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Our Father, we’re glad of the opportunity to bow in your presence 
as we begin to think again on this tremendous topic of biblical 
preaching. You’ve put into our hearts, the hearts of each of us, a 
desire to become a conscientious and effective preacher of Your 
Word. We ask that You’ll help us as we think together during this 
quarter and that You’ll take us in hand and mold and shape us 
into an ambassador for Christ. We ask it in His name, amen.

Well maybe I could just say for the benefit of those of you who 
were not here yesterday that as you’ll see from the analysis of 
the course, we begin the first three lectures on what I call “The 
Argument About Preaching.” And I pointed out yesterday that 
there is an increasing kind of pressure group in the Christian church 
today that is seeking to persuade us that the day of preaching is 
over. And we’re trying, therefore, to face these arguments against 
preaching so that we can look them in the face and see how much 
validity they have. And I began yesterday by talking about Marshall 
McLuhan the high priest of the cybernetic revolution, cybernetics 
being of course the science of communication whether in the 
human brain or the electronic brain, whether in human beings or 
in computers. And we began to see what McLuhan is saying, and 
we began to subject it to the beginnings of a critique. And I didn’t 
have time to finish yesterday, so I want to finish now by asking 
and trying to answer the question “How do people learn?” And I 
will give you a four-fold answer and talk a little bit about each. Let 
me give you the four straightaway.

First, people learn by listening. And, therefore, there is a need for 
proclamation.

Second, people learn by discussing. And, therefore, there is a need 
for conversation.

Thirdly, people learn by watching. Therefore, there is a need for 
observation. 

John R. W. Stott, D. D.
Experience: Founder, Langham 

Partnership International
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Fourthly, people learn by discovering. And, therefore, there’s a 
need of participation. 

Now these four learning methods are all appointed by God. God 
intends people to learn in these different ways. And although 
preaching belongs to the first of the four categories, it does need 
to be supplemented by the other three. I’m thinking now of a 
local church situation in which you might think of yourself as 
the pastor. You may be the pastor. You long that the people will 
learn, that they’ll grow into maturity as Christian people. And, 
therefore, you have to have in mind the various ways in which 
people do learn. 

So let’s begin first with proclamation, that is, learning by listening. 
Now Marshall McLuhan is of course scornful of this way of learning. 
He says quoting “The prospect of the forthcoming demise of 
spoken language and its replacement by global consciousness 
without any verbalization at all” is what he is looking forward to 
in the future. He believes the television age is going to produce 
this global village in which everybody will become simultaneously 
aware or conscious of everybody else. And there will no longer 
be any need for verbalization is a horrific prospect. Now I want 
to say immediately that Christians must regard with the gravest 
suspicion this modern dislike of verbal communication, because 
the basic biblical doctrines of creation and revelation are both 
involved in this debate. For the God Christians believe in, made 
man in His own image. And from the beginning of creation, long 
before the alphabet was written down let alone printing invented, 
God communicated with man in speech. He created man and gave 
him this faculty of speech and of listening. He gave man the power 
of verbal communication. 

So the ability to communicate by words, that is, both to listen and 
to speak in which we’re engaged this afternoon is a capacity by 
creation that God has given us. It’s an aspect of the Divine likeness 
which we bear as human beings. And the God who endowed us 
with this capacity by creation did not take it away as a result of the 
fall. The fall did not result in a total communications breakdown. 
On the contrary, when you stop to think about it, God’s plan to 
redeem man depended to a considerable extent on His decision 
to reveal to man what He was going to do and later what He has 
done in Christ. And this revelation has been verbalized. God 
verbalized His revelation in Scripture, and this Word we believe 
has complete finality. Therefore, it can never be supplanted or 
even supplemented, it can only be communicated. And you and 
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I are in this communications business. We are called to make it 
known to others. And moreover, we’ve got to communicate it 
to others in the way in which it has been communicated to us, 
that is, verbally. And I fear that Marshall McLuhan’s so-called 
“retribalization of man” that is mankind lapsing into a primitive, 
collective, nonverbal culture would to some extent mean his 
dehumanization. Man will lose one of his distinctively human 
capacities, that is, to speak and to communicate with one another 
in words. And that, I would say, is a very serious prospect indeed.

Now I’m also alarmed under the same heading by the 
contemporary scorn, the McLuhan scorn, of linear thought 
or at least the identification of the word “linear” (that is of 
course something that goes in a line) with “logical.” Print, of 
course, is linear. Your eyes go down the lines of print. And I’m 
unhappy when people assume that the linear and the logical are 
automatically identical. Now it is true of course, and as preachers 
and Christian communicators we have to recognize it. It’s true 
that not everybody’s had a university education. Not everybody 
is literate in the sense that by God’s goodness you and I are. Not 
everybody reaches conclusions by a process of strict logic. Some 
people reach them much more intuitively. We know that perfectly 
well. Nevertheless, I would want to argue that it is still our calling 
as Christian communicators to appeal to men’s basic rationality 
as human beings and to address our message to their minds and 
expect them to be able to think and to understand, because this is 
how God has made them. 

So I want to say to every preacher and every budding preacher, 
as you face a congregation of people, remember their creation. 
You’re not speaking to a lot of cabbages or a lot of chipmunks. 
You’re speaking to human beings whom God has made in His 
image and to whom He has given a capacity to think and to argue 
and to reason and to understand. And when you come to think of 
it, although it’s obvious, it is a glorious truth of one human being 
communicating with others. So I want to resist the process that 
McLuhan is glorying in, that is the retribalization of man. 

Now two, the second way of learning is conversation, learning 
by discussing. Dialogue is not a very acceptable word in some 
evangelical circles. And this is understandable because there are 
many radical theologians, secular theologians who are urging 
that in evangelism, dialogue should replace proclamation. That, 
of course, we could never accept. Not only so, but some of the 
more extreme secular theologians are saying that if dialogue is 
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to be a true dialogue, it must be entirely open-ended. That is to 
say the result of the dialogue cannot be determined before you 
enter it. Let me quote you one of the most extreme. Professor J.G. 
Davies who is a professor in Birmingham University in Britain and 
very active in World Council of Churches circles and one of the 
contributors to their volume called The Church for Others, which 
was on missionary structures of the congregations. Some of you I 
think will know it. He writes this extraordinary thing in his little 
book Dialogue With the World. 

Dialogue involves complete openness. But to enter into 
dialogue in this way is not only difficult, it is dangerous. 
Complete openness means that every time we enter into 
dialogue, our faith is at stake. If I engage in dialogue with 
a Buddhist and do so with openness, I must recognize that 
the outcome cannot be predetermined either for him or for 
me. The Buddhist may come to accept Jesus as Lord, but I 
may come to accept the authority of the Buddha or even 
both of us may end up as agnostics. And unless these are 
real possibilities, he says, neither of us is being fully open 
to the other. To live dialogically is to live dangerously.

Well I understand what he means, but I hope you would agree 
with me that it’s ridiculous for a Christian who is committed to 
Christ and is convinced of the truth as it is in Jesus. I’m prepared 
to enter into a dialogue with a non-Christian, in a sense I’ll 
explain in a moment, but not because I believe he may convert 
me to his secularism or his Hinduism; but because through the 
dialogue I want to understand him and to be able to bear witness 
to him the more humbly, the more humanly, the more relevantly 
because I’ve listened to him first before speaking. So the value 
of dialogue as a teaching process, whether you’re thinking of the 
other person as a Christian or a non-Christian, is that we listen as 
well as speak, and we’re prepared to learn as well as teach. 

The teacher who engages in dialogue gives the pupil the 
opportunity to ask questions and can address himself relevantly 
to the pupil’s real problems. And it’s significant that the early 
apostolic preaching as it is described in the Acts of the Apostles 
was dialogical preaching. So the “dialagesti” to argue or to 
engage in dialogue, is one of the verbs that Luke uses several 
times particularly of the apostle Paul in his preaching ministry. 
Dialagesti means to reason or argue. Precisely what form this 
argument took, well we don’t know because we’re not told. But 
presumably it was not one in which Paul did all the talking. 
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So applying this to the local church, it seems to me that however 
much we value the preaching ministry as I myself do with all 
my heart, we must I think allow some place for talk back. Some 
place for group discussion with a qualified leader, not because 
it is ever legitimate to discuss God or to discuss the gospel as if 
God and the gospel are open to debate. But in order to give the 
congregation an opportunity to seek clarification of what is being 
preached to them, even to challenge the interpretation as to how 
far it is biblical because we want to encourage the congregation 
to be like the men of Berea who searched the Scriptures to “see 
if these things be true.” So that their authority is not ultimately 
their minister but the Scripture the minister expounds and 
because we want the congregation to be alert mentally and to 
pursue the application of what they’re hearing from the pulpit 
in everyday and contemporary terms. And if we share Christian 
presuppositions in the congregation, namely that God has spoken 
and His Word is written in a Book, then dialogue or discussion can 
be a very valuable supplement to the preaching ministry. Don’t 
let’s despise it. 

Thirdly, observation, learning by watching. The visual aids are 
a commonplace in modern education, and the church should 
not be shy of supplementing the spoken word with blackboard 
or overhead projector, with films, filmstrips, sound strips, 
drama. But I wonder if you have thought that God has given 
the congregation or means people to have two other visual aids 
which are commonly overlooked. Have you ever thought to begin 
with that the minister is intended himself to be a visual aid to the 
congregation? In Titus 2, verse 7, Titus is told “Show yourself in all 
respects a model of good deeds.” And in 1 Timothy 4:12, Timothy 
is told “Set the believers an example in speech and conduct, in 
love, in faith, in purity.” Now, the word “model” in Titus 2:7 and 
the word “example” in 1 Timothy 4:12 are both the word “tupos.” 
Now tupos is the word that is used in other contexts particularly 1 
Corinthians 10 of Old Testament characters. This is where we get 
the idea of typology from that the Old Testament characters were 
“types” of things to come. And what happened to them happened 
to them “tupikos.” 

Now to me it is a very striking thing that God intends the 
congregation to have not a lot of dead types and examples in the 
Old Testament but a living type example or model in their own 
minister so that we are preaching all the time when we’re out of 
the pulpit as well as when we’re in it as a visual aid. One writer’s 
put quite recently what communicates now is basically personal 
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authenticity. I think that is absolutely true. Young people today 
everywhere are looking for the authentic. It’s anything that is 
phony is anathema and rightly so. Thank God for this desire for 
authenticity. Now if anybody must manifest authenticity, it is the 
minister, it is the preacher, so that he is evidently practicing what 
he preaches. He is meant to be a visual aid to the congregation.

But then B, the second example I want to give is that the 
congregation is intended to be a visual aid to the world. And this 
too is a most marvelous truth much neglected. In 1 John 4, verse 
12, we are told “No man has ever seen God. But if we love one 
another, His love is perfected in us.” Now if you know the Johanan 
literature, you’ll know that the phrase “no man has ever seen 
God” in 1 John 4:12, is not the first time that John has used those 
precise words. He uses them also at the beginning of his gospel 
in John 1:18. And there he says, “No one has ever seen God; the 
only Begotten of the Father, He has made Him known.” Now you 
see the question “nobody’s ever seen God.” Here is the invisibility 
of the God we believe in. This is wonderful, but it is also our 
problem. People come to us and say, where is your God? I can’t 
see Him. He’s silent, He’s invisible. He’s intangible. But although 
nobody’s ever seen God and our God is invisible, yet there are 
two ways in which He has made Himself visible. The first is in 
the historic Jesus, John 1:18. “The only begotten of the Father, 
He has made Him known.” And Jesus is the image of the invisible 
God. But is it not breathtaking that, according to 1 John 4, verse 
12, that the Christian congregation is intended to be this visible 
manifestation of the invisible God today. So that John can begin 
with the same phrase “nobody’s ever seen God.” And then go on 
not “the only begotten of the Father, He has made Him known.” 
But “if we love one another, God’s love is perfected in us.” So that 
a loving, Christian community, a Christian community in which 
the love of God is made manifest is making visible the invisible 
God. So here is a visual aid for the world. 

Gavin Reid in the book I mentioned yesterday The Gagging of 
God, writes, “Whether the church likes it or not, it is in non-
verbal modes, communicating all the time. And much of what the 
church is saying communicating, is inimical to its true message.” 
Or another writer Bruce Reed says, “The church is not failing to 
communicate. The church is communicating precisely what it is, 
a casualty of the onrush of social change and the breakdown of 
authority.” Gavin Reid lists a number of things as communicating 
from the church. “One is our divisions and lovelessness, the act of 
unchurching other people, screams nonverbally at the onlooker,” 
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he says. “Our toleration of social injustice, our image in the church 
is a bastion of hypocritical bourgeois society, our institutionalism.” 
And I think he might have added our buildings, our luxury, our 
notice boards, our publicity, our dress, our language. All these 
things are communicating with the world and to a large extent, 
it’s a nonverbal communication. But it’s not communicating the 
truth as it is in Jesus. So don’t let’s despise observation. People 
learn by watching. What they learn is often very tragic.

Fourthly, participation or learning by discovering and doing. 
Participation is, of course, the great cry of the modern world 
not only in political decision-making in democracy, but also in 
the whole process of learning. Now, people have always taught 
themselves this way long before the educators have tumbled to 
it. This is how the child learns to swim, by doing it, by getting 
into the water. This is how a boy takes his radio to bits and learns 
about radios. This is how the scientist makes experiments and 
apprenticeships have always been an acceptable way of learning 
a trade. Now Marshall McLuhan greatly emphasizes the need to 
participate in the learning process, and he applies it of course to 
television. Let me quote from the The Medium Is the Massage. 
He says, “The young today reject goals, they want roles. That 
is total involvement. They do not want fragmented specialized 
goals or jobs. We now experience simultaneously the dropout 
and the teach in. And the two forms are correlative, they belong 
together. The teach in represents an attempt to shift education 
from instruction to discovery, from brainwashing students to 
brainwashing instructors. The dropout represents a rejection 
of 19th century technology as manifested in our educational 
establishments, and the teach in represents a creative effort 
switching the educational process from package to discovery.” He 
emphasizes very strongly that in television the viewer is totally 
involved.

Now this truth also we have to accept in the church. Members of 
the congregation are not listeners only, and they are not spectators 
only. They are active participants in the learning process, and 
they belong both to Christ and to each other. So let me give you 
an example of each to show you what I mean. 

A. In belonging to Christ. Let me take the sacraments. Have 
you ever thought of baptism and the Lord’s Supper in terms of 
communication as means of communication that God has given 
them partly for that reason? It was Augustine who called the 
sacraments “verba visibilia” (visible words). There are words that 
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are visibilized, made visible. They are the gospel made visible. 
This is what the sacraments are by which God speaks verbally and 
visually. But once you’ve said that, have you thought further that 
the two sacraments speak by the participation which they demand? 
First, look at the candidate for baptism. He not only hears the 
gospel, he not only sees it dramatized in the water, but he submits 
to being baptized. He is a participant. Or it’s even more clear in a 
way in terms of the communicant at the Lord’s table. He doesn’t 
just hear the gospel. He doesn’t just see the bread broken and 
the wine poured out. He is commanded by the Lord to eat and to 
drink. And Christ makes Himself known in the breaking of bread, 
that is, by this very participation. Now here is God’s own method 
of teaching by participation. But we not only belong to Christ, we 
also belong to each other. And people are hungry today to belong. 
All over the world, and as I’ve traveled a good deal I’ve seen it to 
be true, there are developing in churches, home groups, house 
churches, fellowship meetings, Christian cells of all different 
kinds. And in this experience of participation, in this fellowship, 
this participation in the body of Christ, not just in a structured 
service in pews in a plush church, but in the informality and the 
spontaneity of the home, people are learning what it means to 
be a Christian and what the church is. A fellowship meeting is 
a happening in which the individual finds out for himself what 
it means to be accepted, to be welcomed, to be loved, and to 
belong. And in this happening, this fellowship happening, biblical 
theology that he may have heard for years from the pulpit comes 
to life. Abstract concepts like forgiveness, love, reconciliation, 
fellowship take on concrete form. And the preaching of the Word, 
the preaching of the gospel of reconciliation becomes embodied. 
So people learn by participation. They learn by listening, they learn 
by discussing, they learn by watching, they learn by participating, 
four methods of learning. 

Now let me conclude this part of my lecture by saying that 
the cybernetic revolution that we’ve been thinking about is 
a great challenge to all preachers today. And it would be the 
sheerest folly for any of us to turn a blind eye to what these 
communicators are saying, because this cybernetic revolution is 
creating a new context, a new consciousness in which the task 
of Christian communication has to be done. I myself tell you 
again as I did at the beginning of my first lecture yesterday, that 
I am an unrepentant believer in the validity of preaching and in 
the priority of preaching in the minister’s task. And yet I want 
to add, do not isolate the work of preaching either from other 
media which need to supplement it or from the total context of 
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communication to which preaching belongs. Well that’s the first 
objection to preaching, the cybernetic revolution. It’s the biggest. 
It’s the strongest challenge. And I want now for the rest of my 
time to supplement it much more briefly with what in the second 
lecture I call four more contrary arguments. And as I go along I’m 
going to try and answer them a bit. 

The second argument is plain fatigue and boredom which I think 
is a very common phenomenon today. People are tired today. 
Despite shorter hours and longer holidays and better working 
conditions, the pace of life, the rat race seems to be increasing 
and with it the pressures that it brings. Now one unfortunate 
result of it is that there are many people who are unable to relax 
even in their leisure time. I think you see it in America as we do 
in Britain. People’s life is one of perpetual motion and ceaseless 
activity, a condition that is aided and abetted by society’s ever-
increasing mobility. And people in the west have almost forgotten 
how to stand still or sit still let alone to think and meditate. And 
even Christian people on Sundays appear to have lost the ideal 
of spending the Lord’s Day together as a family at home. Another 
question today is what shall we do, because we’re activists. And 
the answer is usually let’s get in the car and go somewhere. And 
when you’ve got there, it’s time to go back. And you haven’t done 
anything except drive and return. Because we’re activists, that’s 
how we live today. So the characteristic of the age is constant 
fidgeting. And the patron saint of our age is St. Vitus. 

Now I believe that a parallel phenomenon to this is that people 
are mentally tired. There are multitudes of people who do no 
serious thinking or reading at all. Their reading is limited to 
popular newspapers and they get into them as into a hot bath. 
As Marshall McLuhan rightly says, “They don’t read them, glossy 
magazines, maybe the odd paperback thriller or whodunnit. But 
most nights they view television and are suffering from a severe 
attack of spectatoritis.” Marshall McLuhan describes how a North 
American child is introduced to television. His parents plop him 
down in front of a TV set at the age of two to tranquilize him. And 
by the time he enters kindergarten, he’s clocked in as much as 
4,000 hours of television. Hal Fischer, one of your research men 
in these states says that the average American watches TV five 
and a quarter hours a day, and there is continuing and radical rise 
each decade. 

Now because of this, there are many people who are incapable of 
listening to sustained reasoning. Television is not only pictorial, 
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it’s extremely bitty, isn’t it? That is it is a rapid succession of 
isolated incidents, unrelated often to each other, and usually 
with commercials interrupting in this most aggravating way. 
But television is also exciting and moving and colorful and 
kaleidoscopic. I think of the child in our country who went to 
the circus for the first time and came back and said, mummy (or 
momma or whatever you say in this country), you really ought 
to go to the circus. If you went to the circus, you’d never want to 
go to church again. Well it’s not an altogether fair comparison, 
but you understand what she meant. The child had been to the 
circus and seen this colorful variety of secular entertainment. 
And church services and sermons appear to be irretrievably dull. 
I went to church this Sunday. I shan’t tell you where I went. But I 
looked at the teenagers who were sitting in the congregation and 
boredom was written on their faces, yes and on the back of their 
heads. 

So it is that in this kind of situation today, to be expected to listen 
to one man spouting with no frills, with little if any light relief, 
with nothing else to look at seems to be beyond many people. 
And when the sermon starts, they switch off and you can almost 
hear the click. Somebody’s written of 18th century preachers in 
Britain that in those days there were only three classes of sermon: 
those that were dull, those that were duller, and those that were 
inconceivably dull. Now in this situation, you see I simply want 
to say to you my brothers, there is no need to panic. There is no 
need to replace the sermon with films, drama, public dialogue, or 
debates. Valuable as these are as supplements, they must never be 
a substitute for preaching. But the lesson I learn is this, we must 
realize that we’ve got to fight for people’s attention. Now that 
very simple thing to say to you is of immense importance. Never 
assume when you’re climbing the pulpit steps that people want 
to listen to you or that they are going to listen to you. You’ve got 
to work hard by prayer and by preparation in order to secure their 
interest and retain it. 

John Poulton, in our country who is the research and development 
officer of the Archbishop’s Council on Evangelism, lists 10 things 
worth remembering if a preacher wants to be heard by people 
today. And his first point is we dare not be dull. A television age 
is not dull. It is the world of bright colors and exciting packaging. 
And if we look and sound drab and dull, we are just not in the 
market at all. Now this concerns not only the way in which we 
present our material but the themes we choose which have 
got to be seen to be relevant to life, contemporary life in all its 
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variety and fullness. Now I don’t want to be misunderstood. It’s 
not necessary even when we’re speaking to children, always to 
have some elaborate visual aid. Nobody can keep it up Sunday 
after Sunday. And it’s extremely time-consuming. And unless it 
is really good, it can sometimes distract as much as enlighten. 
And even excellent visual aids can pull after a time. Occasionally 
they are much more effective. But think there are other forms of 
visual aid. God has given you an imagination, use it. The people 
to whom you speak have got an imagination, appeal to it. Learn to 
turn their ear into an eye so that they can see what you are saying, 
because you visualize it for them. Well that’s enough I think, on 
my second problem which is fatigue and boredom.

Now thirdly, the third objection to preaching is the modern dislike 
of dogmatism. Equality of educational opportunity in the western 
world today has led to a natural distrust of and distaste for all 
authority. And in addition, there is this widespread revolt today 
against all forms of authoritarianism, and anything which savors 
of the establishment, of ancient and unassailable authority or 
of the status quo is out, at least for the majority of the younger 
generation. I don’t know how you would define a radical, but a 
radical is precisely somebody who asks awkward questions of 
the establishment. A radical is somebody who calls into question 
everything which is supposed to be beyond question. A radical 
is somebody who refuses to reverence any sacred cows. And the 
number of radicals is rapidly growing in the world today. And 
nowadays everybody’s got his own opinion. He’s not going to 
kowtow to anybody else. And he says to himself, my opinion is 
just as good as that preacher’s up there. Why should he lay down 
the law to me? There he is six feet above contradiction. My views 
are just as good as his views. Why should he lay down the law 
to me? Now I think you’ll agree this is the common attitude 
and mentality especially of the young today. And the use of the 
verb “to preach” and the adjective “sermonic” and what these 
have come to mean are very significant. Stop preaching at me, 
somebody says to somebody else. Stop preaching at me. Now you 
see in using the word like that, we are thinking of preaching as 
a form of communication which smacks of superiority, that is, 
somebody is above somebody else and is preaching at him. That 
is the view of preaching today. Or take the word “sermonic.” The 
word sermonic describes the rather pompous ventilation of views. 

I don’t know if you’ve read Barchester Towers by Trollope. But he 
begins the novel “No one but a preaching clergyman has the power 
of compelling an audience to sit silent and be tormented.” And 
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this is what people feel. They don’t want to be talked at today. And 
this is increasing all over the world. So the popularity of dialogue 
today is largely due to this anti-authoritarian mood. The sermon 
is regarded as a monologue, proud, superior, and paternalistic. 
Dialogue is thought to be humbler, more democratic, and more 
open. So how do we react to that situation? Once again, I want 
to say to you we must not be stampeded into an abandonment 
of preaching by these rather specious arguments, nor must we 
surrender totally to the current revolt against authority. Let’s 
not be ashamed that authority in some form is part and parcel 
of biblical Christianity. You cannot eliminate the word “exousia” 
authority, or the word “hypotage” which is submission to authority 
from the New Testament. Exousia and hypotage come again 
and again in the New Testament. The state itself is a God-given 
exousia, parents, employers, husbands, are all given in the New 
Testament a certain exousia. Not that this authority is unlimited. 
It is not a synonym for tyranny. It is derived from God’s authority, 
but it’s there. You can’t eliminate this authority. 

Nevertheless, in the anti-authoritarian situation of today, we’ve 
got I think to uncover the misunderstanding which underlies 
much criticism of preaching. And that is this, that if the preacher 
uses the pulpit for the propagation of his own ideas, he is 
misusing the pulpit; and the people are right to rebel. But if he is 
conscientiously expounding God’s Word, then the people should 
welcome it and not resist the authority with which he preaches. 
Further, and this is a very important point I don’t want you to miss, 
the preacher must make it abundantly plain that he is himself 
under the authority of the Word which he is preaching. And the 
preacher is just as much under this authority as are the people 
who are listening to him. This is the only way to draw distinction 
between preaching to people and preaching at people. We must 
never preach at people from a position of proud and unassailable 
superiority, because we never preach to others what we do not 
equally preach to ourselves. 

Now my advice to young preachers is be very frugal in your use 
of “I, you” speech. I say to you. Be very frugal in your use of that 
kind of language. Indeed I would not only say to young preachers, 
I would say to myself. I find increasingly it is better to say “we.” 
Because I am just as much under the authority of this Word of 
God that I have the privilege of expounding. And the people need 
to understand that the preacher’s task is to say let us discover, 
you and I, what is God’s will in God’s Word for God’s people. And 
when the people know that the preacher is truly desirous of being 



Transcript - HR503 Biblical Preaching: A Pastor’s Look at Homiletics   
© 2019 Our Daily Bread University. All rights reserved.

The Argument Against Preaching II: Four More Contrary Arguments

13 of 15

Lesson 02 of 20

humbly submissive to the Word of God himself, I don’t think 
they’ll reject the authority with which he preaches to others; 
because he’s submissive to it himself. 

That brings me to the fourth argument, and that is the general 
decline of preaching in the church, in the visible church. There 
are many churches today in which preaching is no longer regarded 
as of first importance. Most seminaries, certainly non-evangelical 
seminaries, give insufficient training in homiletics. They do not 
always seem to take it very seriously. But most men, when they 
leave their seminary and begin their ministry, have to learn the 
hard way by trial and error. And there are many who soon reduce 
the sermon to a brief and unprepared homily of five or 10 minutes 
and forget the dictum of an Anglican clergyman in our country 
half a century ago who said, “Sermonettes breed Christianettes.” 

The liturgical movement on the continent in the Roman Catholic 
church, but also in the Reformed churches of the continent has 
tended to emphasize worship at the expense of preaching, the 
ministry of the sacraments at the expense of the ministry of 
the Word. Now in that situation, we’ve got to teach incessantly 
that preaching is an essential element of public worship. 
Preaching is not an alien intrusion into the worship service. It is 
an indispensable part of the worship service, because the great 
purpose of the proclamation of the Word of God is to evoke the 
worship of God. 

Well what is preaching? Preaching is the proclamation of the 
name of the Lord, making known His name, His character, and His 
work. And what is worship? It’s praising the name of the Lord thus 
made known. So if preaching makes known His name and worship 
is the adoration of the name made known, preaching and worship 
belong inescapably together. They cannot be divorced. Indeed, 
it’s the unnatural divorce of preaching from worship which 
accounts I would say, for the very low level of our worship, not 
least in evangelical churches today. Do you think we evangelicals 
know how to worship? It seems to me that our worship is poor, 
because our knowledge of God is poor. And our knowledge of God 
is poor, because our preaching is poor. And I long to see our public 
worship more godly, more reverent, more worshipful as the fear of 
God, that is a sense of reverence in the presence of God, descends 
upon a congregation. The veil is withdrawn, and we seem to join 
the company of angels and archangels round God’s throne in 
solemn awe. I long to see more “eusebeia,” more godliness among 
Christian people today, more God-centeredness. And nothing 
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can secure it but the Word of God. The Word of God is the most 
godly book that’s ever been written. What is the Bible? Well it’s 
God’s revelation of God. God is its subject, God is its author. God 
is its subject, God is its substance. It’s a book by God about God. 
You can’t read the Bible without becoming godly. The Bible is the 
most God-centered book in the world. And if we’re expounding 
this book, surely the people will learn to be godly and to worship 
God. Nothing can secure humble, God-centered worship like 
biblical, God-centered preaching. 

That brings me fifthly to the last objection to preaching, and that 
is loss of confidence in the gospel, not so much an objection to 
preaching as a hindrance to preaching. This is the most basic of 
all hindrances. To preach (kerysso) to play the role of a herald is 
to assume that there is good news that we are called to herald. 
We are to make a bold, public proclamation of good news. But of 
course you and I know very well that there is a widespread loss 
of assurance in the Christian church as to whether the gospel 
is really such good news after all. And the Christian church 
sometimes seems to be as insecure and unsure of itself as an 
adolescent child. Now there are many causes of this. There is the 
undermining of biblical authority by biblical criticism. There is the 
study of comparative religion in which Christianity is degraded to 
the position of one religion among many, one chapter in a book 
on comparison religion leading to multi-faith services. There’s 
the growth of secularism, syncretism, the blatant denials and 
assertions of theological radicalism. All of these have contributed 
to a loss of nerve in the preachers of the gospel. And there are many 
ministers in the church who’ve become diffident and apologetic. 
Now I have met ministers who say that they conceived their 
function to be the sharing of their doubts with the congregation, 
and that’s what they’ve been called into the ministry they think 
to do. Others are assuming a false modesty and are insisting that 
the Christian presence in the secular world must not only be a 
serving presence but a silent presence. Yes, they say, we must sit 
down alongside secular man. We’ve got nothing to say to secular 
man. We must let him teach us. And that is of course a ridiculous 
kind of false modesty. So let’s be clear that the advocacy of silent 
service is not a rare, if misguided, humility. It is due to a loss 
of confidence in the uniqueness of Christ and of the gospel of 
Christ, hence, the importance of being sure of the Divine origin 
and inspiration of Scripture. It’s impossible to preach the Word to 
others if I don’t believe it myself. 
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So then, let me conclude and recapitulate. The conclusion I think 
on this fifth point is that it comes back in the end to personal 
experience. The only way to be convinced that the gospel is God’s 
power unto salvation is to know it in your own life. And that’s why 
preaching can never be reduced to a series of techniques. One 
of the hallmarks of authentic Christian preaching is spontaneity, 
the message evidently coming from the heart. It is the man who 
makes the preacher. And every preacher’s got to be able to say 
with Paul, our gospel came not to you in word only but in power 
and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction. And, therefore, our 
most important preparation is not our script but our heart. The 
script is very important. We’ll come to this later. But the script 
can come between the preacher and the congregation in such a 
way that no encounter between them takes place. The preacher 
must have absorbed his message and made it his own to such an 
extent that it dominates and masters his mind and his heart and 
his personality. And then it wells up out of his heart and overflows 
to the congregation. It comes out of the profundity of his own 
conviction and experience. I can see no hope of a recovery of 
preaching without a prior recovery of conviction. The essence of 
the activity called “kerysso” to herald lies in its content kerygma, 
the proclamation. 

Well there we must stop. I hope that it’s not been too negative. 
We’ve tried in the argument for preaching to look at these five 
arguments: the cybernetic revolution, plain fatigue and boredom 
in the television age, the modern dislike of dogmatism, the 
general decline of preaching in the church in favor of worship, 
a false antithesis and loss of confidence in the gospel. And now 
next week we go on to a defense of preaching, and I’m going 
over to the positive. I hope to convince any doubting hearts that 
preaching is still essential in the church. Thank you. 


