These folk respond well to a 
presentation that says, 'Sin keeps vou from ever beine as  eood a s  vou need to be, and it 
therefore separates you from God." People with more secular and 'post-modem" mindsets tend 
to a) have only a vague belief in the divine if a t  all and, b) have little sense of rnoral absolutes. 
Therefore, they feel the obligation to be free and true to their own selves and dreams. These 
folk respond well to a presentation that says, "Sin keeus vou from beine free as vou need to be, 
and therefore it enslaves and de-humanizes y0u. i  

a. 'The Gospel as  Forgiveness". The way to show the traditional persons their need for the 
gospel is by saying, 'your sin makes you imperfect! You can't be righteous enough. You may 
think you are looking to God for salvation, but you are really trying to save yourself." 
(Imperfection is the biggest nightmare of the 'duty-worshipper". We say "you are not living up!" 
so they are threatened.) This approach creates anxiety and relieves it by showing how Christ 
forgives us, covers our sins. gives us a righteous record.& 'The Gospel as Freedom". But 



We say. "you are not really in control" so they are threatened.) This approach creates anxiety 
and relieves it by showing how Christ redeems us (lit. "ransoms us from slavery"), liberates us. 

Each approach is Biblical, of course. Romans tends to give the fist approach (though see 
Romans 6-8). Galatians tends to ave  the second approach. Paul insists that his pagan 
converts, if they go with the "Judaizers", will only be going back into bondage. Paul equates 
religious moralism and pagan hedonism a s  being essentially the same thing. Each of the two 
approaches assumes a piece of common grace, a certain insight about truth. The older cultures 
saw as  the key of salvation. The gospel says: 'but you ARENT living up to your duty 
unless you come to God through the finished work of X." The newer culture sees freedom as  
the key of salvation. The gospel says: 'but your ARENT free unless you come to God through 
finished work of X." Now in both situations, we must be careful. The first approach to the 
gospel must be careful not to let the hearers think that the gospel is just a way to get a free 
pardon. The second approach to the gospel must be careful not to let the hearers think that the 
gospel is just a way to get personal fulfillment. In former times. when churches were so filled 
with people who were traditional, we had to avoid preaching any 'salvation through duty". (We 
failed to avoid it, in fact.) Now churches are so filled with people who are therapized to seek 
fulfillment, we must avoid preaching any 'salvation through discovery". (We are failing to avoid 
it, in fact.b 

3. Who are the two kinds of people? Every person must be considered on a case by case 
basis. But here are some ideas for who these two kinds of people tend to be, a t  least in the U.S. 
The first set of people (more traditional worlds-view) tend to include: people who are older, who 
are from strong Catholic or religious Jewish backgrounds, who are from conservative 
evangelical/Pentecostal Protestant backgrounds. people from the southern U.S.. and first 
generation immigrants from non-European countries. The second set of people tend to include: 
people who are younger, who are from norninal/weak Catholic or non-religious Jewish 
backgrounds, who are from liberal mainline Protestant backgrounds, people from the western 
and northeastern U.S.. Europeans (here in the states). and the children of families from non- 
Western countries. 

In most non-Western (non U.S-European), the traditional world-view is more prevalent in less 
urban areas and less educated classes. while the secular world-view is more prevalent in more .. . 
urban areas and more educated classes. 

We must also notice that this division also runs along a divide between older secularists and 
newer secularists in the West. The older secularism has been called 'modem" and the newer 
"post-modem". In the earlier part of the century, modem secular people still had a high belief 
in reason and were very moral. But as  the century has waned, "post-modem" secularists are 
far more relativistic and are skeptical of objective reality of any kind, whether empirical or 
moral. Therefore. very moral yet secular parents have produced very a-moral. secular children. 

Summarv. In general. I want to show that it is best to communicate in the second mode. T h e  
Gospel as Freedom" because the second mode critiques (as we see in Galatians) ways of 
rejecting the gospel--both moralism/traditionalism relativism/hedonism. while the first 
approach only critiques moralism. 

B. A GOSPEL FOR THE MORE SECULAR 
(The Gospel as  Freedom) 



Christ.) 

THREE WAYS OF LIFE. 

1. Irreligion is avoiding God as  Lord and Savior by ignoring him. 2. Religion is avoiding God 
as  Lord and Savior by developing a moral righteousness and giving it to God so that then he 
owes you. 3. Christianity But the gospel is not that we develop a righteousness and give it to 
Him, so that then he owes us, but that he developed a righteousness through Jesus Christ and 
gives it to us, so that then we owe him. 

'THE CENTER" 

1 . Evervone has a ' Center" . Everyone has to live for something--something that we think will 
give us  a sense of significance and satisfaction. We all then have a "personal centerw--a bottom 
line, an ultimate value by which we sort through all the activities of life and set priorities. It 
may be career, possessions, appearance, romance. peer groups, achievement, good causes, 
moral character, religion, marriage, children. friendships--or a combination of a several. 
Without this 'bottom line", our life would be completely meaningless This means. however ... 
2 .  E v ~ N o ~ ~  is a Slave. Whatever we live for has control over us. We do not control ourselves. 
Internally, they create instability. The things we live for enslave us  with guilt (if we fail to 
attain them) or anger (if someone blocks them from us) or fear (if they are threatened) or 
drivenness (since we must have them) or despair (if we ever lose them completely). We become 
emotionally dependent on them. Externally, they lead us  to relationally exclude. If we are 
desperately trylng to get our identity out being a member of our class or party or people or 
culture, we tend to 'demonize' the 'other'. This means, then ... 

a. Even the most irreligious people are redly worshipping something. Whatever 
thing or things from which we choose to derive our value become the ultimate meaning 
in our lives--thus it serves a s  a 'god' and a gives us  a sense of worth or 'righteousness' 
even if we don't think in those terms. Something is "Lord of our lives". People who want 
to be popularity are controlled by approval. People who want power are controlled by 
money and politics. But we do not control ourselves. 
b. Even the most religious people are not really worshipping God. Religious people 
may look to God as  Helper, Teacher, and Example, but it is their moral performance 
which is serving a s  their Savior. They are just as  guilty and self-hating if they fail it, just 
as angry and resentful if someone blocks it, just as  fearful and anxious if something 
threatens it. just a s  driven 'to be goodw. 
Sum: So both religious and irreligious people are avoiding God a s  Savior and Lord--but 
in different ways. Both are seeking to keep control of their own lives by looking to 
something besides God as  their salvation. 

Transition: We have to live for something, and something will control us. What will we do 
then? We must first of all see there is a Creator. Nothing better explains the brokenness we 
see. Even the best things don't 'fill the void' in our hearts. We were made for something infinite. 
and eternal. Only God is big enough to fill up the greatness of what we need. But second we 
must see that we've tried to be our own Creator. If there is a real Creator to which we owe 
everything, then what we've done is serious. Deep inside of us  we know he's there, but we've 
conveniently used all the religious hypocrites in the world to avoid coming to grips with him. 
There is only one Master, however, who can forgive (none of the rest ever will), and who is last 
(none of the rest ever can). Neither failure on our part nor the circumstances of life can 
separate us from Him. Thus only in sexvice to Him will we find freedom. 



3 .  Evervone needs a Substitute. Only when we accept that Jesus came and lived the life we 
should have lived and died the death we should have died in our place and rely on him for our 
relationship with God and with ourselves and with others--are we set free from false kings. To 
transfer from false kings into the kingdom of Christ we must f r s t  admit the problem: that you 
have been substituting yourself for God either by religion (trymg to be your own savior by 
obedience to moral standards) or by irreligion (trymg to be your own lord by disobedience to 
moral standards). And second to accept the remedy: asking God to accept you for Jesus' sake 
and know that you are loved and accepted because of his record. not yours. 

C. HELPING THE MORE SECULAR "CLOSE WITH CHRIST" 

1 .  Chanae not the amount but the d e ~ t h  o f  uour re~entance. 
You have to Yepent", but the repentance that receives Christ is not so much being sony for 
specific sins. I t  is not less than that, but it is much more. Saving repentance is admitting that 
your sin is your efforts of self-salvation, at trying to be your own Savior. Don't just repent 
of sins, but of the self-righteousness under all you do, bad and good. Repent not just for doing 
wrong, but even for the reason you did right--not just for law-breaking but for law-relying. 
Admit that the reason you did right was so you could put God in your debt. to have some say 
in what kind of life you deserve, to keep control of your life. 

2 .  ~ h a n i e  not the amount. but the object o f  uour faith. You have to 'believe", but 
the belief that receives Christ is not so much subscribing to a set of doctrines about Christ. I t  
is not less than that. but it is much more. Saving faith is transferring your trust from your 
own works and record to Christ's work and record. We are not liberated by the teaching of 
Christ, but by the work of Christ for us. The gospel is not our developing a righteous record 
and giving it to God, but that God in Christ developed a righteous record and gives it  to us. The 
only way to be accepted by God is by asking God to accept you for Jesus' sake--then you can 
know that you are loved and accepted because of his record, not yours. Then the determining 
factor in your relationship with God is not your past but Christ's past. 

Pray: *Lord. I have been trvinz to be mv own Savior and Lord. both in mv bad deeds and in my 
good. If I have never done so before, I thank vou for the ~e r fec t  life and sacrificial death of 
Christ in mv dace. Now I ask vou to receive and adopt me as  vour child. not because of 
anvthing I have done, but because of what Christ has done for me." 

D. HELPING THE MORE SECULAR FORESEE THE CHRISTIAN LIFE 
This new life of freedom extends through 
1. Continual iouful re~entance for residual self-riahteousness. A new quality of life 
results a s  you learn to joyfully repent for "idols", left-over systems of self-salvation. Under every 
problem there is something more important than Jesus that is operating a s  our functional 
righteousness and worth. 

Here is a real example. A woman in her late 30's had never married. Her family and her part of 
the country believed that there was something radically wrong with any woman of that age that 
was still single. She wrestled greatly with shame and guilt, and she went to a counselor. The 
therapist rightly told her that she had taken her to heart her family's approach to personal 
value and worth. They taught that a woman's 'record" had to include a husband and children 
if she was to have any value or worth. The counselor then proposed that she throw off such a n  
unenlightened view and throw herself into a career. About this time she was going to a church 
where she was clearly hearing the gospel for the f rs t  time. She realized that the well-meaning 
counselor was asking her to throw off a politically incorrect system of works-righteousness for 



romantic ones? No. I will receive the righteousness of Christ, and learn to rejoice in it. Then I 
can look at  males or career and say, 'what makes me beautiful to God is Jesus. not these 
things.' Only then will I have power and freedom." She found the self-righteousness that is 
under every problem. 

2. Growinq experience o f  qrateful love. A new quality of life results a s  you lose the old 
motivation of selfish fear ('slave" mentality) and become empowered by the new dynamic of 
grateful love ('child of God" mentality). 

a Newjoyful repentance. Many people object to the gospel by saying, 'if I believed I was totally 
accepted despite my failures. then I would have no incentive to live a good life." But that means 
that that person's incentive was one of fear, and fear-motivation is always selfish. Before. the 
thing that convicted us  of sin was the thing that de-assures us--the fear of rejection. "if I do 
these things, I will be cut off. In this situation, repentance was very unnatural, a total 
disruption, and devastating to one's fellowship with God. Now. however, the thing that convicts 
us  is the very thing that assures us--his undying loyal love to us, "if I do these things, I 
displease the one who was cut off himself rather than cut me off." Repentance now becomes 
normal and revitalizing to one's fellowship with God. 

b. Newjoy in obedience. Without an experience of grace. all our good deeds are essentially self- 
interested, impersonal. and conditional. But the gospel moves us to love and serve God for who 
he is in himself--there is an entirely new motivational structure for why we obey his Word. 
There is a new 'aesthetic joy" for God himself. In addition, now our obedience is unconditional. 
If we were saved by our works, then there would be a limit to what God could ask of us, but if 
we are saved by grace at  such an infinite cost. then whatever we are asked to do is reasonable 
(and a deal!) Since we now have (in embryo) everything possible. guaranteed. we obey God not 
to anything, but simply to please him. out of delight for who he is in himself, to give him 
pleasure and joy. People who give up on God were in it for something besides God. which did 
not come forth. But the gospel removes any possible motivation for disobeying God. We are not 
our own (I Cor.6: 19-20). To the degree the gospel energizes us, to that degree our obedience will 
be joyous and limitless regardless of any circumstances. 

E. HELPING THE MORE SECULAR UNDERSTAND THE CHURCH. 
The following outline is designed to help more secular people understand not just the gospel 
but what the church itself is about. 

WHAT REDEEMER ALL ABOUT? 

Redeemer Presbyterian Church is a centercity community of changed people 
who are committed to serving and renewing New York City through a movement 

of the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

The fdowing fist of our 'values' explatns the key words in our purpose statement above: 

THE GOSPEL RENEWS THE HEART 
1. The Gospei' - The 'gospel' is the good news that through Christ the power of God's kingdom 

has entered history to renew the whole world. When we believe and rely on Jesus' work 
and record (rather than ours) for our relationship to God. that kingdom power comes 
upon us  and begins to work through us. 



welcoming and respectful toward those who do not share our beliefs. 

THE GOSPEL RENEWS THE CHURCH 
3. 'Community' - The gospel creates a new community which not only nurtures individuals 

but serves as  a sign of God's coming kingdom. Here we see classes of people loving one 
another who could not have gotten along without the healing power of the gospel. Here 
we see sex, money, and power used in unique non-destructive and life-giving ways. 

4. 'Movement Mindset'- We have no illusions that our single church or our Presbyterian 
tradition is sufficient to renew all of New York City spiritually. socially, and culturally. 
We are therefore committed to planting (and helping others plant) hundreds of new 
churches, while at  the same time working for a renewal of gospel vitality in all the 
congregations of the city. 

THE GOSPEL RENEWS THE CITY 
5. 'The City' - We are committed to the city and believe that nothing promotes its peace and 

health like a the spread of faith in the gospel. Nothing moves people to humbly serve, 
live with. and love all the diversity of the city like the gospel does. Therefore. the gospel 
renews both individuals and reweaves the fabric of whole neighborhoods. 

6. 'Serving' - Though we joyfully invite every person to faith in Jesus, we are committed to 
sacrificially serving our neighbors whether they believe as we do or not. We do this by 
using our gifts and resources for the needs of others, especially the poor. And more 
than merely meeting individual needs, we work for justice for the powerless. 

7. 'Renewing' - We believe that the gospel has a deep. vital, and healthy impact on the arts. 
business. government, media. and academy of any society. Therefore we are highly 
committed to support Christians' engagement with culture, helping them work with 
excellence, distinctiveness, and accountability in their professions. 

F. THE NEED TO INCLUDE NON-CHRISTIANS IN SERVICES. 

I .  The eitherlor premise of evangelism and spiritual formation. 
There is a premise in much modem church-growth literature to the effect that you can't 
minister to Christians and non-Christians effectively in the same s e ~ c e .  If this is the case. 
then a church has to either settle for being an outward facing. aggressively evangelistic church 
a an heavy discipling, teaching church. The evangelistic churches stress messages in their 
services that appeal to non-Christians but bore the Christians. The teaching churches stress 
the messages in their services that appeal to Christians but confuse, bore. or offend non- 
Christians. Some churches using the Willow model often try to do no spiritual formation 
(preaching to Christians) in the same services where they evangelize non-Christians. But this 
approach continues to have a pretty severe follow-up problem. Many seekers stay in the seeker 
services long term, never getttng fed stronger meat. (And since the majority of attenders a t  the 
seeker services are usually Christians, the believers get stuck in elementary Christianity as 
well.) 

But it is impossible to combine Christians and non-Christians in a major way unless the 
preacher and leaders understand that the gospel is not just the way people are justified, but 
aIso the way they are sanctified. The typicai approach to the gospel is to see it is the 'A-B-C's" 



spiritual formation at the same time. However, the Reformers, especially Luther, understood 
that the gospel is not only the way we are saved, but it is always the solution to every problem 
and the way to advance a t  every stage in the Christian life. (This is why the first of his 95 
Theses were that of life is repentance.") 

A simple exampIe. If you are preaching a sermon on the subject of honesty, and you use the 
gospel on the Christians (see above) you are doing something that both interests and profits 
non-Christians. When you always solve Christian's problems with the gospel, then non- 
Christians a) get to hear it every week in multiple perspectives, and b) get to see how it really 
works in the Christian life. Both of these are extremely important for post-modem non- 
Christians. 

2.  Post-modern non-Christians need to be integrated. 
We live in an increasingly 'post-modem" society. The older modem society rejected revelation 
as  a source of truth, but still honored reason/science as a source of truth. "Post-modems" are 
more deeply secular and skeptical of any kind of truth at  all. I propose that the old "modem" 
times were more amenable to the segregation of Christians and non-Christians, but our 
current situation would be better addressed by having a 'mixed" audience in the services. 

In a "mixed" group, when the preacher speaks somewhat more to non-Christians, the 
Christians present learn how to share the faith. This is extremely important today. I t  is 
becoming increasingly difficult for Christians to just share the gospel without doing 
apologetics. The old canned quickie training programs cannot prepare a Christian for dealing 
with the range of intellectual and personal difficulties people have with the Christian faith. 
They need to hear the preacher week in and week out dealing winsomely and intelligently with 
the problems of non-believers. This excellent "training". On the other hand, when the 
preacher speaks more to Christians, the non-Christians present come to see how Christianity 
'works". More deeply secular 'po-mo" non-Christians tend to decide on the faith on more 
pragmatic grounds. They do not examine in a detached intellectual way. They also are much 
more likely to make their commitment through a long process of mini-decisions. They will 
want to try Christianity on, see how it fits their problems and how it fleshes out in real life. 

In a 'mixed" group. when the preacher speaks somewhat more to non-Christians, the 
Christians present learn how to share the faith. This is extremely important today. It is 
becomfng increasingly difficult for Christians to just share the gospel without doing 
apologetics. The old canned quickie training programs cannot prepare a Christian for dealing 
with the range of intellectual and person,al difficulties people have with the Christian faith. 
They need to hear the preacher week in and week out dealing winsomely and intelligently with 
the problems of non-believers. This excellent 'training". On the other hand, when the 
preacher speaks more to Christians, the non-Christians present come to see how Christtanity 
'works". More deeply secular 'po-mo" non-Christians tend to decide on the faith on more 
pragmatic grounds. They do not examine in a detached intellectual way. They also are much 
more iikely to make their commitment through a long process of mini-decisions. They will 
want to try CMstianity on. see how it fits their problems and how it fleshes out in real life. 

The process that must be allowed is: 

A. Awareness. This is it." CIearing the ground of stereotypes. Distinguishing the gospel 
from legalism or liberalism. Distinguishing core from peripheral. 

B. Relevance. 'I need it." Showing the slavery of both religion and irreligion. Showing 
the transforming power. how the gospel 'works". 



no endurance later. 

D. Trial. "I see what it would be like." In group life, in service ministries, they try 
Christianity on, often talking like Christians or defending it. 

E. Commitment. "I take it." Sometimes this is the point of real conversion. Sometimes 
it happened before, sometimes it happens later. 

F. Reinforcement. 'Now I get it." Typically, a period of follow up is the place where the 
penny drops and the gospel gets clear. Shorter if trial longer. 

G. " Cen t e r ed - Se t s "  and "Bounded-Se t s"  in Churches 

1. FORM- Creating 'missional' communities with preaching. 
I am taking 'missional' from the Gospel and Our Culture Network books, especially Missional 
Church. A Visionfor the Sending of the Church in North America edited by Darrell L. Guder 
(Eerdmans, 1998). Essentially, the burden of the book is that, with the end of 'Christendom' in 
the West, everv church in North America must consider itself now 'on the mission field'. 
Evangelism and mission can no longer be considered a department of the church nor 
something done by the church somewhere else. Now every aspect of the church--its worship, 
teaching, senrice--must be 'missional'. Though the seeker-sensitive church movement was a 
sincere effort to do this, it 'sold out' to modernity in different ways than did the old liberal 
mainline religion. 39 HOW, then, can we move ahead to a new 'missional' church? One key to 
this is the 'bounded' and 'centered' set concept. 

a. Bounded and Centered Sets In mathematics, there are two different ways to define a 'set'. 
One is a 'bounded set'. A point is in the set if it is related properly to (i.e. if it is inside) the 
boundary. Another is the 'centered set'. A point is in the set if it is related properly to (i.e. if it 
is in alignment with or moving toward) the center of the set. Organizations that are 'bounded 
sets' put great emphasis on the lines of demarcation 'around the circle'--at all points. 1) A 
person cannot work with or be part of the organization in any meaningful sense without the 
rite of initiation and the adoption of extensive standards which set the person apart. 2) 
Differences between members and the outside world are emphasized. 3) Membership is defined 
in terms of common beliefs and policies and folkways that are pretty extensive. Organizations 
that are centered-sets put more emphasis on central goals and commitments. 1) A person can 
work with the organization as long a s  it shares basic goals and is willing to work for them. 2) 

39 The 'Gospel and Our Culture' network has been inspired by the writings of Leslie Newbiggin. Its 
writings are generally edited by Craig Van Gelder of Calvin Seminary. George R. Hunsberger of Western 
Seminary, and Darrell L. Guder of Columbia Seminary (Decatur. Ga). Besides its patron saint Newbiggin. 
the movement draws heavily from Stanley Hauerwas. John Howard Yoder. Douglas John Hall. By and 
large, this is a group with more mainline sensibtlities who are in reaction to the old mainline 
liberalism the church growth/'seeker sensitive church' movement. The consider the former to have 
been a sell-out to the Enltghtenment and now proven to be impotent and bankrupt. On the other hand. 
they also consider that the evangelical church growth/Willow Creek movement is an over-adaptation to 
modernity. They see it as sold out to technique, consumerism. individualism. and its allergy to historical 
rootedness. Thus both becoming obsolete. (See Session 12-B) Unlike other critics of church growth, 
however, they do not simply call people to return to traditional ministry models that were appropriate for 
'Christendom'--a churched culture. Instead, they call for a new ways of conceiving and doing church as 
being on a mission field--'missional church'. Reformed evangelicals should learn a lot from these writings. 
They do rely on a much more redemptive-historical understanding of the Bible and of the kingdom. 
However. they conceive of the kingdom as evangelism-plus-social justice and seem to ignore (or disagree 
with) the concept of cultural transformation. 



Traditional churches were 'bounded sets'. I t  used to be very clear what it meant to what 
belonging to a church meant. You could move nearly any place in the country and the 
churches of the same denomination would be highly similar. because denominations were 
bounded sets. However, in today's pluralistic and highly individualistic society, this bounded- 
set mentality is greatly resisted and hard to maintain. Liberal, mainline churches have almost 
completely abandoned membership standards and firm boundaries of any kind. 

Many traditiond and conservative evangelical churches, however, still are extremely 'bounded 
set' in their mentality. One of the main ways this expresses itself is in the way bounded-set 
churches use 'jargon'--almost a tribal dialect. On the one hand, it is the almost casual use of 
pieties such as, 'it was a blessing" and 'praise the Lord for that" and 'we just ask for traveling 
mercies now". The outsider immediately realizes that he or she could not pray or talk outloud 
without revealing that they are outsiders. I t  would take months to learn the dialect. On the 
other hand. the bounded-set mentality is expressed when doctrinal distinctives (baptism, 
charismatic gifts-views. approaches to tithing, eschatologyl are stressed and expounded in 
Sunday services. This 

b. Creating Centered-Set Worship with Christo-centric preaching 

1. No jargon. Never talk like its just u s  chickens here. No sub-cultural dialect. 
2. Continual concerns 
3. Critique irreligion and religion. 
4. Deal idols, not just behavior. 
5. Stess outsidemess of grace. 
6. Artistic excellence. 
7. Address all directly. 
8. Credibility by reference to and appeal to their authorities. 
9. Stress common grace overlap with their culture values. 
10. Use the gospel to solve Christian's problems-they overhear. 
I I. Celebrate deeds of mercy and common citizenship in the community. 
12. Historic rootedness with contemporary forms. 

a. Preaching that aims at  'unbelief is consistently evangelistic yet  edifying. 
Normal preaching should be evangelistic preaching. Ordinarily. 'edificational' preaching is more 
oriented to behavior (*you must obey Christ in this way and this way") while 'evangelistic' 
preaching is usually oriented toward belief ('you must believe in Christ in this way and this 
way"). But this misses the unity of the human soul. Edwards in the Affections argues 
persuasively that. essentialIy. 'if truly believe, it changes behavior. and if you are not behaving 
properly. it is because of unbelief." A person may say. 'I know God cares for me. but I am still 
petrified with fear." No. If they are running in fear. it is because they don't 'know' God's care. 

Therefore. any failure in behavior in Christians is due to unbelief. The antidote to unbelief is a 
fresh telling of the gospel. So, if a sermon is CMst-centered in its exposition and application. 
and if it is oriented toward a] dismantling the unbelief systems of the human heart, and toward 
b) re-explaining and using the gospel on the unbelief--then it will be highly illuminating to 
non-Christians even when it is aimed primarily to Christians. Preaching that cannot both edify 
and evangelize a t  once is choosing behavior over belief or belief over behavior. 

b. Preaching that has the following characteristics is 'spiritually inclusive'. 



emotion. I t  is an  "expert culture" and therefore expects teachers/speakers to be highly 
educated as  well. Also, see below.) 

It must be far more oriented to the sensibilities and interests of secular and neo-pagan 
culture. (The older model did engage high culture, not avante garde culture.) 
(1) In the arts and music, it must use a great variety of forms (classical, jazz, gospel. 
folk, alternative) while still being careful about mediocre quality or sentimental pop 
culture offering. 
(2) In the ministries and the preaching, it must show a complete mastery of and respect 
for the common objections and problems the new elites have with religion. It must 
answer questions the world is asking. 

I t  must more multi-ethnic. (We must mirror the diversity of the new class in our leadership 
and staff). But related notes: 
The "culture" of the church (music, etc.) has to mirror the culture of the new class, not 
of the culture and music (for example) of the traditional home cultures. New class 
culture tends to be a "pastiche" of classical. modem, and folk cultures. For example, if 
an Anglo person is extremely wedded to high culture classical music or a Black person 
to emotive gospel music--both would probably be somewhat unhappy with the church's 
offerings. 

It must be much less legalistic. (Members of the new class who have any church background 
are usually highly alienated by what they perceive to be legalism and moralism in the 
congregations they knew. A lack of legalism is not only important for reaching secular 
people, but also for making a church multi-ethnic. 

It must be much more oriented to helping Christians in vocations. (The new class does not 
just have jobs--they live 'in their jobs". When such people come to Christ, they want to 
know how to be distinctively Christian in the way they go about their profession. The 
new ODF must be very attractive and skillful in calling and training people into these 
ministries in the public sectors.) 

I t  must be heart not just head-oriented. (The new elites are not a s  rational- a s  the older 
elites. The ODF churches that maintain a highly academic. heavily rational teaching 
ministry, without orientation to 'felt needs", is simply not making a transition to a post- 
modem age that puts such a premium on experience. In other words, while the new 
elites are less emotionalistic than their ethnic, traditional culture, they are less 
rationalistic than the older Anglo elite culture.) 

c. Importance of Process 
People become Christians through dozens of "mini-decisions". 

1. Awareness decisions: 
She's OK: she's very cheerful and accepting. 
She's religious, but surprisingly open-minded. 
You can be a Christian and be intelligent! 
The Bible isn't so hard to understand after all. 
A lot of things the Bible says really fit me. 
I see the difference between Christianity and just being moral. 

2. Relevance decisions: 
There must be some advantages to being a firm Christian. 
An awful lot of very normal people really like this church! 
It would be nice if I could believe like she does, it would help. 
Jesus seems to be the key: I wonder who he was. 

3. Credibility decisions: 
I see the Bible is historically reliable. 
You really can't use science to disprove the supernatural. 



I am a sinner. 
I need a Savior. 
Though there are lots of costs. I really must do what He says. 
I will believe in him and live for him. 

d. Tone in Preaching and Worship Leading 
1. Demeanor. First, if we have a sense of awe before God's glory, we shouldn't be too 
charming. cute or folksy. drawing attention to ourselves. Instead of folksiness, there should be 
a dignity and wonder. Second. if we have a sense of freedom in God's love, we won't be nervous, 
intimidated. self-conscious. Instead of tautness. there should be a sweetness and peace. Third, 
if we have a sense of humility before God's grace, we won't be pompous, authoritarian, severe, 
or 'ministerial.' Instead of pomposity there should be authenticity and humility. 
2. Emotion. First. we should not hide or over-control our feelings behind a reserved, formal, 
and deadpan exterior. One sign of genuineness is that there is a full range of emotions 
appropriate for the subject. We should not always be happy or sad or intense or tender. Unless 
our feelings are deeply engaged, how can we lead in worship? But second, we should not let 
our feelings have full scope. leaving the congregation behind.40 If we indulge our individual 
feelings, how can we lead in worship? Third, we should not talk overly about how we feel or 
about our experiences and convictions ("I believe that.."). And we should not tell others how 
they are supposed to feel a t  the moment ('Don't you just really want to...?" or 'Isn't the Lord 
just so good?"). Both are manipulative and 'bathetic,' working directly on the feelings instead of 
pointing to the Lord. Instead of hiding, discussing, or forcing feelings, we should reveal a full 
range of emotions as  we lead. It should be clear to others that we have strong emotions that we 
are keeping in check, rather than hiding an empty heart under sentimental language or hearty 
gestures. 
3. Language. First. language should not be too archaic. It is dangerous to seek transcendence 
and dignity by using antiquated language. Antiquated language can be stuffy, preachy, 
grandiloquent. pedantic. It is over-stated rather than simple, immediate. clear, vivid, and 
direct.41 It is especially easy to lapse into such language because the King James Version of 
many texts of Scripture will come to mind as  was pray and speak. Instead of saying, 'we have 
been unchaste in our hearts." say 'our thoughts have been impure." Don't pray: 

-Almighty God. we come before you now. Because of our transgressions, we are not 
worthy of you. but forgive us for Christ's sake. Give us  fervent hearts to worship you in 
a faithful and worthy manner. Let your Word be mighty in u s  to the pulling down of 
strongholds, and to the casting down of imaginations and everything that exalts itself 
against the knowledge of God." 

But rather. 
Wmighty God. gracious Father. we are not flt for your presence, but we look to Jesus 
Christ. who takes away our sin. Through him we would now come to you. listening to 
your voice. trusting in your love. delighting in your Word. and leaning on your arm. We 

40 If you let your emotions have full scope. you will draw attention to yourself. Generally, when you do let 
your persona1 emotions go too far, you (at best) have forgotten the corporate aspect of worship and are 
absorbed In your own response to God. At worst. you are showing off, doing 'spiritual bragging.' 
41 Instead of using archaic ('fair" instead of 'beauty") or florid language ('beauteous" instead of 'beauty"), 
use 'Strunk-White" English. This refers to the rules of composition in the little volume The Elements of 
Style (2nd editions. MacMillan. 1972) by William Strunk and E.B.White. Rules of Composition include 
'use the active voice." 'put statements in positive form." 'use definite. concrete language." 'omit needless 
words." 'express co-ordinate ideas in similar form." 'keep related words together," 'place the emphatic 
words of a sentence at the end." (If only I had followed these rules as  1 wrote this essay!) 



Second, on the other hand, language should not be too coIloquia9. A s  archaic language loses 
the accessibility and intimacy of worship, so colloquial language loses the transcendence. 
Colloquial language is casual, familiar, highly idiomatic, and sentimental, instead of stately, 
elegant, and 'unembroidered.' ColIoquial language has little resource for expressing emotion 
except to use 'bathetic' words. 'Lord, you are so incredible." "The Lord is so exciting." 

An overly informal style of address would be: 
'Lord God, it is just so good to be here today with you. Father. Here with the family of 
brothers and sisters who love you. And we just ask that you would be really near to us. 
and help us to really lift up your Name. Lord, you are just incredible." 

Third. language should be free from technical jargon. and especially evangelical sub-culture 
terminology. There are innumerable phrases that worship leaders fall back on because they 
'sound spiritual,' but they are sentimental and un-decipherable to non-initiates. Examples are 
innumerable, but some illustrations follow. Overuse of 'blessing." "Let us come unto the Lord.' 
'Let's just lift up the name of Jesus." 'We pray for a hedge of protection around him. Lord." 
Key theological terms, like 'justification' can be introduced and explained. Sub-cultural talk. 
however. is a t  best highly exclusionary, and at worst very phony, a ruse to hide a lack of actual 
heart engagement 

e. Objections. 
Often. in 'centered-set' churches, the complaint from Christians is: "I don't get the deeper, 
meatier sermons that I crave." Here are some responses: 

1) First, by deeper and meatier, some mean--"I want more theological distinctives spelled out". 
In other words. at Redeemer we don't usually talk in the preaching that much about different 
views of baptism. charismatic gifts. and so on. We certainly touch on them when they come up 
in the text, but I don't spend much time on them a t  all. 

But why should we talk about distinctives that divide denominations when so many of the 
people present don't believe in the inerrancy of the Bible, or the deity of Christ? "Ah." says 
someone. "that's what I mean--1 want deeper, meatier stuff a t  a church where everyone is a 
believer and we can get beyond the basics." But is infant baptism more 'meaty' than the 
doctrine of the Scripture? Here's a list of the doctrines we hit very hard and very often in 
preaching: a) that Jesus is the only way to God (a defense of Christian 'exclusivism'), b) the 
inerrancy of Scripture, c) the reality of hell, dl the sovereignty of God over every circumstance 
including trouble and suffering, e) the sinfulness of any sex outside maniage. fl the Trinity, gl 
total depravity and inability. h) propitiation and penal substitution. i) imputation, j) 
justification by faith alone. k) sanctification by faith alone. 1) last-day judgment. and the m) 
reality of transcendent moral absolutes. I hit each one nearly every couple of months. Now are 
these not 'meaty'? No, of course they are. What then is the being asked for? They are not so 
much asking for meaty treatments of central doctrines that most/many Christians tend to 
agree on, but rather for the distinctives that distinguish churches and denominations from 
each other. But in our setting filled with non-believers, that isn't terribly appropriate. So we 
say--'learn the details in the classes and the small groups." 

2) Second. by deeper and meatier. some mean "I want more doctrinal and ethical details spelled 
out. For example, some have said, "you don't get into divorce and remarriage. or how families 
can do family devotions or how church discipline should work. or how we should regard 
church officers. or what about Christian schools. or what about politics?" Or others have said, 
"you seldom talk about end-times or the different views of the millennium and so on." Again. I 
do speak of these things when they show up in the text. but I don't emphasize them. 



theological details that are inappropriate for a sermon. I s  it really edifying (though some 
Reformed preachers do it anyway) to give all the pro's and con's of the Biblical case for infant 
baptism and the case for believers-only baptism in a sermon? Surely a mature believer needs 
to hear that somewhere--but during a worship service? Therefore every preacher draws a line 
somewhere between and says--"if you want the details of Biblical knowledge you need to know 
to grow mature, you will have to get into classes or groups where they can be covered." This 
means that almost every preacher will have someone who draws the line between 'sermon' and 
a 'lecture' further toward the 'lecture' than the preacher does, and who therefore will say "I 
want more meat" and go off to the churches where the preacher draws the line further over so 
the sermons are more like lectures than his. Nearly always those churches have worship 
services that feel much more like classrooms. It is highly cognitive, and (ironically) thus very 
conte.utualized to a kind of northern-European cultural style. I don't think searching for 
'meatiness' by drawing the sermon/lecture line so far toward a lecture is good for a worship 
service a t  all. Education is squeezing out worship. 

MI the old puritans (especially Edwards) knew better the difference between a lecture and a 
sermon. The sermon was more 'edifying'--more oriented to the affections and less oriented to 
detailed cognitive arguments. I t  is a major problem among new seminary graduates that they 
don't know the difference between a theology paper and a sermon. But the congregation sure 
does. I must confess that I used to give lectures under the title of sermons. I explained all the 
reasons we believed in infant baptism---but I got a lot of "MEGO" looks from people. ("My Eyes 
Glaze Over"] They said. "this is surely something I need to work through--but today I need 
some food for my soul." A lot of Reformed pastors who really don't understand the ways of the 
heart very well (and just don't know people very well) make their sermons into lectures. 
Ironically, many preachers ignore the felt needs of others as a way of meeting their own felt 
needs. They are more personally comfortable making arguments than curing souls. 

3) Third. by "deeper and meatier", some mean they want more talk about 'hot' topics. For 
example. though I touch on them when the text indicates. I don't emphasize abortion. 
homosexuality, nor do I make arguments about why women shouldn't be ordained. Sometimes 
I have been accused of avoiding 'offensive' topics out of a desire to be more acceptable to non- 
Christians. I have really thought this one through a lot. Here's my response. 

The sermons a t  Redeemer regularly tackle doctrines that are very offensive to post-modem 
people. I gave you some examples above, but let me select out the ones we harp on a lot. A) 
that Jesus is the only way to God (a defense of Christian 'exclusivism'). B) the inerrancy of 
Scripture, C) the reality of hell. D) the sovereignty of God over every circumstance including 
trouble and suffering, E) the sinfulness of any sex outside marriage, F) total depravity, G) 
propitiation and the anger of God. H) last-day judgment, and I) the reality of transcendent 
moral absolutes. This spring one sermon had the theme: "why you need a n  angry God in your 
life". I quoted Miroslav Volf. a Croatian. who said that if you don't believe in a God of justice 
and vengeance you will never be able to live non-violently in the world. You will retaliate and 
keep the cycle of blood shed going. Volf said, "anyone who thinks a non-judgmental God will 
lead to a non-violent lifestyle is someone who has a comfortable suburban life and has never 
really experienced oppression". Several non-Christians afterwards said the sermon was 
'insidious' because it was so hard to refute. 

Now this is highly offensive. But I virtually never preach a whole sermon on why homosexuality 
is sinful. Why not? Not because the gay-subject is offensive. (We do lots of offensive stuff.) It's 
just that it  is a secondary issue. premised on the primary issues of--are there moral absolutes? 
Is there a God who has the right to tell us things we don't want us  to hear? Is there a Jesus 
Christ who was the Son of God and so we have to submit to him? Is there such a thing as  



e 'abortion is a sin' i 
don't understand the meaning of the word sin. It's like talking German to someone who doesn't 
know German and expecting a response. Therefore, we never at  Redeemer avoid a subject 
because it is offensive, but we may postpone a subject and put it into classes or small group 
material which people work through after they've been brought toward Christ by the preaching. 

Several years ago, a woman came to see me and said, "I've become a Christian here a t  
Redeemer. Are you pro-life?" I said I was. She responded 'Well. now that I'm a Christian I can 
see the pro-life viewpoint better, but if when I first came here I would have seen any pro-life 
literature around. I would never have stayed long enough to hear the gospel." That's the point. 

So notice. there are three things people may mean when they come to Redeemer and say, "I 
want deeper, meatier teaching". It could be they want to move beyond core doctrines to more 
theological distinctives, and that is valid request--we are hamstrung a bit because we have so 
many non-Christians present. But I think it's a very fair trade off. There are few Reformed 
churches with 1,000 non-believers in church every Sunday (we are close to that now). 
Secondly, they may want simply more detailed Biblical teaching and exposition and less time 
spent appealing to the affections and life application. etc. That I feel is to turn sermons into 
lectures and really undermine what worship is. Thirdly, they may want to harp on certain 
moral 'hot issues' that are flashpoints in the culture wars. That is the most serious mistake of 
all. It guarantees that we will never convert the opposition, but will only further alienate them. 

A Letter to a Preacher 

Dear David: 

Thanks for your respectful question about my 'example' of ministerial tone and conversational 
style. To answer your inquiry, let me give you more context. 

The main thing to keep in mind is that Redeemer attendance on any given Sunday contains 20- 
35% non-Christians and unchurched people. Why is that? Because the preaching is very 
specifically aimed at  both edifying Christians and addressing non-Christians. We often say that 
"the single most strategic moment in the ministry of Redeemer is when a Christian attends 
services and says, 'I wish my non-Christian friend could be here. This would really open their 
eyes.' That is the main 'engine' of Redeemer--friendship evangelism. 

Another reason for the astonishing number of non-Christians is the dynamics of urban single 
life. Most of our people are single, and singles have far more close friendships and relationships 
with non-Christians than do believing families. Christian singles can get non-Christian singles 
to church much more easily than Christian families can get non-Christian families. (For a 
whole family to decide to come to church is a much more complex decision. Unless every 
member is at  least not strongly opposed. it doesn't happen.) As a result. preaching that 
'includes' both believers and non-believers gets an  enormous response. because it is (humanly 
speaking) easier to get non-Christians into services here than in the family-centric suburbs. 

How do we make sure to include both Christians and non-Christians in the preaching? That 
would take a very long answer. 1) Part of it is theological. You have to preach Christ-centered. 
redempuve-historical sermons. Every text must point to Christ as the ultimate meaning. 2) 
Part of it is logical. You must never exhort point "Dl' if it is based on "A, B, and C"--without 
referring to A, B. C. For example you must never assume that people believe in a God of justice 
who judges people. I preach on this all the time. but I always make a case for it. I never just 
assume that everyone believes this. Nor that everyone believes the Bible's reliability. Yes, this 
can be a bit tedious a t  time. but it keeps me honest, and Christians get to hear ways to briefly 



are committed to Christ, you may be thinking this--but the text answers that fear." or "If you 
are not a Christian or not sure what you believe, then you surely must think that this is 
narrow-minded--but the text says this, that speaks to this very issue." 4) Finally, part of it is 
demeanor and tone and attitude. This is deeply affected by culture, of course. That is where 
conversational tone and openness is important. The young secularists of NYC are extremely 
sensitive to anything that smacks of 'artifice' to them. Anything that is too polished, too 
controlled. too canned--seems like salesmanship. It is a big deal to them. 

I know a good number of preachers who can preach edifjmg sermons and can switch to 
evangelistic sermons. but I know hardly any that can speak to Christians with non-Christians 
in mind with every sentence. That is how you have to preach a t  Redeemer. Or the Christians 
stop bringing those hundreds of non-christians. It takes a lot of time to learn how to preach 
this way. It took a lot of time for me to learn it in the first year I was here. New guys on the staff 
take months to learn it too. Almost no one from the outside seems to know how to do it. Even 
the ones who know something about # 1 (Christ-centered preaching rather than moralistic 
preaching), they don't yet habitually do #2 or #3 or #4. They don't have the instincts. 

With a11 this in mind, here's the answer to your questions: 

1) Are there not others who use the conversational style? 

Yes. but as you can see--this is only one aspect of the kind of preaching I am talking about. I 
picked this out as  a specific example--but maybe i t  was too specific. 

2) Can you not ask people to be tolerant? 

a) First. I don't know on what basis you could ask the large number of non-Christians to be 
tolerant! Sure, they may be overly sensitive, but on what basis do you ask a non-Christian to 
just overlook things that they think are very important to them? 

b) Second. the Christians are certainly going to be "tolerant" of a different kind of preaching--as 
Iong as it is orthodox and Biblical. But that is not the problem. Redeemer Christians listen very 
intently to everything in the service, thinking: "could I bring my friends here"? When they hear 
anything that they know would be a turn-off, they simply don't bring people. They may enjoy 
and even be profoundly moved by the service--but they don't bring friends. If they hear the 
preacher use non-inclusive gender language, or make cynical remarks about other religions, or 
use tones of voice that young post-modem consider artificial, or use a lot of insider evangelical 
tribal jargon without explaining it--it is not that the Christians will be 'intolerant' and refuse to 
come. They will simply not risk their friendships by bringing their friends, who they know 
would hate it- 

That would not make much of a difference in other churches, but a t  Redeemer--that is the 
main "engine" and dynamic of our outreach and ministry. I t  means hundreds of people who are 
usually brought are not brought. When my last two executive pastors first came to NYC and 
began leading in worship, I got a lot of negative feedback from people saying "they sound like 
politicians or salesmen. We can't bring our friends." I t  was very hard to explain to them that 
their normal tone of voice, which was a kind of 'ministerial'. came across as  very inauthentic. 
Both minfsters were a bit non-plussed. Like most outsiders, they felt it shouldn't be a big deal-- 
but you always feel that way when you look a t  a culture from the outside. The Christians, 
however. knew how their friends would react. So they just wouldn't bring them. 

3) What happens when you go? 



Y 
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o hasn't learned 
it--though some execute better than others. 

What we avoid totally is outside "guest" preachers. Why? When someone else besides one of 
Redeemer's regular preachers is preaching, we discovered that regular attenders simply didn't 
bring unchurched friends--even though they hadn't heard them yet. They simply didn't want to 
risk it. When you ask an unchurched or non-Christian friend to church you go 'out on a limb' 
and put the relationship a bit a t  risk. If they aren't sure of exactly what their friend is going to 
get--they won't bring them. So we stopped giving them 'unknowns'. 

For example--a dear lady (named Dee) who has been with Redeemer from the beginning 
brought a non-Christian woman to the service. The preacher (one of our younger staff guys) 
made a rather simple comment about how "we all know that the world won't accept that people 
are lost apart from Christ, but that's just the truth. like it or not". He wasn't terribly harsh, 
but he was a bit cavalier. He didn't show any sympathy with people who wrestle with this, he 
didn't make any effort to show why Christians believe this, or how alternative views are not as 
tolerant as they appear, etc. etc. etc. The non-Christian woman wouldn't even speak to Dee for 
weeks afterwards, she was so angry. There's always a chance that a more experienced 
preacher would have gotten the same response. but that is the situation we deal with. 
Christians really put their reputations (even their careers) on the line when they do friendship 
evangelism in NYC. We always have them in mind. 

Of course. when we bring a new guy on staff. he has to start out a s  an 'unknown'--but then 
those first weeks are at  least an investment. Once the congregation gets to know a staff 
preacher, they can know his gifts and begin to use them in their friendship evangelism. But a 
'guest' preacher does not help this process move forward a t  all. 

Addendum: I've been told often that a key to preaching to non-believers in NYC is that the non- 
believer has b be able to see you as the kind of Christian they could be. Because I am naturally 
a skeptical and somewhat ironic person. I think many NYCrs can look a t  me and say, "so thafs 
what Christianity looks like in someone like me." There are an awful lot of very godly preachers 
and very good people who NYCrs could admire and learn from but who might lack that quality. 
This means we need to raise up preachers among the kind of person who loves NYC or Europe 
and urban areas in those places--already. If we get people to move here who would only live 
here because they felt the obligation of ministry. they might lack this quality. 

I hope this clarifies things. It has been very difficult to articulate all this to others. From the 
outside, people can vaguely recognize that the preaching is more 'evangelistic' a t  Redeemer, but 
they can't really understand why we seem to so 'jealously' guard the pulpit here (not that we 
have a puIpit!). 

Tim 

An Internet Inter-action 

Dear Friends: In the October Monthly Record there is an interview with Tim Keller. During that 
interview Keller says that when he preaches in New York he uses a conversational style and not 
what he calls a 'grand style' which is typical of Southern preaching and I suspect of Free 
Church of Scotland preaching. 

What do people think about this? He says that the 'grand style' makes a preacher sound like a 
politician or an actor. Surely if the 'grand style' is the same as  passion, urgency and sincerity 



Are we saying that the men ( Douglas MacMillan. Donald MacLeod, Calum Matheson. Murdo 
Alex MacLeod, Alasdair I., Alex MacDonald etc.) who have influenced the preaching style of 
most contemporary Free Church preachers are now outmoded in a post-modem age. 

PersonaIIy I frnd it impossible to be wholly 'conversational' about great themes. 

I s  the Celtic fire to be put out? 

D Meredith 

Dear David and Friends: 

I think that we all know there's a difference between a lecture and a sermon. Essentially, the 
sermon is more cognitively oriented, more designed to inform and provoke thought, and less 
aimed at  the heart. deep conviction. divine adoration, and whole life-change. 

But I'm not sure that I agree completely with those who say. "if the speaker is sincere, urgent. 
and passionate. the listeners will appreciate him whatever the style". This doesn't allow for 
cultural differences. For example, to my ears, nearly all Japanese speakers sound very "angry". 
even when they assure me that they are not at all. Why is it that I sense the orator to be angry 
when in actuality he is not? It's because of how I am reading him through my cultural 'filter'. 
He uses tones of voice I consider 'harsh'. 

I think we have to a t  least be open to the possibility that culture can change so that younger 
generations may regularly mis-read tones of voice and expressions that once were clear signals 
to everyone. Notice the difference between the way Laurence Olivier did the St. Crispian Day 
speech in his Henry V movie (1945) and the way Kenneth Branaugh did it in his movie (1989). 
The change is remarkable. Both are quite passionate! Branaugh in no way is speaking in a 
'matey' or 'chummy' way, but Branaugh is considerably more accessible and less "stylized" 
then Olivier. His expressions are much closer to what a normal, excited, passionate person 
would really talk like. 

1 dislike a "chummy" style of preaching. What I mean by 'conversational style' is not 'light and 
airy' but 'normal'. If you hear a father and mother getting urgent and passionate with their 
children. they certainly signal it with face and spirit and volume. but they don't go in to a 'sing 
song'. stylized intonation. 

I think the main thing we should be after is 'a sense of God' in preaching. People should sense 
the anointing. It is quite normal for people to weep during our services. I t  sometimes happens 
that I weep. though not very often. But this still all occurs without adopting the 
traditional 'ministerial' voice and tone. 

I don't presume to know the Scottish scene well enough to give you in the Free Church advice 
about preaching. I certainly do not mean to show any dis-respect for the Celtic tradition! I was 
honored to be interviewed in the Monthly Record and I just offer what I've learned there so that 
Free Church leaders can use what is applicable and revise or discard the rest. 

Tim KelIer 





WHY? THE SENSE OF THE HEART 

WHAT? THE PURSUIT OF SPIRITUAL REALITY. 
1. Text. Context, Sub-Text. 
Sub-text messages 
One of the ways to understand the tri-perspectival model is to be clear about the text. context, 
and sub-text- 1) To be clear about the text--know what it teaches about Christ. 2) To be clear 
about the context--know how to appropriately present and apply it to the particular people and 
culture to which you speak. 3) To be clear about the 'sub-text'--know what your 
communication message is. The sub-text is the message under the message. 

What is a 'sub-text"? This is the real, intended meaning of a message which is more than the 
surface vehicles of language. For example, the statement 'No. I'm just fine" may have the sub- 
text or meaning -1 have no concerns. please proceed with what you are doing" but it may also 
mean 'I have a concern but I don't want to have to say i t  directly". The tone of voice will have a 
lot to indicate the sub-text. A sub-text is the meaning of a communication, whatever the 
text appears to be on the surface. The communicator's real goal will be evident to the audience. 
and that goal can "hijack" the communication towards itself regardless of what the 
communicator orally his goal to be. 

The following sub-texts are not the only ones, but they are typical. 

a. A sub-text of reinforcement. 
One kind of sub-text is 'aren't we great?" This is 'ritual" and -stylized" communication which 
is used to reinforce boundaries and contribute to a sense of security and belongingness. First, 
it is 'ritual" in that its main goal is to furnish a sense of reinforcement to a group. When ritual 
is the sub-text of preaching. the real message is: 'we are gathered here with people of like mind 
to share this presentation with each other as  a symbol of our common commitment to each 
other. God. and this organizati~n".~~ Even though the stated goal I s  to present teaching on a 
particular text. the real purpose is to say: 'we are the kind of people who believe these Mnds of 
things and live in this kind of way." The problem here is that it is a good goal to give a 
community a sense of identity and belonging. But if it becomes the main goal. the real sub- 
text it will destroy the sermon's ability to change lives. 

Second, this is 'stylized" in that real information transfer is not asked for or offered. The most 
common exarnpIe of 'stylized" communication in our culture is the interchange, 'how are you?" 
and 'I'm fme". Ordinarily that is not meant to be a real exchange of information. Rather, the 
sub-text is 'I'm Mendly to you and you are friendly to me". When a doctor asks the same 
question in a hospital. however, it is not stylized--real information is requested and given. If, in 
a greeting situation. the receptor gives a long inventory of physical condition, he has usually 
misunderstood the sender! 

Many churches are committed to a reinforcement sub-text, I'll call gate-keeping. These 
churches do not want to be challenged or convicted or 'stretched". The focus of such 
communication is completely on insiders. The motive is completely to build up insiders. The 
a is to strengthen and reinforce the 'bounded set'. The skills needed: are only 'tribal 
dialects'. 

32 Charles Kraft. Communication heoru for Christian Witness (Abingdon. 1983) p. 78. 



ot have a "reinforcement* goa 
but rather a "performance" goal. The speaker is seeking to exhibit his or her skills and 
promote the products of the church. The sub-text is: "don't you think I'm a great preacher, and 
don't you think this is a great church? don't you want to come back. bring friends, and give 
money?" The performance goal is: 'look at  me: listen to me. see how worthy I am of your 
respect". The problem here is that every communicator does need to establish credibility with 
an audience. but if it becomes the main goal, it destroys the sermon's ability to change lives. 
At some level, the audience will realize that the speaker is not really concerned about them. He 
or she is concerned with delivering the message well. 

This sub-text does however, rely on real teaching and information transmission. The goal is to 
get across a body of information that the hearers do not have. However. the reason for the 
teaching is mainly to win people over to the organization or the church as  an institution. 

Many churches are committed to this performance sub-text I'll call selling. The focus of such 
communication is more for the benefit of newcomers and outsiders. The motive is still, 
basically, for the benefit of the insiders. to grow their church. The is to impress and create 
a centered set--centered on the communicator. The skills needed: are rhetorical skills. The 
communicator needs far more skills for arousing and keeping interest than in the first kind of 
communication. 

c. A sub-text of training. 
A third kind of sub-text is 'isn't this t ruth great?" Unlike in traditional cultures (which 
heavily used the first sub-text), this is the sub-text most used in American society. The goal is 
to increase the knowledge of the receiver. so that they can live in a desired way. The sub-text 
is: 'news you can use". Unlike the first sub-text. but like the second. this relies heavily on real 
information transfer. But the aim is less 'selfish". 

Many churches are committed to the training sub-text. I'll call teaching. These churches want 
to be shown new things they have not seen before. They would like to be 'inspired", but they 
consider that less central. They want to be fed 'solid food'. The focus of such communication is 
still completely on insiders. (Non-Christians can't be changed until they believe.) The motive is 
completely to build up insiders. The a is to strengthen and reinforce the 'bounded set'. 
though it will often grow the church by attracting insiders from other churches. The skills 
needed: are research and transmission abilities. 

d. A sub-text of worship. 
A last kind of sub-text is 'isn't Christ great?" This is the most complex sub-text, and it takes 
the most skill. I t  aims beyond informauon and even change of behavior toward the capturing of 
the imagination and a change in what our heart most sets its 'affections' on. The sub-text: 
'don't you see how Christ is so much grander and more wonderful than you thought? Don't 
you see that all your problems stem from this?" 

Churches should be committed to the worship sub-text. I'll call preaching. The focus is on 
both insiders and outsiders (since you are calling to worship Christ rather than those 
things they are worshipping instead). The motive is fially to build up every one. The is to 
create both centered and bounded sets. The skills needed are many: a) rhetorical, b) 
research/teaching. c) contextualization. 

2. The Affections, Worship, and Preaching. 
The goal of the sermon is  not just to make the truth clear, but to make the truth real. I 
think sUll the basic conservative Christian understanding of what the goal of preaching is--to 
"make the truth plain", to "make the truth clear". Edwards looked beyond that. 



One of Jonathan Edwards' most enduring contribution is his 'religious psychology' in Religious 
Affections. Instead of accepting the typical Western division of 'will' vs. 'emotions' (thus the 
division of the soul into three parts--thinking, feeling. willing). Edwards posited a division in 
the soul of only two faculties. The frrst was 'the understanding", which is our ability to perceive 
and judge the nature of things. The second he called 'the inclination of the soul" to either like 
or dislike, to love or reject. what we perceive. Edwards calls this inclination the 'will" when it 
is involved in action and "heart" when it senses the beauty of what is being perceived by the 
understanding. The 'Affections" are what Edwards calls the most 'vigorous and sensible 
exercises' of this faculty. In the Bible. they are the 'fruit of the Spirit'--love, joy, zeal, humility. 

The affections are of course filled with emotion, but they are not the same as  'passions'. 
Affections are the action of the whole person when the inclination senses the beauty and 
excellency of some object. Then that object fills us  with love and joy and propels us  to acquire 
and protect it. The passions are also emotions, but more passing, superficial (and usually 
more Liolent') which can arise from a variety of fleeting causes, both mental and physical. 

Edwards contribution is especially important regarding the unity of the facuIties. He refused to 
suppose an opposition between the understanding and the affections. Gracious affections are 
raised up only when a person has a 'spiritual understanding' of the true nature of God. In 
other words. if a person says, 'I know God cares for me. but I am still paralyzed by fear". 
Edwards would reply. 'then that means you really don't know that God cares for you. If you 
did. then the affection of confidence and hope would be rising within you.w43 

b. The 'Affections" and Preaching 
Now we are in a position to see how important this is for preachers. If Edwards is right, then 
there is no ultimate opposition between 'headw and 'heart". r e  must not assume. for example, 
if our people are materialistic, that they only need to be exhorted to give more. That would be to 
act directly on the will. Through guilt that may help that day's offering (!), but i t  will not change 
the people's life patterns. Nor must we simply tell stories of people's lives being changed 
through acts of generosity. That will simply act directly on the emotions. That will raise 
'passions' and also temporarily help the offering, but i t  will not permanently change the people. 

If the people are materialistic and ungenerous. it means they have not truly understood how 
Jesus, though rich, became poor for them. It means they have not truly understood what it 
means that in Christ we have all riches and treasures. I t  means their 'affections' are clinging 
to material things--their souls are inclined toward riches a s  a source of spiritual security, hope, 
and beauty. They may have superficial intellectual grasp of Jesus' spiritual wealth. but they do 
not truly grasp it. Thus in preaching we must re-present Christ in the particular way that he 
replaces the place of material things in the affections. This takes not just intellectual 
argument. but the presentation of the beauty of Christ. Edwards believed that at  the root of 
the heart's affections was the search for 'excellency'--that which is appreciated and rested in 
for its own sake.e0 Edwards essentially defined a nominal Christian a s  one who finds Christ 
useful (to get those things the heart found 'excellent' or beautiful), while a true Christian is one 
who finds Christ Q e a u t a  for who he is in himself4 

c- Preachfng for 'Spiritual Reality" 

a Two great places to get a short. readable explanation of Edwards on the Affections are: the 'Editor's 
Introductionw in JSmith, HStout. KMinkema. A Jonathan Edwards Reader (Yale. 1995). and Sam 
Logan's article on preaching and the affections in Samuel T. Logan.ed.. he Preacher and Preachha 
Reviuina the Art fn the 7lcentiet.h Centurq (Presbyterian and Reformed. 1986). The summary in this section 
follows closely the Edwards Reader, pp. xix-xx. 
J4 See -A Divine and Supernatural Light" . pp.111-114 and T h e  Mind". pp. 22-28 in Reader. 



main purpose of preaching. Though people may have a superfkial understanding of a truth, 
God's truth is not "spiritually real" to them. If it were, their affections would be engaged and 
their actions accordingly changed. In the case of materialism. the security of money is more 
'spiritually real" to people than the security of God's loving and wise providence. We don't live 
as we should not because we simply know what to do but fail to do it, but because what we 
think we know is not truly real to our hearts. 

There are two ways that 'the prejudices of [human] nature" can be overcome in order to have 
divine truth become "real" to us. There are these two things in realizing a thing, or necessary 
in order to things seeming real to us: [ l ]  believing the truth of it, and (21 having a sensible idea 
or apprehension of it."46 This tells us  much. Edwards saw "spiritual reality" as being more 
than rational conviction. but not less. We must reason and argue strenuously, but that is only 
the first step. Then we must move on to form 'sensible ideas". This concept of the sensible idea 
was a deep pre-occupation of Edwards. It is something we know about, but it is hard to define 
and even harder to bring about. In perhaps his best discussion of it. Edwards says: 

" There is a twofold knowledge of good of which God has made the mind of man capable. The 
fvst  that which is merely notion al... and the other is, that which consists in the sense of the 
heart. as when the heart is sensible of pleasure and delight in the presence of the idea of i t  In 
theformer is exercised merely ... the understanding. in distinctionfrom the...disuosition of the soul. 
Thus there is a duerence between having an owinion that God is holy and gracious, and having a 
sense of the loveliness and beauty of that holiness and grace. There is a duereme between 
having a rational judgment that honey is sweet and having a sense of its sweetness. A man may 
have the former that knows not how honey tastes; but a man cannot have the.latter unless he 
has an idea of the taste of honey in his mind "47 

So the purpose of preaching is to present Christ a s  not just true and right. but as sweet and 
beautiful. Preaching must aim at  'sensible ideas" of Christ. 

How can it do that? I offer the following ideas tentatively. 

First. Edwards believed very firmly that the reason i s  very engaged in sense impressions of 
the heart. He does not pit rationality against narrative or against emotion or against 
imagination a s  is common in post-modem times. He was thus very, very concerned to be 
crystal clear in dividing his subject and description and definition. He defmed what he was 
saying negatively ('I don't mean this. this, or this") and positively ('I mean this. this. and this"). 
And he was quite diligent in arguing and making his case. This reasoning must be adapted to 
the culture and educational level of the hearers. however. 

Second. Edwards believed (see his fxst entry in his notebook T h e  Mind") that excellency was 
mainly a matter of relationships. The first way toward 'sensible ideas" is therefore analogical 
illustrations. to show the extensive 'cross-modal" relationships involved in spiritual reality. 
No one was better than C.S.Lewis and Edwards himself a t  putting truths into concrete terms 
that leave appeal to one of the five senses and leave a vivid mental impression. (See Part B- 
'ImaginaUon"). This is extremely important because Edwards believed that the 'affections" 
worked spiritually much like the five senses worked physically. Thus language must be a vivid 

45 Wilson H. Kimnach. 'Jonathan Edwards's Pursuit of Reality" in Jonathan E d w d s  and the American 
Merience ed. Nathan 0 .  Hatch. Harry S .  Stout (Oxford. 1988). p. 105. 
J6 W d .  
47 "A Divine and Supernatural Light" in Reader. p. 112. 



Third. -sensible ideas" are supported by narrative or story. This is something that Edwards 
seemed to know little about, and as such he was probably a man of his time. While his 'mini- 
illustrations" are remarkable, he does not rely at  all on the importance of story. Narrative 
develops character and plot--brings crisis and resolution. Example: "In the morning, it is 
always Leah" is more evocative than 'we will always be disillusioned in this life." 

Fourth, 'sensible ideas" are supported by evoking the existing 'excellencies' or idols of the 
hearers lives. They already have their affections engaged in something, so describe it, tell 
stories of people involved in it. use illustrations from it. This will get the people's heart engaged. 
Then show the inadequacy of it and turn immediately to Christ, using definition, description, 
illustration. and narrative to in a sense 'transfer' the affections to him as  their new object. 
Don't just illustrate CMst  in general, but as an alternative to the common idol. Examples are 
numerous. 'People have let you down, but there is only one true Shepherd. Marriage has let 
you down. but there is only one true Bridegroom." 

Fifth, 'sensible ideas" are supported by a worshipping preacher. Maybe the most basic way to 
move from information to 'sensation' is by the preacher actually worshipping in the act of 
preaching. Are 'sensing Christ' on the heart as you preach? In other words, what is the 
'sub-text' of your message? Are you mainly concentrating on the sermon performance or the 
audience or on him? Put another way--are you, in a sense. meditating and contemplating him 
as you preach? (See Session 19-B.) Have you moved beyond information in the Luther- 
'Garland Meditation' method to adoration, confession, thanksgiving, and supplication yourself? 
Are you actually praising him as you talk about his praiseworthiness? Are you actually 
humbling yourself as you talk of our sin? That will be very evident to the congregation. It is the 
sub-text beneath the words. A sermon must be heavy with a 'sense of God' and must make its 
aim to bring people to worship before the beauty of Christ. That will only happen if you often do 
so yourself. 

d. Bibifcal 'remembering' and Worship 
This concept of 'spiritual reality" is not just an Edwardsian innovation. The Bible itself stands 
as a massive testimony to his views, because it is not a series of didactic essays but an 
enormous diversity of stories. poetry, dramas, apocalyptic visions, and so on. 

A basic BibIical concept is the (sinful) tendency to 'forget the Lord and the need to 
'rememberw. This is not usually a matter of intellect and information. The problem is that the 
information we have almost automatically becomes 'unreal" to us  without continual covenant 
renewal ceremonies. 2 Peter 123-9 indicates that spiritual growth is mainly a matter of 
overcoming the tendency to 'spiritually forget". 

In Joshua 4:21-24. God tells the children of Israel to take 12 stones from the place where he 
dried up the Jordan in order to make a pillar of remembrance. I t  would seem ridiculous to 
imagine that the people could forget such a remarkable miracle. But this is testimony to the 
fact that sin makes us  'forget'. The main difference between a Christian and a nominal believer 
is that the txuth has become 'spiritually real' to the heart of the Christian. The main difference 
between a growing Christian and a stagnant Christian is the truth is 'refreshed' regularly to the 
growing Christian. Nasty things our parents satd to us  20 years ago are still on Video' in our 
souls. but God's promises are only on 'audio'. Our hearts can hold on forever to the reality of 
being insulted or rejected or of being a failure, but it cannot 'remember' being assured. 
comforted or humbled by God. 

This is the fundamental probiem of living in the world. The less real is very real to us; the more 
real is verv unreal to us. (One preacher said that the two jobs of a pastor is--a) to show those 



So what do we do? 

The Lord's Supper in particular, and the worship service in general are designed to recreate 
'sensible ideas'. Hebrews 3: 13 says that we need at  very least Christian community daiiy lest 
we be hardened by sin. All our problems with worry, temptation. guilt, and anger are due to 
the fact that God and his salvation is unreal to us at  the moment. The purpose of worship and 
preaching is to give us again a sense of God, to bring us  into God's presence, to make 
salvation real again. 

The English 'worship" come from 'worth-ship" and that is telling. In worship. I move from 
information to spiritual sensation. I see God's worth and I take my affections off the false 
things I find 'excellent' and I give God what he alone is worth. Our whole problem is that we 
are functionally adoring and worshipping other things. We are doting on. obsessing on. 
imagining (fantasizing), spinning out scenarios about them. That is worship. If I find the 
disapproval of others more "real" than the disapproval of God, that is a failure of worship. 
What I worship (what I put my affections on. what captures my imagination) is what makes me 
who I am. The only way to change my fundamental personality is to change what I worship. 

I worship when I treasure God, when information and imagination come together, when I find 
him more beautiful than anything else. 

Another testimony 
Dr. D.M.Lloyd-Jones, hardly a trendy type (!) in article on how Edwards effected him, makes a 
major critique of evangelical-expository preaching as  currently taught many places. "The fust 
and primary object of preaching is not only to give information It is, as Edwards says, to produce 
an impression It is the impression at the time that matters, even more than what you can 
remember subsequently. In this respect Edwards .is. in a sense. critical of what was a prominent 
Puritan custom and practice. The Puritanfather would catechize and question the children as to 
what the preacher had said. Edwards, in my opinion, has the true notion of preaching. It is not 
primarily to impart information; and while you are writing your notes you may be missing 
something of the impact of the Spirit (He mentions how discouraged people taking notes 
preaching--'this is not a lecture' Welsh growl.) As preachers we must not forget this. We should 
tell our people to read certain books themselves and get the information there. The business of 
preaching is to make such knowledge live." 

Jedwards Thoughts on Revival fits in: 'Thefrequent preaching that has lately obtained has in a 
particular manner been objected against..It is objected that..so many sermons in a week is too 
much to remember and digest Such objections against frequent preaching. if they be not from an 
enrmty against--re1 igion are for want of duly considering the way that sermons usually profit an 
auditory. The main benefd obtained by preaching is by impression made upon the mind at the 
time, and not by an effect that arises clfterwcuds by a remembrance of what was delivered And 
though an after-remembrance of what uxls heard in a s e m n  is oftentimes very profitable; yeC 
for the most part. that remembrance is from an impression the words made on the heart at the 
time: and the memo y profits. as it renews and increases that impression' ClRots on revival). 

Sum: If it is true that auditors are now less rational and more interested in 'encounter' and 
'experience', and so on--Edwards and Lloyd Jones '  advice is even more on target than ever 
before. Not iust to make the truth clear, but to make the truth red Well, but hour7 

HOW? THE STRATEGY OF PREACHING-- THE BEAUTY OF TRUTH 



preacher's ability to 
"jusstication". no particular picture is evoked in the hearer's mind. But when we speak of "our 
advocate pIeading his finished work before the bar of God" (which is what justification is), we 
have elicited an image in the mind of the audience. We are using imagination. Why consider 
"imagination" or "illustration" under the situational aspect? Because the art of illustration is 
the art of incarnating: Biblical truths in the world in which the audience actuallv lives. 

I .  Imagination in Historic Christian Preaching 
The great Puritan preacher. Richard Sibbes said. "But because the way to come to the heart is 
often to pass through the fancy [imagination], therefore this godly man studied by lively 
representations to help men's faith by the fancy. I t  was our Saviour Christ's manner of 
teaching to express heavenly things in an earthly manner ..."48 William Ames in The Marrow of 
Sacred Divinity: "As touching the matter of delivery, the Scripture doth not explaine the will of 
God by universall. and scientific rules, but by narration, examples, precepts, exhortations, 
admonitions, and promises: because that manner doth make most to affect the will, and stirre 
up godly notions, which is the chief scope of divinity." 

These quotes reveal that the "art of imagination" was no mere embellishment for Puritan 
preachers. but was central to their philosophy of communication. The best Puritan speakers 
literally peppered their discourses with sparkling word pictures and metaphors. Thomas 
Brooks is a worthy example. 

Jonathan Edwards was peerless in his ability to use illustration. His power of imagination was 
so acute that i t  was the key both to the effectiveness of his logic and application; it was the key 
to their "merger". Only Spurgeon (perhaps) was more vivid in "sense appeal",49 and Spurgeon 
was not (in my estimation) Edwards' equal in logic and argument. 

Illustration or Imagination refers to mental images. His speech was in living color--it engaged 
all five senses. He did not just help the hearer learn the truth, but to see, hear, touch the - 
truth. 

For example, Edwards says. "your good deeds cannot earn a place in heaven", but he adds, "no 
more than a spider web can stop a falling rock."50 Why does that addition (concerning the 
rock and web) make that statement so much more gripping, attention-grabbing, and affecting 
than if it were omitted? Does it give you new information? No! Instead, it makes the 
information new. Sermons don't just have to be born, they must be born again! 

A perusal of Edwards' sermons shows that he does not just drop an occasional anecdote, but 
he takes an particular image and "milks" it. constantly relating truth to it. choosing other 
Biblical texts. For example. in "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God", in which he is using 
the image of "heaviness", he pulls in Rom. 8, saying--"creation groans with you - you are a 
burden to it" (p. 9. vol. 11, Works). Edwards sees images a s  central to conveying truth and 
reaching the affections. When he uses several images in a row. they hold a common meaning. 
Notice. in "Sinners". the heaviness, the waters dammed up. the bent bow, and then a return to 
the dropping as a spider (p. 9. vol. 11. Works). In all cases, there is a vivid sense of 
precariousness, and of inevitable disaster. 

*e Richard Sibbes. Works. Vol.1. p. 66. 
49 See Jay E. Adams, Studies in Preaching: Sense Appeal in the Sermons of Charles Haddon Spurgeon 
(Presbyerian and Reformed). 
W A paraphrase of "all your righteousness, would have no more influence to uphold you and keep you out 
of hell. than a spider's web would have to stop a falling rock." in Sinners in the Hands of an ArXN God, in 
Works. vo1.U (Banner of ?kuth. 1974). p. 9. 



hearers of a scene by providing selected detail). 2) synthetic (putting together known things into 
a new, fresh picture), 3) and creative (a very startling form of ~yn the t i c ) .~~  Edwards was highly 
descriptive. He talks of the "clouds of God's wrath", not just "displeasure". But he was also 
synthetic and creative. He personifies nature: "the sun does not willingly shine, the air 
willingly come in" (p. 9, vol. 11. Works). He talks of 'The weight of omnipotence crushing" (p. 10, 
vol. 11. Works). 

2 .  A Theology of Imagination 
Imagination is thinking by seeing, a s  distinguished from reasoning. Edwards had a theology 
that held these two (reasoning and seeing) together, rather than a theology that pitted them 
against one another. 

In the fourth Sign of Holy Affections. Edwards states that "our minds are so enlightened that 
we obtain proper and spiritual views of divine things." In this section, Edwards distinguishes 
between two false views of spiritual knowledge. On the one hand, "mere speculative knowledge" 
is not in view. Spiritual knowledge leads the mind "not only [to] speculate, but to feel and 
relish". (p. 199) Spiritual knowledge is not less than intellectual, but it is also "connected to the 
affections". 

On the other hand. mere imagination is not spiritual knowledge. "For instance. when a person 
is affected by a lively idea suddenly excited in his mind, of a very beautiful countenance, a vivid 
light, or some other extraordinary appearance. there is something conceived in the mind, but 
there is nothing of the nature of instruction. Persons do not become wiser by such conceptions, 
or know more about God.. ." (p. 193- 194, A Treatise on Religious Affections. American Tract ed.) 
Having said that, Edwards qualifies: "I do not assert, however, that no affections are spiritual 
which are attended by something imaginary. When our minds are fullv occu~ied, and our 
thoughts intenselv engaged. our imaginations are often stronger, and our ideas more 
livelv .... But there is a great difference between lively imaginations arising from strong 
affections. and strong affections arising from lively imaginations. Undoubtedly the former often 
exist in cases of truly gracious affection. The affections do not arise from the imagination. nor 
have they any dependence upon it: but on the contrary, the imagination is only the accidental 
effect. or consequence of the affection, through the infirmity of human nature. But when the 
affection arises from the imagination. and is built upon it. instead of being founded upon 
spiritual illumination, then is the affection, however elevated, of no value." (p. 2 12). 

What do we see here? A far more careful and balanced refinement of the views of Sibbes and 
Ames. Like Ames. Edwards sees the goal of preaching to be the affecting of the "whole personn- 
-the will and "godly notions". Thus the aim of each sermon is to produce a godly "affection", or 
spiritual knowledge. Edwards' preaching never aims to tell someone about God's holiness, but 
to produce zeal for the holiness of the Lord. and so on. 

Secondly. Edwards also sees that the imagination is "often" or usually involved in spiritual 
knowledge or the rise of spiritual affections. Edwards is careful to explain that the 
imagination must be based upon an illuminated view of Biblical truth. I t  is possible to do an 
"end run" around the exposition of Biblical information; we may provide extremely vivid, strong 
illustrations which arouse only emotions, but do not affect the heart or center of our being. 
Instead, Edwards warns that our imaginations must arise out of the spiritual understanding of 
the truth. 

The modem media, controlled by technology and its dynamics reduces everything into 
commodity. I t  emphasized appearances and image rather than character and substance. Joe 

51 Andrew W. Blackwood. Preaching from the Bible (Abtngdon-Cokesbury. 1941). pp. 203-209. 



exposition. and expIanation for gestures, postures, symbols, and images. We no longer have 
ideas, but opinions. Many modem evangelicals have uncritically adapted to the modem 
audience by eschewing exposition and teaching, and by moving to communication that stresses 
pictures and anecdotes which appeal directly to the emotions. Modem theology gets in step 
with "the New Hermeneutic" which insists that language has no conceptual content. Rather. 
language is "an event", it is  "proclamation", not information. 

On the other hand, in a reaction to modem culture and modem linguistic theory, many 
orthodox Christians have retreated in fear to a concept of preaching as the transmission of 
Biblical truth to the hearers in accurate propositions. They do exposition with little or no 
imagination or application, because their aim is not at the affections, but only the intellect. In 
this approach. they have gone back, not only past Edwards, but past his Puritan forbears. 
(Some would say. rather. that there has always been a strong preaching tradition of "dead 
orthodoxyn in all ages!) 

3. Principles for Illustrating 
Let's finish with so me practical principles and definitions. 

a. Illustration i s  the ability to bring Biblical truth into the concrete world of the 
audience. We can say it another way--illustrations above all make preaching simple. This is 
why J.C.Ryle, in his essay "Simplicity in Preaching", says: 

"If you would attain simplicity in preaching, you must use plentv of anecdotes and 
illustrations ... People like similies, illustrations, and well-told stories, and will listen to 
them when they will attend to nothing else ... He is the best speaker, says an Arabian 
proverb, who can turn the ear into an eye."52 

Ryle points out that "people will listen" to iIIustrations as nothing else. Why? Because 
illustration is a form of audience adaptation. Remember the principle of "specificness" we 
mentioned in the previous chapter. 

b. Therefore, illustration is the ability to evoke the audience's senses. Jay Adams calls 
illustration "sense appeal" or "vividness". Like Sibbes and Edwards. Adams recognizes that 

"there is a great difference between thinking about something and experiencing it. 
Thinking about it means there is a significant emotional distance from it; experiencing 
it means there is a cold chill that runs up your spine when it comes to mind .... When a 
preacher ... stfmuIates one or more of the five senses. thus trlaering emotfon, then the 
listener mav be said to 'emerience' the event. In that way, the event will become 'real' 
to him. which means it has become concretized (or personalized), memorable, and, in 
the fullest sense of the word, ~nders tandable ."~~ 

Adams puts it very practically. For a preacher to really effect the heart, he must describe and 
illustrate in a way which "stimulates" the five senses. 

c. Use both analogies and examples. 
I see two kinds of illustrations. First, there are "analogy-illustrations". These are pictures of 
concrete. material situations which demonstrate the operations of Biblical principles and 
relationships between Biblical truths. Jesus' Parable of the Sower is an analogy-illustration. 

52 J.C.q.le, The Upper Room: Being a Few Truths for the Times. (Banner of Truth. 1977, pp. 48-49. 
53 Adams, p. 86. 



A second kind of illustration is the "example-illustration". This is a picture of how a particular 
Biblical principle is actually practiced or applied in daily life. In Luke 3. John the Baptist 
preaches on "fruits worthy of repentance", and then provides specific "example-illustrations" to 
several classes of hearers. He calls taxcollectors and soldiers to practice integrity in their work: 
he calls all people to share with the poor (w. 10-14). These are example-illustrations. While 
Jesus' illustration (Parable of the Sower) was not out to teach about agricultural practice, 
John's illustrations were aimed to teach about stewardship of wealth. 

Both kinds of illustrations have the same purpose--to enter the audience's world and show how 
truth is fleshed out and lived out. C.S.Lewis actually wrote one extended illustration in his 
Chronicles of Narnia. He showed how the gospel would incarnate itself in a world of talking 
animals. In the course of his writing, we see old truths given freshness. 

d. Use both similies and stories 
Similies are brief comparisons--often one sentence. or one phrase. When Edwards says that 
our good deeds are no more a support than a spider web, he is using similie. Extended 
illustrations are longer anecdotes which tell a whole story.54 When many preachers seek to 
"add more illustration" to their sermons, they usually delve into books of stories and longer 
illustrations. But similies are important too. A preacher must use vivid language throughout 
his discourse, generously sprinkling everywhere little word pictures which stimulate the senses 
constantly. The Puritans were masters at this. Read William Gurnall's The Christian in 
Complete Armor. I challenge the reader to find Gurnall ever going more than three sentences 
without an illustration. 

4. More from Edwards. 
Contemporaray communication experts say--'give people pilgrimage not propositions. 
experience, not exposition'. But J E  has a far more profound understanding of what a spiritual 
experience is. 'Pilgrimage. not propositions' pits feelings and thinking against one another, but 
Edwards refused to do that. Edwards rejected the old 'lower animal nature' vs. 'higher rational 
nature' which was assumed by modem AND post-modem people. It is a pagan notion. This is 
what John Millbank called 'the ontology of violence' that polytheism posited--mulitiple gods, 
multiple power centers. reality is by nature chaotic. violent struggle. Edwards. however. 
believed that the Bible taught the unity of the faculties. He refused to suppose an opposition 
between the understanding and the deepest affections of the heart. Gracious affections of love 
and joy are raised up only when a person has a 'spiritual understanding' of the true nature of 
God. In other words, if a person says, 'I know God cares for me, but I am still paralyzed by 
fear". Edwards would reply, 'then that means you really don't know or understand that God 
cares for you. If you did. then the affection of confidence and hope would be rising within you." 
In that case, the implications for preaching are as  follows: 

#1- You DO expound truth--not pit vs. experience. So the first implication for preaching--is 
that you shouldn't pit experience against reason. Edwards in Religious Affections says "lf the 
things of religion are treated according to their nature, and exhibited truly, so as tends to convey 
just apprehensions. and a rightjudgment of them the more theu haue a tendencr, to move the 
affections, the better." (p. 12 1-22) Or as he says in that great passage Divine Supernatural 
Light: Thus there is a duereme between having an owinion that God is holy and gracious, and 
hauing a sense of the loveliness and beauty of that holiness and grace. There is a duerence 
beheen having a rational judgment that honey is sweet and having a sense of its sweetness. A 

54 Jay E. Adams. "Sense Appeal and Storytelling", in The Preacher and Preaching. 
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without experiential knowledge, but not vica versa. 

The church today does not buy Edwards unified field view of the faculties. For example, the 
average churchgoer is not generous with his/her money in Biblical proportions. What does the 
preacher assume? 'They understand what should do--tithe--they are just not doing it!" So the 
preacher goes right for the will (with guilt). or maybe for the emotions (with sentimental stories 
of starving children with big eyes). But Edwards had so much more integrity; he treated the 
auditors with more respect. If the people are materialistic and ungenerous, (in Edwards' view) it 
means they have not t h y  understood how Jesus, though rich, became poor for them. I t  means 
they have not truIy understood what it means that in Christ we have all riches and treasures. 
It means their 'affections' are clinging to material things--their souls are inclined toward riches 
as a source of spiritual security, hope. and beauty. They may have superficial intellectual 
grasp of Jesus' spiritual wealth. but they do not truly grasp it. The mind has not been 
illuminated by the truth--it has not seen the beauty and excellency of Christ. Of course. the 
main cause is sin but the secondary cause is (probably) preaching that has not aimed for a 
sense of the heart of the truth. In preaching we must re-present Christ in the particular way 
that he replaces the place of material things has in their affections. This takes not just 
intellectual argument, but the presentation of the beauty of Christ. 

#2- But HOW do you present and expound the truth? The reason is ultimately engaged in 
order to effect the imagination. Why? Edwards believed that ultimate spiritual realitv was 
beautu, and that becurtu consisted of relationships. As deeply rational as  he was--and as  
skillful a logician--his main goal in preaching was to show the coherence, symmetry, fittingness 
and ultimate beauty of truth. Edwards believed only when the mind perceived the 'excellency' 
of God it had really grasped the truth! Edwards believed that a t  the root of the heart's 
affections was the search for 'excellency'--that which is appreciated and rested in for its own 
sake.55 Edwards essentially defined a nominal Christian as one who finds Christ useful (to get 
those things the heart found 'excellent' or beautiful), while a true Christian is one who finds 
Christ beautiful for who he is in himself. Of course only the Holy Spirit can provide this, but 
the preacher's job was to provide the Holy Spirit with the right vehicle and means--the truth! 

JE's very first sermon. "Christian Happiness", written incredibly a t  age 17 or 18, asks a 
remarkably simple question--'Why should Xns be happy?" The outline of the sermon is simply 
an argument on why believers should be most happy. His three headings (my paraphrase): 

1) Because our bad things will turn out for good, 
2) Because our truly good things can never be taken from us. 
3) and because the best things are yet to come! 

That is a perfect sermon. 1) First, it provides compressed depth of analysis. It fits 'oceans of 
truth' into nutshells I can use any time I want. Instant access to reams of Biblical teaching. 2) 
Second. the topics build upward in an absolutely straight line. Each builds on the others. I t  is 
powerful and comprehensive logically. But notice--it is also coherent emotionally. You are 
taken from the valley up into the mountain. They followed logically, yet there is a beauty about 
how they progress. 3) At the end Edwards goes to the heart: Assert your own liberty! Don't 
suffer yourselves to be such mean slaves! Don't exercise yourselves any longer in acting below 
yourseives, in Lvallowing and rolling yourselves in the mire. Those be not the pleasures of a man! 
The pleasures of t n~~ t ing  in Jesus Christ in contemplating his beauties, excellencies, and glories: 
in contemplating his love to mankind and to us. in contemplating his infmite goodness and 
astonishing loving-kindness. 

- 

55 See 'A Divine and Supernatural Light" . pp. 11 1 - 1 14 and "The Mind". pp. 22-28 in Reader. 



HOW? 
PREACHING AND WORSHIP 

A. UPHEAVALS IN WORSHIP TODAY 

1 .  THE PROBLEM: WORSHIP W A R S  
One of the basic features of church life in the U.S. today is the proliferation of worship and 
music forms. This in tum has caused many severe conflicts both within individual 
congregations and whole denominations. Most books and articles about recent worship trends 
tend to fall into one of two broad categories.56 "Contemporary Worship" (hereafter CW) 
advocates often make rather sweeping statements. such a s  "pipe organs and choirs will never 
reach people today." "Historic Worship" (hereafter HW) advocates often speak similarly about 
how incomgibly corrupt popular music and culture is, and how they make contemporary 
worship completely unac~eptab le .~~  

a. Contemporary Worship: PIugging In? 
One CW advocate writes vividly that we must 'plug in' our worship in to three power sources: 
"the sound system. the Holy Spirit, and contemporary culture."58 But several problems attend 
the promotion of strictly contemporary worship. 

First, some popular music does have severe limitations for worship. Critics of popular culture 
argue that much of it is the product of mass-produced commercial interests. As such, it is- 
often marked by sentimentality, a lack of artistry, sameness, and individualism in a way that 
traditional folk art was not. 

Second, when we ignore historic tradition we break our solidarity with Christians of the past. 
Part of the richness of our identity as  Christians is that we are saved into a historic people. An 
unwillingness to consult tradition is not in keeping with either Christian humility or Christian 
community. Nor is it a thoughtful response to the post-modem rootlessness which now leads 
so many to seek connection to ancient ways and peoples. 

Finally. any worship that is strictly contemporary will become 'dated' very, very quickly. Also, it 
will necessarily be gauged to a very narrow 'market niche.' When Peter Wagner says we should 

~6 As one of many examples. see Michael S. Harmlton, 'The Triumph of the Praise Songs," Christianitq 
Today (July 12, 1999) vo1.43, no.8, p.28. He speaks of 'Reformers' who value tradition and look for greater 
unity among churches through common liturgical forms and of 'Revolutionaries' who promote 
contemporary music and who encourage broad diversity in worship style. 
57 Representative figures who emphasize historic continuity. tradition. high culture. and theological 
exposition in worship are Marva Dawn. Reachins Out without Dumbina Down (Eerdmans. 1995) and David 
Wells, *A Tale of Two Spiritualities" in Losina Our Vfrtue (Eerdmans. 1998). (See also the web page for 
"Church Music at a Crossroads": http://www.xlgroup.net/cmac.) Examples of those urging a move to 
contemporary worship with emphasis "visual communication, music. sensations. and feelings" are Lyle 
SchalIer 'Worshipping wth New Generations" in 21 Bridqes to the 2Ist Centwq (Abingdon. 1994) and 
C.Peter Wagner. The New Amstolic Churches (Regal, 1998). 
58 See C.Peter Wagner, who says that contemporary worship: "ts 'plugged in' to three important power 
sources: the sound system. the Holy Spirit, and contemporary culture" p.3 of 'Another New Wineskin-the 
New Apostolic Reformation" in Next (Leadership Network: Jan-Mar, 1999). That is a good description of 
tradition-eschewing contemporary worship. 
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find them dated and 'hokey.'5Q 

Hidden (but not well!) in the arguments of contemporary worship enthusiasts is the 
assumption that culture is basically neutral. Thus there is no reason why we cannot wholly 
adapt our worship to any particular cultural form. But worship that is not rooted in any 
particular historic tradition will often lack the critical distance to critique and avoid the 
excesses and distorted sinful elements of the particular surrounding, present culture. For 
example. how can we harness contemporary Western culture's accessibility and frankness, but 
not its individualism and psychologizing of moral problems? 

b. Historic Worship--Pulling Out? 
M V  advocates, on the other hand, are strictly 'high culture' promoters, who defend themselves 
from charges of elitism by arguing that modem pop music is inferior to traditional folk art.60 
But problems also attend the promotion of strictly traditional. historic worship. 

First, HW advocates cannot really dodge the charge of cultural elitism. A realistic look at the 
Christian music arising from the grassroots folk cultures of Latin America. Africa, and Asia (not 
commercially produced pop music centers) reveals many of the characteristics of contemporary 
praise and worship music--simple and accessible tunes, driving beat, repetitive words. and 
emphasis on e ~ p e r i e n c e . ~ ~  In the U.S.. an emphasis on strictly high culture music and art will 
probably only appeal to college educated elites. 

Second, any proponent of 'historic' worship will have to answer the question--'whosef history? 
Much of what is called 'traditional' worship is rooted in northern European culture. While strict 
CW advocates may bind worship too heavily to one present culture. strict HW advocates may 
bind it too heavily to a past culture. Do we really want to assume that the 16th century 
Northern European approach to emotional expression and music (incarnate in the Reformation 
tradition) was completeIy Biblically informed and must be preserved? 

Hidden (but not well!) in the arguments of traditional worship advocates is the assumption that 
certain historic forms are more pure, Biblical, and untainted by human cultural accretions. 
Those who argue against cultural relativism must also remember the essential relativity of all 
traditions. Jus t  as it is a lack of humility to disdain tradition, it is also a lack of humility (and a 
blindness to the 'noetic' effects of sin) to elevate any particular tradition or culture's way of 
doing worship. A refusal to adapt a tradition to new realities may come under Jesus' 
condemnation of making our favorite human culture into an  idol. equal to the Scripture in 
nornativity (Mark 7:8-9)62 While CW advocates do not seem to recognize the sin in all 

59 The critique of Willow Creek as a 'dated' and 'Boomer' model can be found in Sally Morganthaler. "Out 
of the Box: Authentic Worship in a Postmodern Culture." Worship Leader, MayJune. 1998. p.24ff. This 
and an interview with musician Fernando Ortega in Prism Nov/Dec 1997 are indications of some major 
cracks in the foundation of evangelical assumptions about what kind of services will reach young secular 
people. However. if a church abandons 'Boomer' contemporary music for more alternative rock, won't it be 
in the same position in another 10-15 years that Willow Creek is in now? More historic worship forms 
have a better claim to durability. 
m Marva Dawn does an excellent job of distilling Ken Myer's concerns about pop music in her chapter 
Throwing the Baby Out with the Bath Water" in Reachina Out, p. 183ff. 
61 See 'The hiumph of the Praise Songs." kid. 
61 Tw often. advocates for 'high culture' or 'pop culture' worship music try to make their advocacy a 
matter of theological principle. when their conviction is really more a matter of their own tastes and 
cultural preferences. For example. when pressed. HW advocates admit that jazz is not really a product of 
commercial pop wlture. but qualifies as  a high culture medium which grew out of genuine folk roots and 
requires great skill and craft and can express a fuller range of human experience than rock and pop 



c. Bible, Tradition, and Culture 
At this point, the reader will anticipate that I am about to unveil some grand 'Third Way' 
between two extremes. Indeed, many posit a third approach called "Blended" worship.63 But it 
is not so simple a s  that. My major complaint is that both sides are equally simplistic in the 
process by which they shape their worship. 

CW advocates consult a) the Bible and b) contemporary culture, while HW advocates consult a) 
the Bible and b) historic tradition. But we forge worship best when we consult a) the Bible, b) 
the cultural context of our c0rnmunity,6~ and c) the historic tradition of our ~ h u r c h . ~ 5  The 
result of this more complex process will not be simply a single, third "middle way"; there are a t  
least nine worship traditions in Protestantism alone.66 That is why the book you are reading 
provides examples of culturally relevant worship that nonetheless deeply appreciates and 
reflects its historic tradition. 

This more complex approach is extremely important to follow. The Bible simply does not give 
us enough details to shape an entire worship service. When the Bible calls us to sing God's 
praises, we are not given the tunes nor the rhythm. We are not told how repetitive the lyrics are 
to be or not to be, nor how emotionally intense the singing should be. When we are 
commanded to do corporate prayer, we are not told whether those prayers should be written, 
unison prayers or extemporary.67 So to give any concrete form to our worship, we must "fill in 

music.(See Calvin M.Johansson. Music and Ministrq: A Biblical Countemoint (Hendrickson. 1984) pp.59- 
62 on 'Folk Music and Jazz.") On their own principles, then, there is no reason for traditionalists not to 
allow jazz music in worship, yet I see no Tradition-worship proponents encouraging jazz liturgies! *y 
not? I think that they are going on their own aesthetic preferences. 
63 Unfortunately, for many people 'blended' worship consists of a simple. wooden 50-50 division between 
contemporary songs and traditional hymns. This is often quite jarring and unhelpful. It is more of a 
political compromise than the result of reflection about your community's culture and your church's 
tradition. A far better example of a 'Third Way' is Robert E. Webber, Blended Worship: Achieving 
Substance and Relevance in Worship (Hendrickson. 1996). Webber is talking of a more organic blend of 
liturgical elements, content-ful preaching, and a variety of music forms. In many ways my essay agrees 
with Webber's basic thrust. We would not use the term 'blended worship.' however, because it usually 
connotes the political compromise mentioned above. On the problems of 50-50 music division. see 
comments at end of the paper, under "Selecting Worship Music". 
6J A good case for a balanced view of consulting culture within an evangelical view of the authority of 
Scripture is made by Andrew F. Walls in 'The Gospel as Prisoner and Liberator of Culture" and 'The 
Translation Principle in Christian History" in his The Missionw Movement in Christian Histow: Studies in 
the Transmission of the Faith (Edinburgh: T&T Clark. 1996). 
65 A good case for a balanced view of consulting tradition within an evangelical view of the authority of 
Scripture is made by Richard Lints, The Fabric of heolcuu: A Proleaomenon for Evanuelical Theoloau 
(Eerdmans. 1993). pp.83-101. He writes that Christian humility makes us recognize the reality of our 
biases and prejudices when coming to Scripture. This means i t  is unbiblical (in our doctrine of sin) to 
think we can find the Biblical 'way" without consulting our own tradition and other tradition to check our 
own Scriptural fmdtngs. See also John Leith. Introduction to the Reformed Tradition. (John Knox. 1981) 
Chapter I - It-aditioning the Faith." 
66 James F.White, A Brief Histo y of Christiun Worship (Abingdon. 1993) p. 107. identifies the Protestant 
worship traditions a s  follows: 
16th cent: Anabapttst. (Continental) Reformed. Anglican. Lutheran 
17th cent: Quaker, Puritan/Reformed 
18th cent: Methodist 
19th cent: Frontier 
20th cent: Pentecostal 
67 John M. Frame (Worship in Spirit and Truth. Presbyterian and Reformed, 1996) does a good job of 
showing how great a variety of forms the basic Biblical elements can take. Some have argued against the 



the driving force (cf.Romans 15:l-3). Thus, if we fail to do the hard work of consulting both 
tradition and culture. we will--wittingly or unwittingly--just tailor music to please ourselves. 

2. A SHOCK TO THE SEEKER-SENSITIVE WORSHIP MOVEMENT 
Sally Morgenthaler's inteniew with young pastors (Chris Seay, MarDriscoll, Ron Johnson. 
Doug Pagitt. Clark Crebar) in Worship Leader (May/June 1998) nAuthentic Worship in a 
Postmodern Culture" and Fernando Ortega's interview in Prism in Nov/Dec 1997 are 
indications of some major cracks in the foundation of evangelical assumptions about what kind 
of services will reach 'secular' people. 

The crisis (that is here? coming?) in the church growth movement due to the fact that the 
attack on seeker-sensitive worship is coming from inside, that is, from the pastors of fast 
growing 'mega-churches' (though the name and category is eschewed) filled with under-30's. 
These pastors claim that the Willow Creek inspired services supposedly adapted for the 
unchurched were calibrated for a very narrow and transitory kind of unchurched person: 
namely, colIege educated, white, Baby Boomers. suburbanites. The increasingly multi-ethnic, 
Iess rationaljword-oriented, urban oriented and more secular generations under the age of 35 
are not the same of 'unchurched' people. The critique is that Willow Creek 'over-adapted' 
to the rational. a-historical 'high modem' world-view. 

The younger pastors say that Willow Creek services do several things that alienate the seekers 
of their generations. 

a) It removed transcendence from its services by utilizing light, happy music and tone, 
complete accessibility of voice, using dramatic sketches that create a nightclub or TV-show 
atmosphere. But their generations hunger for awe. 

b) I t  ditched connection to history and tradition and went completely contemporq in all 
cultural references. from sermon illustrations to decoration to antiseptic 'suburban mall/office 
building' setting. But their generations hunger for rootedness. and love a pastiche of ancient 
and modem. 

C) It emphasized polish and technical excellence and slick professionalism and management 
technique. while their generations hunger for authenticitv and communitv: rather than 
programs. 

use of choirs and solos on the basis of the 'Regulative Principle', namely, that they are not prescribed by 
Scripture. But Frame asks, if some are allowed to pray aloud. while the rest of the congregation 
meditates. why can't some be allowed to sing or play aloud. while the rest of the congregation meditates? 
(p. 129) Why would song be regulated in a different way than prayer and preaching? Some have argued 
against using hymns and non-Scriptural songs on the basis of the Regulative Principle. But Frame asks, 
if we are allowed to pray or to preach using our own words (based on Scripture), why can we not sing 
using our own words (based on Scripture)? (p. 127) Why would song be regulated in a different way than 
prayer and preaching? Some have argued against the use of dance in worship, but aside from many 
apparent references to dance in worship in the Psalter. Frame asks. if we are exhorted to raise hands 
(Neh.2:8; Ps.282: 1 Tim.2:S). clap hands (Ps.47: 1). and fall down (1 Cor. 14:25) is it not expected and 
natural that we accompany words with actions? (p.131) We can't preach, surely, without using our bodies 
to express our thoughts and words. so how can we arbitrarily 'draw the line' to exclude dance? Frame 
points out that the real way to make decisions about these issues (such as dance) is wisdom and love-- 
namely. what unll e d i v  In other words. if you think that dancers in leotards will be too distracting and 
sexually provocative for your congregation, just say so--don't try to prove that the Bible forbids it. I t  is a 
bad habit of mind to seek to label 'forbidden" what is really just unwise. 



ost of the critique has taken over the Leadership Network, which used to be one of the main 
carriers of the Willow Creek vision. 

B. A SOLUTION: EVANGELISTIC WORSHIP 

1. Two models, with problems 
The most thoughtful members of the Seeker Friendly Service movement agree that the straight 
"seeker service" is not really worship, and therefore new believers are brought out of the seeker 
service into a weekly worship service for believers. The critics, on the other hand, generally see 
the worship service a s  the place for renewing and edi@ng believers who then go out into the 
world to do evangelism. The two models then, seem to be: 

Seeker service [evangelism)--> Worship service (edij-iiation) 
Worship service (edification)--> World (evangelism! 

There are pragmatic problems with both models. The SFC model is financially very expensive, it  
is hard to assimilate new Christians out of seeker services into real worship services. And if the 
main worship service is very oriented toward seekers. the Christians often feel under-fed.- On 
the other hand the critics cannot avoid the charge that they are not proposing any alternative 
to the current evangelistically ineffective church. One critic is very typical when he writes: 
"'While we [the seeker-friendly church] try to entice the world to come to church to hear the 
Gospel. the New Testament proclaims a powerful church worshipping God going out into the 
world in order to reach the lost (cf. The book of Acts). True revivals have historically 
proved ... that a revived and healthy church reaches a dying and lost world through its own 

- 

@ Some disadvantages of the SFC approach: 
1 )  m e n s e  issue. It is extremely expensive and difficult to do seeker services well. Essentially. 

they don't "work" unless the unchurched person feels the art is a s  good as what they could pay to see in a -  
theater. Many SFC attempts are mediocre. and unless you hit a "home rum" every time. the effect is quite 
discouraging. 

2)  Sundaq issue. Also, when Sunday is the day for seeker-focused services, it gives the world the 
impression that this is the people of God in worship. that "this is all there is." And it isn't good for 
Christians to have to squeeze their weekly worship into a weeknight evening, between two busy days of 
labor. It robs Christians of a whole day for worship and renew1 (I Cor 16: 1). 

3) Assimilation issue. Regular weekly seeker-focused services can also create a large assimilation 
problem. If a person comes to Christianity through a seeker service, he or she may settle into that 
environment for weekly worship. Supposedly, the new Christian is to be invited out of the "seeker" service 
into worship, but the jump is not easy to accomplish. In one church. new believers through the seeker 
service could not be assimilated into the regular worship, because the "believers worship" was so totally 
oriented toward long-time Christians who are immersed in the evangelical sub-culture and inhabit a very 
different world than the new Christian. (See Ed Dobson. Starting a Seeker Sensitive Service (Zondervan. 
1993). p.83) And if the seeker service becomes the worship service of the new believers, either those new 
Christians will not be fed properly, or the service will inch over into becoming more of a contemporary 
worship service, and will lose its effectiveness in outreach. 

4) FriendshiD euanaelisrn issue. The most effective way to reach a non-believer is for a Christian to 
share the gospel with him or her in the context of a friendship. But if a Christian wants to bring a non- 
Christian friend to a seeker-focused weekly service, he or she will have to come out W c e  a week. once to 
take the friend to church, and once to get his or her own nurture. 

5) Nurture issue. We said a church may have one seeker-sensitive service that is heavily focused 
on the unchurched. but which serves as the weekly worship for believers. As time goes on, however, the 
Christians often hunger for something "deeper". In response to complaints. the pastor often "gets more 
meat$' and begins to lose the non-Christians. 



The Great Awakening was marked by two men who were remarkable innovators--George 
Whitefield in evangelism and John Wesley in organization. Many criticize seeker services 
because they are "not worship" and contain many elements of "entertainment". Often they call 
us to look, instead at  the revivals of the past. But they do not criticize George Whitefield for 
attracting huge crowds to his own "seeker programs". He drew people into open air meetings 
with a kind of preaching that was unparalleled at  the time in its popular appeal--his humor, 
his stories. his dramatically acted-out illustrations. and his astounding oratorical gifts drew 
tens of tho~sands.~O At the time he was labled an "entertainer". His meetings were not worship 
nor did they replace worship. but they were certainly critical to the revival. They provided 
Christians with a remarkable place to do friendship evangelism. His meetings were all over the 
city on virtually everyday of the week. Whitefield's evangelism was enormously aggressive and 
passionate. His preaching was racy and popular yet pointed toward the transcendant and holy 
God. Yet his public meetings shared many of the characteristics (and criticisms) of seeker 
services today. 

Whitefield and WesIey did not become instruments of revival by simply being great expository 
preachers and renewing historic worship. 

My main problem with the two models. however. is theoloaical. They both assume that worship 
cannot be highly evangelistic. I want to show that this is a false premise. Churches would do 
best to make their "main course" an evangelistic worship senrice. supplemented by both a) 
numerous, variegated, creative, even daily (but not weekly) seeker-focused events, and b) 
intense meetings for Bible study and corporate prayer for revival and renewal. 

2. Theological basis 
a. God commanded Israel to invite the nations to join in declaring his glory. Zion is to be the 
center of world-winning worship (Isaiah 2:2-4; 565-8). "Let this be writtenfor afuture 
generation. that a people not yet created may praise the Lord. .so the name of the Lord will be 
declared in Zion and his praise in Jerusalem when the peoples and the kingdoms assemble to 
worship the Lord (Psalm 102:18). Psalm 105 is a direct command to believers engage in 
evangelistic worship. The Psalmist challenges them to "make known among the nations what he 
has done" (v. I). HOW? "Sing to him, sing praise b him tell of his wnderful acts" (v.2) Thus 
believers are continuallv told to sing and praise God before the unbelieving nations. (See also 
Psalm 47:l; 100:l-5). God is to be praised before al l  the nations. and he is praised by his 
people. the nations are summoned and called to join in song. 

b. Peter tells a Gentile church. "But you are a chosen people. a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a 
people belonging to God that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness 
into his marveUous light" (I Peter 2:9). This shows u s  that the church is challenged to the same 
witness that Israel was called to--evangelistic worship. A key difference: in the Old Testament, 
the center of world-winning worship was Mt. Zion. but now, wherever we worship Jesus in 
spirit and in h t h  (John 4:21-26) we have come to the heavenly Zion (Heb. 12: 18-24). In other 
words, the risen Lord now sends his people out singing his praises in mission, calling the 
nations to join both saints and angels in heavenly doxology. Jesus himself stands in the midst 
of the redeemed and leads u s  in the singing of God's praises (Hebrews 2: 12). even as  God 
stands over his redeemed and sings over us in joy (Zeph. 2: 17'). 

69 John H .  Armstrong. 'The Mad Rush to Seeker Sensitive Worship". Modern Refomtion, Jan/Feb 1995, 
p.25. 
70 Hany S. Stout. The Diuine Dramutfst. George Whitefeld and the Rise of Modem Evangelicalism 
(Eerdrnans. 1991). 



I Corinthians 14:24-2 
Paul is addressing the misuse of the gift of tongues. He complains that tongues speaking will 
cause unbelievers to say they are out of their minds (v.23). He insists that the worship service 
must be comprehensible to them. He says that if an unbeliever "or unlearned one" (an 
uninitiated inquirer) comes in, and worship is being done "unto edification", "he will be 
convinced by all that he is a sinner and will be judged by all" (v.24). Of what does this conviction 
consist? "The secrets of his heart will be laid bare" (v.25). It may mean he realizes that the 
worshippers around him are finding in God what his heart had been secretly searching for. but 
in the wrong ways. It may mean the worship shows him how his heart works. The result: "so 
falling on hisface, he will worship God exclaiming, 'God is really among you"' (v.25). 

Acts 2 
When the Spirit falls on those in the upper room, a crowd gathers (v.5) because a) they are 
hearing the disciples praising God ("we hear them declaring the wonders of God" v. 1 l), and b) 
and also because this worship is "in our own tongues" (v. 11). As a result. they are first made 
very interested ("amazed and-perplexed they asked one mother, 'what does chis rnean"'~. 1 I), 
and later they are convicted deeply ("they were cut to the heart and sa  id...' Brethren, what shall 
we do?'" v.37). 

Comuarison 
There are obvious differences between the two situations. I Cor 14 pictures conversion 
happening on the spot (which is certainly possible). In Acts 2 the non-believers are shaken out 
of their indifference (v. 12). but the actual conversions (v.37-41) occured a t  the end of an  "after 
meeting" in which Peter explained the gospel (v. 14-36) and showed them how to individually 
receive Christ (v.38-39). It is often pointed out that the tongues in the two situations are 
different. But students usually are looking so carefully a t  what the two passages teach about 
tongues and prophecy that they fail to note what they teach about worship and evangelism. We 
can learn this: 

a) Non-believers are expected to be   resent in Christian worshi~.  In Acts 2 it happens by word- 
of-mouth excitement. In I Cor 14 it is probably the result of personal invitation by Christian 
friends. But Paul in 14:23 expects both "unbelievers" and "the unlearned (literally "a seekerw-- 
"one who does not understand") to be present in worship. 

b) Non-believers must find the praise of Christians to be comrehensible. In Acts 2 it happens 
by miraculous divine intervention. In I Cor 14 it happens by human design and effort. But it 
cannot be missed that Paul directly tells a local congregation to adapt its worship because of 
the presence of unbelievers. I t  is a false dichotomy to insist that if we are seeking to please God 
we must not ask what the unchurched feel or think about our worship. 

c) Non-believers can fall under conviction and be converted throuoh com~rehensible worship. In 
I Cor 14 it happens during the service. but in Acts 2 it is supplemented by "after meetings" and 
follow-up evangelism. God wants the world to overhear u s  worshipping him. God directs his 
people not to simply worship, but to sing his praises "before the nations". We are not to simply 
communicate the gospel them, but celebrate the gospel before them. 

4. Three practical tasks 

B. Getting unbelievers into worshi~.  
The numbering is not a mistake. This task is actually comes second. but  nearly everyone 
thinks it come first! I t  is natural to believe that they must get non-Christians into worship 
before they can begin "doxological evangelism". But the reverse is the case. Non-christians do 



bridges and invitation is the comprehensibility and quality of the worship experience. 

Christians will instantly sense if a worship experience will be attractive to their non-Christian 
friends. They may find a particular service wonderfully edifying for them and yet know that 
their non-believing neighbors would react negatively. Therefore, a vicious cycle persists. 
Pastors see only Christians present, so they lack incentive to make their worship 
comprehensible to outsiders. But since they fail to make the adaptations, Christians who are 
there (though perhaps edified themselves) do not think to bring their skeptical and non- 
Christian friends to church. They do not think they will be impressed. So no outsiders come. 
And so the pastors respond only to the Christian audience. And so on and on. Therefore, the 
best way to get Christians to bring non-Christians is to worship a s t h e r e  are dozens and 
hundreds of skeptrcal onlookers. And if you worship as, eventually they will be there in 
reality. 

A. Making worship comprehensibIe to unbelievers. 
Our purpose is not to make the unbeliever "comfortable". (In I Cor. 14:24-25 or Acts 2: 12 and 
37--they are cut to the heart!) We aim to be intelligible to them. We must address their "heart 
secrets" (I Cor 14:25). That means we must remember what it is like to not believe; we must 
remember what an unbelieving heart is like. How do we do that? 

I ]  Worship and preaching in the "vernacular". It is hard to overstate how ghetto-ized our 
preaching is. I t  is normal to make all kinds of statements that appear persuasive to us but are 
based upon all sorts of premises that the secular person does not hold. I t  is normal to make all 
sorts of references using terms and phrases that mean nothing outside or our Christian sub- 
group. So avoid unnecessary theological or evangelical sub-culture ''jargon". and explain 
carefully the basic theological concepts. such a s  confession of sin. praise, thanksgiving, and so 
on. In the preaching, showing continual willingness to address the questions that the 
unbelieving heart wiIl ask. Speak respecffuIly and sympathetically to people who have difficulty 
with Christianity. As you write the sermon, imagine an particular skeptical non-Christian in 
the chair listening to you. Add the asides, the qualifiers, the extra explanations necessary. 
Listen to evervthing said in the worship service with the ears of an unbelieving heart. 

2) Explain the seruice as you go dong. Though there is danger of pastoral verbosity, learn to 
give I or 2 sentence, non-jargony explanations of each new part of the service. 'When we 
confess our sins. we are not groveling in guilt, but dealing with our guilt. If you deny your sins 
you will never get free from them." It is good to begin worship s e ~ c e s  as  the Black church 
often does. with a "devotional"--a brief talk that explains the meaning of worship. This way you 
continualZy instruct newcomers in worship. 

3) Direct@ address and welcome them Talk regularly to "those of you who aren't sure you 
believe this. or who aren't sure just what you believe". Give them many asides. even expressing 
the language of their hearts. Articulate their objections to Christian living and belief better than 
they can do it themselves. Express sincere sympathy for their difficulties, even when 
challenging them severely for their selfishness and unbelief. Admonish with tears (literally or 
figuratively). Always grant whatever degree of merit their objections have. I t  is extremely 
important that the unbeiiever feel you understand them. "I've tried it before and it did not 
work." "I don't see how my We could be the result of the plan of a loving God." "Christianity is a 
strafghtjacket." "It can't be wrong if it feels so right." "I could never keep it up." "I don't feel 
worthy I am too bad." "I just can't believe." 

4) Aesthetics qrd.i@. The power of art draws people to behold it. Good art and its message 
enters the soul through the imagination and begins to appeal to the reason, for art makes ideas 



despite its artistically poor expression, and further, they usually have a personal relationship 
with the music-presenter. But any outsider who comes in, who is not convinced of the truth 
and who does not have any relationship to the presenter, will be bored or irritated by the poor 
offering. In other words. excellent aesthetics includes outsiders. while mediocre or poor 
aesthetics exclude. The low level of artistic quality in many churches guarantees that only 
insiders will continue to come. For the non-Christian, the attraction of good art will have a 
major part in drawing them in. 

5) Celebrate deeds of mercy and justice. We live in a time when public esteem of the church is 
plummeting. For many outsiders or inquirers. the deeds of the church will we far more 
important than words in gaining plausibility. The leaders of most towns see "word-only" 
churches as costs to their community, not a value. Effective churches will be so involved in 
deeds of mercy and justice that outsiders will say. "we cannot do without churches like this. 
This church is channeling so much value into our community through its services to people 
that if it went out of business. we'd have to raise everybody's taxes." Mercy deeds give the 
gospel words plausibility (Acts 4:32 followed by v.33). Therefore, evangelistic worship services 
should highlight offerings for deed ministry and should celebrate through reports and 
testimonies and prayer what is being done. It is best that offerings for mercy ministry be 
separate. attached (as traditional) to the Lord's Supper. This brings before the non-Christian 
the impact of the gospel on people's hearts (it makes us generous) and the impact of poured 
out lives on the world. 

6) Present the sacraments so as to make the gospel clear. Baptism, and especially adult 
baptism. should be made a much more significant event if worship is to be evangelistic. There 
may need to be opportunity for the baptized to offer personal testimony as  well as assent to 
questions. The meaning of baptism should be made clear. A moving, joyous, personal charge to 
the baptized (and to all baptized Christians present) should be made.-In addition, the Lord's 
Supper can become a converting ordinance. If it is explained properly, the unbeliever will have 
a very specific and visible way to see the difference between walking with Christ and living for 
oneself. The Lord's Supper will confront every individual with the question: "are you right with 
God today? now?' There is no more effective way to help a person to do a spiritual inventory. 
Many seekers in U.S. churches will only realize they are not Christians during the fencing of 
the table after an effective sermon on the meaning of the gospel. (See below for more on 
addressing unbelievers during communion.) 

7) Preach grace. The one message that both believers and unbelievers need to hear is that 
salvation and adoption are by grace alone. A worship service that focuses too much and too 
often on educating Christians in the details of theology will simply bore or confuse the 
unbelievers present. For example. a sermon on abortion will generally assume the listener 
believes in the authority of the word and the authority of Jesus. and does not believe in 
individual moral autonomy. In other words, abortion is "doctrine D". and it is based on 
"doctrines A, B, and C". Therefore, people who don't believe or understand doctrines ABC will 
find such a sermon un-convicting and even alienating. This does not mean we should not 
preach the whole counsel of God. but we must major on the "ABC's" of the Christian faith. 

If the response to this is "then Christians will be bored. it shows an misunderstanding of the 
gospel. The gospel of free. gracious justification and adoption is not just the way we enter the 
kingdom. but also the way we grow into the likeness of Christ. Titus 2: 11-13 tells us how it is 
the original. saving message of "grace alone" that consequently leads u s  to sanctified living: 
"For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men I t  teaches us to say "no" to 
ungodliness and mrldly passions, and to live self-controlled upright and godly lives in the 
present age, while we wi t for  the blessed hope--the appearing of our great God and sauiow 



"no" to temptation by tellin 
or "people will find out" or "1'11 hate myself in the morning" or "it will hurt my self-esteem" or "it 
will hurt other people" or "it's against the law--1'11 be caught" or "it's against my principles" or "I 
will look bad". Some or all of these may be true, but Titus tells us  they are inadequate. Only 
the grace of God. the logic of the gospel will work. Titus says it "teaches" us. it argues with us. 

Therefore. the one basic message that both Christians and unbelievers need to hear is the 
gospel of grace. I t  can then be applied to both groups, right on the spot and directly. Sermons 
which are basically moralistic will only be applicable to either Christians OR non-Christians. 
But Christo-centric preaching, preaching the gospel both grows believers and challenges non- 
believers. If the Sundav service and sermon aim primarilv at  evangelism. it will bore the saints. 
If thev aim ~rimarilv a t  education. thev'll bore and confuse unbelievers. If thev aim at ~raisinq 
the God who saves bu mace thev'll both instruct insiders and challenge outsiders. 

C. Leading to commitment. 
We have seen that unbelievers in worship actually "close with Christ" in two basic ways. Some 
may come to Christ during the service itself (I Cor. 14:24-25). While others must be "followed 
up" very specifically. 

I )  During the service. One major way to invite people to receive Christ during the service is as 
the Lord's Supper is distributed. We may say: "if you are not in a saving relationship with God 
through Christ today. do goJ take the bread and the cup. but, as they come around. take 
Christ. Receive him in your heart as hose  around you receive the food. Then immediately 
afterwards. come up here and tell an officer or a pastor about what you've done, so we can get 
you ready to receive the Supper the ne.a time as a child of God." Another way to invite 
commitment during the s e ~ c e  is to give people a time of silence after rhe sermon. A "prayer of 
belief' could be prayed by the pastor (or printed in the bulletin at  that juncture in the order of 
worship) to help people reach out to Christ.;' Sometimes it may be good to put a musical 
interlude or an offering after the sermon but before the final hymn. This affords people time to 
think and process what they have heard and offer themselves to God in prayer. If, however, the 
preacher ends his sermon. prays very briefly, and moves immediately into the final hymn. no 
time is given to people who are under conviction for offering up their hearts. 

2) After meetings. Acts 2 seems to show us  an "after meeting". In v. 12 and 13 we are told that 
some folks mocked upon hearing the apostles praise and preach. but others were disturbed 
and asked "what does this meanr'Then Peter very specifically e.uplained the gospel, and. in 
response to a second question "what shall we do?" (v.37). e.xplained very specifically how to 
become Christians. Historically. it has been found very effective to offer such meetings to 
unbelievers and seekers immediately after evangelistic worship. Convicted seekers have just 
come from being in the presence of God, and they are often most teachable and open. To seek 
to "get them into a small group" or even to merely return next Sunday is asking a lot of them. 
They may be also "cunazed and perplexed (Acts 2: 12). and it is best to "strike while the iron is 
hot". This is not to doubt that God is infallibly drawing his elect! That knowledge helps u s  to 
relax as we do evangelism. knowing that conversions are not dependent on our eloquence. But 
the Westminster Confession tells us  that God ordinarily works through secondary causes. 
normal social and psychological processes. Therefore, to invite people into a follow-up meeting 
immediately is usually more conducive to "conserving the fruit of the Word. 

71 h example: "Heavenly Father, I admit that I am weaker and more smfui than I ever before believed. 
but. through your Son Jesus. I can be more loved and accepted than I ever dared hope. I thank you that 
he lived the llfe I should have lived, and paid the debt and punishment I owed. Receive me now for his 
sake. I turn from my sins and receive him as Savior. h e n . "  



some room near the main auditorium or even & the auditorium (after the postlude). Third, 
after meetings should also consist of one or two classes or small group experiences targeted to 
specific questions non-Christians ask about the content. relevance, and credibility of the 
Christian faith. After meetings should be attended my skilled lay evangelists who can come 
alongside of newcomers and answer spiritual questions and provide guidance as to their next 
steps. 



PREACHING AND COMMUNION WITH GOD 

INTRODUCTION 
While the -Normative/prophetic" aspect of preaching has to do with the preacher's relationship 
to the Word. and the 'Situational/kingly" aspect of preaching has to do with the preacher's 
relationship to the hearers. the 'Existential" aspect of preaching has to do with the preacher's 
own relationship to the Lord. Both in general (as a preacher) and in particular (as you preach). 
Another way to speak of the existential aspect is to talk of the sermon and preacher's 
relationship to the Holy Spirit. 

THE SPIRIT AND THE PREACHER. 

I t  is reported that. when George Whitefield was first approached with the idea of publishing his 
sermons. he agreed, but noted that. "you'll never be able to put down the thunder and 
lightning on the page". 

That comment rings very true. Real preaching is more chan the sermon. In fact. we all 'mow 
this odd phenomenon--we can have good preaching without having a "good" sermon. We have 
all seen preachers who seemed to break all the "rules" for a sermon (poor outline, mumbling of 
words. etc.) yet still have a great spiritual impact on the people (and on you!). Ordinarily this is 
because the spiritual quality of the man's character shines through and communicates as well 
pr better than the words of the sermon. A speaker's spiritual vitality is such a critical aspect of 
preaching that i t  can create great preaching with despite a poor sermon. On the other hand. 
the lack of this vitality can destroy preaching despite the presense of a good sermon. 

There are two aspects to this aspect to explore--two parts which make up a preacher's spiritual 
"personality". There are his graces and his gifts. 

1 .  Keeping clear the difference between 'grace" and 'gifta-operation. 
I Corinthians 12 through 14 is about many things, but it is a t  least about this--that there is a 
distinction between 'gift-operations" and 'grace-operations" operations of the Holy Spirit. This 
tradition terminology is problematic. I know. Every spiritual @, if it is a gqt is by grace. But 
the distinction is important. Spiritual gifts are skills. abilities--things we do. Spiritual 'fruit" or 
graces are qualities of character--things we are. Gifts are teaching, speaking. counseling. 
leading; fruit are lave. joy. peace. humility, self-control. 

Paul is describing a church (Corinth) where the gifts are operating a t  a high level but there is 
profound spiritual immaturity and flaws of character. Why? A "gift-operation" of the Spirit is 
something that does not proceed out of the level or power of a grace-changed heart. Gifts can 
operate even when your experience of God's grace is very low, when your walk with him and 
your joy of salvation is very weak. If you have a gift of teaching. for example. the classroom 
situation draws out your gift. and you may be very effective. But that operation can happen 
without a strong walk with God. Jonathan Edwards. in a sermon on 1 Corinthians 13. says: 

3fany bad men have had these gifts. Many will say at the last day. 'Lord Lord have ~ u e  

not prophesied in thy name? and in thy name cost out devils? and in thy name done 



are....gifts of the Spirit are, as it w r e .  precious jewels, which a man carries about him 
But true grace in the heart is, as it w r e ,  the preciousness of the heart, by which..the soul 
itself becomes a precious jewel ...The Spirit of God may produce effects on many things to 
which he does not communicate himself. So the Spirit of God moved on the face of the 
waters, but not so as to unpart himself to the waters. But when the Spirit by his ordinary 
influences bestows saving grace, he therein imparts himself to the soul .... Yea. grace is as 
it were the holy nature of the Spirit of God impcuted to the s o d "  (Jonathan Edwards. 
Charitu and Its Fruits, Sermon Two) 

Paul's point is that this distinction--between gifts and fruit of the Spirit--is vital to bear in 
mind. Gift operations will always be mistaken for spiritual maturity, a s  evidence that God is 
pleased with your heart and walk with him. But that is not so. And. if anything, we Christans 
living today are in greater danger than in this regard. We live in an  era that can be called the 
age of 'technique'. There has never been a society that has put more emphasis on results and 
skills and surfaces and less emphasis on character and reflection and depth. This is a major 
reason why so many of the most "blessedw ministers often have a moral 'fall" or lapse. Their 
gift-operations have masked the lack of -grace". 

Thesis: A Christian leader leads from character before skill. Character is far more important than 
skills in Chris tian leadership. 

a. The  case put positively. 
There are three basic roles or functions that, a Christian minister has--preaching. 
pastoring/counseling, and leading. No one is gifted or equally gifted in all three areas. and yet 
we must do them all. The greatest factor in the long-term effectiveness of a Christian minister 
is how lor whether) he covers his necessarilv gift-deficient areas with his character. Most of the 
Ieadership literature does tell u s  to know our deficits, our gift-deficient areas. But it usually 
tells u s  to surround ourselves with a team of people with complementary gifts. That is certainly 
helpful. if you can pull it off. But even if you can. that is not sufficient. for your gift-deficient 
areas will undermine you unless there is compensatory godliness. What do I mean? 

1) You man not have strong public speaking gifts. but if you are very godly--your wisdom and 
love and courage will mean that you will be interesting. 2) You may not have strong pastoral or 
counseling gifts (e.g. you may be very shy or introverted. etc.), but if you are very godly--your 
wisdom and love and courage will mean that you will comfort and guide people. 3) You may not 
have very strong leadership gifts (e.g. you may be very disorganized or very cautious by nature), 
but if you are very godly--your wisdom and love and courage will mean that people will respect 
andfollow you 

b. The case put negatively. 
Character is primary. because there is enormous pressure in the Christian ministry towards 
hypocrisy. Christian leadership in a l l  its aspects means you have to tell people every day, "God 
is so wonderfull" This usually is not something you have to do daily in other wa.lks of life. But 
in the ministry. you have to be pointing people in one way or another to God to show his worth 
and beauty. 

But seldom will your heart be in a condition to say such a thing with integnty. You then have 
two choices. Either. 1) you have to have to watch your heart far more closely, warming it up 
continually so you can preach to people what you are practicing, or 2 )  you put on a 
"ministerial" face and air and become something on the outside that you are not on the inside. 
Kuyper somewhere said that Phariseeism is like a shadow--it can be deepest and sharpest 
closest to the light. 



t polarizes 
d thenvise, 

pressures in the ministry on your integrity and character. 

Don't let the pulpit drive you to the word. but Let the word drive you to the pulpit. 

Prepare the preacher more than you prepare the sermon. 

2. The 'GraceW-operation of t h e  Holy Sp i r i t  and preach ing .  
Red spiritual maturity combines qualities of character which cannot be united the natural tP man apart from the transforming power of the Holy Spirit. This is the theme of onathan 
Edwards masterful discourse, 'The Excellency of Jesus Christ".'3 There Edwards claims that 
there is an striking and "admirable conjunction of diverse excellencies in Jesus Christ." He 
shows Jesus combines infinite majesty and glory, yet the lowest humility and meekness. He 
combines infinite justice yet boundless grace. He combines absolute sovereignty and 
dominion. yet perfect submission and obedience. He combines transcendent self-sufficiency, 
yet entire trust and reliance upon the Father. He is the Lamb and the Lion of God, proclaims 
Edwards. Approach him as the Lamb of God. and he will become a Lion for you, defending 
you. But reject him as the Lamb of God. and he will become a Lion against you. "Kiss the Son. 
lest he be angry, and ye perish in thy way." 

Now it is no coincidence that. in Western literature and thought. the ideal hero and man has 
always been one who is both gracious and kind. yet bold and strong. In Sir Thomas Malory's 
ancient history of King Arthur. Sir Ector says of Launcelot. 'Thou wert the meekest man that 
ever ate in hall among ladies: and thou wert the sternest knight to thy mortal foe that ever put 
spear in the rest."73 C.S. Lewis. an e'xpert in medieval literature, e.qlains 
that was the Christian ideal of knighthood. 

7'he important thing about this ideal is, of course, the double demand it makes on human 
nanue. The knght is a man of blood and iron, a manfamiliar with the sight of smashed 

faces and the ragged stumps of lopped-off limbs: he is also a demure, almos t maidenlike, 
guest in hall. a gentle modeit, unobtrusive man He is not a com~romise or h a ~ u  mean 
b e w e n  ferocitu and meekness: he is f ~ r c e  to the nth and meek to the nth..Wha.t is the 
relevance of this ideal to the modem uwrld? It is tembly relevant.. the Middle Ages fved 
on the one hope of the tvorld It may or may not be possible to produce by the thousand 
men who combine the two s d e s  of LacLncelot's character. But if it is not possible. then all 
talk of any lasting happiness or dignity in human society is pure moon. hine. " 74 

Lewis shows in his essay that it is not possible for human nature to combine these two sides. 
Lewis knew that only as the Holy Spirit reproduces the excellency of Christ. can this human 
ideal be realized--the man of humility and power, of justice and grace. of authority and 
compassion. 

What does this have to do Wth preaching? Everything. It is the secret of the power of all the 
great preachers. Peo~le  could see in them the startling and striking union of both 
love/humilitv/~entleness and ~ower/authoritv/courage. 

The sermons and biographies of Spurgeon. Whitefield. and M'Cheyne reveal this character. 
There was a compassion. even a weakness and vulnerability about them. They were 

Works, vol. I, pp. 680ff. 
73 Sir Thomas Malory. Le Morte D'arthur (1485). XX. xii. 
74 C.S.Le-. ' m e  ~eces=Qr of Chvalry" in Present Concerns (Fount. 1986). p. 13. 



No better example of this can be found than in the apostIe Paul. His impact on the 
Thessalonians, for example. flowed out of his character. Read I Thessalonians 2, in which Paul 
recounts his ministry among them. First. there was an intensitv, a courage born of urgency. 
Paul "appeals" (v.3) to the Thessalonians and he "dared to tell you his gospel in spite of strong 
opposition" (v.2). We sense a solemnity and kind of nobility which commands respect. But the 
solemnity has no pompousness or crankiness to it. because there was a humilitv. 'We were not 
looking for praise from men, not from you or anyone else." (v.6) 'We worked day and night not 
to be a burden to anyone while we preached the gospel of God to you." (v.9) Paul was not not 
self-conscious nor a glory-seeker. He is remote from self-importance. Also evident was 
honestv. a directness and plainess of speech. ('You know we never used flattery. nor did we put 
on a mask to cover up greed." -v.6), and affection ("But we were gentle among you. like a 
mother caring for her little children. We loved you so much that we were delighted to share 
with you not only the gospel of God, but our lives as well. because you had become so dear to 
US." -~.7-8). 

It is when a preacher has this same loving boldness that his preaching will be accompanied 
with power. This beautiful Christian character cannot be hidden or faked. Everything about a 
man's carriage and spirit (as well as his words and gestures) reveals these qualities. John Stott 
enumerates them as sinceritv and earnestness (defined as "meaning what you say" and "feeling 
what you ~ay" )~5 .  courage and humility. In two excellent chapters he discusses how critical it 
is for the preacher to clearly e'xhibit these traits in order to be a persuasive speaker. These go 
beyond words and gestures and even audience adaptation. They are the Personal Aspect of 
preaching. 

In summary. a good preacher will combine warmth and force. Without the help of the Holy 
Spirit. I believe all of us tend naturally to incline toward being rnainlv warm and gentle or - 
mainlv forceful and authoritative in the pulpit. We must recognize our imbalance and seek the 
Lord for growth into the fullness of his holy character. 

B. THE " GIFT
w 

-OPERATION OF THE HOLY SPIRIT AND PREACHING. 

I .  Spiri tual  gifts and preaching. 
Having stated the most important matter--that the preacher must exhibit mature. godly 
character--it remains to mention that preaching styles nevertheless differ. because of the 
diversity of gfts. 

I am not sure there is a sirnule gift of "preaching". The classic Greek words for proclamation 
are not in the -@t-lists" of the New Testament. (Unless you want to talk of 'prophets' in 
Eph.4: 1 I--but let's not!) 1 Peter 4: 10 seems to talk of a 'speaking' grft. but the word is so 
general that it is better to understand him as  referring to a category of @ts. (He is perhaps 
dividing the @ts into gifts that involve 'word' and glfts that invoive 'deed'.) Therefore. anyone 
called to preach comes with a different configuration of gifts. One with an evangelistic g i f t  will 
preach differently than one with a teaching gift. mough  &I preachers must evangeke and 
teach. not all preachers have all the gifts. and so they will do so with different degrees of 
emphasis and effectiveness.) One with the gift of exhortation may be more of a "counselor" in 
the pulpit than one with the gift of teaching. and so on. Thus it is very dangerous for a young 
preacher KO seek to emulate exactly the preaching style of a particular great preacher. Of 
course. this is to a great degree unavoidable. It is natural to do imitation until you find your 

75 J.Stott. Setween Two Worlds: The Art of Preaching in the Twentieth Centurv (Eerdmans, 1982). pp. .-.",, 
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Notes from an old preacherh notebook. 
The ^Existential" aspect of preaching has historically been primary in evangelical discussions of 
preaching. But today. in our "how-to" culture. preaching texts major on detarls of preparation, 
structure. and delivery. But i t  was not always so. The following are a series of directions from 
an old Puritan's notebook. Banner of Truth Magazine published them under the heading 
"Sermons--How to Prepare and Deliver Tl1ern."~6 Below are some of the prescriptions for 
preachers: 

"5. Be sure you eye God. his glory, the good of souls; having the day before mastered self and 
man-pleasing ... 

7. Look to your [emotions1 most carefully that they not be (I) feigned. nor (2) forcedly let loose 
to have their full scope; for then they will either overrun your judgement. or be a temptation to 
vain glory. .. 

&...look on the most [affected] faces in the assembly: let them know your preaching is a real 
talking with them, whereby they may be provoked. as i t  were. to answer you again .... 

13. Be sure you feed yourself, on every pause with the people, before you pass it: else that will 
do them little good. and you none a t  all. Oh. taste every bit.. 

19. Be always upon that subject which is next to your heart ... it will stink like kept manna if 
reserved through distrust till next day ... 

23. Do not conceive that your zeal or earnestness will prevail with the people: but the force of 
spiritual reason. the evidence of scripture. and the power of the Holy Ghost." 

It is clear t ha t  in the past. our fathers were not so concerned with how to become a good 
preacher. but with what kind of man is a good preacher. They were wiser than we. 

2.  The Spirit's Anointing and preaching. 
Finaliy. when we say there is an existential aspect to preaching, we are saying that there is no 
preaching without the power of the Holy Spirit operating in the minister. 

a. Scriptural basis. 
Luke 1:15ff.- "[John the Baptist1 shall be filled with the Holy Ghost. even from his mother's 
womb. And many of the children of Israel shall he turn to the Lord their God. And he shall go 
before him in the spirit and power of Elias. to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children. and 
the disobedient to the wisdom of the just." 

Luke 4: 18 - T h e  Spirit of the Lord is upon me. because He hath anointed me to preach the 
gospel to the poor.-." 

Acts 1 :8 - "But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you: and you will be my 
witnesses in Jerusalem. and in all Judea and Sarnaria. and to the ends of the earth." 

Acts 2:4 - "AII of them were frlled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak.." 423 - 'Then Peter, 
fllled with the Holy Spirit said ..." 4:31 -'They were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the 
word of God boldly" 7: 55 - "But Stephen. full of the Holy Spirit ... saw the glory of God ... he 

76 Banner of Truth. pp. 2 1-22. 



I Cor. 2:3-5 - "I came to you in weakness and fear, and with much trembling. My message was 
not with wise and persuasive words. but with a demonstration of the Spirit's power, so that 
your faith might not rest on men's wisdom. but on God's power." cf. 4:19-20 - "I will find out 
not only how these arrogant people are talking, but what power they have. For the kingdom of 
Cod is not a matter of talk, but of power." 

Col. 1:28.29 - 'We proclaim him. admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom ... to this 
end I labor. struggling with all his energy which so powerfully works in me. 

I Thess. 1:5 -"because our gospel came to you not simply with words, but  also with power. with 
the Holy Spirit and with deep conviction ..." cf. I1 Cor. 10:3-5 - "...the weapons of our warfare 
are not fleshly, but  mighty through God to the pulling down of strongholds: casting down 
imaginations, and every high thing that exalts itself against the knowledge of God ..." 

b. How the Holv Spirit Operates in the Preacher. 
Many Reformed preachers put tremendous stress on sermon preparation and then they 
virtually read their sermon. forgetting that He can continue to create the sermon during the 
preaching! On the other hand many other evangelicals seem to think it is "unspiritual" to 
prepare and study. a s  if the Holy Spirit can't operate in the pastor's study before the moment of 
delivery. 

H e  ooerates in the studu, while preparinq. 
1. Through providing knowledge. (I Cor. 2: 11- 14: I John 2:20) In studying the Scripture. He 
can assist you to "behold wondrous things". There can be a significant. even.tremendous clarity 
in the study which later is not there in the pulpit. showing this to be a separate. necessary 
operation of the Spirit. You must cry for light and for preaching themes. You must taste a 
truth before you can feed it to others. 

2. Through providing wisdom. In selecting the most applicable truths to the people takes not 
just mental clarity but also knowledge of human hearts. This operation of the Spirit may come 
in the study and/or in the pulpit itself. When you continually are told by listeners. "I thought 
you must have been eavesdropping on me all week! That sermon was just for me!", you know 
the Spirit is worktng. 

3. Through prayer. (See Section B. Below) 

"Abundant prayer must go with eames t preaching. ... The habit of prayer is good but the 
spirit of prayer is better ... As a rule, we ministers ought never to be many minutes without 
speaking to God and that not as a duty but as an instinct.." (Spurgeon. Lectures to Mv 
Students, p. 196). 

No u u e  compassion for our people will be evident in preaching unless there is a spirit of 
supplications for them ail week. 

He operates in the wul~it. while ~reachinq. 

1. Through providing spiritual freedom. What is this? First. i t  is an ease of verbal expression. 
'The difference between the almost right word and the right word is the difference between the 
lightning bug and the lightning". There is an ease in finding the right verbal channels for your 
thoughts and feelings. And yet. a t  the same time, the Spirit also provids a wise restraint. 'Those 
of us  with the dangerous gift of humor. those of us  from a rough. coarse background. those of 
us iiom a different culture than the hearers. need to be careful here. The Spirit helps us. 



process a lot of information at once. 

"I once counted eight sets of thoughts which were going on in my brain simultaneously. I 
was preaching the gospel with all my might. butfeelingfor a lady who was evidently 
about tofaint..l was wondering f A  felt my rebuke, and praying that B might get 
comfort.." (Spurgeon. Lectures to rnv Students. p. 193) 

3. Through providing spiritual devotion. The preacher is kept consciously before God. When 
Elijah spoke before hostile Ahab. he said he stood before the Lord. The Spirit removes the 
sense that we stand before a congregation. I t  becomes a small thing to be judged by them (cf. I 
Cor. 4). The Spirit enables the preacher to experience the holiness or love. or wisdom of God so 
he can describe what he knows. 

"He can make you feel your subject till it thrills you and you become depressed by it so 
as  to crushed into the earth. or elevated by it so as to be borne on eagles wings; making 
you feel besides your subject. your object. till you yearn for the conversion of rnen..at the 
same time ... you desire that God may be glonid through the truth which you are 
delivering. You are conscious of a deep sympathy with the people ..." (Spurgeon, Lectures 
to Mv Students. p. 1921 

"How does one know it? I t  gives clarity of speech ease of utterance. a great sense of 
auhrity and confidence as you are preaching, an awareness of a powr not your own 
thriUing through your whole being, and an indescribable sense of joy .... when this 
happens you.have a feeling you are not actually doing the preaching, you are looking on" 
Elsewhere he says there is a drfference betuxen the exhiliaration of ego, when you sense 
Ehe approval of people, and the thrill of the Spirits work. When the Spirit anoints you. you 
feel quite smail and unimportant77 

4. Through providing spiritual effect. The preacher is entirely dependent on the Spirit for any 
Iasting effect. You may do accurate exegesis and compose a perfect sermon in terms of 
illustrations and structure. but i t  may be a display of sword play skill instead of any real 
wounding or surgery on the people. Some of us  have enough natural ability intelletually and 
rhetorically to always bring a favorable, even enthusiastic response from the congregation. This 
is no substitute for our real aim. miracles of grace. 

c. How to  encourage rather than quench preaching in the Holv Spirit. 

1. Through personal holiness of life rather than artificiality. We saw that John Stott calls this 
the mark of "sincerity". The wiIlingness to suffer for what we believe. a naturalness of style (not 
a posturing. put on ministerial tone). and consistency of life are the marks of this sincerity. 

2. Through whole-heartedness rather than distraction. This is a matter of the d l .  though it 
has to do with the mind and heart. 

"How few ministers preach with all their might? Alas. we speak so drowsily or gently. 
that sleeping sinners cannot hear ... 0 Sirs, how plainly, how closely and earnestly should 
we deliver a message of such a nature as ours is, when the eueriastzng l fe  or death of 
men is concerned in it.. Whag speak coldly for Cod..? Such a w r k  as preachingfor 
men's saluation should be done with all o w  rmght--that the people canfeel us preach 
when they  hear us" (Baxter. Reformed Pastor. p. 1 10) 

n Uoyd Jones. Preaching and Preachers. p. 3 



tic exposition is good for 
it will take you to truths that are unpopular with the world and/or Christians! 

4. Through humility rather than pride. A requirement for power is the willingness to let the 
Scripture search you. This entails an openness to learn rather than rigidity and predjudice and 
a simplicity of heart. You must seek an ability to stand under the injunctions of the Word even 
as you preach them. 

5. Through weakness rather than strength. Paul said. "for Christ's sake I glory in my 
infirmities, that the power of Christ can rest upon me. For when I am weak, then I am strong." 

There it is. preacher. Go and learn what that means and you will be a mighty minister of the 
Word. How can you glory in your infirmities? This is a discipline by which you constantly 
remind yourself of what you are in yourself. It is a desperate dependence on the Spirit for 
effect-- complete lack of confidence in your natural abilities. But along with this desperation is 
the joyful freedom that comes from knowing nothing rests on your eloquence. your wisdom. or 
your ability. Nothing ever has! Every success and blessing and fruit you have ever born has 
been from Him. 

Tremendous freedom comes when we can laugh a t  ourselves and whisper to Him, "so! it's been 
you all along!" That day will be the beginning of your career as  a preacher. 

C. THE PREACHER'S PRAYER LIFE 

1. Method in Prayer: Below (in the Appendix) we outline a simple way of 'fellowship with 
God'. Rather than simply studying our Bibles and praying in a merely cognitive way, our 4-fold 
outline included the disci~iine of a 'middle' practice ("meditation") between Bible reading and 
prayer as well as the e.wectation of a final practice ("contemplation") that is the fruit of all we 
do. The method: 

Reading (Listening) - Slow. gentle reading of Scripture repeatedly, looking for things not seen. 
appreciated. or enjoyed before. Listening for God's voice and stopping to taste the truth 
as it goes by. Write down main things learned. 

'MIL. -Meditation (Reflecting)- Take each and think out: "How can this lead me 1) to adore God? 2) to 

id$inc confess sin? 3) to petition for grace? And 4) how is Jesus the ultimate a) revelation of 
this attribute. b) solution for this sin. c) source of this grace? 

Prayer (Speaking) - After meditation (or as soon as you become engaged) pray meditations: 11 
adore God. 2) repent for sin. 3) thank for Christ. 4) ask for aid. Then 5) move on to 

I 'kingdom prayer' for individual. church. and world needs. 
n cl - Contemplation (Sensing) - Not as much a fourth 'stage' as the fruit of the rest. It is a spiritual 
is+( iW sense on the heart of the reality of God. It can mingle with the other practices or come 

in strong and displace them. Essence-an adoring gaze at  Him. It is at bottom a gift. 

(Only) if you have learned to do this over longer stretches. eventually you can do the entire 
method in a very short time--even 5-10 minutes. Best example: a familiar Psalm. 

2. Understanding Meditation 

Meditation and Lectio Divina- "Divine Reading" 
"Lectio Divina" isformative reading of the Bible rather than informative reading. 



utting things together, s 
"what would I be if I really did this?" "what kind of God would say this?") 
b. In informative reading, vou e,xamine and ask questions of the te.ut. In formative reading, the 
te.xt examines and asks questions of you. 
c. Informative reading aims at  taking in lots of facts and data--it may move rapidly, picking up 
information. Formative reading, however, is slow reading. I t  aims at  sensing rather than simply 
at  informing. (e.g. That 's wonderful!" 'That is sweet to the taste!" 'That hurts!" 'That's 
beautiful!")Thus formative reading is called Lectio Divina "divine reading". 
d. Formative reading, of course, is much more effective if it follows informative reading. The 
more you understand the text. the more you can stand under it. I t  is hard to "sense" a truth if 
you find it confusing or opaque. or if you don't see the richness of meaning in it. In summary- 
you can do informative reading without formative, but you can't do formative reading (well) 
without first doing informative. Note: Formative reading is not simply an effect of informative 
reading. Often formative reading elicits new deeper understanding of a text's thrust which in 
turn leads for new informative reading. 

Definitions of Meditation 
T o  [meditate] is to descend with the mind into the heart. and there to stand before t h e f i e  of the 
Lord euer-presenf all seeing, within you." Theophan the Recluse 

73e mind must as it were, descend into the heart and then the whole soul ascend to seek for 
and gaze upon the mqjesty of God." Peter Toon 

-By solemn or stated meditation I intend the thoughts of some subject spiritual and divine, with 
the fvcing.forcing, and ordering of o w  thoughts about it. with a design to affect o w  own hearts 
and so& with the matter o f ,  of the things contained in it  By this design it is distinguished from 
the smdy of the w r d  wherein ourprincrple aim is to learn the truth, or to declare it unto others; 
and so also from prayer. whereof God himself is the immediate object. But it meditation it is the 
affecting of o w  own hecm and minds with love, delight. and humiliation." Richard Baxter 

''I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with p o u r  through his Spirit in y o u  
inner being, so that Christ may d w l l  in your hearts through faith And I pray that you. being 
rooted and established in love. mag have power to grasp how wide and long and high and deep 
is the love of Christ and to know this love that surpasses knowledge--that you may be fdled to 
the measure of& thefuuness of God" Eph 3:16-19 

"I keep asking that the God of o w  Lord Jesus Christ the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit 
of wisdom and reuelution so that you may know him better. Ipray also that the eyes of your 
heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the 
riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and his incomparably great power toward us who 
believe." ~ p h  1:17-19 

To bring the truth of God into contact with the center of one's being until the Triune God and 
all Ns Word become real to you so that you seek him. 

Thinking a truth in and thinking a truth out until the ideas become 'big' and 'sweet'. moving 
and affecting. and until the reality of God is sensed upon the heart. 

Meditatlon is strictly speaWng neither the Bible nor prayer but rather is the Bible turning to 
prayer. 

., Descriptions of Meditation 



myself of hauing derived comfort or hwnbling of the soul, and often after having suffered much 
from wandering thoughts ... 
1 scarcely ever suffer in this way now ... 1 began to meditate on the New Testamentfrom the 
beginning. early in the morning ... searching, as it were, every verse to get a blessvlg out of &..not 
for preaching (to others), but for obtainingfoodfor my soul. After afew minutes my soul had been 
led to confession or thanksgivmg, or intercession When thus I have been for a while ... l g o  to the 
next words of the verse, turning all as 1 go into prayer, as the Word may lead to i t  but still 
conrinually keeping before me thatfoodfor my own soul as the object of my meditation ... lt often 
astonishes me that 1 did not sooner see this point" 

George Muiler (1805- 1898). a Christian leader chiefly known for the orphanage he founded, 
and for his spirituality. Soul Food (London. 1897 

'I.. . used to spend abundance of time, in walking alone in the woods, and solitary places, for 
meditation soliloquy and prayer ...A very frequently used to retire into a solitary place. on the 
banks of Hudson's River, at some distancefrom the [New York] city, for contemplation on divine 
things. and secret converse with God: and had many s m e t  hours there.. . . 
'1  had then and at other times, the greatest delight in the holy Scriptures. of any book 
whatsoever. Oftentimes in reading it every word seemed to touch my heart. Ifelt a harmony 
betuxen something in my heart. and those sweet powerful words. 1 seemed often to see so much 
light, exhibited by eve y sentence. and such a refreshing ravishing food communicated, that I 
could not get along in reading. Used oftentimes to dwell long on one sentence, to see the 
wonders contained in it: and yet almost every sentence seemed to be full of wonders .... 
'I .  ..found from time to time, an inward sweetness. that used, as it were, to carry me swag in my 
contemplations, h..a calm. sweet abstraction of soul from all the concerns of this tuorld 
and..fixed ideas and imaginations, of being alone.. sweetly conversing with Christ and wrapped 
and swallowed up  in God The sense 1 had of divine things, would often o fa  sudden as it w r e ,  
kindle u p  a swer  burning in my heah. an ardor of my soul, that I know not how to express ..... 
--Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758) 'Personal Narrative" in A Jonathan Edwards Reader (Yale 
Press) 

Understanding Contemplation 

Teresa of AviIa- 
General description: a) A sense of the reality of God's presence, b) a great assurance of 
belonging to God, c) the soul becomes much more passive than active. d) it is indescribable. e) 
physically affecting a t  the time. and f) character-changing thereafter. General method: Though 
it may begin with words of adoration. i t  is essentially a move to wordless gazing and 
admiration. Stop analytical meditation when this happens. Levels: 
Infused contemplation -a) ability to gaze. b) ability to rest, c) ability to delight. 
I )  Prayer of Quiet - Mental distractions recede. (ability to gaze) 
2) Prayer of Union - Desire for sin/other objects recede. (ability to rest) 
3) Prayer of Conforming Union - Spiritual ecstasy, but the 'wound' of beauty. 

Prayer of Transforming Union - Spiritual ecstasy. and the healing of the wound. 

Welsh Revivals - 
"One Friday night last spnng, when praying b y  my bedside. I seemed to be taken up to a great 
eupanse ... it was communion wlth God Before this 1 had a far-off Cod... Af ter this experience I 
was awakened..~ little after one o'clock, ... I was taken u p  into divine feUowshipfor aboutfow 
hours. What it was I cannot tell you. except that it was divine." -- Evan Roberts (1 904) 



dissolved and to be with Christ; and there was a cry in my inmost soul, with which I was totally 
unacquainted before, it was this--Abbu Father! Abba Father! I could not help calling God my 
Fathec I knew now I that I was his child, and that he loved me; my soul being fdled and 
satiated crying. 'It is enough--it is enough--[ am satisfed: give me strength and I willfollow thee 
through fue and water,' ... there was in me 'the love of God shed abroad in my heart by the Holy 
Ghost' (Rorn5:W' -- Howell Harris ( 1735) 

PascaI and Edwards - 
In the year of grace 1654 Monday 23 November, the day of S t  Clement. Pope and Mariyr..,from 
about half-past ten in the evening till about half and hour after midnight FIRE 
God of Abraham God of Isaac. God of Jacob. 
Not of the philosophers and the learned 
Certainty. Joy. Certainty. Emotion Sight Joy. 
Forgefidness of the world and of dl outside of God 
The wrld has not known thee, but I have known thee. 
Joy! Joy! Joy! Tears ofjoy. M y  God will you leave me? Let me not ever be separated from you 

--Blaise Pascal 

Once. as I rode out into the woods for my health in 1 737, having alighred from my horse in a 
retired place. as my manner commonly had been to walk for dwine contemplation and prayer. I 
had a view thatfor me was e ~ ~ a o r d i n a y ,  of the glory of the Son of God. as Mediator betuxen 
God and m a n  and his wonderful. great. full. pure and s m e t  grace and love, and meek and 
gentle condescension. This grace that appeared was SO calm and sweet--it appeared also great 
above the heavens. The person of Christ appeared ineffably excellent with an excellency great 
enough to s&w up all thought and conception...and I continued in this state near as I can 
judge an hour: which kept me the greaterpart of the time in aJ7ood of tears and weping aloud I 
felt an ardency of soul to be, what I know not otherwise how to express. emptied and 
annihilated. to lie in the dust. and to be f dl of Christ alone, to love him with a holy and pure love: 
to trust in him' to live upon him- to serve and follow him and to be perfectly made pure with a 
divine and heavenly p w i t y .  1 have. several other times, had views very much of the same nature. 
and which b e  had the same affects. 

-Jonathan Edwards. 

Biblical Sources 
Psalm 27:4 
'"l'his sph tuaf  and divine light is... a true sense of the dwine excellency of the things revealed in 
the word of God and a conviction of the truth and reality of them thence arising.... There is a 
twofold knowledge of good of which God has made the mind of man capable. The fust that 
which is rnereiy notional..and the other is, that which consists in the sense of the heart. as when 
the heart is sensible ofpleasure and &light in the presence of the idea of it In the former is 
exercised rnereiy ...the understanding, in distinction from the... diswosition of the SOUL Thus there 
is a d~cerence betureen having an opinion that God is holy and gracious. and hauing a sense of 
the Loveliness and beauty of that holiness and grace. There is a difference between having a 
rational judgment that honey is sweet and having a sense of its srueetness. A man may have the 
former tftat knows not how honey tastes; but a man cannot have the latter unless he has an idea 
of the taste of honey in his mind" - J.Edwards 

Rom.3:15-16: John 16: 23-15 (cf. John14:21-23: 2 C0r.3: 17-18) 
Both Rorn.8 and John 16 speak of truth. In Rom.8: 16 our 'spirits' already know that we are the 
children of God. In John 16 the apostles already have Jesus 'words'. But the promise is that 
the Holy Spirit unll come into our hearts and illuminate what we already know. Contemplation 



real into somet 

IS CONTEMPL PRAYER? 
Describing/Defining. 
--Peter Toon, Anglican author: "Contemplation is ... the attention of the whole soul upon God...The 
whole inner self is quiet and still and looking only unto God in a state of utter reverence, total 
admiration, and whole-hearted worship and adoration " 
-Jordan Aumann. Catholic writer: 'Contemplation signfies knowledge accompanied by 
delight ... that ... arouses admiration and captivates the soul. " 
--Richard Foster. Quaker author. '[Contemplationl is a matter of receiving rather than trying." 
It may begin with words of praise and adoration, but it  essentially moves beyond words and 
analysis to intuitive 'big picture' grasps. So you see to quietly gaze and admire--not analyze. 
'I still think the prayer without w r d s  is the best-ifone can redly achieve it But 1 now see that 
in trying to make it my daily bread I was counting on a greater mental and spiritual strength 
than I really have. To pray successfully without words one needs to be 'at the top of one's form'." 
-- C.S.Lewis. in Letters to Malcolm 

The soul should not stay in meditation, for b its f&iity in rnortif~ation and recollection. it 
ordinarily receives a purer and more intimate prayer.. .consisting in a simple looking or loving 
attention to ... God himself. The soul quitting reasoning, uses sweet contemplation. which keeps it 
peaceful. attentive, receptive of any divine impression the Holy Spirit may communicate. " -- 
Jacques Bousset (1627- 1704). A Short and Easv Wav of Making the Praver of Faith 

4 .  Stages of Prayer 
Once we begin to pray in this way. we inevitably discover that we have commenced a true 
spiritual "journey". Coming into the presence of God is often likened to the ascent of a 
mountain (Psalm 2433-6): 1) On the one hand, a 'mountain' v.3 was a source of clarity (vantage 
point). beauty. and security--this is what it is to find the 'face of God' v.6. 2) On the other hand. 
a mountain is ascended in stages in which clarity. beauty, and security increase in stages. and 
it is a struggle! You literally "wrestle" to the top of a mountain and thus the God whose face we 
seek is the God of Jacob, the wrestler (v.6). Not surprisingly. God shows Moses his glory on a 
mountain. In the famous chapters 33 and 34 we see Moses also wrestles for higher (or deeper) 
IeveIs of fellowship with God. In Exodus 33:7-11 we are told that Moses had 'face to face' 
contact at the tent of meeting. Yet when he asks to see God's glory (v. 18) he is told that to see 
Cad's face is fatal (v.20). What this means--that there is seeing his face and then SEEING HIS 
FACE! There are degrees of prayer and degrees of experience. In one sense, Moses was 'seeing 
his face' in a way that none of the other Israelites were. and yet. in another sense, he hadn't 
really seen the face of God. 
Thus John of the Cross wrote a book called The Ascent of Mount Carmel. Both he and his 
mentor. Teresa of Avila wrote much about stages or 'mansions' along the way into the presence 
of God. These books are helpful and challenging in general ways. They show what we see in 
Moses and in so many of the Psalms--our prayer life is meant to make progress. The problem 
with any of these books is that we enter a very subjective area where there are no f m  (Biblical) 
markers of stage to stage. Nevertheless. over the years. a s  I've read both the more experientially 
reflective Protestants (like Jonathan Edwards and Martin Luther) along with the Catholics, I 
believe I t  would be fair to lay out the following broad categories for the journey of prayer. I 
have deliberately refused to put names on these stages. There are many variations1 Howwer. 
the most basic prayer is based on 'Father-love', trust in our family standing. Soon. howwer. we 
are into dryness and we go on on 'King-love' what we owe him for who he is. Then we break 
through into 'friend love', a giving and receiving of personal truth. Finally there is 'spousal love' 
prayer--a deep and indescnbable filling of the heart with utterly fulfilling love. 

T a  Effect on Praver Effect on Character Effect in Experience 



- 
Matt 6:9 
'Vocal Prayer' was the spiritual directors' way to refer to most basic communication of praise, thanks, 
repentance. and needs to God on the basis of a family-relationship, That is prayer, as defined by Jesus in 
the Lord's Prayer. When we do vocal prayer (aloud or in our hearts) we are getting the spiritual 'minimum 
daily requirement'. It makes us  think of God and orients our lives toward him. If we do it regularly. it 
makes it more difficult to sin by omission or commission. It also brings peace of conscience. Many of us 
are so prayer-deprived that we mistake this peace for real experience of God. 
KING 
"Be Still" Meditation Humbling Dryness: Begin to long - 
Ps.46:lO then recolle&ion: focus 
Once a Christian recognizes the possibilitfes of fellowship with God, the first, pnrnary new element in the 
prayer life is the discipline of meditation and reflection. But very often, the first result of this new 
determination is  what John calls the "night of sense". We come (probably for the first time) to want Cod's 
face much more than we sense i t  It becomes extremely hard to concentrate in prayer. and we get almost 
nothing out of it at all. Many (most) never get farther. John is quite helpful here. 1st. he distinguishes the 
'dark night of sense' from depression or sickness. The dryness and darkness only happens in prayer--if 
you are going about aiI the time in despondency, there's something else going on. 2nd. he shows how the 
dark night is really progress uu the mountain--he even calls it 'dry contemplation'. a) It helps seekers be 
certain they are looking for God, not experiences. You give up the idol of 'feelings' and come to just want 
God. in any way at all. b) In general. it is enormously humbling.Ps.46: 10--Be still and know that I am 
God--is the keynote of this stage. You are being humbled but not abandoned. Indeed you are being 
weaned from the mechanical 'busyness' of the typical quiet time and being stnpped down to a speechless 
(you can't think) dependence on God's great grace w. Newer Christians in particular need to see they 
tend to believe God Ioves them because they love him This 'dark night' humbles us out of that kind of 
works righteousness. 3rd. he calls us to keep to some disciplined times and methods of meditation that 
force you away from completely academic Bible study. Just  endure it and go through it. Cling to the 
truth. even if you feel no love. Remember it can be a greater act of love to pay attention and serve 
someone when our feelings not supporting our behavior. When this stage finally falls away, the first sign 
in the area of experience is called "recollection". It is an unusual clarity or focus. It is like turning around 
on the mountain and reaiizng for the first time you ascended and have some great vistas. 'The truth 
begins to s h e . "  Some truths you feel you knew a long time appear very vivid and alive. Illumination. 
FRIEND 
"A UXL y!" Repentance Prayer Self-knowledge Sweetness: Begin to taste 
Ps.6:8-10 Idol-identification 
As progress in made m prayer. some wonderful times are in store in which the mind becomes extremely 
collected and focused and God's truth becomes quite real to you. However, the new reality and 
dependence on God's grace often means that Cod can show you things about your own heart you have 
not seen before. I t  happens often that episodes in your life in the world might reveal to you depths of 
weakness and sin that you have not seen before. You weren't in a position to handle these--but now you 
are. -2nd in prayer you process them. John of the Cross considered this a second 'dark night' which he 
called the 'night of spirit' in which your idols and sins are more real to you than ever. Now you take the 
new access to God and assurance of his inbite.  meritless grace and apply i t  to your idols. The Puritans 
called this 'mortification'--a deep repentance. It means to recognize the 'sins beneath the sin'--the idols of 
works righteousness (I'U be OK if people like me: I'll be OK if I am successful). Unlike the 'night of sense', 
which many find is only gone through once or twice. these times of repentance are interspersed with 
'answering touches' from Cod. as is so often seen at the end of the Psalms (cf. Ps.6:8-10) Kidner notes 
how often despondent sounding Psalmists experience these times of sweetness and assurance. Times of 
sweetness and assurances of love come through and tell us  he is with us. The new discoveries of your 
spdc controlling sins can be a real token that God is working in your life and can be quite encouraging. 
LOVER 
"Witness" contemplation Hollness Quiet: Begin to know 
Rom.8: 16 Idol-replacement High Assurance of Sonship 
This is Teresa's 'fourth mansion' and it also corresponds to the many high experiences of God that are 
widely reported in times of awakening and revival. Over the years. ~athoiics &d Pentecostals have 
interpreted these experiences in accord with their theology, but I will do i t  in terms of Reformed 
Protestant theology. What people (see J.Edwardsl describe here is more of a passive receiving than what 
is experienced 'lower down the mountain'. There is a consciousness of God's love which comes in very 
'sensibly' and docs not appear to be the same as the sweetness and reality that gradually dawns on you 



as a resuit 
outside--it 
assurance 
Cod's presence. b) the soul becomes much more passive than active, receiving. c) it receives enormous 
assurance of belonging to God, d) it is basically indescribable, el it may be physically affecting at the 
time. and fJ it results in permanent changes in the life. This is also called the 'prayer of quiet'. Meditation 
and inward talking is not necessary, because the love of God is so 'visible' and real. See Screwtape Letter 
lV. These experiences can be "fleeting or prolonged, subtle or pronounced"; I t  is possible to get 'hooked' 
on them--and begin to seek them rather than God. and you may even be subjected to some dryness to 
bring you back to the foundation of it &--a grasp of his free grace. 
"Show Me" Glory Prayer Turning Point Union: Begin to see 
Exod.33: 18 'The World Sings to You" Ecstatic or Abiding Joy 
All the mystical authors--from Edwards to Lloyd Jones  to the Catholic mystics. talk about increasing 
degrees of infused contemplation. It can differ in a) length (from sporadic to much more abiding) and b) 
degree. D.M.LloydJones had an experience one summer that changed his life forever, though he virtually 
never spoke of it. Edwards particularly was adept in describing these higher experiences as a rejoicing in 
God for his own sake--for the sheer beauty of who he is. J E  believed true prayer moves beyond even 
gratitude--in which we are adoring God for how we have profited from God--to an  aesthetic delight in who 
God is in himself. Thus we might have deep experiences of ecstatic joy over his sovereignty and holiness. 
In a famous 'Miscellany' on Holiness. J E  says that when you are rejoicing in God for his own sake--"the 
whole world sings to a holy soul". You begin to appreciate everything in creation--not for what it profits or 
does for you. but what it shows us about the glory of God. Teresa divides these 'higher mansions' into 
another three or four but I have real doubts that it can be broken down so specifically. (But then--what 
in the world do I know???) From what I can tell. the 'higher' experiences more beyond the deep peace of 
knowing love into the joy of knowing his glory. 

Conciusion: Notice 1) The 'key understanding' that moves us from one stage into the next is a 
greater grasp of the freeness of grace--of our justification and adoption. 2) The 'key practice' 
that moves us from one stage to another is just to keep on praying and seeking God rather 
than experience. 



God's presence, b) the soul becomes much more passive than active. receiving, c) it receives enormous 
assurance of belonging to God, d) it is basically indescribable. e) it may be physically affecting at the 
time, and f) it results in permanent changes in the life. This is also called the 'prayer of quiet'. Meditation 
and inward talking is not necessary, because the Iove of God is so 'visible' and real. See Screwtape Letter 
IV. These experiences can be "fleeting or prolonged, subtle or pronounced". It is possible to get 'hooked' 
on them--and begin to seek them rather than God. and you may even be subjected to some dryness to 
bring you back to the foundation of it all--a grasp of his free grace. 
"Show Me" Glory Prayer Turning Point Union: Begin to see 
Exod.33: 18 'The World Sings to You" Ecstatic or Abiding Joy 
All the mystical authors--from Edwards to Lloyd-Jones to the Catholic mystics. talk about increasing 
degrees of infused contemplation. It can differ in a) length (from sporadic to much more abiding) and b) 
degree. D.M.LloydJones had a n  experience one summer that changed his life forever. though he virtually 
never spoke of it. Edwards particularly was adept in describing these higher experiences as a rejoicing in 
God for his own sake--for the sheer beauty of who he is. J E  believed true prayer moves beyond even 
gratitude--in which we are adoring God for how we have profited from God--to an  aesthetic delight in who 
God is in himself. Thus we might have deep experiences of ecstatic joy over his sovereignty and holiness. 
In a famous 'Miscellany' on Holiness. J E  says that when you are rejoicing in God for his own sake--"the 
whole world sings to a holy soul". You begin to appreciate everything in creation--not for what it profits or 
does for you. but what it shows us about the glory of God. Teresa divides these 'higher mansions' into 
another three or four but I have real doubts that it can be broken down so specifically. (But then--what 
in the world do I know???) From what I can tell. the 'higher' experiences more beyond the deep peace of 
knowing love into the joy of knowing his glory. 

Conclusion: Notice 1) The 'key understanding' that moves us  from one stage into the next is a 
greater grasp of the freeness of grace--of our justification and adoption. 2)  The 'key practice' 
that moves us  from one stage to another is just to keep on praying and seeking God rather 
than experience. 



1. BIBLE STUDY. Goal: To understand the truth, 
First: Slowly read a paragraph or a chapter 3-4 times. When a thought or phrase or word 
captures your attention, pause for a moment and thank God for it. Then: Write down answers 
to any one of the following sets of questions. Don't try to do them all (though you may mix 
questions from different sets). 
Set # 1 .  
1. List what i t  tells about God or Christ. 
2. List what it tells us about us or me. 
3. List examples to follow or avoid 

commands to obey 
promises to claim 

Set #2. 
1. The key verse that impressed me. 
2 .  Put verse in your own words. 
3. What is the thought just before 

the verse and just aftef? 
4. Give 2-3 reasons it heiped you. 
Set #3. 
1. What did you like? 
2.  What didn't you like? 
3. What didn't you get? 
4. How can you apply 

what you learned? 

2. MEDITATION. Goal: To sense the reality of the truth in your heart. 
First: 'Write out one or two (at most!) of the main truths you got out of your Bible study. Then: 
For each truth. write out the answers to each of these questions: 
I f  you have little me--just answer the fouowinrr: 
I. How would I be different if this truth was explosively 

alive in my inner most being'? 
2. Why is God showing you these particular things 

today? 
If uou haue more time: 
Adoration: How can I praise God or Christ for what 

this reveals about him? (Think of a t  least 2 or 3) 
Confession: What wrong behavior. harmfirl emotions. 

false attitudes result in me when I forget he is 
like this? (Think of a t  least 2 or 3) 

Thanksgiving: Thank God that you ant saved by grace 
through Jesus, not by your performance. How 
can this grace in CMst  help you overcome the sins 
you just confessed? 

Supplication: What do I need do or to become in light of 
this? Ask him for it! 

3. PRAYER. Goal: To see God work in the world and in your life. 
First: pray especiaily for the things that came out of your meditation. Then: Pray through a 
prayer list of things to ask God for regularly. 

Praise and Thank him for things you saw today. 



list. 
list: for self, for family, for friends, for church. for the 

world. 

Suggested passages to start: 

John 1:l-14 Psalm 1 
John 1 : 19-28 Psalm 4 
John 1:29-42 Psalm 19 
John 1 :43-51 Psalm 32 

INTERMEDIATE DEVOTIONAL PLAN 

Traditional evangelical Protestant spirituality is 'the Quiet Time": a) I study the Bible. I learn 
what the Bible teaches. b) Then I pray. I pray for God to help me do what I've learned, and I 
pray for the needs of my person. family, church, and world. However, many Protestants and 
Catholics realized that such a practice never gets us to the experience of God that the 
Psalmists aspired to. often had. and called others to (Psalm 27. 63, 84). The "secret" (if that is 
the right term) is discipline of a 'middle' practice (meditation) between Bible reading and prayer 
and the exuectation of a final practice (contemplation) that is the fruit of all we do. Martin 
Luther clearly directs and discusses all four practices in A Simple Way to Pray while John of 
the Cross wrote: "Seek in reading (lectio) and you wll find in meditation; knock in prayer and it 
will be opened in contemplation. (Saymgs 8 158) 

I .  Lectio: Reading 

Description: Lecrio Divina or "divine reading" sometimes refers to the entire 4 pans of prayer, 
but usually it  refers to a devoted study and consideration of a text of the Scripture. Its 
goal is to personalize the word and to hear God speaking to you hear and now. Lectio 
assumes that you already understand the passage in a general way. If the text is 
confusing or opaque to you. you need to study it first. Lectio 'proper' means to read it 
gently and slowly, aiming more at aims a t  weighing and tasting the truth as it goes by. 

Practice: 
If you have longer amount of time. study the text first. Outline the text. Then 

If narrative passage. ask: 1) What is the problem--what task is made difficult or threatened? 21 
What is the resolution--how is the task completed? 3) What is the purpose of the story tellef? 
If discourse passage. ask: 1) What words/ideas are repeated or central-and w h p  2) What 
comparisons or metaphors are used--and what do they show? 3) What cause-effect or general-to- 
particular relationships can be seen between clauses or paragraphs--and what do they teach? 
After either kind. ask: What do I learn 1) about God or Christ: a) Who he is. b) what he's done. 
2) about me or us. 3) about our salvation: a) cross. b) community, cl new creation. 41 about how 
we should live: a) examples to follow. b)comrnands to obey, c) promises to claim 
Look up difficult words or comments in reference material. Finally--outline it again. 

Then. do the slow 'spiritual reading'. 
Prepare: Be aware of his presence: Seek full attentiveness: Know he wants to connect 
Read slowly. When a thought or phrase or word captures your attention. you stop and 
dwell on it. Some things will 'resonate' or strike you or surprise you. 
A good method: Repeat the word(s) or phrase over an over internally or out loud-- 
staying with it till you've drained the new thought or sense you've just had. Then move 
on until another part engages you. 



list. 
ay former items on your prayer list: for self. for family, for friends, for church, for the 

world. 

Suggested passages to start: 

John 1: l -14 Psalm 1 
John 1: 19-28 Psalm 4 
John 1:29-42 Psalm 19 
John 1:43-51 Psalm 32 

INTERMEDIATE DEVOTIONAL PLAN 

Traditional evangelical Protestant spirituality is 'the Quiet Time": a) I study the Bible. I learn 
what the Bible teaches. b) Then I pray. I pray for God to help me do what I've learned, and I 
pray for the needs of my person. family, church, and world. However, many Protestants and 
Catholics realized that such a practice never gets us  to the experience of God that the 
Psalmists aspired to, often had, and called others to (Psalm 27,  63. 84).  The "secret" (if that is 
the right term) is discipline of a 'middle' practice (meditation) between Bible reading and prayer 
and the expectation of a final practice (contemplation) that is the fruit of all we do. Martin 
Luther clearly directs and discusses all four practices in A Simple Way to Pray while John of 
the Cross wrote: "Seek in reading (lectio) and you will find in meditation; knock in prayer and it 
will be opened in contemplation. (Sayings X 158) 

I .  Lectio: Reading 

Description: Lectio Diuina or "divine reading" sometimes refers to the entire 4 parts of prayer. 
but usually it refers to a devoted study and consideration of a text of the Scripture. Its 
goal is to personalize the word and to hear God speaking to you hear and now. Lectio 
assumes that you already understand the passage in a general way. If the text is 
confusing or opaque to you. you need to study it first. Lectio 'proper' means to read it 
gently and slowly, aiming more a t  aims a t  weighing and tasting the truth as it goes by. 

Practice: 
If you have Ionger amount of time. study the text first. Outline the text. Then 

If narrative passage. ask: 1 )  What is the problem--what task is made difficult or threatened? 21 
What is the resolution--how is the task completed? 3) What is the purpose of the story tellex? 
If discourse passage. ask: 1) What words/ideas are repeated or central--and why? 2) What 
comparisons or metaphors are used--and what do they s h o d  3) What cause-effect or general-to- 
particular relationships can be seen between clauses or paragraphs--and what do they teach? 
After either kind, ask: What do I learn 1) about God or Christ: a] Who he is. b) what he's done. 
21 about me or us. 31 about our salvation: a) cross. bl community, cl new creation. 41 about how 
we should live: a) examples to follow. b)commands to obey, c) promises to ciairn 
Look up difficult words or comments in reference material. Finally-outline it again. 

Then, do the slow 'spiritual reading'. 
Prepare: Be aware of his presence: Seek full attentiveness: Know he wants to connect 
Read slowly. When a thought or phrase or word captures your attention. you stop and 
dwell on it. Some things will 'resonate' or strike you or surprise you. 
A good method: Repeat the word(s) or phrase over an  over internally or out loud-- 
staying with it till you've drained the new thought or sense you've just had. Then move 
on until another part engages you. 



d i ta t io :  Ref lec t ing  

Description: Now in meditation, we take the 'radioactive'. Phrases, verses, and ideas and we 
now reflect on the truth deeply. The purpose is to bring the mind into contact with the 
heart so as to move into a deeper sense of God's (and his truth's) reality and presence. 
Meditation is not simply thinking, nor simply praying (see Ps 103): It is the descent of 
mind with truth into the inmost heart, until whole being yearns for God. 

Practice: 
Method #1 - Choose 2-2 verses or sentences (from your lectio). 
0 Go through, the text repeatedly, each time putting the vocal emphasis on a different word. 

Ask: "How does this emphasis bring out another aspect of truth? What particular truth 
does this word bring out? What would be different if the word was missing?" 

0 Ask: "why is God showing me this now, today?" 
Method #2 - Choose 1-2 verses or sentences (from your lectio). 

Teaching: What is the basic truth or teaching this conveys? 
Adoration: How can I adore God for this? (What attribute does it show?) 
Confession: What wrong thoughts. feelings, behavior happen when this is forgotten? 
Thanks: How is Jesus the ultimate revelation of this attribute and/or the ultimate 
answer to this sin? How is this sin being caused by an inordinate hope for some-one or 
some-thing to give me the satisfaction that only Jesus can really give me? 

0 Supplication: What do I need from God if I am to realize this truth in my life? 

3. Oratio:  Praying 

Description: While lectio is Iistening intently to God. and meditatio is intently speaking to your 
own heart. oratio is turning back to God and speaking to him about what you are 
learning and hearing. Prayer after meditation is almost always more engaged a t  a 
deeper level of spiritual awareness. You begin with praying your meditations. Then (if 
allowed-see below) you can proceed to 'kingdom prayer' and petition for needs. 

Practice: 
Pray "Adoration" back to him. Tell him what you love and adore about him. Visualize: how 
the world would be different if everyone saw this glory. Yearn for it. 
Pray "Confession" back to him. Admit what you have done, what you are. Visualize: What 
would you be like if this truth were explosively present in your life? Yearn for it. Have a 
"colIoauv": Imagine God responding to your repentance in words of other Scripture. 
Pray 'Thanks for Christ" back to him. Remember some narrative from the life of Christ 
where he exhibited the trait you are thanking him for. Thank him for what he's done. 
Pray "Supplication" back to him. Ask him for what you need to be and do what this truth 
points to. Now move on to more general kingdom prayer--asking for the "kingdom to come" 
in your own life. in the lives of people you know and love. in the needs and the Ufe of the 
city and the world. 

4. Contemplatio: Sensing 

Descriptfon: Usudy. though not always, during Lectio or Meditatio. or Oratio, there is an 
engaging and you begin to get a 'sense on the heart' of the cognitive truth(s) you are 
reflecting on. More moderate levels can be described as "sweetness" (Ahl) or 
"illumination" (Ahal) At the more profound levels (there seem to be several). you 
experience what has been called "infused contemplation" ('Infused" means 'given' or 



Ps.27: 1: Rom.8: 15-16. 
Practice: "Contemplation" is really a pure gift (as 'infused' indicates). The moments can 

happen anywhere in your time of devotion--or anywhere. I t  may be "fleeting or 
prolonged, subtle or pronounced". I t  can mingle with the flow of your meditation and 
prayer or even the lectio. Your God is passing by, and you aren't consumed because you 
are hid in Jesus. I t  is thus not completely proper to speak of "method except to say 
this: since it essentially a wordless gazing and admiration. don't try to stick to any 
scheme or method if i t  comes strongly. Luther said "when the Holy Spirit starts this-- 
break off from your meditation routine. It is clarity-reality, an ability to rest, an ability 
to delight in his beauty for itself. I would "try" to contemplate a t  the very end of every 
devotional period. if it hasn't 'happened'. I simply try to gaze adoringly at  what I've seen 
of him that day, without inner comment. But real contemplation is out of our control. 

C. AN ADVANCED PRAYER PLAN 

When you have-- 
One hour: Two hours: Three  Hours: 
Prep and Lectio - 30" Prep and Lectio - 60" Prep and Lectio - 75" 
Meditation - 15" Meditation - 30" Meditation - 45" 
Affective (short) and Contempl- 10" Affective and Contempl - 20" Affect acontempi - 40" 
Kingdom Prayer - 5" Kingdom Prayer - 10" Kingdom Prayer - 20" 

Evening Prayer (or Short)  - 15-20" - stream prayer 
Adorat~on Psalm 
Repentance Psalm 
[Teaching Psalm] 
Comm~tment 

PREPARATION: 
Goal: 'Inner collectedness' 1) Realize his presence. 2) Gather your attention, 3) Ask for illurnation. - 
HOW? - 
1. Pray an invocation verse. 

a) tells me about God's presence. availability of fellowship or his desire for it: 
Psalm 16:8: 27:4. 9-10; 40:16: 43:4: 63:l-3; 67:l; 84:5-7: 103:l-2; 139: 7-10; 
Matt. 1 1 :28-30; John 4:23 

b) Meditate--each word: 'what is the teaching?" 'what is the opposite?" 
c) Pray it. 

2. Re-collection. 
a) Become aware of God's presence in the room. 
b) Remember his worth. that knowing him now is more important than anything else 
that might distract or concern me. 
C) Reject/repent of coming to Nm for any reason exc his own beauty. 
dl Give up: small ambitions to be sucessful. agenda/plans, worries/cares. 
e) Ask to attend to him fully. 
fl Write distracting thots on a notepad; return to it after devotions. 

3. Pray an illumination verse. 
a) h illumination verse tells me about how God can enlighten. speak to me: 

Ps.43:3: Ps. 119-any 3-4 verses1 Eph. 1: 17-19: 3: 16-19: Rev.3: 19-20 

SPIRITUAL E A D I N G  (QuicMy): 



taste it. 
1.  Observe: a) Longer texts. outline the text--identify parts w/titles. b) Shorter texts or chosen 
te,uts. paraphrase and/or emphasize each word. 
2. Interpret: a) Narratives: (1) imagine perspective of characters. 'If I was there. what would I 
have seen or felt?" (2) Ask: who (is it about)? what (is being done)? why (is i t  being done)? why 
is this here? b) Discourse: (1) ask what repetitions. comparisons/contrasts, cause-effects 
mean--why used? (2) visualize any comparisons which are images/metaphors. What do they 
mean e.g. to 'drift'. to be 'risen with Christ', to be 'light of the world', that 'rod comforts? c) 
Both: where is this most unlike that which it is most like? d) Optional: Outline/paraphrase 
again 
3.DistiII teaching: a) About who God is, b) what he does or hQs done, c) About who we are. d) 
what we should be/do--(l) e.xamps. (2) commands, (3) promises: (4) cross. (5) commun. (6) new 
creation. 

MEDITATIVE PRAYER (Repeatedly): 
Goal: Illumination. To listen to the Lord (let the text ask you questions). - 
How? 
A. Regular - Choose one or two 'teachings': 
I .  Teaching- About who God is and what he's done: about who we are and what we should do? 
2. Adoration - How can I love and praise God on the basis of this? Pray the tmth/text back to 
him. 
3. Confession - How am I failing to realize this in my life? Confess the tmth/text back to him. 
4. Thanks - How is Christ the ult revelat of this and ult ans to this sin of mine? Thank him 
that he is. 
5. Supplication- How does this show me what I should or can be and do? Ask him for it. 
'Colloquy' - Speak to God about each and imagine (Biblically) his response to each. 
B. At Length - Choose several 'teachings': 
1. How can I love and adore God on the basis of this? What do I see here that I can praise him 
foi? Have a colloauv--tell him. Pray the truth or best the te.xt back to him. Listen! Write down 
what seems to be the likely response of God to what you say. 
2. What can I confess to God on the basis of this? Visualize: What would I be like if this truth 
were explosiveIy present in my life?What wrong behavior, harmful emotions, false attitudes 
result in me when I forget he is like this or has done this? 
Have a colloaw--tell him. Pray the truth or best the text back to him. Listen! Write down what 
seems to be the likely response of God to what you say. 
3. How can I thank Christ for how he is the ultimate revelation of this attribute of God and the 
ultimate answer to this sin or need of mine? Visualize: What is he really like if this is true? 
Have a colloauv--tell him. Pray the truth or best the text back to him. Listen! Write down what 
seems to be the likely response of God to what you say. 
4. What can I ask God to do in me and through me? How would I be different if this truth were 
powerfully real to me? 
Have a collouuv--tell him. Pray the truth or best the text back to him. Listen! Write down what 
seems to be the likely response of God to what you say. 

Transition: If the afli&g experience ('sweetness") and insight experience ('seeing") proceeds. 
you are on the doorstep of contemplation. Simply sit quietly and enjoy God and what he has 
shown you. Don't ask--just admire and adore. If not proceed to repentance daily. 
At least once a week do this 'at length." 

AFFECTIVE PRAYER. (Differently) 
Coal: Love, To take the affections of heart off of false objects and offer up the heart to the Lord. - 


