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Preface

Most Christians have a desire to know and follow the Bible
better, but many become discouraged when they find themselves
reading without the freshness and interest they would like. Most
preachers would like to enthuse their audiences more, but many
find that they themselves have a similar lack of freshness and
interest. The spirit is willing, but the spark is not there.

Perhaps we sometimes try too hard — or if not too hard,
perhaps in the wrong way. We want the Bible to speak to us, but
it seems at times to respond rather reluctantly. Part of our
problem seems to be that we have our own ideas of what the
Bible should do, and then we try to make it fit those ideas. My
suggestion is that we relax a little, and let the Bible do whatever
it wants to do. Let the Bible speak for itself. Our job is not to
make the Bible do or say anything, but to understand it and
submit to it. Maybe we need to reconsider how we read and
teach the Bible. This book is concerned with both issues, but in
particular with how we teach.

This is not, however, a book on the techniques of preaching.
My special concern is to consider how we can understand and
teach the Bible in the form God gave it; that is, as a collection of
books widely different in style and content. My aim is to help
people to study the Bible ‘a book at a time’, and especially to
preach the Bible ‘a book at a time’.

But when as preachers we attempt this, we often finish at one
of two extremes. One is to carry out a verse-by-verse or word-
by-word study that goes on for months, leaving the audience
bored and resistant to any further expository teaching. The other
is to fly over the top with a survey that leaves the audience no
further enlightened concerning the meaning of the text of the
book. There is, however, a middle course, and that is what this
book is about.

My aim is to consider how we who are preachers and
teachers can expound an entire biblical book in a reasonable
number of studies, while bearing in mind the pastoral needs of
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10 LET THE BIBLE SPEAK FOR ITSELF

the audience. We want to explain the text without tiring people
with technical discussion, and we want to minister to people’s
needs while remaining true to the text’s meaning.

The contents of this book are the substance of teaching
sessions | have conducted in more than a dozen countries. These
sessions have mostly resulted from the use of my Bridge Bible
Commentary, where | have given in written form the kind of
textual explanation that can provide a base on which preachers
might build their own sermons.

But in neither this book nor the Commentary will readers
find the work done for them. We must all do our own study and
think out our own applications, whether for ourselves or the
audience, and that exercise must centre on a proper under-
standing of the biblical text. The Bible has its own way of
making itself relevant to us, but it can usually do this only when
we understand it. My prayer is that this book will help readers to
know the Bible better for themselves, and then to preach and
teach in a way that will instruct and enthuse others.

Don Fleming



1
Getting the right approach

A unique book, but not difficult

When we read the Bible, we soon become aware that what
we are reading is no ordinary book. If we are Christians, we read
it as the written Word of God, a book that gives us a knowledge
of who God is and what he has done for the people he created.
The Bible shows us how people can live in a right relationship
with God and with each other.

God is an eternal being, and therefore we cannot properly
measure his character or activity by anything we can see in the
material world. Human language is not adequate to describe a
person who has no physical form or who carries out his work
without any limits to his knowledge. That does not mean,
however, that the Bible is beyond our understanding. God may
be great beyond the limits of a world of time and space, but
people who live within that world can still know him. Young
children may not understand the business and social matters that
concern their parents, but they can still enjoy a relationship with
them. And the parents can still communicate with their children.
Likewise, as we enjoy a relationship with God he speaks to us,
and he does so in a way that we can understand.

Because it is God’s Word to us, the Bible is an extraordinary
book, but it is not a difficult book. When God speaks, he speaks
in a way that ordinary people can understand. One reason why
people do not enjoy the Bible is that they fail to see this. They
assume that if a book is the Word of God, it must be so deep
in meaning that ordinary people cannot possibly understand it.
Some even feel they are being irreverent if they see and enjoy
the down-to-earth pictures that the Bible presents.

When reading the Bible, we must see the difference between
the great truths that the Bible reveals, and the understandable
way in which it presents those truths. Our human minds may not
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be capable of comprehending the full meaning behind a revealed
truth (for example, that in Jesus the eternal and uncreated Son of
God was born into the world as one of his own creatures), but
that does not stop us from understanding the revealed truth itself
(in this case, the story of Jesus’ birth). Likewise there is a sense
in which we can never comprehend how a holy and just God can
accept sinners into his presence as righteous, but the Bible’s
explanation of this (namely, that Jesus’ death enables God to do
it) is straightforward and understandable.

The problem with many Christians when they read the Bible
is that they expect it to be difficult. They may even feel that if
they understand it too easily they are unspiritual and do not
appreciate it as God’s Word. This applies to preachers also. Too
often the Bible is difficult only because preachers make it
difficult, perhaps because of a desire to impress the audience
with their spirituality or learning. Rather, their desire should be
to help the audience so that people go home from church
knowing the Bible better than when they arrived.

Anyone can understand

A unique feature of the Bible is that though learned scholars
can never know all that can be known about it, the simplest
reader can still grasp its message. We must remember that when
the books of the Bible were written, many of the original readers
were not highly educated by today’s standards. Many of the
recipients of the New Testament letters were new Christians who
had no previous association with the church. Yet these people
apparently understood what the writers were saying.

One reason for the inadequate understanding of the Bible
among Christians today is that many read it in the wrong way
and many preach it in the wrong way. If we want to understand
the Bible better, we may need to change some long-established
habits, both as readers and as preachers.

The work of the Holy Spirit

Christians believe that the writers of the books of the Bible
wrote through the activity of God’s Spirit upon them (2 Peter
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1:21). But the writers were not robots. They were not like human
typewriters whom God used to send out his messages regardless
of how they thought or felt. They were intelligent people who
wrote because they had something they wanted to talk about. At
the same time their writings were inspired by God and therefore
have God’s mark of approval upon them. They are an authori-
tative standard for teaching truth, correcting error and instructing
in right living (2 Tim 3:16-17).

When Paul wrote to the Christians in Corinth, he pointed out
that because Christians have the Spirit of God within them, they
have the ability to know God and his purposes (1 Cor 2:10-13).
This does not mean that Christians have no need to read the
Bible. On the contrary, God has given us the Bible so that the
indwelling Spirit has something objective, historical and factual
to use in teaching us. God has given the Holy Spirit to us not to
make Bible study unnecessary, but to make it meaningful.

This same indwelling Holy Spirit is the one who inspired the
writing of the Scriptures in the first place. Therefore, if we can
learn something about the circumstances in which the Spirit
inspired the original writings, we shall be in a good position
to see the Spirit’s application to us today. The Scriptures have
a power within them. They are living and active (Heb 4:12), and
will make their meaning relevant to us once we understand
them.

A duty for all

Our first duty, then, is to understand the Scriptures, not to go
looking for lessons in them. Sometimes Christians think they
must get a special lesson or ‘thought’ for themselves from every
portion they read, otherwise they have failed. They then feel
unspiritual. To avoid this feeling they force the Bible to give
them some special ‘thought’ — almost any thought will do, so
long as it makes them feel satisfied that they have not wasted
their Bible-reading time.

This is not a healthy attitude to have towards Bible reading.
In fact, it can be a disrespectful attitude. Our job is not to force
the Bible to do things for us, but to submit to it. We are not



14 LET THE BIBLE SPEAK FOR ITSELF

masters of the Bible; it is master of us. We have to understand
what the Bible is saying, not make it do tricks for us. On the one
hand we have to relax and not worry too much if we do not get a
thought from every verse. On the other hand we have to spend
more time and effort trying to understand the meaning of the
portion of the Bible we are reading. Once we have understood
that meaning, we shall usually see the application so clearly that
we shall wonder why we did not see it before. Having asked
ourselves what the portion of Scripture means, we then ask
ourselves what we can learn from it.

God wants his people to carry out their spiritual exercises not
just with the spirit, but with the mind also (1 Cor 14:15). He
wants us to understand his Word, and if we ask his help in our
reading and study we can be assured he will give it. God gives to
those who ask in faith (James 1:5).

In addition, God has given to his church various kinds of
teachers, among whom are those specially equipped by his Spirit
to explain his Word more clearly (1 Cor 12:8; Eph 4:11-14).
These teachers, like those in New Testament times, may teach by
their spoken words or by their writings, and we should make the
effort to hear what they say and read what they write.

If teachers are to explain the Scriptures for others, they
should have a correct approach to the interpretation of the
Scriptures. But they are not the only ones who should be
concerned about correct interpretation. The matter is relevant to
all Christians, because all Christians have a duty to test what
they hear and read (1 Cor 14:29; 1 Thess 5:21; 1 John 4:1). We
must all therefore have some degree of confidence in under-
standing what the Bible says and knowing what it means.

Honesty and patience

Every reader of the Scriptures has at times experienced the
difficulty of discovering the exact meaning of a Bible book (or
portion of a book). This is partly because we today are far
removed from the events, and probably from the culture and
language, of the biblical era. Nevertheless, helpful material
concerning the world of the Bible is available to us, and with



Getting the right approach 15

such helps we should study the Bible with confidence and
enthusiasm.

Naturally, we want our Bible reading to give us help for
daily living, but our desire for practical applications should not
influence our interpretation of what the biblical author wrote.
Even the challenge or comfort of devotional thoughts does not
make those thoughts a correct interpretation of the Scriptures. If
we read the Bible looking only for devotional thoughts, we shall
soon find ourselves neglecting whole areas of the Bible in order
to concentrate on those parts that provide more obvious lessons.
We may find that we repeatedly read Psalms, Philippians and
James, but neglect Kings, Jeremiah and Hebrews. In the process
we limit our spiritual growth.

The Bible is not a collection of devotional thoughts, moral
rules or abstract religious ideas. It is a collection of all sorts of
writings, which differ from each other in form, style, purpose
and content. We must not force the Bible to give us spiritual
lessons or answers to questions, but allow each writer to say
what he wants to say, regardless of what we might like him to
say. We do not honour the Bible when we make it mean some-
thing different from what the writer meant. Honesty is essential
if we are to profit from our Bible study.

Another essential to our reading of the Bible is patience. We
must realize that one characteristic of language, whether written
or spoken, is that a person can only say one thing at a time. A
single statement in one part of the Bible may be concerned with
only one aspect of a subject — the aspect of interest to the writer
at the time. If it differs from another statement elsewhere in the
Bible, that is no cause for alarm. Nor is it cause to twist one
portion of Scripture to make it fit with another.

The biblical subject of faith provides a simple example. The
prophet Habakkuk searched unsuccessfully for reasons why God
allowed certain things to happen, but in the process he learnt to
exercise faith in the wisdom, power and love of God (Hab 3:16-
19). The book of Habakkuk does not talk about other aspects of
faith, for that is not its purpose. It does not mention issues such
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as moving mountains (Matt 21:21-22), healing the sick (James
5:14-15), or exercising gifts in Christian ministry (1 Cor 12:7-9).
When Paul writes to the Romans about faith, he emphasizes that
it is the only way by which sinners can receive salvation (Rom
1:16-17; 3:21-22). The writer to the Hebrews has a different
emphasis, for he wants to show that faith involves perseverance
and hope. Those with faith look to something beyond what they
see, and they persevere in expectancy of it (Heb 11:1,8,39).
James mentions faith in yet another context when he says that if
people have genuine faith, they will demonstrate it in their
actions (James 2:18-20).

All these writers speak of faith, but each with a different
issue in mind. We must not expect all the writers say the same
thing, nor must we be disappointed if a particular writer does not
say all that we would like him to say. A writer, like any other
person, can say only one thing at a time. We need a reverent
patience when reading the Bible, allowing it to say whatever it
wants to say, in its own way and in its own time.

The text is supreme

When we speak of the text of Scripture, we do not mean an
isolated verse from the Bible, but the body of material before us
as we read, whether the whole Bible, a whole book or part of
a book. Because we respect the Bible’s authority, we usually like
to quote a chapter and verse to support our beliefs. The desire to
have biblical authority is commendable, but we must be careful
that it does not cause us to distort the meaning of the text.

Sometimes we study what is called systematic theology. This
is a kind of study that links verses from all over the Bible to give
us teaching on biblical subjects. We should be careful, however,
not to engage extensively in this kind of study till we have first
understood the verses in their original setting. In general, we
should carry out a proper study of a Bible book before we quote
isolated verses from it.

The text of Scripture in the form God gave it is supreme. It is
this text that is the Word of God, not our reorganization of it. We
must be careful not to force the text to fit any scheme of



Getting the right approach 17

theological interpretation, no matter how useful we may consider
that scheme to be. Like life in general, the Bible is full of loose
ends — things that do not tie up, apparent inconsistencies,
unanswered questions. If the plain meaning of a portion of
Scripture does not tie in with our neatly ordered scheme of
theological interpretation, we should re-examine our scheme
rather than twist the Scriptures.

No matter which book of the Bible we read, we are likely to
meet statements that at first puzzle us. Some people feel they
cannot go on till they have solved these problems. If, however, a
problem is not important to the overall meaning of the section,
we should probably do better to pass over it for the time being.
As we progress further in our study of the book, or even move on
to other books, we may find that the problem solves itself. Then
again, it may not. But one day we shall come back to the book,
and with the greater insight gained since the previous reading,
we may find an answer to the earlier difficulty.

Our Christian lives are in a state of constant change. At no
stage do we have perfect knowledge, and therefore we must be
patient when we meet problems. We might want immediate
answers, but we do not always get them.

We come to the Bible as learners. We cannot expect to know
all there is to know the first time we start to study the Bible
seriously. Nor should we try immediately to prove all our beliefs
by looking for appropriate verses. Our first responsibility is to
accept the Word in the form God gave it. Our duty is not to use
the text, but to allow the text to use us. We must understand the
text, and as we allow it to transform our minds we shall know
God’s will for us (Rom 12:2).



2
Reading with understanding (i)

Before we start

We need to be careful when we talk about procedures and
methods in relation to biblical interpretation, because the Bible is
not one continuous writing, consistent throughout in style and
content. It is a collection of books that vary greatly in form. We
must therefore read different books in different ways. There are,
however, certain matters that remain basic to any study of the
Bible, no matter which book of the Bible we read.

Everybody knows that the world of the biblical era was
different from the world of today, yet many Christians overlook
this when reading the Bible. If we want to understand the Bible
better, we must gain some knowledge of the geographical, social
and religious features of the biblical world. We can receive help
in this from any handbook, dictionary, encyclopaedia, atlas,
directory, magazine or film that gives information about the
regions and eras covered by the Bible story. If we are keen to
learn, we may find there are more opportunities to increase our
general knowledge than we thought.

Know the country

If we today speak to local friends about a journey we made
to another part of our country, the friends usually have some
understanding of the places we mention — whether they are north
or south, hot or cold, dry or rainy, flat or mountainous — and their
knowledge gives them interest in our story. But if we talk about
a journey to a far-off country and mention places our friends
know nothing about, our story does not have the same interest.
Because the names of places mean nothing to them, the friends
cannot appreciate significant parts of our story.

This latter case, unfortunately, is an example of the way
many of us read the Bible. We often take no notice of the names
of places (perhaps because the names are hard to pronounce or
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Reading with understanding (i) 19

perhaps because we cannot be bothered finding out where the
places are), and as a result we fail to see the significance of
important details that the writer records.

In Judges Chapters 17 and 18 there is a long story that has
little meaning unless we know the locations of the places
mentioned. The purpose of the story is to show how the people
of the tribe of Dan were forced out of their tribal land on the
Mediterranean coast and established a new settlement in Israel’s
far north. In the New Testament the account of Paul’s missionary
travels will lose a lot of its meaning if we do not follow Paul’s
routes on an atlas. When we see where Paul went, we have a
clearer view of the strategy behind his activities.

Besides knowing about the locations of countries and towns,
we must know something about the kind of land. Today, when
someone mentions Siberia we think of a freezing wasteland, and
when someone mentions the Sahara, we think of a hot desert. If
we hear the Suez Canal mentioned, we think of a short cut from
the Mediterranean Sea to the Indian Ocean. We should develop
the same familiarity with lands of the Bible.

Edom, for example, was a land of barren, rocky mountains, a
fact that helps us understand biblical comments about it (Deut
2:1-3; Jer 49:16-17; Ezek 35:7-8). Although its land was largely
unsuited to farming, it had access to international trading routes
through its Red Sea port of Ezion-geber (or Elath). This explains
why many Edomites became traders rather than farmers, and
why Ezion-geber became a source of conflict between Edom and
neighbours who wanted to control it (Deut 2:8; 1 Kings 9:26-28;
22:48; 2 Kings 14:22; 16:6; Amos 1:6,9).

The Bible writers did not need to describe the land of Edom,
because their readers already knew about it (just as we know
about the Sahara Desert or the Suez Canal). But when we read
about Edom, we are far removed from it by time and distance.
We therefore must make an effort to find out about it; otherwise
we shall miss the significance of the writer’s comments.

More important than the country of Edom is the city of
Jerusalem. If we do not know that Jerusalem was a city on a
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well-fortified hill, the account of David’s conquest of Jerusalem
in 2 Samuel Chapter 5 will make little sense. The same applies to
certain references to Jerusalem in David’s psalms.

Similarly, we must know about features of the Jordan River
if we are to understand its significance in certain biblical events.
The river was bordered by forest, had steep banks and flowed
through a deep valley, all of which made crossing difficult. It
could be conveniently crossed at only a few places (Josh 2:7;
Judg 3:28; 7:24; 12:5). Since it divided Israel’s territory into east
and west, we must know which side of the river provides the
writer’s standpoint if we are to know which is the ‘other’ side
(Num 32:5; Josh 22:4; 2 Sam 19:15; John 10:40).

The benefits that come to us through knowing about Edom,
Jerusalem and the Jordan River are obvious. But these places are
mentioned only as examples. The sorts of benefits they provide
are multiplied as we learn about other countries, mountains,
cities, rivers and valleys that the Bible mentions. This is not to
suggest that before we read the Bible we must memorize an atlas
or encyclopaedia. The suggestion is rather that as we read, we
stop to find out whatever we can about significant places we
meet. If we do this, we shall soon build a fund of information
that we can readily draw upon when reading elsewhere in the
Bible. When we see the significance of a place or feature in one
story, we are not likely to forget it when we meet the same place
or feature in another story.

The way of life

In reading the Bible, we shall surely benefit from any
knowledge we can gain of life in the ancient world. This
involves more than knowing about isolated cultural habits or
religious rituals. It involves a change in our thinking — almost as
if we put ourselves in the position of those ancient people to see
the meaning things had for them.

Consider, for example, the farming life that was common to
most people in Old Testament Israel. We today realize that we
should know something about Israel’s agricultural practices
(ploughing, sowing, reaping, threshing and the like) in order to
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understand certain stories in the Bible. What we sometimes do
not realize is that we must also know something about Israel’s
annual agricultural cycle in order to understand the significance
of Israel’s annual religious festivals. We miss the meaning of
many Israelite religious practices if we fail to see how they were
tied in with the everyday life of the people.

There were, however, harmful practices that arose out of
Israel’s agricultural life. Among these was Baal worship. This
problem features repeatedly in the Old Testament, but modern
readers will have difficulty understanding references to it if they
do not know how it operated. The Bible writer does not stop in
the middle of a story and say, ‘I must now explain to you how
Baalism worked’, because the people for whom he wrote knew
very well how it worked. But when we come to read the same
writings a few thousand years later, we have to pause to find out
whatever we can about the ancient practices.

We shall usually find this information in a Bible dictionary
or directory, which in turn draws much of its information from
the Bible itself. This information may be scattered through the
Bible, but we can save ourselves time by using a helpful
reference book where someone has done the research for us. In
the case of Baalism, the information we learn in relation to one
book will be widely useful, because Baalism is a central concern
in many of the Old Testament prophets.

The preaching preserved in the Bible, like preaching today,
not only concerns local problems, but also uses illustrations
based on local customs and practices. We have to take time to
learn about such customs and practices if we are to understand
the ancient preachers.

When we read the New Testament, for instance, we some-
times have difficulty with Paul’s teaching about Christians’
being adopted into God’s family, because it seems to conflict
with statements elsewhere that suggest they are born into God’s
family. But these are just different pictures of salvation — two of
the many that we find in the Bible. Pictures illustrate different
aspects of a subject, and when we understand the practice of
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adoption in Bible times, we appreciate the particular aspect of
truth that Paul’s picture illustrates. Our knowledge of ancient
practices helps our knowledge of Christian doctrine.

When, how and why

In addition to knowing something of the geography, cultures
and religions of the Bible, we must know something of the
historical settings of the various books of the Bible. In most
cases, we shall understand the Old Testament prophets and the
New Testament letters only when we know when and where they
were written, under what circumstances and for what purpose. A
knowledge of the books of Kings is basic to an understanding of
the prophets, just as a knowledge of the book of Acts is basic to
an understanding of Paul’s letters.

Some books clearly announce their subject or purpose at the
outset. Micah tells us that his book is concerned with the sins of
the cities Samaria and Jerusalem, and he specifies the era in
which he writes (Micah 1:1,5). Paul opens his letter to the
Christians of Galatia by making it clear that he intends to attack
the wrong teaching of those who have turned them aside from
the faith (Gal 1:6-9).

But not all writers make such forthright opening statements,
and we may have to spend time working through the material to
discover the central theme. Many people have done this before
us, and if we have access to their findings we should not hesitate
to consult them. We do not have to agree with everything they
say, but at least they will draw our attention to important
information within the book.

In many cases, all we need is a little help in locating the
statements within a book that give us the clue to its writing. For
example, when Paul begins a criticism of the Corinthians by
saying ‘I have heard from people of Chloe’s household that there
is quarrelling among you’ (1 Cor 1:11), we learn something
about the state of affairs in Corinth and consequently about the
background to the letter. When he says, ‘It is reported there is
immorality among you’ (1 Cor 5:1), we know more about what
prompted him to write. When he adds, ‘Now concerning the
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matters about which you wrote” (1 Cor 7:1), we learn that he had
received a letter from Corinth listing a number of questions,
which he deals with one by one (e.g. 1 Cor 8:1; 12:1; 16:1). And
so it goes on. The letter contains statements that help build up a
background picture — why Paul wrote, where he was at the time,
who was with him, what his plans were and so on.

It is essential to use this background information; otherwise
we shall not understand the book as we ought. To illustrate this,
let us suppose that I am temporarily in a distant city and | receive
a letter from my wife. If | gave that letter to people to read, they
would read the words on the page and possibly understand some
of the letter’s contents, but much of it would have little meaning.
They would not know people, places or incidents my wife wrote
about, and would not understand references to matters we had
discussed before I left home. If, however, | explained the back-
ground to all these people, places, incidents and matters, the
readers would understand the letter better. Yet nothing in
the letter has changed. The words are no more and no less than
they were previously. But a knowledge of the background helps
people understand their meaning.

We who read the Bible today are like those people in the
distant city who read a letter originally written to someone else.
We might be able to read the words printed on the page, but we
shall not fully grasp their meaning unless we find out something
about the people and issues involved. We are like people who
find a newspaper a hundred years after it was printed. Those who
first received the newspaper did not need a background to
explain the issues mentioned in it, but we do.

Paul did not say, ‘This is the background to my letter to the
Corinthians’, because the Corinthians already knew. There is
therefore no inspired background to introduce the inspired
writing. But we are not the Corinthians, and we need such a
background if we are to understand the letter Paul wrote to them.

Writers’ choice

Lack of background knowledge is one reason why many
readers find certain books of the Bible difficult, dull or
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irrelevant. But these books can spring to life when we see how
and why the author wrote. This applies not just to letters, but also
to less personal writings such as historical records. We should
take into consideration not just the circumstances surrounding
the writing, but also such matters as the author’s choice and
arrangement of material.

Consider, for instance, the book of Chronicles. To many
people this book looks uninteresting, because it seems to consist
only of lists of names along with a repetition of historical records
taken from Samuel and Kings. But once we see the writer’s
purpose and the way he uses his material, the book takes on a
different appearance. It becomes lively and instructive.

The captive Jews in Babylon were about to return to their
homeland, and the writer of Chronicles wanted to impress upon
them the importance of rebuilding their national life on a proper
basis. They were not just migrants returning to the land of their
ancestors, but were a continuation of the pre-captivity nation;
and that brought with it obligations. He therefore recounts the
history of the Israelite kingdom to impress upon his readers
that the Davidic line of kings is the only legitimate dynasty,
Jerusalem the only legitimate capital, the temple in Jerusalem
the only legitimate sanctuary, and the Levitical priesthood the
only legitimate religious order. He chooses and arranges his
material to emphasize these points.

Because of these central concerns, the Chronicler writes a
book that differs considerably from Samuel and Kings. He adds
material that is relevant to his purpose and omits material that
isnot. He wants to show that the rebuilt nation must have a
properly functioning religious life if it is to enjoy God’s blessing.
When we read the book according to the writer’s purpose, we
find that it has a lot to say that is useful for us today.

Chronicles is among the least read books in the Bible, but it
is not an exceptional example. If we take one of the most read
books, the John’s Gospel, we find that the writer again exercises
care in selecting and using his material, for he too writes with a
definite purpose in mind. He states that plenty of material is



Reading with understanding (i) 25

available to him, but he has used only some of it. He has selected
a few miracles, around which he has written a book to convince
people that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, so that they might
believe in him and find eternal life (John 20:30-31).

Luke likewise has a particular purpose in the way he selects
and arranges his material. He writes for one who was apparently
a high-ranking government official, to give him a trustworthy
account of the birth and growth of Christianity (Luke 1:1-4; Acts
1:1-3). Once we see Luke’s purpose, we are more likely to see
why he includes certain stories and what meaning he intends us
to see in them.

God’s revelation

The Bible may provide us with interesting stories and moral
instruction, but we must not think that the writers are mere story
tellers or moral teachers. They are, above all, messengers of God
who make him known to their readers. They show us how God
was working out his purposes, whether among humankind in
general or in the lives of his people. There is a danger that if we
treat stories of people such as Joseph, Samson, David and Elisha
as primarily stories for children, we shall miss their real purpose
in the revelation of what God was doing.

Just as the Bible writers are not primarily storytellers or
moral teachers, neither are they primarily historians. Their
common purpose is to reveal and record God’s activity in
salvation and judgment. That is why the two books of Kings are
not what we might expect historical books to be. They may treat
politically unimportant events in detail, but dismiss politically
important kings in only a few words. They do not simply record
events, but show how God was working in the affairs of Israel,
Judah and other nations.

Likewise in the New Testament we do not have a day-by-day
record of Jesus’ public ministry or a year-by-year record of the
spread of Christianity. The Bible is not a book of world history,
but a revelation of God’s activity in bringing his plan of
salvation to fulfilment. It does not make us superhuman beings
with supernatural knowledge, but leads us to a meaningful life
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through knowing God and trusting in his wisdom, power and
love.

Different kinds of literature

Perhaps the characteristic of the Bible that readers most
commonly overlook is the variety of its literary forms. Within
the Bible there are prose narratives, poems, wisdom sayings,
laws, visions, letters, debates and genealogies. Books differ
greatly from each other, and even within one book various parts
may be in different styles. Whatever we read, we must know the
kind of literature it is and interpret it accordingly.

For some reason we often fail to make this judgment when
reading the Bible, though we make it naturally when reading
most other literature. We know that a straightforward story is
different from a poem and we read it differently. When we read a
newspaper we know the difference between news reports,
advertisements, features and cartoons, and we automatically
adjust our reading attitude as we move from one kind of writing
to the next. In fact, the writers expect us to make this adjustment;
if we do not, we shall misunderstand them.

The original readers of the Bible clearly saw that different
kinds of writers brought God’s message in different ways. In
Old Testament times there were priests, prophets and wisdom
teachers (Jer 18:18), and in New Testament times evangelists,
pastors and teachers (Eph 4:11). All had different functions and
different ways of carrying out those functions.

For example, consider the difference between the law-code
of Moses and the writings of the prophets. The prophets often
condemned sacrificial rituals, but not because they opposed the
law. What they opposed was the behaviour of those who carried
out the rituals. The law literature set out the requirements of
the covenant to which the people were bound, and the priests’
duty was to teach it. But the prophets spoke from a different
viewpoint. They saw, as it were, through the eyes of God into the
lives of people, and brought specific messages from God. The
prophet was a preacher, not a law-giver, and challenged sinners
to turn to God or suffer the consequences.
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A wisdom teacher, by contrast, did not expect his audience
to treat him as either a law-giver or a prophet. (The biblical
books of Job, Proverbs and Ecclesiastes are writings of wisdom
teachers.) The wisdom teacher did not, as the prophet, speak
from God’s viewpoint and introduce his remarks with the words,
“Thus says the Lord’. Rather he looked at the problems of life
from the viewpoint of the ordinary person, though he wrote
always as a person of faith.

The important point is that the prophet and the wisdom
teacher expected people to treat their messages differently. We
should not interpret a statement from a prophet and an apparently
similar (or contradictory) statement from a wisdom writer by the
same fixed rules. If we fail to see the different standpoints of the
writers, we shall misunderstand what they say.

A special case

Apocalyptic writings, such as we find in Ezekiel, Zechariah
and Revelation, require a kind of interpretation peculiar to
themselves. They feature visions involving fearsome beasts and
mysterious numbers, and usually concern conflicts out of which
God and his people triumph. Those who lived in the time of the
apocalyptic writers were familiar with this sort of literature and
knew how to interpret it. We today do not readily understand
such writings, and if we interpret the symbolism literally we
shall misunderstand the writer’s meaning.

We are naturally curious to know what the apocalyptic
visions mean, but we must realize that the writers do not always
talk about matters that are of immediate concern to us. If they do
not tell us what we want to know, we must leave it at that. We
cannot twist their words to suit ourselves. Nevertheless, we shall
probably find relevance in their writings when we see how God
dealt with his people in those difficult times, and then draw
lessons for ourselves about God’s dealings with us today.
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Reading with understanding (ii)

Ideas put into words

Although matters of history, geography, culture, authorship,
structure and literary form are constantly in our minds as we read
the Bible, our ultimate concern is with the words themselves.
Whatever language we speak, words are the means by which we
express our ideas; and if we are to express those ideas correctly,
we must use the right words.

The actual words that the Bible uses are therefore important.
They say what God wanted to say. The Bible writers recognize
this, and may even base a statement on a specific word. Paul
does this in Galatians 3:16, where he draws attention to a word
used in Genesis 12:7 concerning God’s promises to Abraham
and his descendants. The Hebrew word used in Genesis for
‘descendants’ has also been translated ‘offspring’ and ‘seed’. It
is singular, not plural, a point Paul uses to show that the true
fulfilment of the promises is found not in a whole nation but in
one specific person, namely, Jesus Christ.

This, however, does not mean that our reading of the Bible
must be a word-by-word study. Words function as parts of a
sentence, and their importance lies in the truth they express. New
Testament writers may therefore quote Old Testament Scriptures
without a word-for-word exactness. They express the meaning
without following the wording. Paul does this in Romans 11:8
when he joins parts of Isaiah 29:10 and Deuteronomy 29:4 in his
own free quotation.

Whether we read the Bible in our own language or in one of
the original languages (Hebrew in the Old Testament, Greek in
the New), we must realize that the unit of meaning can vary in
length, depending on the style of writing and the purpose of the
writer. In some cases much may depend on one or two words; in
others the unit of meaning may consist of several sentences. But
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always we must keep two viewpoints before us: the meaning of
the words depends on their context within the sentence, and the
meaning of the sentence depends on the words within it.

Prose and poetry

Hebrew poetry is a good example of how one central idea
might be expressed in a lengthy form. The meaning is found not
by concentrating on individual words, but by looking at a
number of lines or sentences that together represent the writer’s
idea. Words and phrases are carefully multiplied and arranged to
produce an overall effect.

One statement, for instance, may express the main thought,
and a second may repeat it in a slightly different (or parallel)
form: “To get wisdom is better than gold; to get understanding is
more desirable than silver’ (Prov 16:16). In other cases a verse
may be repeated as a refrain (e.g. Ps 42:5,11), just as we today
repeat a refrain when singing certain hymns. Repetition and
parallelism are but two of many distinctive features of Hebrew
poetry, but they remind us that we must consider how words are
used if we are to understand their meaning. We need to know the
kind of writing we are reading.

Since poetry is the literary form for much of the Old
Testament (chiefly, the book of Psalms and most of the wisdom
and prophetical literature), we need to recognize it as poetry if
we are to understand it. Let us suppose, for example, that | am a
poet. Suppose | write a poem, by which | express my innermost
thoughts and deepest feelings. | choose and arrange the words in
a certain way, with the aim of achieving a particular effect. | do
not follow the normal rules for writing prose, and | may include
various word-pictures, images, expressions and figures of speech
that would not be suitable in prose.

But suppose someone picked up my poem and read it
without any regard for poetry — as if it were a few paragraphs
from the front page of the daily newspaper. Not only would the
person fail to understand what | was saying, but | should be very
disappointed. If | write poetry, | expect people to read it as
poetry. Likewise the poet of the Bible expects us to read his
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writing as poetry. Yet Christians often read it as if it were prose.
In so doing they may interpret literally what the writer meant
figuratively, but worse still they will probably miss the writer’s
mood and purpose completely.

Tracing words

A useful aid in helping us find words and follow their usage
is a concordance. A complete concordance will list every word
of the Bible in alphabetical order, along with every occurrence of
that word. The more detailed concordances will also show the
Hebrew or Greek word from which each English word has been
translated. These concordances may also contain a lexicon,
which is an alphabetical index of the Hebrew and Greek words.
Instructions will usually tell the reader how to use the
concordance and the lexicon for greatest profit.

Although a concordance can be helpful, it can do little more
than show us where words are used. It cannot tell us how words
are used. We still need to know the context of each biblical book
where a particular word occurs; otherwise we might mis-
understand it. A word is not something fixed or mechanical. It is
not like a number, which has a fixed value regardless of context,
but can vary in its meaning and significance.

A variety of meanings

We should not be surprised when we find that a word or
phrase has different meanings in various parts of the Bible. That
is part of the nature of language. As always, we must remember
that the chief factor in determining the meaning of a word or
phrase is the way the writer uses it. Words are part of a sentence,
a sentence is part of a paragraph, and a paragraph is part of a
book. These all form the context in which the words occur, and if
we do not know the context we shall have difficulty in
determining the meaning.

For example, the statement ‘He moved to the left’ is a
straightforward statement, but it can have more than one
meaning. It could mean that the person moved aside so that
somebody could walk by, or it could mean that he had a
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change in his political views. Only the context will decide the
meaning.

In the same manner, the Bible uses words and phrases that
may appear straightforward, but only the context can decide their
meaning. This is the case with words such as ‘flesh’ and ‘spirit’.
In some cases “flesh’ refers to the physical body (Phil 1:24), but
in others to sinful human nature (Rom 8:12-13). ‘Spirit’ may
refer to an unseen evil being (Mark 7:25), the human spirit
(2 Cor 7:1) or the Holy Spirit (Gal 5:25). Differences in meaning
may at times be obvious, at other times not so obvious. But we
cannot assume that a particular word has the same meaning each
time we meet it in the Bible, or even in the same book of the
Bible. We must consider how the writer uses the word.

The word ‘sinner’ is an example of this variation in meaning.
We might think that ‘sinner’ is such a clear and simple word that
its meaning would always be the same. In a broad sense this is
true, but its specific meaning varies with usage.

When the writer of Ecclesiastes uses ‘sinner’, he is referring
not to human beings in general, but to those frustrated people
who search for meaning to life through wisdom, pleasure and
work. The ‘sinner’ is the opposite of the ‘person who pleases
God’ (Eccles 2:26; 7:26). In the Gospels the word has a different
significance. There, according to common usage of the time,
‘sinners’ are people of low reputation such as prostitutes and tax
collectors (Luke 7:34,37). When we come to Paul, we find he
speaks of ‘sinners’ in the universal and theological sense that we
usually associate with the word (Rom 3:23; 5:8).

Words often change in meaning over the years. We today
can probably think of English words whose meanings have
changed within our lifetime, and this sort of thing happened also
in biblical times. We must therefore understand biblical words
according to their meanings at the time the writers used them,
not according to their present-day meanings.

We today might think of a prophet primarily as a person who
predicts events (e.g. a weather prophet), but people in Old
Testament times thought of a prophet primarily as a messenger
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or spokesperson. Aaron was called a prophet because he spoke
on behalf of Moses (Exod 7:1). The prophets whose writings we
have in the Bible were people who spoke on behalf of God. In
doing so they may have predicted what would follow if people
heeded or ignored God’s word, but primarily they were God’s
messengers. They were divinely appointed preachers who
announced God’s will to his people (Jer 1:7,9; 2:1-2).

Picture language

Another feature of biblical language is the use of idioms. As
with any speech or writing, the Bible uses idioms repeatedly, and
we must be careful not to interpret them literally. We do not
interpret literally the English expression, ‘How do you do?’
Neither should we interpret literally the biblical expression, ‘He
lifted up his eyes and saw’. When Amos made the statement
concerning various countries that ‘for three sins and for four’
God would not withhold judgment, he was not saying that each
country was guilty of three or four particular sins. He was using
an idiom that meant they had sinned so often (GNB: ‘again and
again’) that there was now no way of escaping judgment.

This idiomatic use of numbers occurs also where writers
exaggerate for emphasis. Micah speaks of ‘ten thousand rivers of
oil’ (Micah 6:7) and Paul of ‘ten thousand words in a tongue’
(1 Cor 14:19). These examples also show that the Bible does not
always intend us to read figures as mathematical calculations.
They may be idiomatic expressions or simply estimations, such
as our English expressions ‘several hundred’, ‘dozens of’ and
‘by the score’. The Bible’s repeated use of the number ‘forty’
suggests that it may speak in ‘round figures’ or approximates,
just as we do. On some occasions the figure may be precise, on
others only approximate.

When we say a thing is not literal, we are not saying it is not
true. On one occasion when | was preaching on the book of
Revelation, | mentioned that we should not interpret the book
literally. A person in the audience challenged the statement,
thinking | was denying the truth within the book. What | was
saying was that God revealed his truth through a series of
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visions, and those visions have to be interpreted. | do not believe,
for example, that human beings on earth are to be ruled by an
animal that has four legs, seven heads, ten horns and a long tail.
The animal in the vision is symbolic, not literal. It represents a
person or system empowered by Satan to dominate the human
race. It is not a literal animal like a lion or a bear, but a symbol
for someone or something far more fearsome and deadly.

In reading Bible study books and listening to preachers, we
shall meet the word ‘literal’ in one form or another. Therefore,
we should know what the word means. Confusion exists because
even in everyday speech people misuse the word. | recently
heard a TV reporter say, ‘“The building was literally bursting
with people’. The building was not bursting at all; it was firm
and intact, as we could see from the pictures. If it was literally
bursting, we would have seen an explosion of bricks and human
bodies. What the reporter meant was that the building was
figuratively (not literally) bursting with people.

Figurative language is common in the Bible, and we must
interpret it accordingly. If we say we do not interpret it literally,
we are not saying we do not believe it. We accept what the writer
wrote, and we want to understand what he meant.

The OIld Testament prophets looked for the time in Israel
when ‘every man would sit under his vine and under his fig tree’
(Micah 4:4). If we interpret this literally, it means that every man
throughout the country would have to grow a vine and a fig tree
and then go out of his house and sit under them. But if we
interpret it figuratively (for it is a poetic figure of speech), we
see it as the fulfilment of the Israelites’ desire to live in peace
and contentment on their own property, free from all
interference, hardship and oppression. We have interpreted the
statement as the writer intended us to.

Many books, yet one

Throughout this study we have seen that our first step is to
interpret each portion of the Bible in its context. Each biblical
writer had a definite purpose in addressing his readers, and we
must interpret his writing according to that purpose.
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However, that does not mean that we can interpret any part
of the Bible with a total disregard for the rest of it. The Bible is a
complete unit, and we must read each book in the context of the
Bible as a whole. We can better understand the whole when we
consider its parts, and we can better understand its parts when we
consider the whole. We must keep both viewpoints before us at
all times.

The unity of the Bible is not to be found in a neatly ordered
system where the same word always has the same meaning. It is
to be found in the harmony and perfection of the total revelation.
We must not cut up the Bible into small pieces, as if God was
constantly changing his ways or revising his plans. There is a
consistency from start to finish. The Bible records what God was
doing through human history, from the initial rebellion in
Eden to the completion of his plan of salvation through Jesus
Christ. The way the Bible makes known this developing plan of
salvation is commonly called progressive revelation. The study
of what God was doing through this process is commonly called
biblical theology.

Revelation stage by stage

God has a plan that gives meaning to the life of the human
race, but he did not reveal that plan all at once at the beginning
of human history. He revealed it stage by stage as he prepared
people for the fuller revelation that came through Jesus Christ.

When people turn from sin to God and ask for his merciful
forgiveness, they receive it, no matter what race or era they
belong to. But God’s forgiveness is not irresponsible, and his
salvation is not haphazard. He works according to his own
perfect plan, and the Bible shows how that plan developed.

In brief, God’s plan was to choose one man (Abraham), from
whom he made a nation (Israel), through which he brought the
Saviour of the world (Jesus). The early parts of the Bible tell us
how God gave Israel a code of behaviour to live by (the law of
Moses) and a land to live in (Canaan). The story goes on to show
how God established a dynasty in Israel (the dynasty of David),
through which he brought the Messiah (Jesus). Jesus became the
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Saviour and his followers set about taking the message of his
salvation to the world. That salvation will reach its fulfilment
with Jesus’ return at the end of the age.

Once we see God’s overall purposes and his direction of
history towards their fulfilment, we understand the Bible better.
By knowing where the various books fit into God’s progressive
revelation, we know better how to interpret them. We can then
read each book in relation to the era in which it was written, and
not force it to say more than the author intended.

In this way we shall avoid two extremes. On the one hand is
the error of treating the Bible as solely of historical interest, as
if it were no more than a piece of literature in a museum. On
the other is the error of creating an artificial spirituality through
trying to give a Christian meaning to every detail. Nevertheless,
it is true that the New Testament writers saw more in the Old
Testament than the original writers were aware of (1 Peter
1:10-12). We must therefore consider in what way the New
Testament fulfils the Old.

Brought to fulfilment

We have seen that, in the unfolding of God’s purposes, each
stage of the revelation depended on the former and at the same
time developed it. We understand the meaning of each stage of
the revelation according to the understanding of those who first
received it. That meaning does not change as further revelations
are given, but it does take on greater significance. We understand
the Old Testament in its own setting, but with our knowledge of
the New Testament we see the Old in a new light. Our Christian
knowledge does not change the meaning of the Old Testament,
but gives it new significance.

There is a widespread view that the Old Testament is inferior
or sub-standard but the New Testament corrects it. Some people
seem to think that God did not do a very good job with the Old
Testament system, but when Jesus came he tried again and this
time got everything right. Christians may not express their
feelings so crudely, though many feel distinctly uncomfortable
with the Old Testament and largely ignore it. Yet when we quote
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verses from the New Testament that speak of the Scriptures as
inspired and authoritative, the expression ‘the Scriptures’ refers
to the Old Testament. It is the Old Testament that is able to lead
us to salvation, teach us God’s truth, train us in right conduct
and equip us for worthwhile living (2 Tim 3:15-17; cf. Matt
22:29).

The Old Testament is imperfect only in the sense that it is
incomplete; it is not imperfect in the sense that it is incorrect.
The New Testament does not correct the Old Testament, but
completes it — brings it to fulfilment, perfection, finality. There is
harmony between the Old Testament and the New. God’s
activity in making known his plan of salvation and bringing it to
completion was progressive and consistent. When the new era
arrived in Jesus Christ, God did not need to correct anything he
had said or done previously.

For an illustration of this truth, think of the building of a
house. The builder works to a plan. He puts down a foundation,
builds up the walls and puts up the framing for the roof. Like the
Old Testament revelation, the house at this stage is imperfect, for
it is incomplete, but there is nothing wrong with it. Each part is
correctly built and has its purpose. But the work of building
keeps moving ahead and eventually the house is completed. The
builder has not had to demolish anything he built in the early
stages of construction; he has simply brought his work to
completion and fulfilment — as God has done through Jesus
Christ and the New Testament revelation.

This helps us understand what the New Testament writers
meant when they referred to the fulfilment of the Old Testament
in the New. For them, fulfilment did not mean merely that Old
Testament predictions had come true, as if their main concern
was to show how clever their ancestors were at predicting the
future. Rather the fulfilment they saw was the completion of a
plan that God had been working out for the human race through
the history of Israel. Now that the plan had come to fulfilment in
Jesus, they saw a significance in Old Testament statements and
events that people of former times may not have realized (e.g.
Matt 4:14-16; 12:17-21).
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To demonstrate this, let us go back to our illustration of the
building of a house. With one particular room, the builder set up
the walls to make the room four metres square, as shown on the
plan. He knew what he was doing and he did it correctly. Now
that the house is finished, we learn that the owner of the house
has been secretly making a magnificent floor covering that is
exactly four metres square and is to go in that room. The builder
did not know about the floor covering when he was building the
house, but the owner did, and that was why he designed the room
to be four metres square. What the Old Testament writers wrote
had meaning in its own day, but it gained greater significance
when the New Testament writers saw how God had been
working. He had worked with his plan before him, and now he
brought his purposes to fulfilment in Jesus Christ.

Since the New Testament fulfils the Old, we too shall find
more meaning in the New Testament when we have a better
understanding of the OId. In the same way we shall find more
meaning in the OIld Testament when we have a better
understanding of the New. The climax of God’s progressive
revelation is in the New Testament, and specifically in Jesus
Christ. And because of him, we see not only the Old Testament
in a new light, but the whole of history.
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Helping others

A basis for confidence

Once we have a right approach to interpreting the Bible, we
have laid the foundation on which to build our preaching and
teaching. Our concern in this book is not with the techniques of
preaching in general, but with the specific issue of helping
people understand the Bible in the form God gave it — and we
cannot do this unless we ourselves have first understood it in the
form God gave it.

Not all Christians have the necessary gift to be preachers in
church, and not all who are preachers use their gifts as well as
they might. In their efforts to make their preaching interesting,
they may use a variety of techniques, many of which
unfortunately involve decreasing the amount of biblical text they
deal with. They might even privately question the value of
preaching, feeling that they cannot compete with all the
discussions, interviews, questions, dramas and films that play
such a large part in present-day communications. Yet good
preaching will always have a relevance and authority, regardless
of the changes that occur in society. It is a necessary part of the
church’s life, no matter how much the church may benefit from
other forms of communication.

Preaching and teaching

As we think about how best to explain the Bible, we should
not make a sharp distinction between preaching and teaching.
The two functions are so closely related that there is often little
difference between them. From examples in the Bible we learn
that the same person may be both a preacher and a teacher (Matt
4:23; Acts 15:35; 2 Tim 4:2).

The biblical examples show that the functions of preaching
and teaching cover a range of activities and at times appear to be
interchangeable. Sometimes preaching is specifically concerned
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with proclamation, as, for example, in announcing God’s good
news to those who need it (Luke 4:18; Acts 8:4,12,40; 1 Thess
2:9), while teaching is more concerned with instruction in
Christian truth and behaviour (Acts 20:20; 1 Cor 4:17; Col 2:7).
But teaching is also necessary for those who do not believe
(Luke 4:31-32; Acts 4:2; 2 Tim 2:24-26), and preaching the great
facts of the gospel is still necessary to challenge believers (Rom
1:15-16; 16:25).

In these studies we shall not therefore make a sharp
distinction between preaching and teaching. Our main concern
here is not with evangelism (that is, reaching the non-Christian
community with the gospel) but with preaching in church. Even
there, however, to preach Christ is to preach the gospel, for the
message that centres on him is one of hope (2 Cor 4:5-6).

What authority does the preacher have?

God wants men and women to learn about him, to know him
personally and to be instructed in his purposes for them. He has
therefore revealed himself to the world. He may have spoken in
various ways in Old Testament times, but with the coming of
Jesus he spoke dramatically through a person who was God in
human form (John 1:1,14; Heb 1:1-2). God has also spoken
through the Scriptures. He has given a written revelation of
himself that can be spread around the world, so that people in
any era and any country may learn about him and know him
personally (2 Tim 3:15-17; 2 Peter 1:20-21).

Since God has given these Scriptures to his people, we who
teach them have a special responsibility to God. In explaining
and applying his Word, we are acting as his representatives. We
are, in a sense, the ones to whom God has entrusted his
revelation, and therefore we must be careful how we use it. This
seems to be what Paul has in mind when he refers to himself and
his fellow preachers as ‘servants’ or ‘stewards’ who have been
entrusted with God’s truth. They must therefore be ‘faithful” or
‘trustworthy’ (1 Cor 4:1-2). Preachers must make known God’s
Word in a way that is true to its meaning and at the same time
beneficial to the hearers.
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When we preach, we are revealers and announcers of a
message that is not our own, yet we must treat that message as if
it were our own. We do more than merely pass on someone
else’s message; we teach our hearers, passing on the challenge
that we ourselves have experienced.

If we follow Paul’s example, we shall teach all of God’s
message, and not hold back from declaring anything that will be
helpful to the hearers. We teach the Word, but through the
teaching we bring the encouragement, warning and challenge
that the Word contains (Acts 20:20,27). By preaching, we are
claiming a certain authority, but the authority is that of the Word
we proclaim. It is not an authority to say whatever we wish or to
force our opinions on a silent congregation.

An Old Testament prophet might say, ‘Thus says the Lord’
(Amos 2:4-6), and Jesus might say, ‘I say to you’ (Matt 5:27-28),
but we today should be cautious in giving divine authority to our
own pronouncements. We should do well to include ourselves in
any challenge we might make, using ‘we’ and ‘us’ rather than
‘you’; for we are under the same authority as our audience. We
should do better to say, ‘We have a responsibility to take the
gospel to our neighbours’ than to say, ‘You have a responsibility
to take the gospel to your neighbours’.

In developing the habit of including ourselves in our rebukes
and challenges, we are likely to become more humble and less
judgmental. We must always remember that the Bible, not the
pulpit, is the source of the preacher’s authority.

As preachers, we may be authoritative but we should not be
authoritarian. That is, we may speak with power and assurance
because of the Word we preach, but we must not treat our
hearers as if they ought to respond in unquestioning obedience to
whatever we say. We have the right to aim for a spiritual
response to the Word we preach, but we have no right to force
people to accept our private opinions.

Neither should we try to excite or frighten the congregation
in an attempt to achieve a certain kind of response. We should
aim rather to explain the plain meaning of the Bible and show its
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practical relevance. Such preaching may not impress those who
are looking for entertainment, but for most people it will have a
good and lasting effect. The majority of those who attend church
will appreciate a sermon that helps them understand the Bible
better.

First the meaning, then the application

Our basic responsibility in teaching the Bible is to under-
stand the portion we are dealing with and pass on its meaning to
the hearers. Naturally, we want to preach a message that is of
pastoral benefit to the hearers, but we should not overlook our
duty to explain what the portion of Scripture meant in its
historical context. Any application must be consistent with the
biblical author’s purpose. We must allow the Bible to say what it
wants to say, regardless of what we might like it to say.

Once people properly understand the Bible, they find that it
makes its own impact upon them. Although it arose out of events
in the distant past, it is living and active today (Heb 4:12). In
every era the Bible does its unique work in people’s lives. It still
speaks, not in the sense that each verse contains a special
message for each Christian, but in the sense that the words of
the living God reveal truths that can instruct people in any
generation.

However, not all who hear the Bible explained will be as
alert as preachers might hope, and they may not see how the
words of the Bible apply to them. As we preach we should not
only explain the portion of Scripture before us, but should also
help our hearers by suggesting its significance for them. But we
must not force the portion to teach lessons, even though we
might think they are lessons the audience needs. We have to
submit to the Bible, not tell it what to do.

It is more important to interpret the Scriptures correctly than
to have correct preaching techniques. That is not to say that we
should ignore training and advice concerning the practical
aspects of preaching (more about this in the chapters that
follow), but we must remember that, above all, what determines
the worth of our preaching is its content.
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The Bible opened up to view

In the Jewish synagogue, the custom was to read the
Scriptures and then preach a sermon that explained those
Scriptures in a way that helped the audience. This is sometimes
referred to as expository preaching. An exposition is something
that “exposes’ the Scriptures — opens them up so that people can
see what they mean. This seems to be what Jesus did in the
synagogue at Nazareth (Luke 4:16-21) and what Paul did in the
synagogue at Antioch (Acts 13:14-16). They expounded (or
explained) the Scriptures, so that people understood their
meaning and saw their significance.

The early church followed the synagogue practice, but added
the writings of the apostles to the Old Testament. The church
accepted the apostles’ teachings as having the same authority as
‘the other Scriptures’ (1 Cor 14:37; 1 Thess 5:27; 2 Peter 3:15-
16). The exposition of Scripture and the teaching of Christian
belief and practice thus became the two chief elements in the
preaching of the early church (2 Thess 2:15; 1 Tim 4:13; 2 Tim
2:2,15). This should still be so today. Biblical preaching,
whether of a book, a part of a book, or a topic, should be
expository. It should open up the Scriptures to view. It should
bring out the meaning.

Expository preaching does not mean (in the case of a portion
of Scripture) that we must go through the portion verse by verse
or word by word, as if we are reading a commentary or textbook
to the audience. Nor does it mean (in the case of a topic) that we
must read a selection of isolated verses, as if our only concern is
to find biblical support for our ideas. Rather it means that the
Bible is the message. Most of the preaching time will be spent
dealing with the Scriptures. Challenges, warnings, rebukes and
encouragements may occupy part of the time, but only a small
part. The power is in the Bible, not the preacher.

Relating the past to the present

Although people may be interested to know what the Bible
meant to its original readers, they also want to know how the
Bible can help them. Therefore, our exposition of Scripture,
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while being faithful to the biblical context, should also bear upon
the everyday lives of the hearers.

This means that when we preach we must have more than an
understanding of the Bible. We must have a working knowledge
of the needs, trends, problems and other issues of present-day
life. We must know how people think and feel, and be able to
speak to them in ordinary everyday language. Preaching must be
related to the real world where people live.

The Bible will not give a clear-cut answer to every issue
people face in today’s world. It will not tell us where we should
live, what occupation we should follow, how many children we
should have or how we should manage our finances. But people
in Bible times faced problems also — problems of family, work,
disease, poverty, injustice, politics, crime and so on — and the
Bible writers had plenty to say about these problems. As we
explain what God said about such matters in Bible times, we can
offer teaching and guidelines for today’s society.

Preaching of this kind keeps the Bible true to its meaning
and makes it relevant to today. It also avoids several mistakes.
One is the mistake of reading the Bible as merely a document of
history, as if it were no different from any other ancient writing.
Another is the mistake of ignoring what the Bible meant to its
first readers in order to find an answer to any problem we might
ask it. Yet another mistake is that of thinking only about the
spiritual aspects of Christianity as an excuse for ignoring
the realities of everyday life. The Bible certainly gives spiritual
strength amid difficulties, but it does not encourage us to think
about our glorious future as a way of escaping present
responsibilities.

Long-term aims

Expository teaching, besides helping people avoid certain
mistakes, has the positive benefit of helping them develop a
Christian view of life. Christians want to know how to handle the
issues they meet in the workaday world, and they will be
equipped to do this through learning to think ‘christianly’. A
knowledge of the Bible will change their way of thinking. They



44 LET THE BIBLE SPEAK FOR ITSELF

will be transformed by the renewing of their minds, and so will
be able to know God’s will for them in the various circumstances
they meet (Rom 12:2).

The Bible works constantly within those who study it,
changing their values to be more like God’s and influencing their
decisions so that they please him. As preachers we can help this
process of change by dealing with books from all parts of the
Bible, and thereby giving the audience a wider view of God’s
activity in human affairs.

We sometimes hear people say, ‘We want preaching that is
relevant to us now; we want something that can help us in our
day to day lives.” That is a worthy desire, but with it there is a
hidden danger. We may be so concerned to preach on matters of
immediate relevance that we limit ourselves to the parts of the
Bible that appear to satisfy those needs. This could be short-
sighted, because it encourages Christians to concentrate on the
needs of the moment, often at the expense of that all-round
development that is necessary for a healthy Christian life.

Suppose, for instance, that in reading the Bible | meet parts
that touch on the subject of physical suffering — why it afflicts
those who apparently do not deserve it, how people deal with
their pain, what chances they have for miraculous healing, and
the like. These matters may be of no immediate relevance to me,
because | am healthy and fit. This has been the case throughout
my life, and the difficult questions about human suffering are to
me largely theoretical.

But nobody knows the future. Suppose there is a sudden
change in my health, or I meet with a crippling accident, or
someone close to me is suddenly struck with a deadly disease. If
I have skipped over parts of the Bible that seemed irrelevant to
my circumstances at the time, | shall be ill-equipped to handle
different circumstances when they arise. My demand that
teaching be relevant now has been short-sighted, and my concern
that it be relevant to me has been selfish. Besides not equipping
myself to face the future, I have not prepared myself to help
others.
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The Bible should not be treated is if it were simply a first aid
kit, designed to provide instant attention for urgent problems.
True, it may provide the most unexpected help in times of crisis,
but the most common biblical picture of the Bible is that of food.
It is something that builds and strengthens the body, so that the
person grows to a healthy maturity (1 Cor 3:2; Heb 5:12-14; 1
Peter 2:2).

If people are fed a diet of preaching that does no more than
deal with topics of current interest, they will be restricted in their
spiritual growth. Instead of moving ahead towards a strong and
mature Christian life, they will probably stumble from one crisis
to the next. One responsibility of preachers is to equip,
strengthen and build up their hearers (1 Cor 3:10; 14:5,20,26;
Eph 4:11-16). An ancient proverb says that wise people store up
knowledge (Prov 10:14), and wise preachers will help their
hearers build up a fund of biblical knowledge upon which they
can draw as they travel through life.
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Preparing the sermon

Preachers as learners

If we are to teach others, we ourselves must first be learners.
We must be consistent students of the Bible who have a
thorough knowledge of whatever biblical book or subject we
teach. But our Bible study should not just be concerned with
preparing sermons. We should study the Bible consistently, book
by book, subject by subject, whether or not the material we study
is likely to be used in a sermon. When the time comes to prepare
our sermons, our problem should not be that we have difficulty
gathering enough material, but that we have so much material we
have difficulty knowing what to leave out.

Our preparation should involve not only consistent study, but
also personal examination and prayer. Like God’s preachers in
ancient times, we should make God’s Word our own before
giving it out to others. We should not merely repeat something
that means little to us personally.

When God used Ezekiel to speak to the people of Israel,
Ezekiel had first to carry out the symbolic act of eating the scroll
that contained God’s words. God’s message became his
message, and he proclaimed it with conviction and feeling (Ezek
2:8-3:3). John had a similar experience in New Testament times
(Rev 10:8-11), and in a sense all preachers should have a similar
experience today. God’s Word must become part of us, till his
message becomes ours. Then, like Jeremiah, we shall have such
a burning desire to make it known to others that we shall
scarcely be able to keep it back (Jer 20:8-9).

The practical purpose

If we truly believe in what we say, people will soon notice.
They will also be more likely to act upon what they hear. Our
aim, therefore, should be firstly to inform them as clearly as we
can what God’s Word teaches, and secondly to suggest how it
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might apply to them. This should always be our overall purpose.
Within this overall purpose we may want to deal with specific
issues, though these will depend on the needs of the occasion and
the composition of the audience.

This reminds us that we should read as widely as possible,
not just biblical reference material but secular literature as well.
Through newspapers, books, magazines, films, radio, television,
conversations and involvement in community affairs, we shall
have a better understanding of the issues that concern people.

Different audiences have different needs, and the way we
deal with a biblical book or subject may vary from one audience
to the next. Even before we begin preparing a sermon, we should
find out all we can about the composition and size of the
audience we are to address. Then we shall know how to handle
our subject, what level of understanding to expect, and what
obstacles we are likely to meet. The reason we adjust to suit the
audience is not to win people’s approval by saying things they
like to hear, but to ensure that we deal with the subject in a way
that is understandable and relevant.

Making a start

Whether the sermon deals with a topic or expounds a portion
of Scripture, the preparation will involve reading, rereading and
thinking over the biblical material. Our starting point is always
the Bible, and we should read it in whatever translations or
versions are available. We should also read the writings of God-
given teachers who have made the fruits of their work available
in the form of commentaries and other helpful books.

As we read these books, we should mark those parts that
give us useful information and ideas. If we are among those who
do not like to leave permanent marks on books, we can use a soft
pencil so that any marks can later be removed.

We should also keep with us at all times some notepaper. We
can use this to write down observations from our Bible reading,
and ideas that occur to us as we think, pray and read about our
subject. This paper can also be used to record reference details of
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helpful material (e.g. title of the book or article, author, date,
publisher, page numbers). We can later transfer these details to
an index, which will enable us to find helpful material in the
future.

It is probably good to have one index for material that is best
filed according to a Bible reference (e.g. name of biblical book,
chapter and verse), and another for material that is best filed in
alphabetical order of subject matter (e.g. disciple, forgiveness,
Holy Spirit, synagogue). With a little discipline and care, these
reference indexes will grow rapidly. They will require
reorganizing as our knowledge increases, but they will be a
valuable source of help as our ministry expands.

From the hours we spend reading the Bible and associated
resource material, we shall build up our knowledge of the subject
we are to preach on. But our understanding and confidence will
not come just through collecting information. We must also
evaluate the information and form our own judgments
concerning its accuracy and usefulness.

If we begin this introductory preparation weeks, or even
months, before preaching the sermon, we shall benefit through
having ample time to think over the material. Sometimes we
meet an idea or statement that appears smart or clever, but there
is a danger in deciding hastily to include it in our sermon. After
further reflection we may find it is not accurate or balanced, and
consequently not as useful as we first thought.

Putting pen to paper

Having made some preparation through reading and thinking
about our subject in general, we then have the task of selecting
and assembling the material to use in the sermon. During our
reading, we may have become aware of themes or ideas, and so
can write down headings for parts of the sermon. From two to
six headings will usually be enough. If no headings are obvious,
we must think out a logical progression as we move along. There
is no secret technique that enables us to prepare the sections or
headings of a sermon, but as we think through the material the
main points will emerge in one way or another.
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In transferring the fruits of our study to the content of the
sermon, we should write out our findings and observations in our
own words. In doing so we shall draw upon some of the material
we have marked in our resource books. We shall probably not
use every portion we have marked, perhaps because it does not
relate to our theme, or perhaps because our extended study has
caused us to doubt its worth. As we use or reject marked
portions, we can remove the pencil marks and return the books to
the shelves. We are then free to work over the material,
rearranging, deleting, adding and explaining in our own style and
words, without reference to the resource books.

Although we benefit from other people’s writings, we should
not merely repeat them. Our primary concern is with the Bible,
not with books that people write about the Bible. The sermon
should get its flavour, purpose, unity and emphasis from our own
biblical insights and practical experiences. If our sermons are to
carry weight with the hearers, they should arise from our
personal convictions, and not simply copy someone else’s ideas.
Sermons that are second-hand lack genuineness.

We must be careful not to include too much in the sermon.
Sometimes we get so enthused about a subject we are studying
that we are tempted to pass on all our findings to our hearers. But
they may not be interested in every detail we have discovered.
We must restrict ourselves to matters that can be of most benefit
to them in the limited preaching time available.

The more material we gather the better, because familiarity
with our subject will give us confidence when preaching. We do
not, however, have to use all the material we have collected from
our research. If the material in the sermon is, for example, only a
quarter of what we have researched, we are more likely to feel
confident about the subject, and consequently more relaxed and
assured when preaching about it.

The value of writing

Written English is not the same as spoken English. The
purpose of written preparation is not to produce a word-perfect
version of the sermon to memorize (something that is neither
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desirable nor possible for most people), but to clarify our
thoughts. If we are unable to write an idea down, and if we
cannot write it in plain language that anyone can understand, we
have probably not understood it properly ourselves. Whatever
we want to pass on to our audience, we must find a way of
saying it as clearly and simply as possible.

In general there is no need to use a difficult word when an
easier one is available. We could, for example, use ‘try’ instead
of ‘endeavour’, ‘happen’ instead of ‘eventuate’, and ‘workable’
instead of ‘viable’. Nevertheless, the preacher’s vocabulary must
be accurate and should have variety. We should equip ourselves
with at least one good dictionary and if possible other books that
deal with the usage and meanings of words.

Our sentences should be simple rather than complicated, our
style straightforward rather than abstract, and our expressions
practical rather than academic. It is better to say ‘We must
always tell the truth’ than ‘Truth is a necessary attribute’. We
should also work hard at finding ways to explain or replace
biblical words that people in church may hear often but not
understand. Certain words, such as ‘sin’ and ‘salvation’, cannot
be avoided, but we must make sure people understand what we
mean when we use them.

This need for explanation applies even more to words such
as ‘justification’ and ‘redemption’, but once we have explained
them we can use alternative words or phrases. If an accurate
modern equivalent of an old fashioned word is available, we
should use the modern word wherever possible; for instance, ‘the
sinful human nature’ rather than “the flesh’.

Writing will also make us aware of unnecessary words we
sometimes use when speaking and will help us eliminate them. It
will make us think critically about ourselves and will help us in
our constant battle to eliminate traditional preacher’s language.
Some words and expressions have become part of a style of
speech heard in the church but rarely heard in the everyday
world; e.g. “in our room and stead’, ‘journeying mercies’, ‘each
and every one’, ‘return thanks’, ‘render praise’, ‘the person of’
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and the repetitive ‘just’. We should try to use words and
expressions that are common to people in general.

Applying the teaching

The twofold purpose of the sermon should be to inform the
hearers of the Bible’s teaching and show its significance for
them. The statement of the teaching’s significance is usually
called the application. The preacher “applies’ the teaching to the
everyday situation of the hearers by giving a lesson, challenge or
example that makes it relevant to them.

We should look for opportunities to work in applications
throughout the sermon, but no application should be forced in.
We need not attach an application to every biblical or theological
explanation. But if we explain the Bible properly, applications
will be so obvious that people will see them naturally. They may
even wonder why they had not seen them before.

Applications are often more effective when we make only a
brief but pointed comment or question that arises out of the
biblical material (e.g. *. . . and it seems to me that Zephaniah’s
question is one that we might well ask ourselves today . . .”). We
must treat our hearers as intelligent enough to draw certain
conclusions for themselves. If we over-emphasize what we have
already made clear, the effect on the audience may be the
opposite of what we hoped for. We should be careful not to
insult our hearers by ‘talking down’ to them.

Wherever possible we should give examples to show how a
biblical exhortation might be applied in everyday life. Jesus did
this in Matthew 25:34-45 when he explained that serving him
meant feeding the hungry, clothing the poor, being hospitable to
the lonely and helping those with special needs. He did it again
in Luke 10:27-37 when responding to a teacher of the Jewish law
who asked him for an explanation of the word ‘neighbour’.
Jesus told the story of the good Samaritan and then said to the
man, ‘Now you go and do the same’.

The first century preachers likewise gave practical
applications of the principles they taught. When James taught
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Christians to be unbiased in their treatment of people, he
emphasized the point by giving an illustration of their wrong
behaviour. They looked down on those who were not socially
respectable, but gave a special welcome to the wealthy (James
2:1-7). When John taught his readers to love their fellow
Christians, he pointed out that this meant giving goods and
money to those in need (1 John 3:16-17).

Today’s preachers should follow the example of those first
century preachers. We must constantly think of practical up-to-
date applications of the Word we teach. This will help us avoid
the tendency to rely upon favourite or well-used applications,
some of which may have little to do with everyday experience.

The use of illustrations

Besides giving mental relief to the hearers, illustrations keep
the sermon tied to the workaday world. But they must be
relevant to the biblical portion or teaching that we are
expounding. Also, they should as a rule be designed to illustrate
one point only. If we try to draw too many points from one
illustration, we may land in trouble. The New Testament
examples given above show that in some cases we might give
an illustration and then draw a principle from it; in others, state
the principle and then give an illustration.

We should beware of the temptation to tell a story solely
because it is entertaining. It may capture people’s attention, but
can be damaging to the sermon as a whole. If people remember a
story but cannot remember the point it was intended to illustrate,
the illustration has failed. In this regard we must be especially
careful with stories of the unusual or the spectacular. The more
sensational the story, the less typical it is of ordinary life. As a
result people are less likely to see how it relates to them.

Some Old Testament examples

If we spend most of our sermon time expounding the text of
the Bible, we shall need fewer illustrations than we might think.
This is because the Bible itself is full of illustrations. It deals
with real life situations. Its language is pictorial.
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To many people, one of the least interesting parts of the
Bible is the law of Moses, yet even there most situations should
be easy to picture — a slave working in a house (Exod 21:1-6),
one man beating another (Exod 21:12-14), people quarrelling
(Exod 21:18-19), an ox attacking someone (Exod 21:28-29), an
animal falling into a pit (Exod 21:33), a thief breaking into a
house (Exod 22:2), a farmer burning off his field (Exod 22:6).
The historical books are similarly concerned with events in real
life, and their narratives are full of interest and colour. The
biblical material itself is so down-to-earth that we rarely need to
search elsewhere for illustrations to enliven it.

Even the Psalms, which contain some of the highest expres-
sions of spiritual devotion, are earthy in the images they use.
Most are easy for us to picture — groups of people talking (Ps
1:1), trees growing beside a river (Ps 1:3), chaff blown away by
the wind (Ps 1:4), rebels plotting to overthrow a ruler (Ps 2:2),
chains being broken (Ps 2:3), pottery being smashed (Ps 2:9),
and so on in verse after verse, psalm after psalm.

In the Wisdom books the pictures and illustrations are even
more colourful. There we might see a prostitute laying a trap for
a young man (Prov 7:6-23), a rich woman preparing a banquet
(Prov 9:1-6), or a person stirring up trouble in his neighbourhood
(Prov 26:17-25). We shall find illustrations in such common
local practices as setting a bird trap (Prov 1:17), talking about the
weather (Prov 25:13-14) and making announcements around the
streets and markets (Prov 1:20-22).

The prophets of the Old Testament were preachers, and their
sermons were colourful and well illustrated. One chapter will
commonly contain a number of pictures — farm animals (Isa 1:3),
a diseased person (Isa 1:5-6), devastated countryside (Isa 1:7), a
shed in a vegetable patch (Isa 1:8), a besieged city (Isa 1:8),
religious festivals (Isa 1:11-15), bathing (Isa 1:16-18), widows,
prostitutes, princes, thieves (Isa 1:21-23), refining of metals (Isa
1:22,25), dead trees (Isa 1:30) and burnt rubbish (Isa 1:31).

These Old Testament examples do more than remind us of
the need to relate our message to the world around us; they show
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us that if we explain the Bible as it is written, our sermons will
automatically be packed with everyday illustrations. We shall
not have to search for pictures to enliven our sermons; the
pictures are already there in the Bible.

We must acquire the habit of seeing in our imagination the
pictures that the biblical writers have set out on paper. As we
describe those pictures and their significance, our hearers will
find the words of the Bible spring to life before them. We shall
have little need to think of interesting illustrations or stories to
hold people’s attention, because the Bible will do it for us.
Instead of entertaining our hearers with stories or attacking them
with criticisms, we can open up the Bible with our explanations
and then leave the Bible to speak for itself.

Jesus and the New Testament writers

When we come to the New Testament, we find that Jesus
used word pictures constantly. We shall help our hearers
understand Jesus’ teaching if we first use our imagination to
picture the features Jesus referred to. Instead of making Jesus’
teaching more abstract, we should keep it concrete and practical.
We should use Jesus’ material in such a way that it now becomes
the material for our own sermons.

If Jesus spoke of a woman baking bread (Matt 13:33) or a
farmer organizing his affairs (Matt 21:33-41), we should be able
to make our hearers picture the scene. We may want a spiritual
lesson for our hearers, but there is no need to divorce Jesus’
activity from the real world in which he lived. Our spiritual
lessons should not be artificial, but should arise from the
workaday world of Jesus’ experience. In general he moved
among the same sorts of people as we might meet in our local
neighbourhood.

Even the great words of Christian doctrine come mostly
from settings in the everyday world. The background to Paul’s
teaching on justification is the courtroom, where a judge acquits
the innocent but condemns the guilty (Rom 3:26; 8:33). The
background to his teaching on adoption is the practice whereby a
childless couple made a trustworthy person their son, and gave
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him the status of a responsible adult and heir (Gal 3:26; 4:4-6).
In presenting Christian truth, the Bible usually prefers concrete
word pictures to abstract theological statements.

Likewise we today can communicate effectively with our
hearers, even when teaching doctrine, merely by explaining the
biblical pictures. If we feel the necessity for further illustrations,
we can give illustrations from the present day. We should bear in
mind, however, that usually the most effective illustrations are
analogies rather than stories; that is, pictures that liken one thing
to another rather than narratives of events. Many of the Bible’s
illustrations are analogies. Concerning redemption, for example,
the analogy comes from the practice of slavery. As a person pays
a price to release a slave from bondage, so Jesus Christ, by his
death, has paid the price to release believers from the slavery of
sin (Gal 3:13; 5:1; 1 Peter 1:18-19).

It seems that people today are less skilled than those of Bible
times at using their imagination to picture truth (perhaps because
there is so much ready-made entertainment today). We must
therefore paint the picture for them as we preach. More than that,
we must practise painting mental pictures for ourselves as we
read. If we cannot picture what we are talking about, there is
little chance that our hearers will be able to.

Pulpit notes

We all have different preferences concerning the extent of
notes we take with us into the pulpit. Whether hand-written or
typed, the notes must be set out clearly so that we can read them
easily at a glance. Simple helps such as underlining, coloured
markings, indentation of lines and extra spacing will enable us to
move through our notes with a minimum of difficulty.

As pointed out earlier, an important factor in fluent and
confident preaching is familiarity with our subject. Nothing can
substitute for this. If we have researched our material well and
preserved the substance of the sermon in writing, we shall
probably need to take only one or two pages of outline notes
with us into the pulpit. The notes are merely to jog the memory,
so that we progress through the material in the right order and
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without omitting important points. We shall usually find it
worthwhile, however, to write out or memorize key statements
where we need to say something with particular precision.

This writing out or memorizing of important statements
applies especially to the opening and closing sentences of the
sermon. We are usually nervous when we begin to speak, but if
we have prepared our opening sentence we should be able to
begin confidently. The sentence does not have to be anything
special; the main thing is to know what we are going to say when
we speak our first words.

In some cases the introduction may be based on a striking
illustration or statement that creates immediate interest, but it
must lead genuinely into the main subject matter. If it does not, it
can create an anti-climax and the audience will soon lose
interest. The closing statement might be based on a challenge, a
question or a quotation from Scripture, but again it must fit
naturally into what has gone before. It need not summarize the
sermon, but it should provide a natural climax.

Headings can be helpful to both preacher and audience, but
they should be short and in keeping with the content and
development of the sermon. They should be down-to-earth rather
than abstract (e.g. ‘Getting on with people’ rather than ‘The
nature of coexistence’), and popular rather than technical (e.g.
‘God is everywhere’ rather than ‘Divine immanence”).

A simple pattern can be helpful to link headings, but only if
it fits naturally into the substance of the sermon. Our aim as
preachers should be that people understand the teaching of the
Bible, not that they remember our sermon outlines. In certain
cases, though we may have prepared three or four major points,
we need not announce them. Everything depends on how we
want to develop the talk. We must always be flexible in deciding
how to present our material.

Possibilities for re-use

Having put so much work into our study and preparation, we
should file our material away for possible use in the future. This
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applies particularly to the more detailed notes that record the
substance of the sermon. Even if we do not preach the same
sermon again, we may use some of the material in other sermons
or studies.

We may also wish to file the brief notes that we took with us
into the pulpit, though this is not so important. If we prepared
these notes specifically for one occasion or simply to jog the
memory, we may need to rewrite them next time we use the
material. Such rewriting can be beneficial, because it forces us to
rethink the current practical applications of the basic biblical
teaching, and so keeps the sermon fresh and relevant.

No study of any subject is ever complete, and therefore we
must be willing to change parts of the sermon that we have
written out or even preached. We shall need to adjust the content
and emphasis as our knowledge grows and the audience changes.
Some sermons may reach maturity only after we have preached
them two or three times; though if we preach them too often we
may find they become stale. We should also keep a record of
where and when we preach each sermon.
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Reaching the audience

God’s Word, not ours

No matter how much thought and effort we put into the
preparation and delivery of a sermon, we must constantly bear in
mind that the spiritual power of the message comes from God,
not from us. We must be dependent upon God, and we express
our dependence through constant prayer.

Paul reminded the Thessalonian Christians that one reason
for the fruit he saw among them was that his message ‘came not
only in word, but also in power, in the Holy Spirit and with full
conviction’ (1 Thess 1:5). In Corinth he was again fruitful, even
though his preaching lacked its usual fluency and confidence.
But he was not disappointed. At least the Corinthians’ faith was
genuine, because it rested not on the skill of his preaching, but
on the truth of the message he preached. It depended not on
human wisdom, but on God’s power (1 Cor 2:1-5).

Our authority as preachers is only that of the Word we
preach; our power is only that of the Spirit of God who works
through us. And we draw upon that power through prayer.

Clearly, we must do our best to perform well. We should not
be content to stumble along, making such a mess of our
presentation that people have difficulty listening. On the other
hand, we should not be so concerned to produce a first class
performance that our main aim (though we do not admit it) is to
impress people. The value is in the Word, not the preacher; or, as
Paul might say, it is in the spiritual treasure, not the clay pot that
contains it. The power belongs to God, not to us (2 Cor 4:7).

True to the Scriptures

Besides fighting the tendency to vanity, we must resist the
temptation to adjust our message so that we tell people what they
want to hear. The Bible consistently condemns preachers who
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are more concerned with pleasing the audience than proclaiming
the truth. It calls them false prophets (Isa 30:10-11; 2 Tim 4:3).
They may for a time avoid difficulties and enjoy popularity, but
in the end they damage themselves and their hearers (1 Kings
22:13; Jer 5:31; 23:16-22). True messengers of God say what
they should say, whether or not it is what people want them to
say (1 Kings 22:14; Jer 1:17; Micah 3:8; 2 Tim 4:2).

This does not mean we should be harsh or insensitive in
our preaching. To speak forthrightly does not mean to speak
arrogantly. Jesus taught the way of God forthrightly and told
the truth without worrying about people’s opinions or status
(Mark 12:14). Yet his words and manner were gracious and
impressive (Luke 4:22; John 7:46).

People in the church have a variety of needs. The stubborn
need to be rebuked and the lazy need to be warned, whereas the
timid need to be encouraged and the sorrowful need to be
comforted (Rom 12:7-8; 1 Thess 5:14; 2 Tim 2:24-26). But
whatever message we preach, we must be honest in the way we
interpret and apply God’s Word. We must never twist it to make
it mean something different from what the biblical author
intended. Like Paul, we must not be deceitful or distort God’s
Word, but by the open statement of the truth commend ourselves
to the conscience of everyone in the sight of God (2 Cor 4:2).

In view of the variety of people in the congregation, one way
to ensure balance in our preaching is to have a program that
covers all parts of the Bible. (This is discussed in Chapter 12.)
An advantage of such a program is that, as we move through
whole books of the Bible, we inevitably cover a range of topics.
In the process we deal with needs in the church, while avoiding
the undesirable practice of directing a public sermon at only
selected people. Also, in the course of expounding a book, we
can often deal with a subject that may be difficult to deal with in
an isolated sermon.

From the audience’s viewpoint

As we take our place in the pulpit, we are ‘warmed up’ on
the subject we are to preach about. Our hearers, by contrast, are



60 LET THE BIBLE SPEAK FOR ITSELF

‘cold’. While our minds are full of the material we have been
studying and rehearsing, the minds of our hearers may not be
prepared at all. When people arrive in church, they are unlikely
to have just studied the subject as we have, and may never have
thought about things that are clear and settled in our minds. We
must therefore take time, if only two or three minutes, to present
a background that enables the audience to see how we view the
subject and how we intend to handle it.

In addition, we must realize that if questions arose in our
minds as we prepared the sermon, similar questions might arise
in our hearers’ minds as we preach. We should imagine, and
even mention, possible arguments and objections, then answer
them. We could introduce a statement by an expression such as
‘Now you might say . . .” and then proceed to deal with it.

This is what Paul does in his writings: ‘What advantage,
then, has the Jew? Much every way . . .” (Rom 3:1-2). ‘What if
some were unfaithful? Does their unfaithfulness nullify God’s
faithfulness? By no means . . .” (Rom 3:3-4). ‘What shall we say,
then? Shall we continue in sin so that grace may abound? By no
means! We died to sin. How, then, can we continue to live in it?’
(Rom 6:1-2).

The Old Testament preacher Malachi uses a similar tech-
nique when challenging his hearers about their wrong attitudes.
He addresses them with a statement, quotes their complaining
response, and then answers them. In Malachi 1.6, speaking on
God’s behalf, he accuses people of despising God’s name. The
people, in a complaining tone of voice, ask, ‘How have we
despised your name?’ Malachi, answering for God, says, ‘By
offering polluted food on my altar,” to which the people respond,
again in hurt tones, ‘How have we polluted it?” Malachi then
proceeds through the following verses to tell them.

Malachi uses this approach repeatedly. In Malachi 2:17, for
example, he tells the people they have wearied God with their
words, to which the people respond, ‘How have we wearied
him?” Malachi answers, ‘By saying that God likes those who do
evil, and by asking where is this God who is supposed to be
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just.” He then deals with the issue through the next chapter. If we
can use this sort of imaginary debate, we shall find it maintains
our hearers’ interest and helps develop the sermon.

Composition of the audience

We should remember that although we may see how a
portion of Scripture applies in everyday life, others may not see
the application so readily. Circumstances vary from one person
to the next, and the needs of some are not the needs of others.
The audience usually consists of a mixture of people — young
and old, male and female, tradesmen and students, and so on. We
should be careful not to concentrate on matters that may be of
interest to only a small number of people.

Another thing to avoid is the over-generalization, for it can
alienate people concerning whom it may not be true. For
example, a broad criticism of youth is unfair to those who do not
deserve it. A broad commendation is also unhelpful, because it
can create a false sense of self-satisfaction.

Since no two people are the same, we must be careful in
wording our applications and challenges. We should word a
statement or ask a question in such a way that it prompts
different responses from different people. This helps people
think about the particular response they should make. When
Jesus told the parable about the vineyard workers who rebelled
against the owner, he did so in a way that made the hearers think
about its meaning a