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I. INTRODUCTION

Like many of us in the conservative wing of the Restoration Movement,
 I was exposed to biblical preaching for several years before I moved to the Boston area. There I entered graduate school and also became part of the Lexington Church of Christ. I was starry eyed and mesmerized with the ministry, hoping in my heart one day to become an effective preacher myself. Whereas I had been accustomed to very textual and often dry preaching, in Boston the messages were dynamic, challenging, and motivating. The two years I spent there were a time of spiritual growth, which eventuated in my relocating to London, as part of the first foreign planting. In Boston, although the Bible was certainly taught, the emphasis was more on the practicals. Theology was a bit suspect.
 

The preached messages often featured spiritual meanings in the biblical text—meanings that I had never seen before. Hermeneutically speaking, eisegesis
 was probably more common than exegesis.
 Everything seemed to be interpreted to support a few vital refrains: all church members must be committed to the body; the purpose of a Christian is to win others to Christ; we are all called to be discipled by more mature Christians. These doctrines were discovered in even the most unlikely passages. I remember one of the first messages I heard, in 1980. It was a message on 1 Samuel 15, where Samuel challenges Saul, “Did not the Lord send you on a mission?” The mission, at that time, was to annihilate the Amalekites. Yet the point made was that the Lord has sent us on a mission—the Great Commission. Was that really what the Spirit wanted us to take home from the study? Not a bad point, but it hardly flowed from the morning’s text. Yet because the church was growing rapidly, I dared not question the questionable or doubt the dubious. Growth was seen as a clear sign of God’s presence, and his blessing seemed to be on the church. After all, could it really be that wrong to force a fanciful interpretation out of a passage when so many people were being helped?

In 1982 I moved to Europe, and all together lived abroad for some 12 years. The British are far less impressed with peppy messages, and those three-point sermons are not always heard the same as they are by American ears. Perhaps this is because most Britons have little Christian background, whereas in the States it is often assumed. The residual Sunday school knowledge, or a vague sense of guilt for not fulfilling one’s Christian duty, may make the Americans more open to emotive preaching, even when not grounded firmly in scripture. The Britons needed, and appreciated, more instruction—especially the university students with whom I was spending most of my time. They—like most Europeans—are less moved by “rah rah rah, siss boom bah”!

In the years abroad I learned that what Christians most appreciate is knowledge of the Bible. Knowledge of the Word leads to a deeper knowledge of God. This is what keeps us faithful long term. As campus minister, though I had not rejected my training in Boston, and still relied upon fanciful exegesis from time to time, I was learning to think differently about the Bible. The following year, 1983, I spent an entire month in Asia. I believe that exposure to the world (internationally) led me to consider alternative ways of understanding scripture and new ways to present it effectively. 

Finally, in 1989 my wife and I, with our infant son, moved to Sweden. During our years in Scandinavia we saw how deeply hearts were moved by simple expository preaching.
 Bible study—lots of it—kept people faithful. And most of those Swedish members are still faithful to God to this day. This is true to the extent that they were not relying on the word of man, but rather on the word of God (1 Thessalonians 2:13).

Since the 1990s, when we relocated to the United States, I have been working in the international teaching ministry. Twenty to thirty trips a year have afforded many opportunities to observe preaching that brings lasting results, and preaching that leads to congregational dysfunction. From 1995 to 2003, designing and supervising a two-year plan of biblical training for preachers around the world, I became aware of the struggle many ministers of the gospel have finding time to study and prepare. The majority of those who completed the course
 desired to read more, prepare better, and take their own biblical learning to a deeper level, but time constraints in many cases made this unfeasible. They were under pressure to teach, preach, counsel, evangelize, disciple—and for an increasing number, to fulfill their God-given duties as husbands and fathers. In a number of ministries, the theological and exegetical principles emphasized in the course clashed with the local philosophy of ministry.
 
During these years, I became more and more deeply convicted of several things:

· Most church members often know little of the Bible.

· Many church leaders know only slightly more than the members.

· The rising generation of Christians was going to suffer enormously if this failure to educate biblically were not rectified.

By 1995 I was becoming more and more outspoken about the need to “feed the flock.” By 1999 I was convinced that on our present track, relegating Bible teaching to the occasional midweek lesson or teaching day, we were going to fail in our common quest to evangelize the world. In 2000 my paper “Statistics and Church Growth”
 urged leaders worldwide to stop relying on numbers, goals, and quotas to move the church forward, and rather to trust that the Lord will bless us if we give up our humanistic approach and emphasize those things the Word emphasizes. 

I do not want to suggest that I am a self-made preacher. I was trained. Without training from other men who were better speakers than I, there is no way that I would have progressed. (Moreover, I was a slow learner, as those who remember my earlier attempts at preaching will testify!) Nor do I mean to imply that I have always been a careful expositor of God’s word, for I have not. I am, like all of us, a product of my conditioning. And I still make mistakes. I too felt significant pressure to produce, and even with eight years of postgraduate theological education felt the “tug.” I wanted to prepare well and be faithful to God’s word, yet expectations often made adequate preparation challenging.  But this does not disqualify me from pointing out a need. Worldwide, we have seen a generation of preachers rise up who are not trained in theology, and who routinely misuse scripture to support the agenda that had been passed on to them. This only propagated wrongs, depriving listeners of the tools to properly assess what they were hearing.

This paper addresses philosophy of ministry. Just as every person on the planet has a philosophy, or worldview, so every preacher of the word has a philosophy of preaching, whether he knows it or not. It is the contention of this paper that an unhealthy approach to preaching has spiritually hindered congregations worldwide. Let us analyze the basic components of the most recent philosophy in many churches, with some biblical suggestions as to a more healthy direction for our churches in the future. 

II. AN UNHEALTHY PHILOSOPHY OF PREACHING 

Before I go any further, it must be conceded that many preachers (a number of whom continue in the pulpit) have tried for many years to be faithful to the Word. They have been diligent in their preparation and communication of the message. Not that all are not guilty of mistakes, but in general, they have been faithful stewards of what has been entrusted to them. Certainly there have existed for years models of godly leadership—where men have been teaching God’s word with integrity and healthy congregations of God’s people have thrived. This must be emphatically acknowledged.

The following, it should be understood, is a composite description of the preacher who is in need of further theological and ministerial training.  Once again, this does not apply to every preacher in our association of churches. It only applies to those who have yet to learn the valuable spiritual lessons God has been teaching us lately about a healthier view of ministry. Let us consider the preacher’s view of the Word, himself, and those to whom he speaks. 

A. The preacher’s view of the Bible

1. “Interpretation is not necessary” (“the Bible speaks for itself”). Interpretation may be defined as “coming to understand the text through a study of its grammar and historical and literary context.” It is not possible to study the Bible “without interpretation.” Moreover, there are two sorts of interpretation: careful and careless. The oft-heard sentiment that “the Bible interprets itself” is misleading. Yes, some scriptures are easily understood and require little study to comprehend. And yet, no, many passages require a significant degree of work on our part before we understand them. Suggesting that anyone can grasp the original meaning of the text without spadework imparts a false sense of confidence. It simply isn’t true!

This is not to say that anyone can’t pick up a Bible and understand the basic points quite easily. The central teachings leap out and arrest our attention. And yet there are a good many other doctrines ranging through various levels of importance, and which require some study before they may be apprehended. Background knowledge is important! For example, without sufficient grounding in the Old Testament, how many preachers can accurately expound the New Testament?

I recall a message delivered by one young evangelist—who, though well intentioned, lacked biblical training. In his zeal to urge members to be committed to all the services of the church, he seized upon the “Sabbath day’s walk” (Acts 1:12). His conclusion was that the early Christians were so devoted to the Lord that on the Sabbath they would walk all day to make it to church. The Sabbath day’s walk is the maximum distance the rabbis allowed anyone to walk on the Sabbath, or 2000 cubits; long walks were classified as “work,” and thus ambulation was strictly limited. How did the church feel as the young evangelist went on and on about the “Sabbath day’s walk”? 

It’s not that his point was rejected outright—the point that we need to put the Lord first. But the misuse of scripture was embarrassing. It is also a clear example of the need for interpretation. Interpretation, once again, is not optional, but crucial. It is hard work. For me, a preacher now for over twenty years, I still spend about five hours preparing privately for each hour speaking publicly.
 I am not aware of any short-cuts in the process. Once again, interpretation requires effort, concentration, and discipline. 

2. One version only. No one Bible version is infallible, only the original manuscripts. Surely we should encourage members to utilize a multiplicity of translations. This is the best way to avoid sectarian or idiosyncratic interpretations. Listeners should benefit from the richness of the full spectrum of available versions, lessening the possibility that they will be subjected to wrong teaching based on peculiar translation choices.

One very unfortunate doctrine promulgated for years is that God is looking for dynamic leaders who are “forceful men.” The original Greek of Matthew 11:12, as well as translations in nearly every language, indicate that these are violent men. The NIV, however, first translated the word as “forceful,” and some church leaders misread the passage and commended “forcefulness” as an essential quality of leadership. Yet always getting one’s way would hardly qualify as a spiritual quality, biblically speaking.
 

We often derided the “King James” people, pointing out that the KJV was not inspired, and contained a number of errors. And yet so many NIV readers have fallen prey to the same error. There may be “one Lord, one faith, and one baptism,” but there is certainly not “one translation.”

3. "Reverse sermon construction" (building the sermon backwards from "the needs" and then finding scriptures to support the preacher's points, rather than moving from the text and its implicit points to practical application). This is not to say there is anything wrong with preaching to meet needs. Paul’s letters are a good example of this.
 Yet it takes faith to believe that moving carefully through a passage will actually meet needs in the body. Some preachers are afraid such preaching will damage the church or slow it down. I have always respected those brothers who think differently, who proceed methodically (and inspiringly) through a book of the Bible in an expository preaching or teaching series. They are confident that the Lord, as the one who best knows what the people need, will meet the needs through the preaching of the text. After all, God is the one who “makes it grow” (1 Corinthians 3:5-7). 

For instance, a church leader wants to teach a congregation to be more sacrificial in their giving. He also is concerned that there is not enough evangelism, and some even of the members are not attending services. First, let me say, for the record, that I do believe in and consistently advocate sacrificial giving, evangelism, and church attendance. Yet these three “needs” have been uppermost in the mind of the preacher. Regardless of the original emphasis of the portion of John he is preaching from, or what Paul really meant when he wrote 1 Thessalonians, the preacher ingeniously finds ways to use the scriptures to teach church attendance and financial sacrifice. Again, it’s not that these are taboo subjects or should never be addressed publicly. But members tire quickly of repetitive calls to attend, give, attend, give, reach out, sacrifice, attend… I believe that when Christians are fed, they will grow, and then evangelism, financial sacrifice, and devotion to the body will come as natural results.

My wife remembers well my preaching in 1994. It did not matter what topic I was expounding, I almost always managed to work Acts 2:38 into the sermon. (Whether or not it was even vaguely germane to the topic at hand!) Perhaps I did this because of the pressure evangelists were under at that time to “produce,” to baptize. While inserting one’s own agenda in such cases is understandable, and perhaps excusable for a younger preacher, this is hardly the way to preach. Stick to the text!

In contrast to the typical Sunday morning fare, the expository message has great authority. The message may develop a single passage of scripture, but it does so with depth, sensitivity, and conviction. Everyone learns and the Spirit speaks through the Word. Or perhaps the message is topical. Even then, it is enhanced and made truly most biblical when delivered in an expository manner, and with proper exegesis of the text. Purely topical (but non-expository) messages tend to be shallower, and eventually leave listeners starved. Since they are learning little (if any) new material, they increasingly tune out and filter the sermons, which have become boring. 

To sum up, it’s not a question of expository preaching or topical preaching. They can be done simultaneously. Preaching to meet needs is a fine thing. Creating programs that equip the congregation to do the work of the church (Ephesians 4:11-16) falls within the legitimate ambit of the church leader. What is being lamented is not his desire to lead or even to see results, but his lack of respect for the Scriptures. 

4. Shotgun approach (rather than preaching a “bullet,” in the words of Haddon Robinson
). The sermon is not a coherent whole, but rather a string of mini-sermons. This approach seems to flow from an excessively needs-based mentality. The most commonly heard sermon covers on three or four topics; rather than one subject being developed carefully, several smaller subjects are covered in a more cursory manner. The listeners are unlikely to remember anything more of the message than the occasional illustration; their biblical knowledge has not deepened. A study of sermons in the book of Acts, however, shows that messages generally covered only one subject. There was a single line of thought developed and a single point driven home. The letters, which are more didactic, addressed multiple needs, but the preached message was much more streamlined.

5. Slipshod exegesis (citing proof-texts without regard for their original contexts). It has been commonly thought that, as long as the point being made is a true one, it does not matter if it is supported by a passage out of context. Yet the ends do not justify the means. The preacher is charged by God to exercise special caution, not drawing distinctions where none exist biblically (2 Timothy 2:15). Every public lesson is in a sense a model in interpretation, in how to handle the scriptures. If the listener learns wrong methodology, he or she becomes vulnerable to errant theology.
 Of all people, the preacher of God’s word must strive to ensure he preaches only what the word teaches, and that his life corresponds with the truths he would enjoin upon others.

B. The preacher’s view of himself

1. Quasi-inspired claims (the preacher states or implies that he has received his message from the Lord). When a speaker says "The Lord put it on my heart," or expects the crowd to receive all his opinions as though they were gospel, he may be unconsciously shutting others down.
 Yet even in the days of inspiration, when apostles spoke and the gift of prophecy was present, Paul suggested the church was to evaluate the message, holding on to what is right and rejecting what is wrong (1 Thessalonians 5:19-22). No one is above evaluation. Otherwise, listeners may fall into the idolatry of worshiping the speaker and his words. Or, at the other end of the register, cynicism may result. The Bereans (Acts 17:10-12) seem to have been commended not because they unquestioningly heeded the apostle Paul, but because of their careful approach to learning biblical truth.

2. The preacher is qualified to preach merely by virtue of ministry “impact” (not biblical knowledge). And yet both are important, biblically speaking. Certainly a man has no business preaching if he himself has not made Jesus Lord and does not expect others to do the same. He must be a man of conviction, holding on to the deep truths of the faith with a clear conscience. (He does not “fake” his conviction or zeal; he is deeply convinced of the gospel and has accepted its implications for himself and the world in which he lives.) Nor does a man have any business in the pulpit if he is not well grounded in the word of God, or is not striving to think theologically. In addition, theological depth is correlated with personal depth. A shallow man is unlikely to preach a profound message.

Many of us preachers were brought up on Mark 3:14 and Luke 6:39-40. We walk with another evangelist, and thus learn “practically” how to be ministers of the word. Actually, the antithesis between academic and practical has been overstated. Careful, expository preaching is highly “practical.” It helps people become Christians, remain Christians, attend church, sacrifice financially, spread the word to others, minister to others in the body, etc. 

When we are fully trained, we will be just like the one training us. And yet in many cases the one who trained us was not fully qualified himself. Besides, there is a strong warning in James 3:1: those who teach will be judged more strictly. Apprenticeship is a fine thing, but if it does not include a thorough grounding in the scriptures, well beyond mastery of 50 or 60 passages in a basic study series, it is not the apprenticeship of Christ. He often taught his disciples. He opened the scriptures to them. He grounded them in the word of God.

Unfortunately, many times we preachers were not only “trained” and “appointed,” but were frequently also assessed on our bottom line performance. The crucial questions I heard over and over again:

· Is your ministry growing?

· Are you “hitting contribution”?

· Are you going to reach your goals?

Yet the bottom line in the New Testament was not the number of baptisms a church was having, or how much money was given. These are scarcely emphasized at all! Rather, the Spirit emphasizes in the New Testament such things as the preeminence of Christ, the importance of one-another relationships, grace, endurance, and joy. In my experience, I was only occasionally asked, “Are the members praying and growing in their knowledge of the word? Are relationships close? Are people really happy?”

A reductionist approach elevates productivity and minimizes spiritual health—and can leave people feeling useless. That is because it reinforces the clergy-laity division, implying that spirituality consists not so much in knowing the Lord (which after all is quite a subjective matter) as in rather narrow definitions of “fruit.” 

3. He is uniquely “in the ministry” (and others are not). In his thinking, “ministry” is the realm of full-time, paid church workers. This approach tends to marginalize everyone else, creating a one-track pathway to holiness.
 How damaging to restrict “ministry” to those paid by the church; does not the Word say that we all have areas of ministry (Ephesians 4:11-16, 1 Peter 4:8-11, etc)? The clergy-laity division of denominational Christianity has permeated our churches to the core. Denominational Christianity has forgotten that we are all fellow-ministers of reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:18-6:1). Such thinking will not easily be unlearned. 

Of course this is not to say that there are no biblical leadership roles! The scriptures teach clearly and frequently about the roles of elders, evangelists, and other positions of leadership. Moreover, these roles are to be respected.

C. The preacher’s view of the congregation

1. Performance theology (a nod is given to grace, but everything and everyone is evaluated in terms of deeds). Overemphasis on results rather than the roots of right behavior leads to legalism and joyless religion. This is unhealthy because listeners tend to respond in one of two ways. Either they develop false guilt, or religious pride. 

On this note, if you have not yet read it, I highly recommend you get a copy of Tom Jones’ new release, Strong in the Grace,
 which masterfully handles the theological issues surrounding grace and works. This is a book we desperately need to read. 

2. Culture of distrust (church members must be monitored, or they will not do what is right). How different from the attitude of Paul in Romans 15:14! People may be told that they “have bad hearts,” or—when all else fails—that they are “proud.” Not to deny that the human heart tends to go astray, or that pride is a sin. But in my experience, if I may generalize again, most Christians have good hearts. They want to do what is right. They are longsuffering, and willing to sacrifice. The majority want to be called higher, and have no problem with being led, providing their leaders are following the Lord themselves. That’s why it hurts so much to live under the specter of constant scrutiny. Nor is this healthy spiritually. There should be no adversarial relationship between shepherd and sheep. They are not the wolf, after all. On the other hand, it should also be said that it is no virtue to distrust all persons in leadership, regardless of how one has been treated in the past. A negative experience with an authority figure earlier in life (parent, teacher, policeman) need not destroy one’s trust in all leaders. Cynicism is no virtue. 

Trusting the essential goodness of the congregation does certainly not mean there’s no longer any need for “teaching, rebuke, correction, and training in righteousness” (2 Timothy 3:16). The loving spirit is what is needed. Paul expressed confidence in the midst of correction (skim through 1-2 Corinthians), as did the Hebrew writer (Hebrews 6:9-12) and many other biblical figures. To be confident of the truth and yet also confident that the Spirit of Christ indwells the congregation—that is how to overcome a culture of distrust.

3. Push mentality (the preacher is the one to move the congregation, rather than the word of God itself). Momentum was created or enforced through the “discipling pyramid,”
 in a “top-down” direction. Undoubtedly the preacher should have an enormous impact on the church, and should speak with authority (Titus 2:15). And yet the impetus for change comes from the Word of God, not the authority of man. For more on this, please read Gordon Ferguson’s recent paper, “Motivation: Grace or Guilt?” (http://phoenix.icoc.org/GV/USSW/US/AZ/Phoenix/Teaching/20040531Motivation.htm).

4. Requesting support before understanding (preachers want the church to "amen" their points whether or not they have been properly substantiated biblically). Yet people need time to think, and too many "interactive" interruptions impede understanding. But how—or why—should anyone give assent to a point he doesn't understand? (1 Corinthians 14:16). Listeners unhealthily adopt a sports-event mentality: the energy and positiveness of the group is valued more than the thrill of learning and knowing God. Unthinking “amens” and other plaudits may stroke the insecurity of the preacher, but interfere with real spiritual growth. (Amen?)
 

5. Pandering to the crowd (compromising the message in order to please). 2 Timothy 4:2-4 is clear; the preacher must not hold back from preaching the Word, despite pressures to conform to and please his audience! These days, being a preacher is harder than ever. Job security is tenuous, the level of criticism is high, and so the temptation may be to play to the crowd. A true prophet can never give in to this temptation. 

6. Humanistic emphasis (man is the measure of man). The Bible says we are to preach Christ, not ourselves (2 Corinthians 4:2). Moreover, Paul wrote, “When they measure themselves by themselves and compare themselves with themselves, they are not wise” (2 Corinthians 10:12). Man is not the measure of man (the definition of humanism); only God and his word can be our standard. A living illustration has its place, but excessive sharing about others’ spiritual performance breeds humanistic thinking. When listeners look to man, rather than to God, for approval, this is unhealthy.

III. A HEALTHY PHILOSOPHY OF PREACHING 

What are the components of a healthy homiletical orientation? Though already stated or implied in the analysis above, these elements warrant restating.

A. The preacher’s view of the Bible

He stands under the authority of the Word, and will not dare bend the thoughts of God to support his personal agenda. Rather, he modifies his views in accordance with what he finds in the Word. The Greek of 2 Timothy 2:15 says the careful expositor “correctly divides the word of truth.” The word can indeed be translated “handle,” yet orthotomounta also suggests making valid distinctions. (Whenever we make a distinction, we are dividing something.) If we are preaching a “point,” or have come to an “insight,” is the distinction really valid? Does it inhere in the text itself, or is it a projection of our own thinking? These are questions the careful expositor constantly asks himself.
To illustrate, I remember one preacher admitting to the congregation that he was using the Bible incorrectly. He related that as he searched for scriptures on the need to unhesitatingly trust leaders (especially him!), he became convicted of his wrong approach. He could find nothing explicitly affirming the doctrine he had supposed he would find! Rather, he found copious scriptures on trusting God. In this case his initially wrong approach became a salutary object lesson for all. Because he insisted on not making the Bible say something it did not in fact say, his credibility in the eyes of the congregation grew.

His preaching stimulates Bible study on the part of others, who feel a tremendous blessing because of the way he exalts the word of God. And as in the days of Ezra (5th century BC), the natural result is worship!

… Ezra the priest brought the Law before the assembly, which was made up of men and women and all who were able to understand. He read it aloud from daybreak till noon as he faced the square before the Water Gate in the presence of the men, women and others who could understand. And all the people listened attentively to the Book of the Law. Ezra the scribe stood on a high wooden platform built for the occasion... Ezra opened the book. All the people could see him because he was standing above them; and as he opened it, the people all stood up. Ezra praised the LORD, the great God; and all the people lifted their hands and responded, "Amen! Amen!" Then they bowed down and worshipped the LORD with their faces to the ground… The Levites… instructed the people in the Law while the people were standing there. They read from the Book of the Law of God, making it clear and giving the meaning so that the people could understand what was being read… Then all the people went away to eat and drink, to send portions of food and to celebrate with great joy, because they now understood the words that had been made known to them… (Nehemiah 8:2-12)

Furthermore, in the New Testament it seems that those who were most educated in the Word were the most effective. Peter had a significant impact, no doubt; but most of us would agree that Paul, trained under Gamaliel with a mastery of the scriptures unrivalled in the first century, had an even broader impact. Yet too often such passages as Acts 4:13 and John 7:15 have been used to excuse lack of theological training and biblical teaching. 

What does John 7:15 really say? “The Jews were amazed and asked, ‘How did this man get such learning without having studied?’” Please note that the passage does not say Jesus had a poor knowledge of the scriptures. It does not say that he was careless in his use of the Old Testament. What is so striking was that his command of the Word was superb, even though he had not gone through an “accredited” program of the Pharisees. There may be several pathways to biblical competence; the aim is to become not just biblically “literate,” but to achieve mastery of the scriptures.

No, a course of theological study at the university level is not for everybody. Pure theology, especially as taught in the liberal institutions of the land, tends to strip away faith. Not every Bible-believing student survives the experience. The other obvious danger is elitism, where those who have special knowledge look down on those who do not.
 We must strive for a balance between the practical and the academic, and each preacher-in-training will have different strengths and different needs. Still, biblical training is still a must.

Finally, theologically educated or not, we can all pray for wisdom (James 1:5). The Lord has ways of fitting a man for his task if he is willing to rely on Him. The man of God breathes with Paul, “I want to know Christ” (Philippians 3:10). As deeply as he longs, “I want to know the Bible,” his greater passion is Christ.

B. The preacher’s view of himself

He is a mere servant, and he knows it (1 Corinthians 4:1-2, 1 Thessalonians 2:3-13). He is keenly aware of the spiritual world and knows that God is working through him, but would blush to describe his ministry as identical with the activity of the Holy Spirit. He does not claim inspiration, or suggest that those who resist his views are imbeciles, weaklings, or spiritually wicked people. He knows that all disciples of Christ are his partners in the ministry because they have a personal ministry, and no one is excluded. Although he may share personally how the text has affected him, he does not preach himself, but Christ crucified.
 “For we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, and ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake” (2 Corinthians 4:2).

The spiritual preacher preaches and teaches with authority, because the word of God bids him do so. “Encourage and rebuke with all authority. Do not let anyone despise you” (Titus 2:15b). Of course the only preacher ever to perfectly combine dignified authority and humble service is Jesus Christ. The rest of us will to some extent fail to replicate that balance.

C. The preacher’s view of the congregation  

Since he does not elevate himself above the audience, he views and treats them with both consideration and respect (Galatians 5:23, Philippians 4:5, Colossians 3:12, 1 Timothy 6:11, 1 Peter 3:15). He does not aim to coerce, but remembers the vital leadership lessons of Philemon (vv. 8-9, 14). He may be dynamic as a personality, but since he is not the violent (“forceful,” pushy) man of Matthew 11:12, he allows people time to change and the Lord time to work. He is not suspicious of the flock, but as their loving shepherd truly expects the best of them. 

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit. I myself am convinced, my brothers, that you yourselves are full of goodness, complete in knowledge and competent to instruct one another.  I have written to you quite boldly on some points, as if to remind you of them again, because of the grace God gave me (Romans 15:13-15).

Yet his respect for his brothers and sisters does not decay into sentimentality or refusal to challenge, for the man of God is prophetic in his outlook and does not shrink back from preaching the word of God.
 This applies not just to the “pulpit preacher.” Every teacher, elder, and leader—all those with pastoral responsibilities—must handle the word carefully, correctly, and courageously. “Blessed are the peacemakers,” the Lord said in Matthew 5:9. Not those who long for peace at any cost. Not those who confer with the enemy on the plains of Ono when meanwhile a great work is being neglected. Those determined to speak prophetically will not always receive the approval of men, nor should they (Galatians 1:10)! Together let us all aspire to the character of Nehemiah, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel!

Perhaps it should be added that the spiritual condition of the congregation is more important to him than the current lesson series. As a result, the preacher is flexible. He is willing to suspend his own agenda in order to address a crisis. He realizes that he may have misjudged the congregation, and for this reason he relies on others. He does not lead the church autocratically, but shares the leadership with others.

When the people feel loved and respected, ideally they will blossom. (Alas, the flesh is always weak—consider the Corinthians, some of whom, despite Paul’s love and respect, managed to stray far from the straight path!) Yet if they feel used, or disrespected, resentment will brew and foot-dragging will be common. It is vital that the shepherd love the flock like a father (and like a mother), as Paul insists he did (1 Thessalonians 2). To him, the sheep were very dear indeed (1 Thessalonians 2:8). 

In short, the preacher truly loves the congregation, and his teaching properly emphasizes God’s love for us and also our love for Him. He realizes the church needs leadership. Even the best of cars needs a driver who can make the continuous adjustments necessary to keep it on the road. Sheep need a shepherd. 

IV. CONCLUSION

Few would disagree that the training of preachers is a high priority at the present moment.
 The training must be squarely based on a healthy philosophy of preaching. The preacher’s view of himself, others, and the word of God is vital. We have been deeply hurt by unspiritual emphases, and we dare not neglect these matters. Biblical ignorance is no excuse, and repentance needs to take place at every level. This change will not be easy to effect, yet as we commit ourselves more fully to the scriptures, the change most definitely can take place. 

I would urge patience, however. If I may speak bluntly, many of our preachers were taught to preach without careful exposition of the text. They were trained to focus on results, even to value charisma over heart. In good faith, in most cases, they discharged the duties of their ministries as they understood them. The majority worldwide have now resigned or been terminated. While a number were not spiritual men, many were men of God who strove to do what is right. Sadly, even a number of those preachers who evinced the highest regard for the Word have moved on to other professions. But many ministers of the Word remain.

Among those currently serving as full-time ministers of the gospel, the majority are determined to persevere and receive the training they need. Like you and me, they need time to change and room to grow, to study, to learn, to experiment—may I use that word? At any rate, this will take time. Demanding instant change is not only unrealistic and short-sighted, but also unfair and unloving. How then should we as congregations proceed? Let me make a few suggestions.

A word to members in congregations:

· If you see progress in a preacher’s speaking, give some feedback. Yet take care not be condescending. Preaching is hard work. If you have never done it, you may easily become an armchair critic. It is so easy to be hard on the athlete who drops the ball, or to give too little credit to the player who makes it all seem so easy. Realism is needed! Being a preacher is one of the most demanding professions there is.

· Encourage your preachers, just as you would encourage any fellow Christian. The “one-another” passages urge us to be supportive of all members of the church. 

· Make sure a portion of the church budget is devoted to continuing education for the speakers. Masters’ degrees, biblical certificates, travel study, seminars and conferences—all are valuable. Do not make it difficult for him to receive any further training he may need.

· Pray for preachers and teachers. Let them know you care about them as persons and about their ministries.

· If you are hiring a preacher, don’t rush. On the other hand, if you are looking for the “perfect speaker,” it must be insisted that such an animal does not exist. It would be wiser to hire a solid preacher and invest in his further biblical training than take years to find the “perfect match” for your congregation.

At the same time, I would like to leave my fellow preachers with a challenge. 

· What is your philosophy of preaching? Has it been healthy? Have you really changed the way you look at preaching? Or, if your approach squares with scripture, are you constructively trying to help other preachers make the changes they need to make?

· The statistical pressure is off. Those who are employed by churches should have more time than ever to study, to prepare, and to bring the Word to the people. What are you doing with the “extra” time? Are you taking advantage of the freer schedule to make the necessary changes? Time to make these changes is not unlimited.

· Your church wants you to be the best expositor of the word you can be. Have faith in God and his Word that this is the best way to help your congregation grow in faith, maturity, and numbers. Do not give in to discouragement. The scriptures show that God calls and raises up leaders. If the Lord has called you to preach, you can certainly make the changes. 

· All Christians are familiar with 2 Timothy 2:15. I would ask you to think deeply on this golden passage, written by one preacher to another. What will it take for you to live up to its high calling?

Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a workman who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth (NIV).

� If you are reading this paper as an outsider to the Restoration Movement (RM), a little background may help. Simply put, through the 1800s, on both sides of the Atlantic—in Great Britain as well as in North America—a uniting movement arose, appealing to the Bible as sole authority. Adherents were called “Christians” or “disciples.” Their claim: “Christians only, though not the only Christians.” To learn more about the RM, search the web. Some key terms: Alexander Campbell; Barton Stone; Churches of Christ.


� I suppose as a student in the Harvard Divinity School I was something of an anomaly, as Harvard is a radically liberal institution.


� Eisegesis is the term for reading one’s views into the text.


� Exegesis means properly drawing out the meaning of a biblical text. For more on this, see Gordon Fee and Douglas Stuart, How To Read the Bible for All Its Worth (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1993).


� Expository preaching flows from an attempt to understand the text in its original setting (or context), asking such questions as: Who is speaking to whom? What are the circumstances? Why is this passage in the Bible? How does it apply to us? Expositors realize that a knowledge of history, grammar, literature, and theology is often essential. Sometimes this is called the historico-grammatical approach. 


� Over 400 completed the course.


� In addition, many of the women enrolled—some 40% of all participants—expressed a desire for less theology and more “practical” teaching, for example in the area of counseling.


� Available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.DouglasJacoby.com" ��www.DouglasJacoby.com�. Click on “search” and enter the word “statistics.”


� Moreover, there are thousands of members throughout the world who do recognize this and are eternally grateful. Indeed, many church leaders have prayerfully labored to interpret correctly the Scriptures as well as evaluate the church’s “culture,” practices, etc. Many have seen many of the failures and errors and, in their given situations, made appropriate adjustments. This has been going on all over the world for years, and the many existing healthy, happy, growing congregations are testimony to that.


� Of course this is not to say that an experienced preacher might not rely on the work he has done in the past as he crafts a new sermon. Theoretically, as several have argued, the more a preacher has studied, the less time he should need to arrive at the meaning of a text and outline and present his message. 


� For more on this, see my paper on “Forceful Men” at my website, � HYPERLINK "http://www.DouglasJacoby.com" ��www.DouglasJacoby.com�. This is the sort of thing that happens when only one version is held up as the standard or “authorized” text—although generally speaking, the NIV is quite a good translation.


� They are “occasional documents”—written for specific occasions and with specific needs in mind.


� This is my understanding of Acts 2:42-47 in terms of root and fruit: focus on the basics (the root, v.42) and the results will come (vv.43-47).


� Biblical Preaching (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980).


� Moreover, in the age of computer Bibles, concordances, and lexicons, it is easy to look up a Greek or Hebrew word and present some aspect of grammar, etymology, or definition to add spice to the sermon. Yet the question needs to be asked: Has the speaker studied the ancient language? Are his insights or suggestions on target?


� See D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Preaching & Preachers (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1971), and John Stott, Biblical Preaching Today (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1961).


� He may genuinely believe, in the spirit of Mark 11:24, that he can “move God” to do whatever he desires if only he is spiritual enough. He may literalize 1 Peter 4:11 (“speaking the very words of God”), whereas Peter said only “as though,” indicating the degree of solemnity and humility the speaker ought to have.


� The path is a familiar one: “discipler”(small group leader(intern(evangelist(etc.


� For example, 1 Timothy 3:1 describes eldership as “a noble task.” 1 Timothy 5:17 reads, “The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are worthy of double pay/honor.” Furthermore, 1 Timothy 5:19 warns us, “Do not entertain an accusation against an elder lightly.”


� Billerica, Mass.: DPI, 2004. Another immensely valuable volume is Gordon Ferguson and Wyndham Shaw, Golden Rule Leadership: Building a Spirit of Team and Family in the Body of Christ (Billerica, Mass.: DPI, 2001).


� Based on a particular interpretation of the “Jethro Principle” of Exodus 18.


� Giving “amens” and “talking back” is to some extent cultural. In some cultures, this is natural and should not be construed as a lack of reverence on the part of those assembled. In other cultures, “talk back” is highly distracting and probably disrespectful. Each nation and congregation will have its own culture, yet in no culture is it right to demand unconditional support. That allegiance can only be proffered to God.


� An excellent little volume on this danger is Helmut Thielicke’s A Little Exercise for Young Theologians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999).


� It would be interesting to study the evolution of religious groups, focusing on the shift from informal training to institutional training. Are schools and seminaries the inevitable last stage in the philosophy of religious education? 


� In fact, the preacher knows that the sermon does not always have to be the centerpiece of the worship meeting, and some services will omit a preached message altogether. (Especially services that are more devotional in nature, or which employ drama or other media to convey the message.)


� I cannot highly enough commend Charles Edward Jefferson, The Minister as Prophet (New York: Thomas Crowell, 1905). Though out of print, it is worth its weight in gold. 


� This of course is not the case in a new church planting, where the members are few and there may be no other leaders with whom to share the lead. And yet perhaps we should also radically reconsider how we send out a new church planting.


� It might also be fairly stated that there is an enormous need for plain leadership. This paper does not explore the relationship between leadership and preaching. Nor does it attempt to examine fundamental definitions: What is an evangelist? What is a church leader? 
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