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1

introduction

David L. Allen

On any given Sunday in today’s preaching pantheon, one 
can observe a diverse group of devotees, some paying 
homage to the chapel of “creativity,” others sitting at 

the feet of the “culturally relevant.” Some are transfixed at the 
nave marked “narrative,” whereas others have their hearts 
strangely warmed at the chassé of “pop-psychology.” There is 
never a shortage of worshippers at the “new homiletic” altar, 
and the “topical” shrine always receives its share of Sunday 
patrons. Fearful that some as yet undiscovered homiletical 
“method” might be missed, the gatekeepers of the pantheon 
have installed an altar inscribed “to the unknown preach-
ing method.” It is that method which the authors of this book 
declare unto you. Actually, the method itself is not “unknown” 
at all, and like the true church on earth, it has always had its 
practitioners in every era of church history. In fact, it is the old-
est method in the preaching pantheon, having been used by the 
earliest preachers as far back as the apostolic era of the church. 
It is called “expository preaching.”

But why has this time-honored method of preaching fallen 
into disuse in so many places and misuse in so many others? 
What has happened to engender so many substitute methods? 
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It should come as no surprise that the century that witnessed 
the greatest assault on biblical authority (the twentieth cen-
tury) should also be the century that witnessed an unparal-
leled attack on expository preaching. At times, the assault was 
frontal; at other times, surreptitious. The sallies and sorties of 
her detractors, along with the niggling neglect of her friends, 
continue unabated. With everything from Harry Emerson Fos-
dick’s 1928 harangue to Fred Craddock’s “New Homiletic”; 
from the Hybel’s/Warren’s baby boomer “purpose-driven” ser-
monic church to the “great communicator” gurus Young/Stan-
ley; from the “your-best-life-now” Osteens to the sometimes 
whacky misadventures of the emerging church; and from 
Buttrick’s broadside to Pagitt’s dialogical diatribe, expository 
preaching has come under attack these days. But somehow ex-
pository preaching manages to live on, refusing to give up the 
ghost. In fact, in some homiletical pockets of Christendom, it is 
experiencing something of a revival.

Paul Van Gorder, one-time assistant to Richard Dehann, re-
members vividly a late-night telephone call his father received. 
When Van Gorder was a teenager, his father, the local Baptist 
pastor, received a phone call at 11:00 p.m. on Saturday, July 3, 
from the local Methodist pastor. It seems the pastor was so ex-
cited about his July 4 sermon, but he could not remember the 
location of the text in the Bible from which he wanted to preach. 
He wanted to know if he recited the text whether pastor Van 
Gorder might be able to tell him where to find it in the Bible. 
“What is the text?” Van Gorder asked. The pastor replied, “Give 
me liberty or give me death!”

We can at least be grateful the pastor thought he had a text, 
even if it came from the annals of American liberty and not the 
Bible. Whatever his sermon turned out to be on the following 
Sunday morning, it certainly was not “text driven.”

What exactly is text-driven preaching? Is this merely another 
name for expository preaching? In one sense, yes. However, 
much that goes under the umbrella of exposition today is not 
really worthy of the name. While there are many books on the 
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subject of preaching, those that promote an expository approach 
to preaching are few and far between. Of these, many treat the 
subject in more general and traditional ways. This book rests 
firmly on the biblical and theological foundation for exposition: 
God has spoken. God is not silent. He has revealed Himself in 
Jesus, who is the living Word, and in Scripture, which is the 
written Word. Therefore, the theological foundation for text-
driven preaching is the fact that God has spoken!

It is the nature of Scripture itself that demands a text-
driven approach to preaching. God is the ultimate author of 
all Scripture, according to 2 Tim 3:16 (NKJV): “All Scripture is 
given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for 
reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness.” What 
Scripture says is indeed the Word of God.

Both the inerrancy and the sufficiency of Scripture serve as 
the theological ground for text-driven preaching. This is the 
testimony of Scripture itself. For example, it is interesting how 
“God” and “Scripture” are used as interchangeable subjects 
via metonymy when New Testament authors quote the Old 
Testament. Thus, God is viewed as the author even when He 
is not the speaker in Matt 19:4–5, and “Scripture says” is used 
when God Himself is the direct speaker of what is quoted, as 
in Rom 9:17. In three places, Scripture is called “God’s speech” 
(Gal 3:8,22; Rom 9:17). In the words of J. I. Packer, “Scripture is 
God preaching.”1

The best preaching throughout church history has always 
been expository preaching. Even before the advent of the 
church, Jewish preaching sought to make plain the meaning of 
a passage from the Torah. A clear quality of Jewish preaching in 
the synagogues was its text centeredness. This approach was 
continued by the apostles as well as by the early church fathers. 
In the patristic era, Origen, Chrysostom, Augustine, and oth-
ers show painstaking exegesis and explanation of Scripture in 

1. J. I. Packer, God Has Spoken (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1979), 97.
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their preaching. Origen was the first to preach through books 
of the Bible. During this period, there were different methods of 
preaching, but there was never a time when exposition was not 
prized and practiced.

While preaching waned during the Middle Ages (Bernard of 
Clairvaux was one of the few exceptions), with the Reformation 
(the sixteenth century) came a recovery of expository preach-
ing. The publication of Erasmus’s Greek New Testament, along 
with other factors, contributed to the Reformers’ rediscovery of 
Scripture in its original language and genuine Bible-centered 
preaching. Luther, Calvin, and Zwingli preached exposition-
ally. The post-Reformation Puritans continued this heritage. 
Systematic exposition was practiced often in the churches. 
From that time of the Reformation until now, the best preach-
ing in the churches has been preaching that is basically exposi-
tional in its character and method.

Now if this is the case, how is it that so much of the preach-
ing that cascades over pulpits today is anything but an exposi-
tion of a text of Scripture? By what hubris do we think we could 
possibly have anything more important to say than what God 
Himself has said through Scripture? It is the height of arro-
gance to substitute the words of men for the words of God. So 
much modern-day preaching is horizontal in dimension rather 
than vertical; that is, it is man-centered preaching that appeals 
to so-called felt needs rather than what exalts God before the 
people as the One who alone can meet genuine needs.

The church today is anemic spiritually for many reasons, but 
one of the major reasons has to be the loss of biblical content 
in so much of contemporary preaching. Pop-psychology some-
times substitutes for the Word of God. Feel-good messages on 
“Five Ways to Be Happy” and “Three Ways to Love Your Mother” 
have become the steady cotton candy diet fed to the average 
church. Today’s sermonic focus therefore is on application. But 
application, without textual warrant for such, does not “stick”; 
it needs the glue of textual meaning. Biblical content accord-
ingly must precede application; how else can we possibly know 
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what to apply? Thus, in the headlong rush to be relevant, People 
magazine and popular television shows have replaced Scripture 
as sermonic resources. There are other signs of this anemia: in 
some churches, the music portion of the worship service has 
lengthened, whereas the sermon time has diminished. No won-
der so many spiritual teeth are decaying in our churches.

Eloquent nonsense abounds in many pulpits today; some-
times it is not even eloquent. The conjuring adroitness of many 
preachers who keep producing fat rabbit after fat rabbit out of 
an obviously empty hat is the marvel of much contemporary 
preaching. There is mounting evidence that people are begin-
ning to grow weary of these trite pop-psychology sermons. 
Biblical preaching, especially when it is done in a creative way, 
will always meet the needs of people, felt or otherwise. In fact, 
it is our contention that only biblical preaching can meet the 
ultimate spiritual needs of people.

Preaching is a spiritual act. So much of its ultimate effective-
ness depends on the role of the Holy Spirit and the spiritual 
life of the preacher. This topic is often neglected in books on 
preaching. No one has ever improved on Aristotle’s rhetori-
cal triad—logos, pathos, and ethos—as descriptive of the basic 
elements of powerful and effective communication. This book 
begins with these matters rather than plunging immediately 
into the nuts and bolts of the “how-to” of text-driven preaching. 
Dr. Paige Patterson masterfully outlines for us the Aristotelian 
triad and explains just how important this is for effective preach-
ing. To give some historical perspective, Jim Shaddix takes us 
on a brief tour of some of the giants of text-driven preaching in 
the past. Bill Bennett and Ned Mathews follow up in this vein as 
well with chapters on the empowering of the Holy Spirit and the 
spiritual disciplines of a text-driven preacher.

These days it seems everything is “purpose driven.” Glossing 
this valuable concept and applying it to preaching, we believe 
that true expository preaching should be “text driven.” By this, 
we mean that sermons should not only be based upon a text 
of Scripture but should also actually expound the meaning of 
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that text. Too often preachers take a text and then straightway 
depart therefrom in the sermon. The biblical text becomes 
for many not the source of the sermon but merely a resource. 
Many a preacher uses a text of Scripture, but the sermon that 
follows is not derived from a text of Scripture.

David Allen introduces part 2 with a survey of text-driven 
preaching’s methodology and how that aids sermon prepara-
tion. Text-driven sermons deal with the actual structure of the 
text itself, and thus the role of exegesis, discourse analysis, 
genre analysis, and contemporary communication theory are 
explained and illustrated in this work in a practical way. The Bible 
is not monolithic in its genre or its structure. It contains narra-
tive, poetry, gospels, epistles, and prophecy, among others. Text-
driven preaching is not a monolithic, cookie-cutter approach to 
preaching. This book investigates ways in which the structure 
of the text should influence the structure of the sermon. Issues 
such as how a text-driven sermon differs in form and style from 
a narrative on a New Testament epistle are explored. These mat-
ters are taken up and illustrated well by David Black, Robert 
Vogel, and Herschel York.

Linguists now point out that meaning is structured beyond 
the sentence level. When the preacher restricts the focus to the 
sentence level and below, there is much that is missed in the 
discourse that contributes to its overall meaning and interpre-
tation. The authors of this book believe the paragraph unit is 
best used as the basic unit of meaning in expounding the text 
of Scripture. Expositional preaching should at minimum deal 
with a paragraph (as in the epistles), whereas, in the narrative 
portions of Scripture, several paragraphs that combine to form 
the story should be treated in a single sermon since the mean-
ing of the story itself cannot be discerned when it is broken up 
and presented piecemeal. Bottom line: the structure of the text 
itself should guide the structure of the sermon, since meaning 
is expressed by an author through the text itself.

This work also addresses issues of outlining, application, 
and sermon delivery. Many homiletics books focus more on 
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preparation and devote little space to the importance of applica-
tion and delivery. No preacher can fail to take account of how 
he says what he says. The “how” may not be as important as the 
“what,” but it is important. Danny Akin is fond of saying, “What 
we say is more important than how we say it, but how we say 
it has never been more important.” Jerry Vines takes us into 
his study and, from the reservoir of his more than 50 years of 
expositional preaching, teaches us about the delivery of a text-
driven sermon. Danny Akin caps it all off with a chapter on the 
“how-to” of application in a text-driven sermon.

The authors of this book believe the following components 
are essential to text-driven preaching. First, God has spoken 
His final word in His Son, Jesus Christ (Heb 1:1–2). Second, 
because Scripture is authoritative, inerrant, and sufficient, our 
motto is always Textus Rex—“the text is king.” Third, as Ned 
Mathews points out elsewhere,

The preacher submits to the authority of the text. Therefore, 
he shuns the reader-response approach of the postmodern 
hermeneutic which manages the text in such a way that the 
biblical author’s view is replaced by the reader’s own perspec-
tive. The preacher, as interpreter, to the degree possible in 
humankind, seeks to empty his presuppositions, biases, and 
previous conclusions as he approaches the text. His goal 
is to come to the text, as if for the first time, in order to be 
instructed by the text rather than to instruct the text.2

The authors agree that text-driven preaching is not enslaved 
to artificial outlining techniques such as a three-point structure 
and alliteration. Expository preaching is a broad umbrella term 
that permits a wide variety of styles and structures to commu-
nicate the meaning of the text. The text-driven preacher strives 
to practice exposition, not imposition. Faulty hermeneutical 

2. In personal correspondence with coeditors David Allen and Danny Akin con-
cerning the need for this book.
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8	 s 	 David	L.	Allen

methods such as spiritualizing and allegorizing the text are 
avoided. The preacher’s goal is to allow the text to stand forth 
in all its uniqueness and power. Text-driven preaching is driven 
by the text, not by theology. Theology serves the text, not the 
other way around. It is first the text, then theology. Biblical 
theology therefore precedes systematic theology. Text-driven 
preachers also believe that creativity ultimately resides in the 
text itself. The first place to look for creativity to use in preach-
ing is often the last place that many preachers look: the text. 
All the creativity in the world is of no value if the text itself is 
neglected, obscured, or ignored in the process of preaching.

The authors of this book are not claiming that only text-
driven preaching has these components. Rather, we claim that 
there cannot be text-driven preaching without these compo-
nents. A text-driven sermon is a sermon that develops a text by 
explaining, illustrating, and applying its meaning. Text-driven 
preaching stays true to the substance of the text, the structure 
of the text, and the spirit of the text.

Some preachers, instead of expounding the text, skirmish 
cleverly on its outskirts, pirouetting on trifles to the amazement 
of the congregation. Text-driven preachers refuse to let the con-
gregation walk away without understanding what God is saying 
to them through the text. It is in this way that people encounter 
God. It is not outside of the text of Scripture but through the 
text of Scripture that people encounter God. Jesus said to the 
disciples on the road to Emmaus, “O foolish men and slow of 
heart to believe in all that the prophets have spoken! . . . Then 
beginning with Moses and with all the prophets, He explained 
to them the things concerning Himself in all the Scriptures” 
(Luke 24:25–27 NASB).

The authors of this book are committed to helping you ful-
fill Paul’s mandate to Timothy in 2 Tim 4:2 (NKJV): “Preach 
the Word!”
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1
Ancient rhetoric: A Model  
for text-driven PreAchers

Paige Patterson

Although I recall none of the content of those early 
sermons, I have been hearing preaching almost from 
the time of my conception. Charmed, motivated, con-

vinced, convicted, humbled, amused, bored, angered, and 
exasperated are just a few of the ways I have been affected on 
this long rhetorical journey. Somewhere on this verbal pilgrim-
age, I began to evaluate sermons, to compare preachers, and 
to study methodologies and approaches. Having the unabated 
confidence of youth mixed with just enough knowledge to con-
fuse a whiff of insight with the taste of perception, I decided 
that sermons and preachers could be easily assessed. Someone 
pointed me to Aristotle’s canons of rhetoric, and I concluded 
that I had discovered the prism of discernment.

With maturity came the revelation that Christian preaching 
was a mystery defying all attempts to bottle any formula for 
good preaching. First, I observed it in others. A message that 
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to me seemed pedestrian at best, to my astonishment, would 
appear to be used of God profoundly. On the other hand, an elo-
quent discourse abounding in insight, wonderfully illustrated, 
and rich with pregnant metaphor would produce no spiritual 
energy and little response among the listeners. The latter some-
times engendered a certain admiration, but the former often 
generated changed lives.

Then, I observed this phenomenon in my own attempts to 
preach. Often when I thought I had come close to the achieve-
ment of preaching a good sermon, little happened of spiritual 
significance. Then, mystery wrapped in enigma, I would fal-
ter and, to my way of thinking, utterly fail, only to witness the 
mighty hand of God at work. I learned that it is “not by might 
nor by power, but by My Spirit, says the Lord” (Zech 4:6 NKJV). 
I can only conclude that the greatest failure in preaching and 
in books on preaching is the failure to invoke the anointing of 
God on the preacher and his message. Minus this touch, the 
preacher may achieve eloquence, but his message will never 
be like a two-edged sword, “piercing even to the division of soul 
and spirit,” and become “a discerner of the thoughts and intents 
of the heart” (Heb 4:12). Only God can affect that, and He often 
does so through paltry human examples.

Leaving a famous church one Sunday morning, I encoun-
tered a godly saint who had been sitting nearby as we were 
immersed in the eloquence of the new preacher. “Now that was 
a great speech,” my friend opined. He meant no uncharitable 
criticism. He simply gave a startling testimony on the effect 
of the preacher’s sermon. In the process, this perennial occu-
pier of pews taught me afresh the most important lesson of 
Homiletics 101, namely, that great oratory does not necessarily 
translate into effective preaching. Arduous human effort and 
critical, rhetorical assessment count for little when the needs of 
the human heart are addressed by a man of God bringing the 
prophetic, inspired word of God.

To recognize that another—indeed the most critical—dimen-
sion lies beyond human artifice is not to conclude that one is 
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justified in abandoning preparation—academic and spiritual—or 
assessment. Consequently, a serious preacher will contemplate 
his art just as ardently as any other artist but with full knowledge 
that if he is faithful and true, he can anticipate the intervention of 
God, which is largely unknown to the practice of rhetorical arts 
in any profession or era.

This chapter recognizes that the ancients who first brooded 
over the art of rhetoric provide contemporary preachers 
priceless insights into the art of effective public declamation. 
Armed with these insights, a faithful man of God labors under 
the promised guidance of the Holy Spirit to form the text into 
instruction and inspiration for the people of God. Now, like 
Elijah on Carmel, he must pray for the fire to fall. Elijah’s altar 
was doubtless well constructed and all preparations carefully 
considered. But when the moment of truth came, Elijah under-
stood from whence fire would fall and called on God, who alone 
could answer from heaven.

This chapter will now consider what can be learned from the 
ancients about good “altar construction.” However, one must 
not forget that the fire fall comes only from God. Nevertheless, 
good altars have value, and this value the preacher must seek.

RhetoRic and democRacy

The city-state network of the Hellenistic world depended on a 
participatory society in which citizens exercised greater influ-
ence than could ever be the case in monarchies. Essential to 
such budding democracy was communication. And since per-
spectives differ, the ability to convey one’s view effectively 
became a substantive value.

Classical rhetoric began and always remained primarily a 
system of training young men how to speak effectively in a 
court of law; and it was developed for the needs of partici-
patory democracy, especially in Athens. Under the Athenian 
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democracy, reaching its most radical form in the fifth and 
fourth centuries BCE, there was no public prosecutor and 
there were no professional lawyers; criminal indictments, 
like civil suits, were brought by an interested person. In both 
criminal and civil cases, prosecutor and defendant were ordi-
narily expected to speak on their own behalf, though if they 
were unable to do so an advocate could speak for them. Since 
women were not allowed to speak in court, they had to be 
represented by a male family member. Any evidence of wit-
nesses was taken down in writing before the trial and read 
out by a clerk, and prosecutor and defendant were expected 
to deliver a carefully planned speech, without interruption 
by the court. There was no presiding judge to ask questions, 
interpret the law, or establish relevance, only a clerk to orga-
nize proceedings; both fact and law were judged by a panel of 
jurors (dikastai) numbering at least 201 and, in some major 
cases, several thousand persons, chosen by lot from among 
male citizens. To make an effective case before such large 
juries required considerable rhetorical skill and confidence.1

According to John Henry Freese, the island of Sicily is the 
birthplace of rhetoric.2 After the expulsion of tyrants from Syra-
cuse (467 BC), returning exiles made claims for recovery of 
property and made use of skilled orators to argue their cases. 
On the other hand, Aristotle focuses on Empedocles, whose 
pupil was said to be Gorgias, a famous rhetor. Plato uses the 
word rhētorikē in Gorgias (385 BC).3 Regardless of origins, 
by the time Aristotle wrote his Art of Rhetoric (c. 330 BC) in 
Athens, the practice of rhetoric was a known and, to some, a 
respected part of the life of the cities. Reputations were made or 
at least sustained through the use of rhetoric and discussions 
about its nature and use. Cicero (106–43 BC), Quintilian (30–
100 BC), Demosthenes (384–322 BC), Isocrates (436–338 BC), 

1. T. O. Sloane, ed., Encyclopedia of Rhetoric (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2001), 94.

2. J. H. Freese, Aristotle XXII; Art of Rhetoric (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1926), xii.

3. Sloane, Encyclopedia of Rhetoric, 94.
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Anaximenes (588 BC), and Aristotle are just a few of the partici-
pants in this art. Demosthenes had few natural abilities and over-
came serious handicaps in order to excel,4 whereas Hermogenes 
of Tarsus (AD 160–230) had by age 15 already “achieved such 
mastery of the art of oratory that he aroused the admiration of 
the emperor Marcus Aurelius with his declamations and impro-
vised lectures.”5

Not everyone in the ancient world or since that time has 
been a fan of rhetoric. Wayne Booth, in his excellent volume 
The Rhetoric of Rhetoric, mentions the opposition voiced in 
Plato’s Phaedrus by Socrates, who scolded the Sophists by com-
menting, “He who would be a skillful rhetorician has no need 
of truth.” Booth then cites a typical definition of rhetoric, which 
he says “concentrates on the pejorative.”

Rhetoric: n. the theory and practice of eloquence, whether 
spoken or written, the whole art of using language to persuade 
others; false, showy, artificial, or declamatory expression; 
rhetorical: oratorical; inflated, over-decorated, or insincere in 
style; rhetorical question: a question in form, for rhetorical 
effect, not calling for an answer.6

Doubtless, the objective of ancient rhetoric was to persuade. 
The fact that the issue was neither truth nor accuracy does not, 
however, render the art valueless for the preacher. To the con-
trary, if the preacher is armed with the truth of God, then the 
art of rhetoric becomes a tool for righteousness in his hands. 
Nazi physicians’ misuse and abuse of the scalpel did not render 
scalpels morally suspect. In addition to the logic of that conclu-
sion is the example of Paul, who regularly sought to “persuade” 
his listeners (Acts 13:43; 18:4; 19:8; 26:28; 28:23; 2 Cor 5:11). The 

4. Encyclopedia Britannica (Chicago: William Benton, 1768), 229.
5. H. Cancik et al., eds., Brill’s New Pauly Encyclopedia of the Ancient World (Leiden, 

The Netherlands; Boston: Brill Academic, 2005), 6:224.
6. W. C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Rhetoric (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2004), x.
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preacher’s task is to persuade sinners to repent and to believe 
the saving gospel of Jesus, the Christ. He is to exhort (a form of 
persuasion) the saints to continue to follow Christ, to maintain 
orthodox views, to love the brethren, to be morally and ethi-
cally pure, among other things.

Robert L. Dabney first published his Sacred Rhetoric in 1870. 
Dabney notes the importance of speech:

The gift of speech is the most obvious attribute which distin-
guishes man from the brutes. To him, language is so impor-
tant a handmaid of his mind in all its processes that we remain 
uncertain how many latent faculties, which we are now prone 
to deny to the lower animals, may not be lying inactive in 
them, because of their privation of this medium. It is speech 
which makes us really social beings; without it our instinctive 
attraction to our fellows would give us, not true society, but 
the mere gregariousness of the herds. It is by speech that the 
gulf is bridged over, which insulates each spirit from others. 
This is the great communicative faculty which establishes a 
communion between men in each other’s experience, rea-
soning, wisdom, and affections. These familiar observations 
are recalled to your view, in order to suggest how naturally 
and even necessarily oral address must be employed in the 
service of religion. If man’s religious and social traits are 
regarded, we cannot but expect to find a wise God, from the 
beginning, consecrate His gift of speech to the end of propa-
gating sacred knowledge and sentiments.7

In fact, the ancients and their contributions to rhetoric pro-
vide much grist for the preacher’s mill. One can learn the value 
of avoiding long, unbroken narrative from Demosthenes. The 
infrequent but masterful use of metaphor can be grasped here 
also. Quintilian’s emphasis on the building of the speaker’s 
character as well as his intellect is essential for the preacher. 
Cicero’s canons of rhetoric are invaluable to the preacher. 

7. R. L. Dabney, Sacred Rhetoric, or a Course of Lectures on Preaching (Chatham: 
W&J Mackay Limited, 1870), 20–21.
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Anaximenes championed extemporaneous speaking, an art 
that may be observed in many gifted preachers. Space limi-
tations preclude such extensive forays into the literature and 
practices of famous rhetoricians. Rather, the focus here will be 
on the three famous rhetorical means of persuasion provided by 
Aristotle in his Art of Rhetoric. These, in order of consideration 
for the preacher, are ethos, logos, and pathos. Although there are 
a number of good methods to assess the value of a sermon, my 
thesis is that, from the point of view of simplicity and yet suf-
ficient comprehension to cover the matter, these three canons 
of rhetoric, though born in a pagan context, are both adequate 
and remarkably serviceable. We turn to this consideration.

Ethos

Aristotle’s simple definition of rhetoric is the launchpad for this 
discussion. “Rhetoric then may be defined as the faculty of dis-
covering the possible means of persuasion in reference to any 
subject whatever.”8

Books I and II of the volume Art of Rhetoric focus on the sub-
ject of dianoia or thought. The Oxford Encyclopedia of Rhetoric 
calls this rhetorical invention, the counterpart to dialectic. 
Rhetoric concerns itself with particular cases, whereas dialectic 
addresses general issues.9 In Books I and II, Aristotle describes 
the nature of “rhetorical invention.”

Means of persuasion are either nonartistic—laws, witnesses, 
contracts, or oaths, used but not invented by the speaker—or 
artistic, the invention of the speaker. Artistic means of per-
suasion take three forms, which have come to be known as 
ethos, the presentation of the character of the speaker as a 
person to be trusted; pathos, the emotions of the audience as 

8. Freese, Art of Rhetoric, 15.
9. Generally, in dialectic the focus is on issues that are not in need of proof, whereas 

rhetoric addresses issues that need to be proven or believed.
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stirred by the speaker; and logos, logical argument based on 
evidence and probability.10

Elsewhere in this book, attention is devoted to the non-
artistic means of persuasion, though not necessarily with that 
nomenclature. This chapter will focus on the artistic means of 
persuasion, since these are too often neglected in text-driven 
preaching. Aristotle presents these three: “Now the proofs fur-
nished by the speech are of three kinds. The first depends upon 
the moral character of the speaker, the second upon putting the 
hearer into a certain frame of mind, the third upon the speech 
itself, in so far as it proves or seems to prove.”11

The first of these “artistic” demonstrations can be termed 
ethos, the moral character of the speaker. Aristotle observes 
that when a speaker delivers a speech in such a manner that 
he is thought worthy of confidence, such an impact is greater 
than the sum of other aspects of the declaration.12 For Aristotle, 
this ethos must arise from the speech itself rather than from 
preconceived ideas about the speaker. While this may some-
times be the case, a “small world technology” of the modern era 
increasingly adds significance or credibility to a contemporary 
speaker. But we may certainly agree with the conclusion of the 
sage when he declares, “Moral character, so to say, constitutes 
the most effective means of proof.”13 Such virtues as justice, 
courage, self-control, magnanimity, magnificence, goodness, 
goodwill, liberality, gentleness, and both practical and specula-
tive wisdom are among the virtues extolled. “Virtue, it would 
seem, is a faculty of providing and preserving good things, 
a faculty productive of many and great benefits, in fact, of all 
things in all cases.”14

10. Sloane, Encyclopedia of Rhetoric, 99.
11. Freese, Art of Rhetoric, 17.
12. Ibid.
13. Ibid.
14. Ibid., 91.
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When the preacher begins his message, the auditors tend 
to make instantaneous judgments about him and, therefore, to 
some degree, about his message also. Listeners, for example, 
may decide almost instantly whether they think the preacher will 
be boring or interesting. The preacher lacks experience to know 
that of which he speaks. His training is apparently quite limited. 
He is bombastic but not very profound. He is a salesman, and I 
would never buy a “previously owned” automobile from him. All 
of these judgments relate to the credibility of the preacher. As 
the message continues and reaches a conclusion, congregants 
continue verifying or revising those initial judgments.

Factors establishing credibility are too many for this chapter, 
but the subject can be approached under two basic categories: 
preparation and character. Preparation entails both tangible 
and intangible factors. Three will be mentioned here.

The Preacher’s Walk with God

Although no one is party to the private devotions of the preach-
er, the Scriptures are often eloquent in their note of genuine 
men of God. In 2 Kgs 4:9 (NKJV), the Shunammite woman tells 
her husband, “I know that this is a holy man of God, who passes 
by us,” and suggests that a room be added for his visits. Of Ste-
phen, it is observed that when they looked at his face, it was “as 
the face of an angel” (Acts 6:15). Moses found himself forced to 
veil his face because of the radiance of God’s presence reflected 
thereon (Exod 34:29–33).

To walk with God is to study His character, meditate on 
His words, search for His purpose, and converse with Him in 
prayer. The more one walks with God, marinates his messages 
in the presence of Jesus, and seeks the guidance of the Holy 
Spirit in both life and message, the more obvious it becomes 
to people of discernment that the preacher is a messenger 
straight from the throne room of the Lord. No single factor is 
more compelling than a challenge from a man who apparently 
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walks closely with God. When the radiance of heaven is dis-
cernible in the messenger’s life and face, even those outside 
of Christ are frequently touched. God can certainly use a dirty 
vessel because the gospel remains true regardless of the fail-
ure of preachers. But God’s delight assuredly is in the effec-
tive blessings upon the labor of a pure and holy vessel, and He 
is under no constraint to bring anything other than judgment 
regarding soiled vessels.

Venturing into the unthinkable in a casual age, even dress 
is part of ethos. Formal dress has never been a personal joy 
for me. I am happier in my jeans, boots, western shirt, and 
hat. Moreover, informal ways seem to me less likely to become 
pretentious than the more stately and formal. Even though I 
have come to admire a pretty tie, I still suspect that the inven-
tor of such an article was probably hanged by a tie by those 
forced to wear one. All of this notwithstanding, the casual 
dress of so many ministers may say more than they intend. If 
invited to the Oval Office by the president, my hunch is that 
most preachers would don their best, short of a tux. Yet when 
appearing before God or His people, some pay little respect 
to either. Now I want to make clear that not all occasions or 
contexts call for formal dress. The world of the cross-cultural 
missionary (whether internationally or in North America) 
immediately leaps to mind. The issue for the minister is one 
of honor and respect for God, whom he represents before the 
people. The preacher always should show respect for Christ 
and His church—at the very least, the same respect he would 
deem appropriate for dignitaries of the world. Otherwise, his 
ethos will also suffer.

The Preacher’s Study

Listeners do not have to persevere long to ascertain whether 
the minister has done his homework. If the preacher has grap-
pled with the passage until he understands it, he will be able to 
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stake out the significance of the text and apply it fruitfully to 
the assembly. If the preacher struggles to make the text come 
to life, seems confused by portions of the text, or is clearly 
unaware of its possibilities, the public will rapidly discern his 
inadequacy to expound the biblical message. Often-used and 
dated illustrations and dependence on the work of other well-
known ministers will quickly erode the ethos of the man of God. 
There is no substitute for spiritual preparation, and failure in 
rigorous study is surely a sin second only to the failure to pre-
pare spiritually. Arduous study is simply not optional. Paul, in 
2 Tim 2:15, demands the following of the young pastor: “Be dili-
gent to present yourself approved to God, a worker who does 
not need to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.” 
The verb diligent is the translation of the Greek term spoudazō, 
a vivid concept of giving oneself zealously to be an unashamed 
worker, unashamed because he has learned rightly to divide 
the word of truth. The vast majority of preachers in the con-
temporary era are unaware of the obligatory nature of rigorous 
study of God’s Word.

The Preacher’s Observable Life

Drugstore cowboys have cowboy hats, boots, and jeans. One 
might even have a rope or a saddle. He may talk about the ranch 
and even spout cowography, but put him on a horse and in less 
than a nanosecond you will discover that he is, though looks 
are to the contrary, not a cowboy. The preacher may be elo-
quent, dress professionally, have appropriate credentials, and 
know his way around the ministerial world. But if his life fails to 
magnify what he preaches, his ethos will vanish like the dew of 
the grass under the gaze of the midmorning sun.

Paul’s instructions to Timothy (1 Tim 3:1–7; Titus 1:5–9) 
regarding the character and qualification of elders emphasize 
the exemplary demands for the preacher-teacher. In 1 Tim 
4:12 the apostle encourages his youthful disciple, “Let no one 
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despise your youth, but be an example to the believers in word, 
in conduct, in love, in spirit, in faith, in purity.” All these instruc-
tions for the young minister focus on a life open to the gaze of 
the saints and, for that matter, the observing world. In so doing, 
the preacher establishes credibility or ethos, which lends cred-
ibility to his message.

A preacher’s response to anger, misrepresentation, judgment 
of motives, abuse, unkindness, and so on are verification or fal-
sification of his exhortations. The chasteness of his language 
and life, the comparison of his life and actions, and the affec-
tions of his heart either add vitality to his sermons or else sap 
them of holy energy. The sanctity of his union with his wife and 
the joy of wise and faithful parenthood render his pleas from 
the pulpit doubly persuasive. Godly ethos is thus established. 
The character of the preacher may lie beyond the observatory 
abilities of the parishioner but will not, thereby, escape such 
conclusions. At least two factors will be at play here.

Respect for Auditors

The saints make judgments about speakers just as speakers eval-
uate the congregation. One of the first observations will focus on 
whether the speaker shows respect for the audience.

Because contemporary preachers are so acclimated to siz-
ing up the audience, they tend to forget that the same process 
is happening in reverse. Here are some of the questions being 
asked, mostly unconsciously, about the preacher’s respect for 
the listener. Does he think I am a child with his firm affirmation 
of the obvious or his constant repetition? Why is he browbeat-
ing me? Is he attempting to impress me with all those sesquipe-
dalian words? Oh, my! You would think he would at least find a 
new illustration. I have only been a Christian for two years, and 
I have heard that one six times. He is just here for a big offering. 
He is entertaining, but he is wasting my time because there are 
superior entertainers on television. Any analysis of the speak-
er’s ethos includes an assessment of whether his character is 
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such that he can respect the assembly, even if he disagrees with 
most or all of them.

Possession of Virtues

The basic attributes of honesty, integrity, and justice make up 
the primary armor for a great preacher. I once asked my father 
for his impression of George W. Truett, far-famed pastor of the 
First Baptist Church of Dallas, Texas, from 1897 to 1944: “Truett, 
in retrospect, was not a great preacher,” he replied. Continuing, 
he added, “But he was a man of such unparalleled integrity that 
you were awed almost as if in the presence of God.” That is ethos. 
Of another famous preacher, I once heard it said in a Texas way: 
“He is as strong as goat’s breath, but, you know, he is always 
so painstakingly fair.” This is justice. Or again, someone said 
adroitly about my own father, “Have you noticed that all of his 
illustrations are apparently true?” While this was a fine obser-
vation of Dad’s ethos, I sometimes shudder when I think about 
what the statement implied about preachers in general. In com-
mentaries it is not unusual to find a section in the introduction 
on the integrity of the text. But if the preacher’s ethos does not 
merit a similar trust, the message of the text may be broken 
apart on the slippery racks of character flaws in the speaker.

Logos

Logos references the speech or sermon itself. The concept of 
logos boasts philosophical roots stretching to the virgin days of 
Greek thought. B. G. Kerford observes,

Earlier attempts to trace a logical progression of meanings in 
the history of the word are now generally acknowledged to 
lack any secure foundation, and even to try to trace out the 
history of a single “logos doctrine” in Greek philosophy is to 
run the risk of searching for a simple pattern when the truth 
was much more complex. But the extreme importance of the 
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“logos doctrines” of different thinkers is clear, and there cer-
tainly were relationships between the ways in which succes-
sive thinkers used the term.15

Kerford goes on to comment that the logos doctrine of Here-
clitus was both famous and obscure, combining the three ideas 
of human thought about the universe, the rational structure of 
the universe, and the source of that rational structure. Logos, 
he says, was for the Sophists both arguments and what argu-
ments were about, whereas for Stoics, logos was the principle of 
all rationality and as such often identified with God. Of course, 
from logos comes the English term “logic,” and the extent of 
the influence of the word may be observed by its frequency 
in taxonomy of sciences—geology, psychology, sociology, biol-
ogy, zoology, and so on—or in the categories of theology such 
as hamartiology or ecclesiology.

For the Christian, the importance of the concept is located in 
the logia tou theou, the “oracles of God” (Rom 3:2). Here words 
are more than mere terms. The Bible constitutes the very utter-
ances of God. Even more fascinating is the Johannine employ-
ment of the idea to express the mysteries of the preexistence of 
Christ, His deity, and His incarnation. In the prologue to John’s 
Gospel, “In the beginning was the logos, the logos was with God, 
and the logos was God” (John 1:1). Again, “the logos became 
flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). This is sufficient to dem-
onstrate that both in the writings of the Greek philosophers and 
in the Greek New Testament, logos was a term of significance.

Recent advocates of narrative preaching are unsure about 
this logos. David Buttrick says, “So the Bible offers meaning—
not in every little passage; some Bible passages may be largely 
irrelevant or even sub-Christian—the Bible offers meaning 
by handing out a story with a beginning and an end and, in 
between, a narrative understanding of how God may interface 

15. B. G. Kerford, “Logos,” in Encyclopedia of Philosophy, vols. 5 & 6 (New York: 
Macmillan, 1967), 83.
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with our sinful humanity.”16 The case is actually even worse. 
Buttrick discloses, “There is no pure gospel; no, not even in the 
Bible! To be blunt, the Christian scriptures are both sexist and 
anti-Semitic.”17 There is no logia tou theou—just religious testi-
mony, much of which is in error. Buttrick and others have given 
away the farm. They have jettisoned the gospel. If we have no 
certain word from God to expound, then listening to CNN or 
Fox, depending on one’s preference, will prove more entertain-
ing than preachers and just as compelling.

When one asks about the logos of a particular sermon, he is 
inquiring about its logic as well as its content. As to the logic of 
a message, one asks first, does the message make sense? This 
is not just a broad, general query but rather an attempt to ascer-
tain whether the message has thoughtful purpose, orderly pro-
gression, and convincing conclusion. Does it “hang together” 
and is the purpose clear and powerful? Are there apparent or 
actual contradictions in the sermon; and if there are intentional 
paradoxes, are these defended at least regarding the rationale 
for leaving matters unresolved? Do the propositions, postu-
lates, points (whatever you wish to call them) follow logically 
and develop the overall theme, or are they unrelated to each 
other and tangential to the text?

Not so many moons have passed since a great preacher, in 
the process of preparing for a conference on preaching, placed 
this intriguing query before me: “Who are the great Bible 
preachers today?” He was not searching for preachers who had 
texts but for texts that had preachers! As Jeff Ray so poignantly 
stated the matter,

I know that genuine expository preaching is almost as rare as 
the once multitudinous buffalo on our Texas prairies. If you 

16. D. Buttrick, A Captive Voice: The Liberation of Preaching (Louisville: Westmin-
ster/John Knox, 1994), 17.

17. Ibid., 75.
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ask me why, I can tell you. I found it not in a book nor by obser-
vation of other preachers. I found it out by personal, practical 
experience. When I am to make a sermon, I have found it an 
easy job, quickly performed, to deduce a topic and dress it up 
in platitudinous superficialities and palm it off as a message 
from the Word of God. But I have found it difficult, laborious, 
and time-consuming to dig out an adequate interpretation of a 
passage of Scripture and coordinate the results of that patient 
digging in an effective, logical outline. Because I have allowed 
so many little “higglety-pigglety” inconsequential enterprises 
to break in on my time, I have felt it necessary to follow the 
line of least resistance and thus have I, and doubtless thus 
have you, formed the habit of preparing mainly topical ser-
mons. I am an “old dog” now and they tell me that it is hard 
to teach an antiquated canine a new trick, but I say to you 
solemnly that if I could call back fifty years, I should make it a 
life’s ambition to be a real expositor of the Word rather than a 
rhetorical declaimer on topics and mottos.18

Slavish adherence to what is generally termed “exposition” 
is not the concern. Learning three conventional categories of 
sermons—topical, textual, and expository—is a helpful disci-
pline. Particularly, exposition should be mastered in its classical 
form. However, the concern here is not that the preacher always 
selects an extended text, taking all major “points” and subhead-
ings from that text. My own conclusion is that good preaching 
consists in helping people to read the Bible. A preacher may 
be a persuasive orator; but if only that, how is he superior to 
Greek rhetoricians? On the other hand, as a Bible preacher, the 
text-driven prophet explains, illustrates, and applies the text. 
The pericope under scrutiny ought to have much in common 
with Ezekiel’s dry bones. The skeletal parts sort themselves 
out and come together. Sinew, ligament, and skin cover what is 
still merely a corpse until the refreshing gusts of the presence 

18. J. Ray, Expository Preaching (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1940), 81–82.
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of the Spirit vivify the sermon, and the words of the text leap 
from the pages of Holy Writ to electrify the hearts of listeners.

Too many contemporary practitioners of the homiletical art 
are bored with the task. They fret about what they will preach 
next Sunday, and somewhere in the hidden recesses of the soul 
they know their messages are vacuous—sound and fury about 
little more than human opinion and pop psychology. As the inim-
itable Spurgeon cautioned, “Estimated by their solid contents 
rather than their superficial area, many sermons are very poor 
specimens of godly discourse . . . verbiage is too often the fig 
leaf which does duty as a covering for theological ignorance.”19 
Others seem actually to enjoy themselves as they engage mer-
rily in homiletical dog-paddling on the religious surface, whereas 
the beauty of the depths is neither discovered by the preacher 
nor exhibited to the saints and sinners who have come to hear 
from God but too often depart having only been entertained. As 
a scuba diver, I can assure you that however intriguing you may 
find the breakers and horizons of the ocean surface, the radi-
ance of the coral reef, the majesty of the effortless “wings” of the 
manta ray, and the sheer magnitude of the whale shark, together 
with the other mysteries of the depths, far exceed the surface.

The sermon should be the crowning moment of the preach-
er’s week. Spurgeon said,

Draw a circle around my pulpit, and you have hit upon the 
spot where I am nearest heaven. There the Lord has been 
more consciously near me than anywhere else. He has enrap-
tured my heart while I have been trying to cheer and comfort 
His mourners. Many of you can say the same of your pew 
where you like to sit. It has been a Bethel to you, and the Lord 
Jesus has revealed Himself to you in the midst of His people.20

19. C. H. Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1972), 
71–72.

20. C. H. Spurgeon, The Mourner’s Comforter (Columbia, MD: Opine, 2007), 110.
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Ezra pioneered text-based preaching, reading the Torah 
to the great congregation (Hb. qa– ha– l) from a pulpit, whereas 
Levitical preachers “explained the law to the people as they 
stood in their places” and gave them the meaning (Neh 8:1–12 
HCSB). Predictably, when the logos was explained, the people 
first wept over their sins and then rejoiced about God’s grace 
and forgiveness and then celebrated the whole event with 
“dinner on the grounds” (Neh 8:10–12). Most contemporary 
preaching seems still to inspire the potluck dinner, but logos-
light proclamation produces little repentance and consequently 
a paucity of either gratitude to God or joy.

A similar event is captured by an observant physician who 
rehearsed a breathtaking stroll shortly after the resurrec-
tion of Jesus. Joining the two morose disciples journeying to 
Emmaus, Luke notes that “beginning at Moses and all the 
Prophets, He [Jesus] expounded to them in all the Scriptures 
the things concerning Himself” (Luke 24:27 NKJV). The word 
translated “expounded” (Gk. dierme– neusin) is at the root of the 
English word “hermeneutics.” Herme– nuo–  is related to Hermes, 
the messenger of the gods, whose dubious mythological re-
sponsibilities included clarifying the sentiments of the gods 
to humans—and to each other! Hermes was needed because 
sometimes these capricious gods were not on speaking terms 
with one another.

Jesus explained Moses and the prophets (which together 
make up the Hebrew canon) in a Christological way—a model 
for all genuinely Christian preaching. There were two mea-
surable results. First, the logos of the preaching of the eternal 
logos set their “hearts ablaze” (Luke 24:32). Only logos-based 
preaching has much of a chance to produce this effect. Second, 
the two wayfarers returned to Jerusalem and excitedly shared 
their experience with the risen Lord (Luke 24:33–35). Logos-
based (text-based) preaching will generate hearts ablaze and 
chronic witness.

Concerning the content of the message itself, one must 
determine first whether the preacher has understood the text 

Position 36 2312426 LCR-txt-Text Driven                                            23-08-22     22:15:15 



Ancient	Rhetoric:	A	Model	for	Text-Driven	Preachers	 s 	 29

and grasped his subject. A biblical preacher must not only com-
prehend the broad purpose of his text, as well as other insights 
available about the text, but he must also have a sufficient theo-
logical comprehension and an above-average grasp of the Bible 
as a whole to set his text properly in the theological milieu. 
Great preachers are cognizant of the necessity to be able to do 
exegesis and exposition within a historical setting of which they 
are constantly aware. How little actual grasp of scriptural knowl-
edge is present in most North American preachers is reflected 
in the relative biblical illiteracy and theological misapprehen-
sions of most congregations.

Now, the listener might ask himself, am I learning as a result 
of this sermon? Am I not only growing in my knowledge of the 
text itself, but am I also developing in my own abilities “rightly 
to divide the word of truth”? And, finally, is what is being pro-
claimed here of any substantive significance for life and eter-
nity? If these questions can be positively answered, then the 
preacher’s logos is probably far above average.

Pathos

In the New Testament documents, pathos often appears as a 
descriptive word for the vileness of sin (Gal 5:24; Rom 7:5). But 
Michaelis notes that the word has positive meanings (2 Cor 1:5; 
1:7) and is essentially neutral in its history. He suggests that 
the central motif of pathos is “experience.”21 Liddell and Scott, in 
their monumental lexicon of classical Greek, confirm this judg-
ment, even though their first meaning suggested is “that which 
happens to a person or thing.”22 Eventually, almost all lexicogra-
phers get around to the more commonly accepted meaning of 

21. W. Michaelis, “sphazo,” TDNT 7:926–30.
22. H. G. Liddell and R. Scott, comp., A Greek-English Lexicon (London: Oxford 

University Press, 1966), 1285.
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“emotion.” Whenever most people think of pathos, emotion is 
likely the understanding evoked. In Aristotle, the intent seems 
to be to evoke emotion in the listener. But this can seldom be 
achieved without pathos in the preacher.

For the purpose of estimating the effectiveness of the sermon, 
Acts 1:3 may be the best text to assist in ascertaining the most 
helpful meaning of the word. Here the Bible reads, “To whom 
He also presented himself alive after His passion [Gk. pathein] 
by many infallible proofs.” Here the word clearly references the 
suffering of Jesus in His atoning death. The idea of experience 
or what happens to a person is at the base of this suffering. But 
the “passion” of Christ was not passive. Cries from the cross, 
added to those of Gethsemane, are evidences of a purposeful 
and passionate plan that motivated Jesus to pursue this course. 
His purpose “to give His life a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45) 
was expressed vividly and often. He said, “But I have a baptism 
to be baptized with, and how am I straitened until it be accom-
plished!” (Luke 12:50). The Greek word (sunecho– ) translated 
“straitened” in this text literally means “constrained, held pris-
oner, or hemmed in.” The baptism Jesus faced was His passion.

This passion, this constraint that motivated Jesus to move 
toward the cross, is close to what is intended by pathos in 
preaching. Jesus was not out of control. Emotions and senti-
ments did not drive Him. He was “emotional” but only in a way 
totally engaged with His mental and spiritual understandings. 
Thus the cross was not just suffering, whether physical, emo-
tional, or spiritual. The atonement was a purposeful, thought-
ful, determined, but highly motivated, even passionate, act of 
supreme sacrifice. Pathos captures in part the understanding of 
what Jesus did at Calvary. And this in turn assists us in compre-
hending pathos in preaching.

Pathos may then be defined as passion in preaching. The 
preacher is not simply making a speech. He is not making a 
living. If there were no compensation, he would still preach be-
cause “woe is me if I do not preach the gospel” (1 Cor 9:16). The 
eternal destinies of men and women are at stake every time 
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he preaches. The ability to cope with life and to find meaning 
and happiness constitutes the fabric of his preaching; and he is 
driven, knowing the difference that obedience to the truth of 
God can generate. Like Jeremiah, there will be times when the 
preacher, because of his own humanity, will not want to speak 
for God; but he will find that God’s word is a fire in his bones 
and he cannot remain silent (Jer 20:9).

Throughout my own life, I have been the recipient of the 
goodness of God so far beyond what I ever could have dreamed. 
I have traveled extensively and attempted almost everything 
I ever dreamed. But without reservation, I can report that 
opening the Word of the Lord for an assembled congregation, 
expounding the text, and pleading for the souls of men are not 
only my favorite activities in life but also the passions of my 
soul. If passion or pathos is not deeply ingrained in the preach-
er’s message, even if his content is good and his life credible, 
his listeners may well conclude that whatever does not grip the 
preacher’s soul may not be particularly important.

A major key to pathos is learning to live in the text until the 
text comes to life in the preacher’s heart. Doing one’s home-
work in the lexicon, commentary, and other sources is critical; 
but having completed the academic task, armed with his grasp 
of meaning and possibilities, the preacher must now transport 
himself to the world and environment of the text. He has to join 
the troops and march around the walls of Jericho. Or he must 
tag-team with Jacob at the river Jabbok and wrestle with God 
until he enters the pulpit walking with a limp. He has to sit on 
a Galilean hillside and watch in startled amazement as Jesus 
breaks a few chunks of bread and a few small fishes, and the 
more He breaks, the more there is. In a didactic text, he has 
to get inside the mind of Paul as the apostle pens Romans and 
imagine himself chained beside him in the Mamertine Prison 
as Paul writes 2 Timothy. The Apocalypse will leap to life with 
incredible pathos if the preacher can make a mental journey to 
Patmos, that rock quarry in the Aegean Sea, and witness the 
visions of the beloved disciple.
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Pathos grows naturally from living in the text, from the sacred-
ness of the assignment, and from the awareness of potential for 
temporal and eternal transformation in the lives of the hearers. 
These three elements operate together to produce a holy antici-
pation of high-stakes adventure in the preacher. Finding lion and 
cape buffalo in Africa, diving with the sharks in the Andaman 
Sea, or, as a boy, preparing for a big football game under the  
lights, the adrenaline rush, the adventure, the awareness of high 
drama and higher stakes—these have always thrilled my soul. 
But in many sacred occasions, all of these have been subordi-
nated to the drama of opening the Word of God and watching 
with awe as the Holy Spirit opened the hearts of people to the 
Lord. There is nothing in life to parallel this adventure.

One should also note that the ability to illustrate cogently 
may assist not only in the logos of the message but also with the 
pathos of the sermon. Illustrations serve several important func-
tions. They give brief respite to the listeners in which the mind 
relaxes for a moment from following the logos of the sermon. 
Appropriately selected illustrations constitute another way of 
illuminating the logos, since they often provide concrete exam-
ples of what is otherwise abstract truth. The best sources for 
illustrative material are the narrative portions of Scripture. The 
Bible itself declares this to be the case. “Now all these things 
happened to them as examples, and they were written for our 
admonition, upon whom the ends of the ages have come” (1 Cor 
10:11). While the preacher must be careful not to overuse per-
sonal and family anecdotes, these, nevertheless, make it easy for 
the auditors to find common ground and, hence, comprehension 
of vital truth. Integrity in the use of the preacher’s own experi-
ences is also critical and ties to the subject of the minister’s ethos.

Another source of illustration develops from the broad, 
extensive reading that hopefully composes the regimen of the 
preacher. Biography and history are the most productive areas 
for mining illustrative gems. Wide reading with a view to illus-
tration as well as to the general acquisition of knowledge and 
wisdom is crucial for anyone who takes seriously the preaching 
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task. A system may be designed to store these nuggets for the 
moment of need. Great preachers are almost always good sto-
rytellers, and my father always insisted that the better preach-
ers boasted some of the abilities of the actor as well. Both of 
these skills are important, but the preacher must remember 
that he does not have the luxury of untruthful embellishment 
without the sacrifice of credibility.

What about show and tell? The contemporary church is the 
era of PowerPoint, big screens, minidramas, and other artifice. 
These are more often used by that genre of preachers who are 
less concerned with the text than by those whose purpose is 
to explain the text. This is unfortunate. Every honest means 
for assisting in the successful launch, flight, and landing of the 
text-driven preacher is not only acceptable but also desirable. 
However, when the use of such artifice becomes monotonous, 
predictable, or the essence of the message, its legitimacy is sac-
rificed. Too often, contemporary pulpiteers use such devices 
as a substitute for significant logos or for the incarnational and 
prophetic mandate achieved by a genuine man of God whose 
ethos is unquestioned. But as illustrations of the teachings of 
the Bible, such tools in the hand of the preacher become the 
scalpel and sutures of his profession of spiritual healing. Of 
course, entertainment for its own sake is never the purpose of 
the Christian preacher.

As a part of the process of pathos, though also essential to 
logos, application and exhortation are likewise the preacher’s 
tasks. If the preacher assumes that the lesson is complete with-
out concrete application, he assumes too much. The bridge from 
the text to applications to the Sitz im Leben of the congregation 
is a vital part of both logos and pathos in preaching. Otherwise, 
the proclaimer may well have expounded the truth of Scripture, 
bringing the congregation to view the promised land on the far 
bank but leaving them with Moses at Nebo rather than reveal-
ing how to cross Jordan and arrive in the land.

Exhortation is a crucial aspect of Christian preaching. 
Pathos is primary in exhortation, though logos and ethos figure 
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prominently as well. Paul insisted that Timothy “preach the 
word! Be ready in season and out of season. Convince, rebuke, 
exhort, with all longsuffering and teaching” (2 Tim 4:2). This 
also was Peter’s practice: “And with many other words he tes-
tified and exhorted them saying, ‘Be saved from this perverse 
generation’” (Acts 2:40). Judas and Silas “exhorted and strength-
ened the brethren with many words” (Acts 15:32).23 “Exhort” is 
a translation of the Greek parakaleō, meaning “to call to one’s 
side.” My own favorite translation betrays my revivalist and 
evangelistic background, but I translate the word as “extending 
an invitation or appeal.” Pleading for the souls of men or con-
sistently pleading for believers to follow the Lord should be the 
climax of every text-driven sermon. Extending this appeal must 
use pathos in its primary nuance of “passion,” though controlled 
emotion is not thereby excluded.

conclusion

A surface observation might adjudicate the preaching enter-
prise as essentially simple. A man stands before an assembled 
body and gives testimony to the grace of God. But if the man 
of God wants to make an optimal presentation, if he wishes to 
advance mere talk to an art of preaching, then he recognizes 
that he must begin with his own life. In fact, Paul warned about 
making an elder of a “novice” because lacking a life of expe-
rience and testimony, such a one would be more likely to be 
“puffed up with pride” and “fall into the same condemnation as 
the devil” (1 Tim 3:6). Armed with a credible and saintly life, 
which renders the preacher “above reproach” (1 Tim 3:2 ESV), 
the servant of the Lord is now prepared to travail in study until 
the sermon based on the text is formed in his mind and heart.

23. See also Acts 11:23, 14:22, and 20:2 for additional uses of parakaleō in the apos-
tolic community.
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Having prepared arduously, the prophet opens the Word of 
God to the people. Text-based preaching or exposition is the only 
really appropriate form of Christian preaching. This is true be-
cause the preacher is to be an “able teacher” (1 Tim 3:2 HCSB). 
However, this is also the case because if God has spoken on any 
issue, is it not ultimate chutzpah for the preacher to substitute 
even the noblest of human formulations for the thoughts and 
utterances of God? And if God did not address the subject, then 
why would the preacher’s choice of subject be more important 
than the subject that God has chosen to address? After all, is the 
preacher a servant of the world or is he a spokesman for God? 
With ethos established, the preacher now explains the logos of 
the will and purpose of God in Holy Scripture.

One would hope this task is pursued with pathos, that is, with 
passion. Shouting is neither included nor excluded in pathos. 
The same is true for tears. Disengagement from emotion “run 
amok” is essential but not wholesale disregard of emotion, since 
“feeling” is a vital part of what it means to be human. If preach-
ing were compared to the flight of an airplane, ethos would rep-
resent the trained, reliable pilot; logos the cargo to be delivered; 
and pathos would be the trim on the wings and tail of the plane. 
All of this that is to be used of God must be borne along on the 
zephyr winds of the Holy Spirit.

Preaching is not simple but complex. Like salvation, the basic 
concept is simple so that all may profit. But beneath the surface, 
both salvation and preaching are complex issues. The ancient 
Greeks had no intention of making a contribution to Christian 
preaching. Classical rhetoric, no matter how persuasive, can 
never approach the transforming impact of Spirit-endowed 
preaching. But Aristotle’s three criteria for rhetoric are still in-
valuable for today’s minister. Ethos, logos, and pathos in Chris-
tian, text-driven, Spirit-inspired preaching are, in fact, lifted to a 
level that Aristotle himself might have envied.
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2
A HISTORY OF TEXT-DRIVEN 

PREACHING

Jim Shaddix

The history of text-driven preaching essentially is the history 
of expository preaching. For the most part, men who have 
been faithful to allow their sermons to be driven by the text 

of Scripture are the same men who have sought to interpret the bib-
lical text rightly and then expose and apply its intended meaning to 
their listeners. Such proclamation has been the lifeblood of preach-
ing throughout the history of the church. James F. Stitzinger wrote, 
“Indeed, great value results from understanding those who have 
given themselves to a life of biblical exposition. The current gen-
eration whose history has yet to be written can learn much from 
those whose history is now complete. Time yet remains to change, 
refocus, improve, and be moved to greater accomplishment.”1

1. J. F. Stitzinger, “The History of Expository Preaching,” in J. MacArthur Jr. and The 
Master’s Seminary Faculty, Rediscovering Expository Preaching, ed. R. L. Mayhue 
(Dallas: Word, 1992), 37–38. Regarding the study of the history of expository 
preaching, Stitzinger says, “No work in the English language is devoted specifi-
cally to the history of expository preaching. This includes dissertations, definitive 
monographs, and surveys.” In light of this scarcity of accounts on the subject, this 
history of text-driven preaching is indebted to Stitzinger’s work.
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A cursory study of the history of text-driven preaching pro-
vides at least two benefits. First, it provides a filter through 
which we can distinguish what is fleeting from what will last. 
Second, it possibly can motivate a preacher toward greater 
confidence in the biblical text and faithful proclamation of it in 
his own generation.2

THE PROPHETS, JESUS, AND THE APOSTLES

It should never be denied that preachers in the Bible like the 
Old Testament prophets, Jesus, and the apostles practiced what 
has been called revelatory preaching—they proclaimed God’s 
Word as He revealed it for the very first time. They often had no 
text from which to work because they spoke information from 
God never before revealed. But equally true is that they also did 
explanatory preaching based on what God had already revealed 
and inspired to be written. They frequently provided explana-
tion and application of God’s previous revelation that had been 
recorded and accepted as written Scripture.3

Among the earliest examples of the combination of revelatory 
and explanatory preaching are Moses’ sermons in the book of 
Deuteronomy, where he expounded on God’s law and exhorted 
the people to obey it. Joshua’s last messages to the children of 
Israel contained both weighty words directly from God as well 
as clear explanations of things Moses had previously said (Josh 
23:2–16; 24:2–27). Both David and Solomon provided the same 
combination in their writings.

When the roots of preaching are traced back to the Old 
Testament, the journey always leads to the prophets. While 
their most familiar genre was predictions about the future 
(e.g., Isaiah 9, 53), they also frequently provided people with 

2. Ibid., 38.
3. J. Shaddix, The Passion Driven Sermon (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2003), 

71–72.
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explanation of God’s previous written revelation (e.g., 2 Kings 
22–23; Ezra 7:10; Neh 8:1–8; Daniel 9) and instruction on how to 
obey it (1 Sam 12:23; Isa 30:9; Jer 32:33; Mal 2:9). Their preach-
ing provided necessary understanding and application of what 
other writers of Scripture had recorded previously about what 
God had said.4

A consideration of New Testament preaching also reveals 
elements of text-driven proclamation. John the Baptist—who 
in one sense was the last prophet of the Old Testament—
preached repentance based on his identification of Jesus as the 
fulfillment of Old Testament prophetic scripture (John 1:15, 29). 
Text-driven preaching also was part of the repertoire of Jesus’ 
proclamation ministry. In one sense, segments of the Sermon 
on the Mount have an expositional flavor as Jesus referenced 
what the people had been taught and then proceeded to clarify 
the intended meaning of each principle (cf. Matt 5:21–48). His 
numerous references to Old Testament passages suggest His 
intent to clarify the intended meaning of each text. On the road 
to Emmaus, He obviously displayed His practice of allowing the 
text to determine His message, “beginning with Moses and all 
the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the 
things concerning himself” (Luke 24:27 ESV).

Following Jesus’ ministry, sermons that were driven by the 
text of Scripture continued to feature in apostolic preaching. 
The Pauline epistles are riddled with implications that such was 
the conviction in the early church. The great apostle instructed 
young Timothy to “devote yourself to the public reading of 
Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching” (1 Tim 4:13 ESV). The 
foundational exposition of Old Testament Scripture in early 
synagogue worship gave way to the practice of the early church 
wherein a public reading from the Old Testament text or the 
apostolic writings was followed by an exposition of the same. 
Stott clearly underscored the role of text-driven preaching 

4. Stitzinger, “The History of Expository Preaching,” 39–40.
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during this period when he said, “It was taken for granted from 
the beginning that Christian preaching would be expository 
preaching, that is, that all Christian instruction and exhortation 
would be drawn out of the passage which had been read.”5

Without a doubt, preachers during the biblical period were 
the first text-driven preachers, allowing the text of written 
Scripture to determine the content and theme of their proc-
lamation. By the end of the period, text-driven preaching had 
become the norm. As the closing of the canon of Scripture 
marked the end of God’s revelation of new truth, preaching nat-
urally evolved to being exclusively explanatory in nature. The 
“apostles’ doctrine” (e.g., Acts 2:42; Eph 2:19–21) combined 
with the Old Testament Scriptures to form our Bible, and every 
preacher in subsequent generations was relieved of the respon-
sibility of introducing new information from God and given the 
mandate of explaining and applying the biblical text and per-
suading listeners to embrace it in the power of the Holy Spirit.6

THE EARLY CHURCH (AD 100–476)

Although a strong foundation for text-driven preaching had 
been laid during the biblical period, its practice was all but 
abandoned for almost a century and a half after the apostolic 
age. Such a contrast was merely reflective of the rapid dete-
rioration of New Testament Christianity in all areas, including 
the shift of the ordinances from symbolism to sacrament and 
the perversion of church leadership from elders and deacons 
to a hierarchy of priests and apostolic succession. The influence 
of Greek logic and rhetoric on Christian thought caused most 
preachers to abandon the actual text of Scripture in preaching 
and approach the development of the sermon as more of an art 

5. J. R. W. Stott, Guard the Truth (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1996), 22.
6. Shaddix, The Passion Driven Sermon, 72.
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form.7 The tradition of the Christian sermon quickly took on a 
life of its own, with little emphasis on the biblical text.

A few faithful men, however, did carry the torch even dur-
ing this dark period. John Chrysostom, or “golden mouthed” 
as he was known, preached during the last half of the fourth 
century and the beginning of the fifth century. He was one 
of the leaders of the Antiochene school and arguably the 
most significant expositor of the early Christian church. He 
rejected the common allegorical approach to interpretation 
and emphasized grammar and history in powerful text-driven 
homilies of numerous biblical texts. Historian Philip Schaff 
even concluded that Chrysostom wrote commentaries on the 
entire Bible.8 Serious study of the biblical text became the 
impetus for the sermons of others in the fourth and fifth cen-
turies as well. Among many notable text-driven preachers of 
that period was Augustine, who prepared and delivered expo-
sitions and homilies in addition to his theological writings.9

THE MIDDLE AGES (AD 476–1500s)

If the period of the early church was dry when it came to text-
driven preaching, the Middle Ages—or medieval period—was a 
famine. Stitzinger called it “perhaps the sparsest for expository 
preaching.”10 James Philip concurred with this sad commentary:

The influence of the scholastic theology of the universities, 
which from the beginning were clerical institutions, took over, 
and the combination of theology and philosophy, and the appli-
cation of Aristotelian logic to the interpretation of Scripture, 

7. Stitzinger, “The History of Expository Preaching,” 43.
8. P. Schaff, A Selected Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, repr. (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983), 9:17.
9. G. W. Doyle, “Augustine’s Sermonic Method,” WTJ 39 (Spring 1977): 215, 234–35.
10. Stitzinger, “The History of Expository Preaching,” 45.
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with its speculation, analysis and ratiocination imposed an 
intolerable incubus upon preaching which virtually destroyed 
it as an effective means for communicating the gospel. It is 
not surprising, therefore, that hardly any counterparts to the 
comprehensive patristic expositions of complete books of the 
Bible are to be found in medieval ecclesiastical literature.11

Obviously, the absence of the practice of biblical exposition dur-
ing the era reflected the minimal role of the text of Scripture 
in sermons.

Only a few gifted men arose to counter the influence of 
scholastic theology and Aristotelian logic in biblical interpreta-
tion. Some preachers who paved the way for the Reformation 
like John Wyclif in the last half of the fourteenth century and 
William Tyndale in the early sixteenth century denounced the 
preaching of their days and rejected preaching that did not sig-
nificantly treat the biblical text and interpret it literally. John 
Huss and Girolamo Savonarola also were known as credible 
students of scripture during this period who allowed the bibli-
cal text to directly influence their sermon subjects.12

THE REFORMATION (AD 1500–1648)

The most significant reemergence of the biblical text in preach-
ing took place in response to the glaring abuses of the indul-
gence system in Germany at the beginning of the sixteenth 
century. Text-driven sermons were a primary vehicle for the 
prophetic voices that directly ignited the Protestant reforma-
tion. Although the sixteenth century was a great period for 
preaching in just about all areas, probably the most significant 

11. J. Philip, “Preaching in History,” ERT 8 (1984): 300.
12. F. R. Webber, A History of Preaching in Britain and America, 3 vols. (Milwaukee: 

Northwestern, 1957), 1:150.
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quality was the revival of biblical preaching in which exposi-
tory sermons driven by the text of Scripture replaced the mere 
telling of stories of saints, martyrs, and miracles. These ser-
mons were characterized by the employment of better methods 
of interpretation and application, a combination that fostered a 
much-needed revival of reverence for the biblical text in preach-
ing. The mantra of Christian preachers became sola scriptura. 
The words asserted “the freedom of Scripture to rule as God’s 
word in the church, disentangled from papal and ecclesiastical 
magisterium and tradition,” and served to elevate the authority 
of Scripture above tradition and sacramentalism.13

Martin Luther heads the list of great reformers in the early 
sixteenth century who called the church back to Scripture alone 
as the authority for faith as well as the subject of preaching. After 
being appointed as professor at the University of Wittenberg 
in 1510, the Augustinian monk traveled to Rome the following 
year, where he witnessed widespread corruption and worldli-
ness among the clergy. Convinced of the need for reform, he 
returned to Wittenberg and began lecturing on the texts of 
Psalms, Romans, Galatians, and Hebrews. After his conversion, 
Luther’s opposition to the abuses of the indulgence practices 
prompted him to post his historic 95 theses on the church door 
at Wittenberg on October 31, 1517. The reformation proper had 
begun, and there is no doubt that text-driven preaching helped 
to usher it in and laid the foundation for the Protestant tradition.

Other great reformers came alongside of Luther and ap-
proached their pulpits with firm convictions about the role of the 
biblical text in preaching. In 1519 in Zurich, Huldreich Ulrich 
Zwingli almost single-handedly launched the Swiss Reformation 
with his expository series through the book of Matthew, which 
was indicative of his “considerable linguistic and exegetical 
abilities.”14

13. D. F. Wright, “Protestantism,” in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, ed. W. A. 
Elwell (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984), 889.

14. G. R. Potter, Zwingli (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1976), 92.
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After the publication of his famous Institutes of Christianity 
in 1536, John Calvin (1509–64) also became firmly established 
as one of the leading reformers during the first half of the six-
teenth century. His sermons were not only driven by the biblical 
text but also consumed with it. Although his exile interrupted 
an expositional series through a Bible book he returned to his 
pulpit three years later and picked up with the very next verse 
where he had stopped! His commitment to exposing the text 
of Scripture, earnest presentation, love of the truth, and devo-
tion to duty made him one of the greatest preacher-theologians 
of all time. His incredible treatment of one biblical text after 
another in sequential expositions of Bible books is unparalleled 
in church history.

Calvin spent his life expounding the text of Scripture, preach-
ing two times every Lord’s Day and once every weekday every 
other week during his pastoral service in Geneva up until the 
time of his death in 1564.15 His perspective on the importance 
of the text in preaching may best be summarized by his words, 
“Let us not take it into our heads either to seek out God any-
where else than in his Sacred Word, or to think anything about 
him that is not prompted by his Word, or to speak anything that 
is not taken from that Word.”16

MODERN TIMES (AD 1649–1970)

Text-driven preaching continued to play a vital role in the 
church’s life at many critical junctures, not the least of which 
was the dawn of modernity. During the latter part of the six-
teenth and most of the seventeenth centuries, the Puritans 
made the biblical text central in Christian worship and cham-
pioned true preaching, which they defined as the exposition 

15. M. Anderson, “John Calvin: Biblical Preacher (1539–1564),” SJT 42 (1989): 173.
16. J. Calvin, Institutes in Christian Classics, 1:13:21 (1, 146).
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of the text of Scripture. To the Puritans, “true preaching is the 
exposition of the Word of God. It is not a mere exposition of 
the dogma or the teaching of the church. . . . Preaching, they 
said, is the exposition of the Word of God; and therefore it must 
control everything.”17

William Perkins, who ministered during the last half of the 
sixteenth century, penned The Art of Prophesying, which was the 
first handbook for preachers available to the Anglican Church. 
The manual was first published in Latin in 1592 and in English 
in 1606. In it Perkins underscored the role of the text in preach-
ing by instructing preachers in the Church of England to read 
their preaching passage from the Scriptures and then give its 
meaning by allowing other passages to interpret it.18

Perkins was joined by a chorus of other Puritan preach-
ers who demonstrated reverence for the biblical text in their 
preaching. The seventeenth century featured many familiar 
names like Joseph Hall, Thomas Goodwin, Richard Baxter, 
John Owen, Thomas Manton, John Bunyan, Stephen Charnock, 
and William Greenhill, who represented a variety of preaching 
styles, but all of which were tied together by the “thread of com-
mitment to a faithful explanation of the text.”19

A few text-driven preachers followed in the footsteps of the 
Puritans and stood in contrast to the topical preaching that 
largely characterized the First Great Awakening. Men like 
John Gill and Matthew Henry, and later Andrew Fuller, Robert 
Hall, John Brown, John Eadie, and Alexander Carson all carried 
the torch of scripture-driven sermons. They were succeeded 
in the latter part of the nineteenth century by numerous influ-
ential biblical expositors in Britain and America like James H. 

17. D. M. Lloyd-Jones, The Puritans: Their Origins and Successors (Edinburgh: 
Banner of Truth, 1987), 379.

18. M. W. Perkins, The Works of that Famous and Worthy Minister of Christ in the 
University of Cambridge, 3 vols. (Cambridge: John Legate, 1608–9), 2:762.

19. Stitzinger, “The History of Expository Preaching,” 53.
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Thornwell, John A. Broadus, J. C. Ryle, Charles J. Vaughan, Al-
exander Maclaren, and Joseph Parker.”20

Although Charles Spurgeon—whose ministry spanned the 
majority of the second half of the nineteenth century—is highly 
regarded as one of history’s greatest preachers, it is certainly 
debatable whether or not he should be categorized as a pure 
text-driven preacher. His exegesis of the text of Scripture was 
often difficult to reconcile with his interpretation. As opposed 
to allowing the study of the text to drive the truths presented 
in the sermon, Spurgeon seemed to be more prone to picking 
a text and then grouping around it closely related Bible truths, 
sometimes emphasizing meanings that were somewhat foreign 
to his preaching passage.21 The one clear exception, of course, 
is his Treasury of David on the Psalms, which is genuinely ex-
positional in form and content.22 Regardless, Spurgeon’s life and 
ministry is a testimony of strong convictions about the Bible and 
its role in preaching.

During the last half of the nineteenth and first half of the 
twentieth centuries, the ministry of G. Campbell Morgan at the 
Westminster Chapel in London provided a resounding voice 
for text-driven preaching. He truly was one of the great Bible 
expositors of all time, and his sermons were permeated with the 
biblical text. His works are rich not only in explanation but also 
in textual illustration and exegetical interpretation based on the 
whole Bible. Regarding the relationship between preaching and 
the biblical text, Morgan said, “Preaching is not the proclama-
tion of a theory, or the discussion of a doubt. . . . Speculation is 
not preaching. Neither is the declaration of negations preaching. 
Preaching is the proclamation of the Word, the truth as the truth 
has been revealed.”23 His numerous and masterful published 

20. Ibid.
21. Webber, History of Preaching, 1:602.
22. Stitzinger, “The History of Expository Preaching,” 55–56.
23. G. C. Morgan, Preaching (New York: Revell, 1937), 17–21.
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expositions are a testimony of the work to which he dedicated 
his life.

Morgan was succeeded at Westminster Chapel by his asso-
ciate, D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, who continued his mentor’s prac-
tice throughout much of the twentieth century. Lloyd-Jones 
viewed weekly preaching in the church as simply picking up 
in the text where he left off the previous week in his ongoing 
exposition of a Bible book. He was committed to vigilant study 
and accurate interpretation of the biblical text, as well as to 
allowing the discovered meaning to drive the explanation and 
application in the sermon. He contended that all preaching 
should be expository and that its practice was crucial for the 
spiritual health of the church.24

Along with Morgan and Lloyd-Jones, several other notable 
Bible expositors in the first part of the twentieth century shared 
similar convictions about the role of the text in preaching. Among 
them were H. A. Ironside, Donald Grey Barnhouse, James M. 
Gray, William Bell Riley, James Denny, William Graham Scroggie, 
W. A. Criswell, and James Montgomery Boice.

POSTMODERNITY (1970–PRESENT)

Designating an end to the modern period, as well as identifying 
the subsequent time period, is incredibly subjective and arbi-
trary. What is certain is that late twentieth and early twenty-
first century life reflected the perception that modernism failed 
in many respects. So, the term “postmodernity” has become 
a common designation for the unique features of contempo-
rary culture, economics and society in general. Its influence on 

24. D. M. Lloyd-Jones, Preaching and Preachers (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1971), 
63, 75– 76. See also R. L. Penny, “An Examination of the Principles of Expository 
Preaching of David Martyn Lloyd-Jones” (D.Min. diss., Harding Graduate School 
of Religion, 1980).
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religion—and preaching—are evident enough to merit a sepa-
rate consideration of the period.

We must always be careful when interpreting contemporary 
history because the ministries of its representative preachers 
are yet to be completed. But one thing is certain to this point: 
in general, the postmodern era has been robbed of the biblical 
text in preaching. The specific influences of this trend, how-
ever, predate the era itself. One must go back to the Christian 
psychological preaching of Harry Emerson Fosdick in the early 
part of the twentieth century, which gave birth to the power 
of positive thinking championed by Norman Vincent Peale. 
His philosophy paved the way for the neoorthodoxy of Robert 
Schuller, whose preaching ultimately conceived the seeker-
sensitive movement that has influenced evangelical preaching 
in the contemporary age to unprecedented degrees.

Probably the most overlooked philosophical shift informing 
this movement has been in the area of corporate worship. Many 
contemporary pastors champion corporate worship experienc-
es in the church that are focused on communicating to unre-
generate seekers as opposed to leading the church in authentic 
worship of God. In other words, the evangelistic thrust of these 
churches—although very sincere and often evangelistically ef-
fective—has digressed to a “come and hear” mentality as op-
posed to the “go and tell” emphasis in the New Testament. This 
focus naturally lends itself to a de-emphasis on many classic 
Christian values in corporate worship, including the use of the 
biblical text in preaching and the subsequent maturing of the 
body of Christ. Embracing the belief that the needs of the hear-
ers are paramount and that preaching must be relevant to them, 
many proponents of this philosophy use inductive sermons that 
begin where people are and go back to Scripture to find appro-
priate texts.25

25. M. Quicke, “History of Preaching,” in The Art and Craft of Biblical Preaching, 
ed. H. Robinson and C. B. Larson (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2005), 64.
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One popular approach born out of this strand of influence has 
been the “life application” preaching that seeks to address real 
and felt needs using multiple verses of Scripture from various 
parts of the Bible. However, a careful analysis of the sermons of 
many preachers who have adopted the approach reveals a great 
amount of liberty with the biblical text in exegesis, interpreta-
tion, and application. Preaching hailed as “verse with verse”—
while obviously making some attempt to maintain a loose identity 
with the “verse-by-verse” description associated with expository 
preaching—appears to be little more than veiled topical preach-
ing that rearranges the biblical text and uses selected verses 
merely as support for addressing particular subjects and provid-
ing practical application. Furthermore, criticisms of expository 
preaching—which come frequently from some life application 
preachers—seem to be more reaction to abuses of exposition 
than to weaknesses of exposition itself.

Even in its dark hour of de-emphasis on the biblical text, 
however, the postmodern era still has been graced with the 
counterinfluence of text-driven preaching. It has not been 
dormant even in a historical period characterized by relativ-
ism, pluralism, and tolerance, or in a church era assaulted 
by the depreciating and diminishing of theology and the 
authority of Scripture. Motivated with a conviction that spiri-
tual growth can never take place apart from knowing and 
understanding God’s truth (see Neh 8:2–3,8; Rom 12:2; Eph 
4:22; Col 3:10), an increasing number of preachers are deliv-
ering sermons that are driven by and consumed with the bib-
lical text. Describing them as “teacher preachers,” Michael 
Quicke says,

Such preachers stay close to the text and explain its mean-
ing deductively. Typically doctrinal and instructional, this 
preaching examines verses in logical order. Some examples 
of teacher preachers are John Stott, John Ortberg, Timothy 
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Keller, Jack Hayford, and John MacArthur. Often cerebral 
in style, teacher preachers want to get information across. 
A sermon form often used by teacher preachers is verse-by-
verse preaching.26

Obviously, these text-driven preachers embrace a belief that 
all true preaching must involve teaching and that teaching for 
understanding is a prerequisite for right application to peo-
ple’s lives.

Overlapping the modern and postmodern eras was John R. 
W. Stott, who served as an English Anglican minister and a lead-
ing theologian in the global evangelical movement throughout 
much of the twentieth century until his death in 2011. In preach-
ing, Stott emphasized the need to handle the text properly in 
preaching in order to expose its truth. He said,

To expound Scripture is to bring out of the text what is there 
and expose it to view. The expositor prys open what appears 
to be closed, makes plain what is obscure, unravels what is 
knotted and unfolds what is tightly packed. The opposite of 
exposition is “imposition,” which is to impose on the text what 
is not there. But the “text” in question could be a verse, or 
a sentence, or even a single word. It could be a verse, or a 
paragraph, or a chapter, or a whole book. The size of the text 
is immaterial, so long as it is biblical. What matters is what we 
do with it.27

According to Stott, if preaching is viewed through the lens of 
the way the preacher treats the text, then all true Christian 
preaching should be characterized as expository.

One of the great testimonies of text-driven preaching in the 
postmodern era has emerged out of the conservative resurgence 

26. Ibid.
27. John R. W. Stott, Between Two Worlds: The Art of Preaching in the Twentieth 

Century (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 92.

Position 58 2312426 LCR-txt-Text Driven                                            23-08-22     22:15:15 



A History of Text-Driven Preaching s  51

within the Southern Baptist Convention, the world’s largest 
Protestant denomination. After a theological struggle centering 
on the inerrancy and authority of the Bible that spanned more 
than three decades, Southern Baptists have taken great strides 
toward restoring text-driven preaching in the pulpits of their 
local churches as well as the classrooms of their theological 
institutions. One of the by-products of the return to conserva-
tive theology and classic Christian doctrine has been the rees-
tablishment of expository preaching as the primary fare in the 
homiletics departments in just about all of the denomination’s 
seminaries. Certainly their desired end is the raising up of a 
generation of text-driven pastors, preachers, and missionar-
ies who will influence the world with the supernatural truth of 
God’s Word.

As the sun sat on the twentieth century, John MacArthur, Jr. 
arguably emerged as the most notable American expositor. His 
stated goal is “always to have deep fellowship with the Lord in 
the understanding of His Word, and out of that experience to 
explain to His people what a passage means . . . . The dominant 
thrust of my ministry, therefore, is to help make God’s living 
Word alive to His people.”28 Similar to both Lloyd-Jones and 
Stott, MacArthur approached expository preaching as an exer-
cise that was predominantly focused on the objective of rightly 
explaining and applying the content of the biblical text.29

To Quicke’s list of representative teacher preachers we might 
add other men whose sermons are driven by the biblical text. 
John Piper is one of the great theological preachers of the con-
temporary era. His expository preaching can be described as 

28. J. F. MacArthur Jr., Matthew 1–7  : The MacArthur New Testament Commentary 
(Chicago: Moody, 1983–), vii.

29. B. E. Awbrey, “A Critical Examination of the Theory and Practice of John 
F. MacArthur’s Expository Preaching” (Th.D. diss., New Orleans Baptist 
Theological Seminary, 1990), 17; cf. R. K. Willhite, “Audience Relevance and 
Rhetorical Argumentation in Expository Preaching: A Historical-Critical 
Comparative Analysis of Selected Sermons of John F. MacArthur, Jr., and 
Charles R. Swindoll, 1970–1990” (Ph.D. diss., Purdue University, 1990).
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“intercanonical” in nature as he systematically expounds on the 
great doctrinal themes of the Bible from key texts of Scripture. 

Matt Carter and David Platt are representative of a younger 
generation of passionate text-driven preachers who appear 
to be breaking a lot of the stereotypical rules regarding the 
incongruency between Bible exposition and younger listeners. 
Both men pastor megachurches filled with young people who 
sit under the systematic exposition of Scripture every week. 
Carter focuses on preaching through Bible books as pastor of 
Sagemont Baptist Church in Houston, Texas. He previously 
planted and pastored The Austin Stone Community Church 
in Austin, Texas, which was founded on the campus of the 
University of Texas and grew to 7,500 attendees over six cam-
puses every Sunday. Platt, also known for his text-driven ser-
mons, was considered by many to be the youngest megachurch 
pastor in the United States when he served as senior pastor 
at the Church at Brook Hills in Birmingham, Alabama, from 
2006 to 2014. Since 2017—after leading the global missions arm 
of a major denomination for several years—he has served as 
pastor-teacher at McLean Bible Church near Washington D.C. 
He continues to use weekly expository sermons to challenge 
and equip his congregation to embrace God’s world mission of 
disciple-making.

LOOKING AHEAD

One of the great tragedies of human nature is that we have a 
tendency to use perceived “success” in church growth to val-
idate preaching philosophy and practice. In other words, if a 
church has experienced numerical growth, then the preaching 
approach of the pastor must be right and worthy to be modeled. 
Certainly, such is not the case. God does not call His preach-
ers to success, especially what is measured by worldly stan-
dards. God calls His preachers to faithfulness, and faithfulness 
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includes the careful handling of His revealed Word with the 
utmost of integrity. And besides, we will never know how much 
more effective some of the “successful” preachers—past and 
present—could have been had they been faithful to allow the 
biblical text to drive their sermons.

In time, the postmodern era may prove to be more of a fad 
than an actual period by which we interpret history. The reason 
is that everything exhausts itself faster in our explosive media 
environment because we run everything to its limit at a more 
rapid pace. We exhaust everything faster through television, 
radio, cell phones, computers, the Internet, social media, and 
blogs. This world experienced thousands of years of premod-
ernism but only hundreds of years of modernism. We will have 
a few years of postmodernism, and by the time these words are 
published, something else will come along if it has not already.

The same brevity likely will characterize the preaching trends 
that define the era. The more recent the trend, the shorter its 
existence will be. Each one will have a shorter shelf life than the 
one preceding it. In my opinion, every nontraditional preach-
ing philosophy that is not driven by the text of Scripture will 
expire. It will run its course and fade away. Postmodern preach-
ing—along with its “textless” sermons—likely will prove to be 
faddish. Just like the passing fads of psychological preaching 
and positive thinking, each philosophy will have its day in the 
sun and then will set quietly on the horizon of evangelicalism. 
And when the dust settles, I anticipate that text-driven preach-
ers will still be standing and faithfully proclaiming Holy Writ.
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3
the secret of PreAching  

with Power

Bill Bennett

My speech and my message were not in plausible words 
of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of 
power.

—1 Cor 2:4 ESV

In our day we often hear the statement, “We need more 
good preaching.” I agree we need more “good” preach-
ing, but we need more than good preaching. “Good” 

preaching in the popular mind is that which is well-crafted 
homiletically, verbally and grammatically correct, cleverly illus-
trated, concluded with a moving poem, and skillfully delivered. 
However, there is a tragic absence that may accompany such 
preaching. It is preaching that is without power. Our seminaries 
prepare their students well to deliver “good” sermons as I have 
described, but I fear there is too little emphasis on preaching 
with Holy Spirit power.1

1. I rejoice that our Southern Baptist Seminaries are beginning to address the 
need of the power of the Holy Spirit in preaching. Dr. Daniel Akin, president of 
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What we desperately need is not more performers who de-
liver a well-prepared and skillfully delivered speech but rather  
a passionate and powerfully delivered plea with a “Thus saith 
the Lord” that rends the hearts of the hearers. Preaching is not 
primarily an explanation or a lecture and certainly not an apol-
ogy. It is a heralding, a heart cry, a bold declaration with the ur-
gency of the Master Himself ringing out through His anointed, 
yielded vessel.2 It is what I call apostolic preaching, commend-
ed in the New Testament, and exemplified in the preaching of 
men like Amos, John the Baptist, Stephen, Peter, and Paul in 
the Bible, and in history, John Chrysostom, Girolamo Savon-
arola, John Knox, Jonathan Edwards, John Wesley, George 
Whitefield, Charles Spurgeon, Shubal Stearnes, Jack Wilder, 
Charlie Howard, Finny Mathews, Billy Graham, Johnny Hunt, 
and Adrian Rogers.

The apostle Paul describes such preaching in terms like 
these: “For our gospel came not unto you in word only, but 
also in power, and in the Holy Ghost” (1 Thess 1:5 KJV, italics 
added). As a pastor, Paul expressed his unwavering determi-
nation not just to preach “good messages, . . . with enticing 
words of man’s wisdom,” but in the “demonstration of the 
Spirit and of power, that your faith should not stand in the 
wisdom of men, but in the power of God” (1 Cor 2:4–5). Paul 
reiterates his resolve to preach with power rather than mere 
words two chapters later: “I will come to you . . . not [with] the 
speech of them which are puffed up [as with Greek oratory], 
but the power. For the kingdom of God is not in word, but in 
power” (1 Cor 4:19–20, italics added).

Before a preacher prepares a manuscript, he must meditate 
on his text until, like Jeremiah, he senses a “fire in his bones.” 

 Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary, wrote me these words, “Southeast-
ern Seminary is committed to engaging exposition that is Spirit anointed and 
Christ focused. Expounding the text accurately and applying the text clearly are 
twin goals that guide our approach to preaching the Holy Scriptures.”

2. Joe Durai, SermonCentral.com.
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As the prophet put it, “His word was . . . as a burning fire shut 
up in my bones” (Jer 20:9). Before we stand to preach the Word 
of God, we must pause before we deliver it, humble ourselves 
before Almighty God, desperately pray that the Holy Spirit will 
enable us to do what the text says, and then look up to God and 
confess, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens 
me” (Phil 4:13 NKJV).

Do we have Holy Spirit–empowered preaching in our day? I 
believe that there is very little of it from what I hear and read. 
Dr. Martin Lloyd-Jones, considered by many to be one of “the 
last of the great preachers,” lamented the scarcity of power-
ful preaching, saying that “the greatest essential” in preaching 
today is the anointing of the Holy Spirit.3 Dr. Jerry Vines, an 
adroit homiletician himself, makes an impassioned plea for the 
preacher to seek the anointing constantly:

We must seek the Spirit’s anointing. Ask Him to come on you 
and your message. Allow Him to manifest His power in and 
through you. Never be satisfied with anything less in your 
sermon delivery. You may not always experience the power 
of the Holy Spirit upon your preaching in equal measure. For 
reasons in the realm of the mysterious, there are times when 
the anointing comes upon us in larger measure than at other 
times. . . . But there should be such a surrender of life to the 
Spirit that every time we preach there is evidence of God’s 
blessings upon us.4

The stalwart old Methodist preacher Dr. Robert P. Shuler, 
noting the loss of power in the pulpits of his own denomination, 
wrote these words to describe the tragedy of the absence of the 
power of the Holy Spirit: “The church of this tragic hour has 

3. B. Bennett, Thirty Minutes to Raise the Dead (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1991), 
175–76.

4. J. Vines, Practical Guide to Sermon Preparation (Chicago: Moody, 1985), 162–63.
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more wire stretched and less juice on it than in any other day I 
have ever known. We have superlative equipment without any 
vitalizing force to bring it into action. We are continually build-
ing sanctuaries that are often as devoid of spiritual life as tombs. 
Our altars are no longer places of penitential tears and the birth 
of new souls.”5

The late Dr. Carl Bates, former president of the Southern 
Baptist Convention and professor of preaching at Southern 
Seminary, said to me, “Bill, if the Holy Spirit were suddenly 
withdrawn from the world, 90 percent of Southern Baptist 
churches would not notice it and carry on as usual.” Dr. R. G. 
Lee said, “The Southern Baptist church is so cold at 11:00 a.m. 
Sunday that you could skate down the aisles as if on ice.”

Dr. Scott Pace, my former student and fellow, and a Ph.D. 
graduate in preaching at Southeastern Baptist Theological 
Seminary, wrote in his superb dissertation, “The subject of the 
Holy Spirit and His role in preaching lacks adequate consider-
ation among evangelicals.”6

James Forbes notes, “If a greatly improved quality of preach-
ing is to be experienced in our times, it will stem from the renew-
ing power and presence of the Holy Spirit.” Significantly, Forbes 
goes on to say that the issue is not ignorance. He writes, “It is 
not that preachers do not know the place of the Spirit, rather it 
is that those attitudes which urge silence and privacy regarding 
the role of the Spirit in our preaching also tend to rob us of the 
full empowerment crucial for all who preach the Word.”7

Arturo G. Azurdia goes even further and avows that the defi-
ciency of Holy Spirit power in the preacher makes his preaching 

5. Robert P. Shuler, What New Doctrine Is This? (Nashville: Abingdon, 1956), 115–
16. Robert P. Shuler is not to be confused with Robert Shuler of Garden Grove 
Community Church, Garden Grove, California.

6. S. Pace, “Hermeneutics and Homiletics: A Case for the Necessity and Nature 
of Contextual-Theological Application in the Expository Sermon” (Ph.D. diss., 
Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2007), 144.

7. J. Forbes, The Holy Spirit and Preaching (Nashville: Abingdon, 1989), 11, 26.
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powerless. “It is my deep conviction that the greatest deficiency 
in contemporary expositional ministry is powerlessness; in 
other words, preaching that is devoid of the vitality of the Holy 
Spirit.” He then adds, “Apart from the quickening power of the 
Holy Spirit in the act of proclamation, even the best and most 
essential technique falls miserably short of transforming those 
to whom we preach.”8

Dr. Greg Heisler, professor of preaching at Southeastern 
Baptist Theological Seminary, indicts the field of preaching for 
its superficial treatment of the role of the Holy Spirit in preach-
ing. He notes, “Preachers often talk about the Spirit with vague 
generalities and tip their theological hats to acknowledge their 
need of the Spirit, but when it comes to specifics and theologi-
cal depth, you find few satisfying explanations. . . . Homiletics 
textbooks lack consensus and clarity as well.”9

I heard the North Carolina evangelist Vance Havner lament, 
“You can be as straight theologically as a gun barrel and at the 
same time as spiritually empty.” So the question, then, is this: 
what will it take to bring back powerful preaching? I wish to 
share one essential, the absolutely necessary requirement, in 
my judgment, that will restore powerful preaching to our pul-
pits in our day. I do so not only humbly and cautiously but also 
confidently, because this essential is clearly set forth in the 
Scriptures. It is also a reality that I observed in the preaching 
of my own father, who, though limited in formal education, 
preached with incredible power, which I humbly believe I have 
experienced enough to recommend to others.

When I began to preach, I knew very little about the Holy 
Spirit, but I was hungry and open to know more about Him. 
Thus I began to search the Scriptures; read some good books, 
especially Dr. Ralph Herring’s classic, God Being My Helper; and 
prayed earnestly that I might know and experience His power in 

8. A. Azurdia, Spirit Empowered Preaching (Fern, Scotland: Christian Focus 
Publications, 1998), 12–13.

9. G. Heisler, Spirit-Led Preaching (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2007), 129.
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my life and ministry. In the early years of my ministry, I served 
as state chairman of evangelism of the North Carolina Baptist 
State Convention. Though limited in my understanding of the 
Holy Spirit but convinced of His primacy in evangelism, I often 
preached on the Holy Spirit, and my brothers in the convention 
referred to me as “The Holy Spirit Preacher.” Unfortunately, the 
Holy Spirit, at that time, was a “strange” doctrine in the minds 
of some brothers, belonging only to the Pentecostals, so they 
thought. Some years later, Oral Roberts was intrigued when he 
heard that I, a Southern Baptist, had a deep interest in the Holy 
Spirit. So he asked me to visit with him. The first question he 
asked me was, “Have you been baptized by the Holy Spirit?” I 
replied, “Yes, I was baptized in the Spirit the day I was saved.” 
He then, pointing to his stomach, asked, “Did you have rivers of 
water flowing out of your belly?” I answered, “No.” Then he said 
to me, “Well you are a Jesus man,” implying I was not a Holy 
Spirit man. I replied, “Yes, indeed I am a Jesus man and a Holy 
Spirit man. I do not separate the two.” He finally said, “Well, it 
is obvious that God has already used you mightily in His king-
dom, but if you would go on and experience the ‘baptism’ of 
the Spirit, He would use you to change the world.” At this time 
I saw the crucial difference in my understanding of the Holy 
Spirit and that of the Pentecostals. I have never thought of my 
infilling with the Holy Spirit as a “second work” of grace but as 
the last part of the first blessing, for the Holy Spirit who came 
into my life when I was saved was the same Holy Spirit who 
filled me years later.

God accomplishes His purposes in the believer’s life by two 
instruments: the Word and the Spirit. The words of this familiar 
saying sum it up: “All Word and no Spirit, you dry up. All Spirit 
and no Word, you blow up. Combine the Word and the Spirit, 
you will grow up.” Therefore, the basis of powerful preaching 
is the “internalization of the Word.”10 But the Word, without 

10. Internalization of the Word is much more than reading and studying it. 
“Internalization” means four things: (1) know it in the head by diligent study,
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the Holy Spirit, will not work the miracle of God’s grace in the 
human heart. We see this very clearly in the experience of the 
new birth. Jesus commands that we must be born of the water 
and the Spirit in order to enter the Kingdom of God (John 3:5). 
I believe water speaks of the Word of God (Eph 5:26) and the 
Spirit means the Holy Spirit. It is when the Word of God and 
the Spirit of God come together in the heart, by the faith of the 
believer, that the miracle of a new life begins.

The Word of God and the Spirit of God share a dynamic 
relationship and interdependence. Ezekiel 37 describes this 
relationship in graphic terms. Here is the situation of Israel 
spiritually in those days: She is as dead as “dry bones.” So God 
commands Ezekiel to prophesy to these bones. The effect of 
the Word prophesied was immediate and powerful: “The bones 
came together, bone to his bone.” But if the story ended there, 
all we would have would be lifeless skeletons. Next, God told 
Ezekiel to call forth the Holy Spirit, and by the power of the 
Word and Spirit, the bones “lived and stood up upon their feet” 
(Ezek 37:10). Inspired by Ezekiel 37, I named my book on 
expository preaching Thirty Minutes to Raise the Dead. What 
an awesome task for the preacher—to raise the spiritually dead 
in a 30-minute sermon—but what a glorious reality when the 
Word and the Spirit work together.11

However, the new birth is but the beginning of the work of the 
Holy Spirit in human experience. When one repents and turns 
to Jesus as Lord and Savior, the Holy Spirit enters immediately 
and permanently into that person (Rom 8:9b; 1 Cor 6:19). We call 
this His indwelling. Simultaneously, the Holy Spirit baptizes the 
believer into the body of Christ once and for all (1 Cor 12:13). 
This is the real baptism of the Holy Spirit. All these divine acts 
are inseparable, and they occur at the moment one truly surren-
ders to Jesus as Lord and Savior.

 (2) stow it in the heart by memorization and meditation, (3) show it in one’s life 
by obeying its teaching, and (4) sow it in one’s world by our witness.

11. Heisler, Spirit-Led Preaching, 61.
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These events do not conclude the work of the Holy Spirit 
in the believer. Beyond these, God categorically commands, 
through the apostle Paul, that every believer be continually 
filled with the Holy Spirit. We read, “And do not be drunk with 
wine, in which is dissipation; but be filled with the Spirit” (Eph 
5:18 NKJV). The question naturally arises then, why do we need 
to be filled (controlled) by the Holy Spirit if we already have His 
indwelling and His baptism? The answer is clear: you can have 
the Holy Spirit, but the Holy Spirit may not have you. That is, 
the Holy Spirit may be present in you, but He demands to be 
President in you so that He can fill and control your life. Let me 
bring all this truth together under three major headings.

First, there are two main reasons to be filled: The first is 
that God commands it. “Be filled [literally “be being filled”] 
with the Holy Spirit” (Eph 5:18b). Please notice four facts about  
this command:

1. This command is in the imperative mood. This means it is not optional. 
To be filled is to obey God and thus reap His blessings; to fail to be 
filled is to disobey God and miss His blessings. It has been widely 
reported that on one occasion Billy Graham went to preach in a 
certain Baptist church, and upon arrival the pastor told Billy that the 
church had recently revoked the ordination of three deacons. Billy 
then asked, “What reason did you have for doing this?” The pastor 
replied, “Because they were drinking alcoholic beverages.” Then Billy 
retorted, “Well, you were certainly Scriptural in doing so, but I want 
to ask if you revoke the ordination of those deacons who are not filled 
with the Holy Spirit?” The pastor answered, “We never thought of 
that,” to which Billy replied, “You are very inconsistent, for the same 
Scripture which forbids that we be not drunk with alcoholic beverages 
also commands every believer to be filled with the Holy Spirit, and 
certainly above all the deacons.”

2. This command is plural in number. This means that this command is 
given to every believer, not just spiritual giants, super saints, pastors, 
elders, or deacons.

3. This command is in the passive voice, which means we cannot fill our-
selves, but filling comes from an outside source—the Holy Spirit. Our 
responsibility is to put ourselves in a position where the spirit of God 
can control us.

Position 70 2312426 LCR-txt-Text Driven                                            23-08-22     22:15:16 



The	Secret	of	Preaching	with	Power	 s 	 63

4. This command is in the present tense. Unlike the new birth and baptism 
of the Holy Spirit, which happens only once in a believer’s life, the filling 
of the Holy Spirit is a repeated event. In essence, the text commands, 
“Be ye being filled continually with the Holy Spirit.” I have heard both 
James Merritt and the late Adrian Rogers make this statement: “It is a 
far greater sin for a child of God not to be filled with the Holy Spirit than 
for a person to get drunk on alcoholic beverages.” I agree.

The second reason to be filled is that the demands of the 
Christian life require it. These demands cannot be met by our 
natural willpower but only by the supernatural power of God 
released in our lives through the Holy Spirit. Who in his natural 
power can preach with mighty power (1 Cor 2:4)? Who within 
his own power can “love his enemies” (Matt 5:44)? Who in his 
own power can “rejoice evermore” (1 Thess 5:16)? Who in his 
own power can fulfill the righteous requirements of the law 
(Rom 8:2–4)? Who in his own power can go the second mile and 
then some (Matt 5:41)? Who can overcome the law of sin and 
death (Rom 8:1–4)? D. L. Moody allegedly said, “You might as 
well try to hear without ears, or breathe without lungs, as try 
to live a Christian life without the Spirit of God in your heart.”12

There is a second major point to be made about the filling 
of the Spirit: there are requirements to be filled. It has been 
said, “The kingdom of God does not belong to the well-meaning 
but to the desperate.” Candidates for the infilling and anointing 
must “mean business” with the Lord. The casual Christian and 
the average Sunday morning attendee do not qualify.

1. You must have been born of the Holy Spirit before you can be filled.
2. You must desire with all your heart to be filled. Only those who “hun-

ger and thirst will be filled.” “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst 
for righteousness, for they shall be filled” (Matt 5:6 NKJV). Jesus cried 
out to the multitude, saying, “If anyone thirsts, let him come to Me 
and drink. He who believes in Me, as the Scripture has said, out of his 
heart will flow rivers of living water. But this He spoke concerning . . . 

12. D. L. Moody, Notes from My Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1979), 155.
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for the Spirit was not yet given, because Jesus was not yet glorified” 
(John 7:37–39).

3. You must believe that God will fill you, not just God can fill you.
4. You must denounce all known sin in your life. You must do more than 

confess sin (i.e., admit it); you must abandon it. “He who covers his 
sins will not prosper, but whoever confesses and forsakes them will 
have mercy” (Prov 28:13).

5. You must dethrone self and enthrone Christ as Lord of all. This means 
that you would release your control over your life and turn it over to 
the living Christ.

6. You must, by faith, ask the Holy Spirit to fill you. “If you then, being 
evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more 
will your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask Him!” 
(Luke 11:13).

7. You must accept the fact that He has filled you and live with total 
dependence on Him saying, “Lord God, I yield control of my life to you 
today. Just show me what to do.” This would mean that you are walking 
in the Spirit. “Walk in the Spirit, and you shall not fulfill the lust of the 
flesh” (Gal 5:16).

In a word, you must surrender your life to Jesus Christ as 
your Lord. Please notice that I did not say “commit” your life 
but “surrender” it. When you commit, you choose the things 
you will commit; when you surrender, the Lord determines 
the things you will surrender. Commitment would be like tak-
ing a plain sheet of paper and writing on that paper the things 
you would commit to the Lord and then signing your name at 
the bottom. Surrender would mean something entirely differ-
ent. You would not write anything on the blank sheet of paper, 
but you would sign your name at the bottom and ask the Lord 
Jesus Christ to fill in the rest. Be sure not to confuse surren-
der with the “time-honored” rededications that take place in 
many churches with little continuing results. Rededications 
are the very opposite of surrender, as is commitment, and will 
never result in the filling of the Holy Spirit and the anointing 
that follows.

There is a third major point to be made about the filling of 
the Spirit. The results of being filled will be evident to all, for the 
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person who is filled will overflow with the fruit of the Holy Spirit 
as confirmed by Scripture: “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, 
peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentle-
ness, self-control. Against such there is no law” (Gal 5:22–23). 
These are some of the results:

1. The person who is filled will have an intimate “Abba Father” relation-
ship with his Father in heaven. “For you did not receive the Spirit of 
bondage again to fear, but you received the Spirit of adoption by whom 
we cry out, ‘Abba, Father’” (Rom 8:15).

2. The person who is filled will be a bold witness to the ends of the earth. 
“But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; 
and you shall be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and 
Samaria, and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8).

3. The person who is filled with the Holy Spirit will have victory over 
indwelling sin. “For if you live according to the flesh you will die; but 
if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live” 
(Rom 8:13).

4. The person who is filled with the Holy Spirit will be enabled to exercise 
his gifts in the power of God. “Most assuredly, I say to you, he who 
believes in Me, the works that I do he will do also; and greater works 
than these he will do, because I go to My Father” (John 14:12).

5. The person who is filled with the Holy Spirit will be powerful in prayer. 
“And when they had prayed, the place where they were assembled 
together was shaken; and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit, and 
they spoke the word of God with boldness” (Acts 4:31). The person 
who is filled with the Holy Spirit will have a deeper understanding of 
the Bible. “But as it is written: ‘Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor 
have entered into the heart of man the things which God has prepared 
for those who love Him.’ But God has revealed them to us through His 
Spirit. For the Spirit searches all things, yes, the deep things of God” 
(1 Cor 2:9–10).

6. The person who is filled with the Holy Spirit will worship God in Spirit 
and in truth. “God is Spirit, and those who worship Him must worship 
in spirit and truth” (John 4:24).

7. The person who is filled with the Holy Spirit will carry out his duties 
in his home, “submitting to one another in the fear of God” (Eph 5:21). 
“Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and 
gave Himself for her. . . . Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for 
this is right” (Eph 5:25; 6:1).

8.  The preacher filled with the Holy Spirit will be anointed to preach the 
gospel with life-changing power.
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But there are hindrances to being filled with the Holy Spirit:

 1. Ignorance or misunderstanding of the Bible
 2. Associating the Holy Spirit with religious fanaticism
 3. Laziness and lukewarmness
 4. Men-pleasers rather than God-pleasers
 5. Prayerlessness
 6. Desire to be popular rather than prophetic and biblical
 7. Unhealthy influence of former pastors
 8. Unhealthy influence of parents
 9. Denominational teaching contrary to Scripture
10. Exalting self-life rather than the Savior 

The anointing follows the infilling. I want to describe the 
anointing and my personal experience of the anointing as best 
I can. I once read of a certain deacon who often prayed publicly 
for his pastor with these words, “Dear Lord, please unctionize 
or anoint our pastor.” After hearing this prayer time and time 
again, the pastor asked his deacon, “Brother, what do you mean 
by unction?” To which the deacon replied, “Brother Pastor, I 
don’t know what it is; but whatever it is, I know you ain’t got it.” 
To describe the anointing is impossible, but one thing is clear: 
when the anointing is present, the people know it; and when it 
is absent, the people also know it.

The question then is this: what is the anointing? The pow-
erfully anointed Spurgeon admitted he could not explain the 
anointing. “What is it?” Spurgeon asked. “I wonder how long we 
might beat our brains out before we could plainly put in words 
what is meant by preaching with unction; yet he who preaches 
knows its presence and he who hears can detect its absence; 
such is the mystery of the anointing; we know but we cannot 
tell others what it is.”13

Dr. Tony Sargent, in his superb book The Sacred Anointing, 
describes the experience the anointed preacher enjoys.

13. C. H. Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 1979), 50.
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It is the afflatus of the Spirit resting on the speaker. It is “power 
on high.” It is the preacher gliding on eagle’s wings, soaring 
high, swooping low, carrying and being carried along by a 
dynamic other than his own. His consciousness of what is hap-
pening is not obliterated. He is not in a trance. He is being 
worked on but is aware that he is still working. He is being 
spoken through, but he knows he is still speaking. The words 
are his, but the facility with which they come compels him to 
realize that the source is beyond himself.14

Pastor Kent Hughes describes the “unnatural silence” that 
accompanies anointed preaching:

There are times when I am preaching that I have especially 
sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it 
through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing 
ceases and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physi-
cal quiet to the sanctuary—through which my words sail 
like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that 
the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am 
preaching. There is nothing quite like it—the Holy Spirit fill-
ing one’s sails.15

The great English preacher, W. E. Sangster, whom Billy Gra-
ham proclaimed to be the greatest preacher of the twentieth cen-
tury, gave this enigmatic explanation of the unction or anointing:

Unction is the mystic plus in preaching which no one else 
can define and no one with any spiritual sensitivity at all 
can mistake. Men have it or they do not have it. It is a thing 
apart from good sermon outlines, helpful spiritual insights, 
wise understanding or eloquent speech. It can use all these 
media—and dispense with them. It is rare, indefinable and 
unspeakably precious.16

14. T. Sargent, The Sacred Anointing (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1994), 29.
15. R. K. Hughes and B. Chapell, 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus, Preaching the Word 

Series (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2000), 13.
16. W. E. Sangster, Power in Preaching (New York: Abingdon, 1958), 106.
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Greg Heisler, in Spirit-Led Preaching, sets forth four results 
of anointed preaching: (1) freedom, (2) vitality, (3) power, and 
(4) possession.17 To these, I would add five more: (1) joy, (2) con-
fidence, (3) boldness, (4) authority, and (5) endurance.

I like the way Stephen Olford and Adrian Rogers describe 
the infilling and anointing. “As the filling suggests an inward 
working of the Spirit, the anointing stresses the outward cloth-
ing with the power.”18 “The anointing is the special touch for the 
special task.”19

Perhaps it would help for me to describe a special event 
where I believe the anointing was powerfully manifest. I was 
preaching on Elijah’s revival on Mount Carmel, my subject 
being, “God’s Answer by Fire,” my text being 1 Kgs 18:1–40. I 
concluded my message by quoting loudly and powerfully 1 Kgs 
18:38: “The fire of the Lord fell.” When I spoke these words, the 
“fire” of the Holy Spirit fell upon me and the entire congrega-
tion. People rushed forward and filled the altar. One “dead” soul 
was resurrected from the dead. He grabbed me and began to 
drag me across the church, and several hardened sinners were 
gloriously converted. This event was the prelude to the greatest 
revival I ever witnessed in a local church. So manifest was the 
power upon that church that 21 laymen arose within a year to 
preach three revivals at Sixteenth Street Baptist Church (now 
North Pointe), Greensboro, North Carolina, and ushered in an 
unprecedented prayer revival and growth of the church.

Dr. R. G. Lee, my neighbor and friend in Memphis, shared 
an experience with me that occurred when he was pastor of a 
church in New Orleans. He said there was one Sunday when he 
“flopped” in the pulpit and asked the chairman of the deacons, 
“Brother deacon, what happened to me today?” The deacon 

17. Heisler, Spirit-Led Preaching, 139–40.
18. S. Olford, Anointed Expository Preaching (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 

2003), 217.
19. Heard on tapes of sermons preached at Bellevue Baptist Church, Memphis, TN, 

1972–2004.
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asked, “Do you really want to know?” Dr. Lee answered, “Yes,” 
and the deacon replied, “Pastor, you laid the foundation of a 
skyscraper and proceeded to build a chicken coop on top of it.” 
So it has been for me and, at times, I believe, for every preacher. 
However, the very day I “flopped” in the morning service, I 
soared to the heavens in the evening service under the anoint-
ing of the Holy Spirit.

Although I have not often experienced such a “fire fall” as 
I described earlier, I have often had the feeling that I was not 
actually doing the preaching. I was just looking on in astonish-
ment. It was not my effort. I was just the instrument, the vehicle 
and channel the Holy Spirit was using.

The effect of anointed preaching upon hearers is equally 
amazing. In their excellent book Power in the Pulpit, Dr. Jerry 
Vines and Jim Shaddix describe the impact of the anointing on 
both preacher and people. They write,

Spirit anointed preaching does something to both the 
preacher and the people. The anointing keeps the preacher 
aware of a power not his own. In the best sense of the word, 
he is “possessed”—caught up in the message by the power of 
the Spirit. He becomes a channel used by the Holy Spirit. At 
the same time, the people are gripped, moved and convicted. 
When the Holy Spirit takes over the preaching event, some-
thing miraculous happens.20

The question naturally arises, what are the requirements of 
the preacher for the anointing? The Bible does not give a step- 
by-step formula for experiencing the anointing, but I would 
summarize what I believe to be the key in three statements: 
These men lived a life of holiness, a life of prayerfulness, and 
a life of yieldedness.21 The anointing is something that must 
be sought day by day in the preacher’s walk with God—in his 

20. J. Vines and J. Shaddix, Power in the Pulpit (Chicago: Moody, 1999), 66.
21. Olford, Anointed Expository Preaching, 218–19.
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study, preparation, and the preaching event itself. E. M. Bounds 
wrote, “This anointing comes to the preacher not in the study 
but in the closet.”22

Furthermore, if you ask me, “From whence comes the anoint-
ing?” I would point you to the place of the Word of God. The 
Holy Spirit has bound Himself to the living and written Word of 
God. Consequently, as a preacher binds himself to the Word by 
“internalizing” it into his life, he is binding himself to the Holy 
Spirit and His power. Thus the anointing is within the grasp of 
every God-called preacher and provides the power by which he 
engages in powerful preaching.23

I was saved at the age of nine. Thus, I possessed the presence 
of the Holy Spirit in my body, as I was baptized into Christ’s 
body by the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 12:13). I was gloriously called to 
preach at age 26, but I was not filled with the Holy Spirit until I 
was 34 years old. This encounter with the Holy Spirit occurred 
at a time of deep desperation and after I had been fasting, repent-
ing, praying earnestly, and hungering profoundly to experience 
the power of God in my life and ministry. It happened on the 
streets of Greensboro, North Carolina.

The experience was far more moving than I can describe. It 
was not an emotional experience primarily but an experience of 
revelation. I saw no angels. I did not speak in tongues, and I did 
not go into a trance or lose consciousness. I was not slain in the 
Spirit but rather awakened to the greatest reality of my life—a 
new life of freedom and joy, of consistent fellowship with the 
risen Christ, consistent victory over sin and discouragement, 
consistent power for witnessing, and glorious power in preach-
ing. The Holy Spirit joined me on Davie Street in Greensboro. 
The result was the release of a power I had never known before. 
Above all, it enabled me to experience preaching with great 
power and exceedingly great freedom and joy.

22. E. M. Bounds, Power through Prayer (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1991), 76.
23. J. Shaddix, The Passion Driven Sermon (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2003), 

81–82.
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Prior to the earlier experience, I tended to think of the Holy 
Spirit as a feeling, but now I knew He was as much a person as 
God the Father and God the Son—a person I could know and 
with whom I could have fellowship. In fact, I experienced the 
Holy Spirit in exactly the same way Jesus described Him to His 
disciples before Pentecost—He became to me the Parakletos 
(John 14:16)—the One coming alongside me to be my Helper, 
my Companion, my Comforter, my Motivator, my Lover, my 
Best Friend. What a glorious discovery! I knew I was no longer 
alone but that the All-Sufficient One was as close as my breath. 
I began to experience a power, a freedom, a joy I had never 
known in my preaching, as I was released from discourage-
ment, tiredness, anger, and frustration.

In fact, before my encounter, I felt relieved each Sunday eve-
ning, knowing I would not have to preach for another week. 
After the infilling and anointing, I desired to preach every day 
and night—a desire I still have many years later. There was a 
quickening in my physical body and a notable increase in my 
physical strength.

I do not mean to imply that I have never experienced low 
moments and even a few dark nights of the soul, but I have 
never doubted the sufficiency of the Holy Spirit to meet those 
needs as I have constantly asked the Holy Spirit to refill me. 
Powerful preaching of the Word of God will only take place 
when men of God are filled and anointed with the Holy Spirit. 
Such preachers not only will preach “good” sermons from a 
homiletical and exegetical standpoint, but they also will preach 
in that power above all power, the power of our Risen Lord, the 
power that raises the dead, the power that is able to save and 
able to sanctify.

D. L. Moody said,

We believe firmly that if any man . . . has been cleansed by the 
blood, redeemed by the blood, and been sealed by the Holy 
Ghost, the Holy Ghost dwells in him. And a thought I want 
to call your attention to is this, that God has got a good many 
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children who have just barely got life, but not power for ser-
vice. You might say safely, I think, without exaggeration that 
nineteen out of every twenty of professed Christians are of no 
earthly account so far as building up Christ’s kingdom, but 
on the contrary are standing right in the way, and the reason 
is because they have just got life and have settled down and 
have not sought the power.24

I became acquainted with Adrian Rogers in 1971, and we 
remained close friends until his death in 2004. In my opinion, he 
was the most powerful preacher Southern Baptists produced 
in my lifetime. The secret of his power was not primarily in his 
use of words, of which he was a master, but in the filling and 
anointing of the Holy Spirit. So in closing, I feel it relevant and 
appropriate that I share his testimony concerning the desper-
ate need of every believer to be filled and anointed by the Holy 
Spirit, but especially the preacher of God’s Word. Here is what 
Dr. Rogers wrote:

I want you to imagine a man who has bought, for the first time 
in his life, a brand-new automobile. He’s never driven before, 
never had an automobile, and what he does not understand 
is that it has an engine in it. He is proud of the car. He invites 
his friends over and shows them how beautiful the paint job 
is, how soft the seats are. And he says, “See how nice this is, 
what a sleek automobile this is.” But everywhere he goes, 
he has to push it. Sometimes when he is going downhill, he 
can get in and coast, but that doesn’t excite him too much 
because he knows for every hill that he coasts down he’s got 
to push that thing up the next hill. While he’s proud of his 
automobile and in some ways grateful that he has it, in other 
ways he secretly wishes he didn’t have it. Rather than being 
a blessing to him, it became a burden to him. Rather than it 
carrying him, he has to push it. And then somebody says, “I 
want to show you something. See that thing. That’s called an 
ignition key. Put it right in there and turn it. ‘Vroom!’” “What’s 

24. V. R. Edman, They Found the Secret (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1973), 76–77.
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that?” “That’s a thing called the engine. Now take that lever 
right there and put it where it says ‘D’ and then press that 
pedal,” and that automobile begins to surge forth with power. 
“Hey,” he says, “this is wonderful, this is glorious, this is 
amazing. Why didn’t somebody tell me before? Why didn’t 
somebody show me about this before?” You say, “That’s fool-
ish. Nobody could be that dumb.” You’re right, unless it is 
the Christian who does not understand the power of the Holy 
Spirit of God. Many Christians don’t understand that when 
they got saved, God put an engine in their salvation. I don’t 
mean to speak disrespectfully about the Holy Spirit by call-
ing Him an engine, but He is the dynamism, the power of 
our Christian life. Many people are somewhat proud of their 
Christianity, but it’s almost a burden to them. Rather than it 
carrying them, they are pushing it. And they’re just grind-
ing out this matter of being a Christian because they have 
not made the discovery of the wonderful Spirit-filled life. 
Ephesians 5:18 has a command of God: “And do not be drunk 
with wine, in which is dissipation; but be filled with the Spirit.” 
When you are filled with the Spirit, it will turn the drudgery 
to dynamism. Rather than making your Christianity a burden, 
it will become an empowering blessing to you.25

John MacArthur recently observed,

There is certainly no shortage of preachers today who are 
all emotion and no content . . . preachers whose content is 
just fine, but whose delivery is flat and passionless. . . . Such 
preachers usually do not even realize the damage they do to 
the cause of truth. They may truly love the Word of God and 
have a high regard for sound doctrine, but what their dispas-
sionate delivery actually communicates is apathy and indiffer-
ence. In the end, they under mind the very work they believe 
they are called to advance. The world (and the church) would 
be better off without such preaching.26

25. A. Rogers, What Every Christian Ought to Know (Nashville: Broadman & Hol-
man, 2005), 168–69.

26. A. Montoya, Preaching with Passion (Grand Rapids: Kregal, 2000), 7.
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What is wrong with such preachers? Could it be that they 
are simply not saved or not called to preach in the first place, or 
could it be they are not filled with the Holy Spirit?

In closing, I wish to make one thing clear above all: I do not 
expect anyone to have the same experience with the Holy Spirit 
that I have had. But there is one question I must lovingly ask 
every God-called preacher of the gospel on this earth: “Brother, 
are you filled with the Holy Spirit?” If not, admit it, and surren-
der all to Jesus and be filled today. Text-driven preachers must 
also be Spirit-filled preachers.
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4
the disciPlines of A  

text-driven PreAcher

Ned L. Mathews

Watch your life and doctrine closely.

Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both 
yourself and your hearers.

—1 Tim 4:16 NIV

All preachers have in common the resources of text and 
speech. Not all, however, seem dedicated to the notion 
that they must live by the same principles that they so 

readily proclaim to others. After all, if listeners are obliged to 
apply what they hear, are not those who preach expected to do 
the same? Shall not he who is text driven in the preparation and 
delivery of sermons also be text driven in thought and deed?

The preacher, like his hearers, must be a conscientious 
“doer of the word,” for he who fails in that will not only deceive 
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himself but also others (Jas 1:22). Such deception is well known 
in church and culture, leaving the appeal of the gospel greatly 
weakened, even unattractive, to many. Thus, there is common 
acknowledgment that sermons, no matter how well prepared 
or eloquently delivered, even if to much praise, are virtually 
powerless to convict the minds or hearts of listeners once it is 
known that the actions of the preacher are in conflict with what 
he proclaims.

Should not the God who is Himself holy be represented by 
those who are also holy? The answer, of course, is resoundingly 
affirmative. Therefore, the preacher is to look first to his own 
walk with God, then to the walk of those to whom he preaches 
(1 Tim 4:16). As Doug Webster puts it, “The best preachers are 
those who preach first to themselves and then to others.”1

The preacher therefore not only must be holy in his walk with 
God; he also has a mandate to “keep a close watch on [his] doc-
trine.” The reason is clear. The members of the body of Christ 
are to be fed by the teaching of the word of God, for that is their 
nourishment” (1 Tim 4:6 NASU). It is the spiritual food that 
is essential to their spiritual growth. It is the means by which 
the followers of Christ are discipled. Thus the pastor, who is 
also designated in Scripture as elder and bishop, is expected 
primarily to “feed the flock of God” (1 Pet 5:2 KJV). Indeed, 
he must give even more careful attention to this duty because 
of the presence of those who teach doctrinal error. To fail at 
this is inexcusable in a bishop because he is expected to pro-
tect the flock from such predators. The apostle Paul exercised 
that role when he warned the Ephesian elders of the danger 
they faced from false teachers, whom he called “fierce wolves,” 
who would “come in among” them (Acts 20:28–30 ESV). On the 
other hand, the flock of God, when led by a godly shepherd, is 
able to feed on the word of God without concern of being mis-
led by false teachers.

1.	 D. Webster, “Walking with John Chrysostom,” JBDS (Spring 2009): 14.
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In our time there is widespread antipathy toward doctrine 
or, for that matter, toward anything deemed ideological. Some 
would say that this antipathy borders on revulsion. For exam-
ple, the so-called mainline denominations consider doctrine 
divisive, thus a threat to church unity and a hindrance to their 
much-vaunted progressivism. As for a growing number of evan-
gelicals, how can they keep a close watch on something they 
apparently have trouble seeing? In the film O Brother, Where 
Art Thou? the protagonists are known as the Foggy Bottom 
Boys. Is this not descriptive of the current situation among 
many evangelicals? They appear to be dwelling in the swamp of 
a foggy bottom concerning the issue of doctrine. The result is 
that questions are now being asked that, in other times, would 
have seemed odd, even perplexing. Is doctrine really essential 
for church music?2 Is doctrine even “relevant” to the problems 
that people of this generation face?3 These are important ques-
tions, of course, but there is another more important one. Shall 
we tailor our worship experiences, our preaching, and our 
teaching to suit the temperament of the age or the God of eter-
nity? Unfortunately, many have decided, as their actions indi-
cate, that they prefer the temperament of the age.

A godly preacher, however, must have another agenda. It is 
personal and it is urgent because it affects the health of Christ’s 
church. The agenda is clear: “Keep a close watch on yourself 
and on the teaching. Persist in this, for by so doing you will save 
both yourself and your hearers” (1 Tim 4:16 ESV, italics added). 
Persistence is a major part of the agenda. The preacher must 
realize that it is not enough for him to be occasionally com-
mitted to such vital matters. To be around a preacher who is a 

2. See Eph 5:19–21 and Col 3:16. The issue is not one of traditional or contempo-
rary church music but whether either style uses the wealth of scriptural doctrine 
available for lyrical content.

3. See 2 Tim 4:3–4. The age of which Paul wrote has arrived. Many of our contem-
poraries seem to prefer entertainment, defined by Paul as “the tickling of the 
ears,” and preachers who teach only what they deem relevant to the interests 
and “felt needs” of their listeners.
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poor example of the faith and ungodly in behavior is a cause of 
much aggravation and disappointment for believers. Will the 
real preacher please stand up?4 The scriptural commands under 
consideration also provoke a sense of urgency because they 
resound with an alarm that lives hang in the balance for time 
and eternity (John 5:24). Thus, godly living “saves” or delivers 
a spiritual leader from the displeasure and judgment of the Lord 
to whom he “must give an account” (Heb 13:17 NIV). Moreover, 
sound doctrinal teaching “saves” or delivers those who hear it 
and accept it.5 A preacher who is godly and faithful in the proc-
lamation of doctrine therefore has a powerful influence on his 
generation, with an impact that will endure for future genera-
tions as well. One thinks of the legacy of Luther, Calvin, Wesley, 
Whitefield, Moody, Billy Graham, and a host of others. If we 
are lacking such men in our day, could it be because we are not 
being led by text-driven men to the same degree?

But how will such a commitment to being text-driven in con-
duct and ministry come to pass? Only he who is serious about 
it needs to apply. Paul compares the mandate for developing a 
godly life and effective teaching of sound doctrine to the world 
of athletics, to long practice sessions in a gymnasium, with ath-
letes stripped only to their essential garments in pursuing the 
objective of excellence in the chosen event. He states that such 
physical effort, however, is of “a limited benefit,” whereas “god-
liness is beneficial in every way, since it holds promise for the 
present life and also for the life to come” (1 Tim 4:8 HCSB).

What is godliness? Is it just an attitude or is it something 
that can be observed? It is both. Paul implored the Philippian 
believers: “Let this [attitude] be in you which was also in Christ 
Jesus.” Then he followed that by reminding them of the Lord’s 

4. See Gerald Kennedy. He thinks that “eventually even the most obtuse member 
of the congregation must see the quality of the person who is doing the speak-
ing.” The Seven Worlds of the Minister (New York: Harper & Row, 1968), 2.

5. See Ezek 33:9 for a reference that the apostle Paul may have had in mind. Those 
who warn the wicked man to turn from his evil way deliver or save their own 
souls from the judgment of the Lord.
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obedience to His Father as He humbled Himself and gave up 
His life on the cross (Phil 2:5–8 NKJV). Godliness is there-
fore both attitude and action. It is, in essence, as Paul reminds 
us, Christlike character. Thus the preacher is to exhibit a pat-
tern for godly living “in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in 
purity” (1 Tim 4:12 ESV). The display of this pattern, like the 
beautiful tapestry of Christlikeness that it is, will give credence 
and power to the words proclaimed from pulpits, Bible study 
classes, and other venues.

In this context, a preacher should expect that he will have to 
discipline himself in order to excel in developing Christlikeness 
and in teaching sound doctrine. It will require daily and relent-
less practice. He will have to work at it and stay with it.

dRiven to excel in  
develoPing godly chaRacteR

The bottom line for personal integrity is character. What the 
man of God says in his sermons and how he conducts him-
self before the public cannot be separated. Certainly, more is 
required of him than this, such as pastoral care and oversight 
of his work, but no less is expected. No matter how corrupt the 
culture becomes, character still matters. There is nothing about 
this that is time bound or relative to evolving moral standards. 
The apostle Paul makes this quite clear to the young pastors, 
Timothy and Titus, in the Pastoral Epistles.6

Some pastors like to imagine that they will one day come to 
be known as great preachers, constantly in demand on the con-
ference circuit. Yet even if for a while, people think that certain 

6. See 1 Tim 3:2 and Titus 1:7. The bishop or pastor is to be “blameless,” that is, 
he is to be “above reproach.” Literally, he should be one who “cannot be laid 
hold of” and charged with blame. To Titus, Paul adds that his teaching should 
“show integrity [and] dignity” (Titus 2:7 ESV). The apostle thus raises the bar 
of ethical and spiritual qualification very high for the preaching and teaching 
responsibilities of the pastor.

Position 87 2312426 LCR-txt-Text Driven                                            23-08-22     22:15:16 



80	 s 	 Ned	L.	Mathews

men preach with unusual power, they cease to be impressed 
once it is known that they are involved in scandalous behavior. 
Character still matters. History confirms this. In every genera-
tion, Christian leaders have arisen who call for holiness in all 
those who preach the word of God. John Wycliffe (1324–84) 
was one of them. He is reported to have said, in a play on words, 
that there are “two things necessary” for the pastor: “the holi-
ness of the pastor and the wholesomeness of his teaching.”7

Of course, the wider the circle of influence, the more cru-
cial it is that those who attain status as outstanding preachers-
teachers be careful to maintain their reputations as men of 
godly character. For example, shock waves are still being felt 
in the churches of America because of the recent highly pub-
licized scandals of certain well-known evangelical ministers. 
Moreover, such perverseness, including the numerous cases 
of Roman Catholic priests engaging in the reprehensible prac-
tice of pedophilia, provokes revulsion in the society at large 
and even widespread rejection of the Christian message. These 
reports discourage and depress the followers of Christ.

Every generation has examples of widely influential pastors 
who have fallen in disgrace. One of the more highly publicized 
accounts involved Henry Ward Beecher, son of Lyman Beecher, 
for whom the Yale Lectures on Preaching was named. Henry was 
regarded as a great preacher. He “had immense public stature in 
the 1870s. . . . [His] powers to inspire lifted him to new heights 
of public admiration.”8 But rumors began to circulate that he 
was having an adulterous affair with his best friend’s wife. In 
1875, the matter was taken to trial and created a national sensa-
tion. For six weeks, the proceedings of the trial were printed in 
the nation’s leading newspapers. Beecher was tried for “alienat-
ing the affections of Elisabeth Tilton” for her husband, and in 

7. J. Wycliffe, cited in J. MacArthur, ed., Rediscovering Pastoral Ministry (Dallas: 
Word, 1995), 48.

8. G. Dorrien, The Making of American Liberalism 1805–1900 (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2001), 234.
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that day, such was considered a criminal offense.9 Though the 
case ended in a mistrial, the evidence against Beecher was volu-
minous and the sensational charges followed Beecher for the 
rest of his life. His notoriety remains to this day, but his reputa-
tion as a preacher of integrity is seriously discredited. Beecher 
eventually “seemed to grasp that the cultural basis of his fame 
had changed. He was admired for his sparkling celebrity, not 
for his goodness.”10

On the other hand, John (“Golden Mouth”) Chrysostom 
(545–407) was a powerfully effective preacher who is revered to 
this day. He labored hard in study and preparation and excelled 
in sermon delivery. He also gave special attention to developing 
godly character. Many agree that he “ranks not only as the fore-
most preacher of the Greek Church, but also as a pastor of the 
highest reputation.”11 He had a reputation for holiness, though 
he lived all his life in fear that he might, in the end, still be 
found wanting in meeting the approval of the Chief Shepherd, 
Jesus Christ.12

God demands holiness of all who are in covenant with him 
(Lev 20:7), but He especially expects it of preachers. Of course, 
the same is true of a congregation as well. Thus, there remains 
the unspoken but troubling question in the minds of those who 
listen to sermons, especially when news breaks of disgraced 
preachers: “Does this preacher practice what he preaches?” 
The question reminds us that a sermon is not only heard; it is 
also seen. Richard Baxter was certain of this. Thus, he admon-
ished his fellow pastors of the Worcestershire Association:

It is not likely that the people will regard the doctrine of such 
men, when they see that they do not live as they preach. They 

9. Ibid., 244.
10. Ibid., 247.
11. A. Purves, Pastoral Theology in the Classical Tradition (Louisville: Westminster 

John Knox, 2001), 33.
12. J. Chrysostom, On the Priesthood, A Treatise in Six Books (Westminster, MD: 

The Newman Bookshop, 1945), 36–39.
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will think he doth not mean as he speaks, if he doth not live as 
he speaks. They will hardly believe a man that seemeth not to 
believe himself. . . . As long as men have eyes as well as ears, 
they will think they see your meaning as well as hear it; and they 
are apter to believe their sight than their hearing, as being the 
more perfect sense of the two. All that a minister doth is a kind 
of preaching; and if you live a covetous or a careless life, you 
preach these sins to your people by your practice.13

If the preacher’s own life is inconsistent with his message, 
the public is quite justified in questioning whether there is any 
credibility in what he says. On the other hand, the preacher 
whose life is an open demonstration of the principles he pro-
claims has a lasting salutary effect on his listeners. Many rightly 
assume, in such circumstances, that the preacher functions, 
like his Lord, as a model for what he proclaims (1 Cor 11:1). A 
message to a pastor from one of his former church members 
provides support for this claim:

I appreciate all of the time you spent in bringing your mes-
sages to us as I was growing up. It has had a profound impact 
in my life and many others as well. I’ve been very fortunate to 
sit under the leadership of some fine godly men in ministry. 
Both you and my current pastor have been great examples to 
me of what a Christian should be. . . . Thanks for your faith-
fulness in bringing God’s word to folks for all of these years 
(Italics provided).14

Luke, the author of Acts, must have seen the importance of 
deeds that fit with one’s message when he wrote the opening 
words of his gospel. The order of the verbs in his remarks 
about Jesus are particularly significant. “In the first book, O 
Theophilus, I have dealt with all that Jesus began to do and 

13. R. Baxter, The Reformed Pastor (Carlisle, PA: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1974), 
84.

14. Used by permission of the writer.
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teach” (Acts 1:1 ESV, italics added). This sequence of acts and 
speech, in that order, is especially consistent with the prac-
tice of making disciples. The teacher models the principles of 
holy character lest what he teaches is undermined by what he 
does. Jesus sums up the importance of this in this timeless 
axiom: “A disciple is not above his teacher, but everyone when 
he is fully trained will be like his teacher” (Luke 6:40). It was 
the deeds of the Lord in his praying, sometimes through the 
night, that led his disciples to ask him to teach them how and 
what to pray (Luke 11:1). Likewise, it is what we learn from 
the deeds and words of Jesus that shapes our lives as disciples 
and, in large part, forms the content of what we teach as text-
driven preachers.

Moreover, the terms “deeds” and “words” are not exclusive 
of each other, the importance of which is underscored when we 
realize that some words actually function as deeds. Language 
theorists have long considered such a phenomenon under the 
rubric of performative speech or speech acts (e.g., John L. Aus-
tin, John R. Searle, and others). For example, the loud cry of 
“Fire!” will empty a public building quickly. The words “I do,” 
when spoken by bride and groom, moreover, cause the officiat-
ing minister to declare them married. Presumably they would 
remain unmarried if one or the other had been silent.

By this light, a preacher’s sermons, when they are shaped 
by the power of the words of Scripture, have the same effect 
on those who listen to him as they have on him. This is why 
effective expository preachers, especially with longevity in a 
particular church, find that the members, over time, begin to 
take on the persona of the pastor (thus confirming again the 
truth of Luke 6:40). Moreover, their confidence in him as a 
leader is confirmed because they see that what he requires of 
them, in obedience to the Lord, is backed up by his own life. 
This is more likely to happen, however, when the preacher’s 
mind and heart remain firmly fixed on the word of God through 
thoughtful reflection and meditation in the Scriptures (see Ps 
1:2). In this way, the power of the truth of Scripture affects his 
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life continually so that he becomes wise in the ways of God. This 
is indeed a life-changing experience as the examples that follow 
demonstrate.

To this day, the students of Bluefield College in Virginia 
hear stories of the beloved fifth president of that institution, 
Dr. Charles Harman (1946–71). He was regarded by all as a 
man of deep devotion to God, a man who loved the Scriptures, 
and one who possessed the highest ethical standards and char-
acter. He held that office during my student days in that insti-
tution, and I observed firsthand his fidelity to the teachings of 
Scripture, his acts of wisdom, and his gentle Christian grace. 
It is good to remember the life of one whose deeds so well 
matched his words.

On the other hand, religion based on something other than 
the power of the word of God produces some strange aber-
rations. Simeon Stylites, who died in AD 459, was an ascetic 
who spent 36 years of his life living on the top of a pillar east of 
Antioch. He and others like him were considered by many to be 
“spiritual athletes.” He is “said to have touched his feet with his 
forehead 1,244 times in succession.”15 The impact of a man like 
that on the lives of others had the effect of being nothing more 
than mere entertainment for the masses, fascination with a reli-
gious oddity, or an example, in the extreme, of “trivial pursuit.” 
Contrast that, however, with the preaching power of the Puritan 
divine William Gouge. Unlike the public spectacle of Stylites 
perched on a pillar, he went into the privacy of his prayer cham-
ber every day. Instead of the physical (deemed “spiritual”) ath-
leticism of “touching his feet with his forehead 1,244 times,” he 
applied his mind to the Scriptures and his feet to shoe leather 
so that he could walk about to tell others of the gospel’s life-
changing power. He filled his mind with the word of God so 
much that he became known for his encyclopedic knowledge of 
the Bible. It is said of him that he “read through 16 chapters of 

15. K. S. Latourette, A History of Christianity (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1953), 
228.
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the Bible every day, after his 6:00 A.M. morning prayers.”16 And 
his impact on others was notable. He received acclaim in his 
time as being one of the most effective preachers of England.

Let there be no misunderstanding, however. There are at 
least two fallacies that those who pursue the exemplary text-
driven life must avoid.

The first fallacy is one of long standing in church history. It 
is the idea that one’s life makes for a better sermon than one’s 
words. It is well to remember, instead, that the preacher’s life, 
when godly in character, only confirms the gospel; it does not 
replace it. Some in the Emergent Church movement, such as 
Dan Kimball, seem to think otherwise. Michael Horton sees 
this as part of the “alternative gospel of the American church.” 
He rightly rejects such reductionism:

Like many Emergent Church leaders, Kimball invokes a 
famous line from Francis of Assisi that I also heard growing up 
in conservative evangelicalism: “Preach the gospel at all times. 
If necessary, use words.” Kimball goes on to say, “Our lives 
will preach better than anything we can say” (We encountered 
a nearly identical statement from Osteen . . . ). If so, then this 
is just more bad news. . . . I am not an exemplary creature. . . . 
I am a Christian not because I think that I can walk in Jesus’ 
footsteps but because he is the only one who can carry me. 
I am not the gospel; Jesus Christ alone is the gospel. . . . We 
do not preach ourselves but Christ. The good news . . . is that 
what we say preaches better than our lives, at least if what we 
are saying is Christ’s person and work rather than our own.17

A variation of the argument by Kimball is the oft-repeated dic-
tum of liberal theologians that “Christianity is a life, not a doc-
trine.” This dichotomy is well refuted by J. Gresham Machen in 
his classic book Christianity and Liberalism and needs not take 
up space in this discourse. Instead, we return to Paul’s word to 

16. C. M. McMahon, “The Life of the Preacher.” Online: http://apuritansmind.com/
Pastoral McMahonLifePreacher.htm.

17. M. Horton, Christless Christianity (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 117.
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Timothy that the believer is to take heed to his life “and to the 
doctrine” (1 Tim 4:16 NKJV, italics added). Being text-driven in 
one’s life, therefore, is a means to an end, not the end itself. The 
intention is to see to it that we do not allow ourselves to live in 
such a way that our deeds have the effect of silencing or distort-
ing the message we preach.

The second fallacy is sheer misrepresentation. It is the 
charge that those who are text driven in life and message some-
how become worshippers of the biblical text itself. The pejora-
tive term is “bibliolatry.” This distortion must not be allowed to 
stand. Moses did not worship the text, though it is apparent that 
few were more text driven than he. Down from Mount Sinai 
he came with two tablets of stone in his hand, containing the 
Ten Commandments, “written with the finger of God” (Exod 
31:18 ESV). As he descended, his face was shining, apparently 
because of his nearness to the presence of God. Although he 
did not know it at the time, his face was shining not because of 
the tablets, nor the text inscribed on them, but “because he had 
been talking with God” (Exod 34:29 ESV, italics added). In like 
manner, therefore, text-driven preachers are not idolaters of the 
biblical text. Instead, text-driven preaching is always teleologi-
cal in nature; that is, the purpose of the reading and exegesis of 
the text is to drive the preacher and his listeners into the pres-
ence of God to worship Him alone.

The biblical text, because it is the “God-breathed” word 
from God (2 Tim 3:16 NIV), has the power, therefore, to place 
both preacher and listener in the very presence of God.18 Billy 
Graham has long seemed to know this as he demonstrates in 
his oft-repeated phrase: “The Bible says. . . .” The text-driven 
preacher then is one whose encounter with the word of the 

18. See Ps 119:169–76. This Taw section of the longest psalm clearly sums up the 
value of the text for the psalmist. The statutes of the text drives him to life-
changing experiences with the Lord. Even when he wanders away, he desires 
nothing more than to be recovered by his shepherd Lord for he is ever mindful 
of the commandments of the Torah (vv. 171 and 176).
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Lord provides content for that from which he should “flee” and 
to that which he should “pursue,” in the former case, all kinds 
of evil, and in the latter, “righteousness, godliness, faith, love, 
perseverance and gentleness” (1 Tim 6:6–11 NASB).

dRiven to excel in doctRinal fidelity

I begin this section with some “What ifs?” What if somewhere, 
sometime, a man called of God to preach the gospel became 
convinced that he should give himself unreservedly to the 
study, memorization, and meditation of Scripture? And what if 
he did so, not as preparation for sermon delivery, but because 
he, like Paul (Phil 3:10), longed to know better the truth that led 
him to know Christ in the first place? And what if, as a result, his 
soul were to become aflame with a passion to declare to others 
what the Holy Spirit had revealed to him, as he mused upon the 
message of the texts he studied? And what if, like Jeremiah the 
prophet, he became a man with “a fire shut up in [his] bones” 
so that he could not forbear until he delivered his message (Jer 
20:9 NKJV)? And what if that, in turn, resulted in changed lives 
so that the community in which this preaching and teaching 
occurred was transformed all the way down to its cultural roots? 
This, however, is not mere speculation. It actually happened.

The man aflame was Richard Baxter. The community was 
Kidderminster, England. The time was the seventeenth century. 
In the introduction of the book The Reformed Pastor, J. I. Packer 
explains what happened to the town when the pastor gave his 
life to his people. Baxter himself said that “on the Lord’s Day . . . 
you might hear an hundred families singing Psalms and repeat-
ing sermons as you passed through the streets.” He continued 
that when he arrived in the town of 2,000 people, there was not 
“one family in the side of a street that worshipped God.” Others 
reported later that, at the end of his ministry, “there was not 
one family in the side of a street that did not do so.”19 Could 

19. Baxter, The Reformed Pastor, 12.
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what happened to him and to those who were transformed by 
his messages happen again? Why not? If other preachers were 
to follow the same pattern, is it not possible that there could be 
a similar outcome?

Any preacher, then, who becomes a text-driven man will not 
only become more fired up to proclaim what he has experienced 
in his close study of biblical texts; he also will stay on message 
in his preaching. Accordingly, he will be less likely, for fear of 
the consequences, to dilute the force of prophetic preaching or 
to ignore the essentials of the gospel message. Such examples 
include Jesus’ radical demands of his disciples (Mark 8:34) and 
the primacy of the preaching of the cross of Christ (1 Cor 2:2). 
In short, he will be less likely to shape or fashion his message in 
such a way as to assure his own popularity and public acclaim. 
Instead, because his way of thinking, his personal goals, and 
his ways are exposed and judged daily by his study of the 
Scriptures, he finds himself inevitably brought under convic-
tion of his waywardness by the Holy Spirit. Moreover, when he 
is thus humbled by that experience and willing to be compli-
ant with the Spirit’s direction for his life, he is also inevitably 
changed in character and conduct. And if such is the outcome 
in his life, he is accordingly determined to preach this same 
truth to his people so that they too may be convicted to put the 
Lord’s way and glory above their own ambitions.20 The text-
driven preacher therefore stays on message because he knows 
that only the Bible gives him the authority to declare the truth 
that every generation so desperately needs.

It is, after all, the Bible that bears witness to Christ from 
beginning to end (Luke 24:27). And it is He whom we preach. 
So then, why do not all preachers give themselves to such a 

20. See Heb 4:12. The Word of God is “living” and piercing to the soul of the reader so 
as to render one wounded and exposed before the eye of God. Compare this with 
Isa 55:8–11. The “thoughts and intents” of the heart are thus revealed so that an 
experience of genuine worship may occur. If the preacher is not subjected to this 
life-changing power in his own life, how can he justifiably demand it of others?
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life-changing study of Scripture? John R. W. Stott accurately 
also points out the reason. It is because they seem to forget that 
Christ “is accessible only through the Bible, as the Holy Spirit 
brings to life his own witness to him in its pages.”21 Stott puts it 
this way:

It is certain that we cannot handle Scripture adequately in the 
pulpit if our doctrine of Scripture is inadequate. Conversely, 
evangelical Christians who have the highest doctrine of 
Scripture in the Church should be conspicuously the most 
conscientious preachers. . . . If Scripture were largely a sym-
posium of human ideas, though reflecting the faith of the 
early Christian communities, and lit up an occasional flash of 
divine inspiration, then a fairly casual attitude to it would be 
pardonable. But in Scripture we are handling the very words of 
God, “words not taught by human wisdom but taught by the 
Spirit” (1 Cor. 2:13), God’s words through men’s, his own wit-
ness to his own Son, then no trouble should be too great in 
the study and exposition of them (italics added).22

If what Stott advocates were to take hold among evangelical 
preachers on a broad enough scale, is it possible that today’s 
churches would cease lurching from one ecclesiological fash-
ion to another in what seems to be a never-ending quest for 
relevance to the culture? We are told that cultural changes such 
as generational differences, pluralism, and multiculturalism 
require us to move from a traditional outreach ministry struc-
ture to a postmodern one such as the emerging church, or from 
classical worship to “seeker sensitive” services or to “relevant” 
services designed solely for the interests of those who attend 
such. However, not one of these highly acclaimed changes has 
proven effective in transforming culture into anything resem-
bling the evangelical Protestant hegemony that once prevailed 
in America. Accordingly, the seeker-sensitive model is now 

21. J. R. W. Stott, Between Two Worlds, the Art of Preaching in the Twentieth Century 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 98.

22. Ibid., 99.
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being revamped because its leaders have confessed its inad-
equacy for making disciples. To his credit, Bill Hybels, the 
founder of that movement, has been candid in admitting that the 
Willow Creek Church has made some serious errors in their 
approach to reaching people. He said, “Some of the stuff that 
we have put millions of dollars into thinking it would really help 
our people grow and develop spiritually, when the data actually 
came back, it wasn’t helping people that much. Other things 
that we didn’t put that much money into, and didn’t put much 
staff against, is stuff our people are crying out for.”23 In fairness 
to Hybels, however, it should be admitted by all that the same 
judgment may be made against the traditional approach to mak-
ing disciples. It has failed also. One evidence of this is that the 
major Christian denominations of America have been in serious 
numerical decline for years if not decades. Yet it remains true 
that when strong, dynamic exposition of Scripture is practiced 
in the churches, it is always effective in making and maturing 
disciples with results, over time, similar to those experienced 
by the people of Kidderminster.

David Wells, in his outstanding assessment of the current 
situation in American Christianity, believes that he sees a shift 
away from culturally driven distortions of authentic Christianity. 
Here is part of that assessment:

There is a yearning in the evangelical world today. We encoun-
ter it everywhere. It is a yearning for what is real. Sales 
pitches, marketed faith, the gospel as commodity, people as 
customers, God as just a prop to my inner life, the glitz and 
sizzle, Disney Land on the loose in our churches—all of it is 
skin deep and often downright wrong. It is not making seri-
ous disciples. It cannot make serious disciples. It brims with 
success, but it is empty, shallow, and indeed unpardonable.24

23. B. Hybels, “Willow Creek Repents?” Online: http://blog.christianitytoday.com/ 
outofur/archives/2007/10/willow_creek_re.html.

24. D. Wells, The Courage to Be Protestant (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 57–58.
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Wells is right. It is obvious that the church has swerved off 
track. If it is going to get back on track, it will have to be led 
by pastors who once again “take heed to the teaching,” as Paul 
put it to Timothy (1 Tim 4:16). The content of the teaching, of 
course, is sound doctrine that presents a far different faith than 
the one that has become popular in the early part of the twenty-
first century. That faith is in the Jesus of the Bible who is a 
radical Christ with uncompromising demands for kingdom liv-
ing. This is not going to change no matter what cultural trends 
come and go. In regard to the seeker-sensitive approach and 
the corresponding market-driven paradigm that created it, the 
gospel is not a product for sale and the masses are not custom-
ers. It will always be difficult to sell a call to Christian disciple-
ship that requires execution.25

All this raises the question, how far have we drifted from 
our moorings as text-driven preachers? Marsha G. Witten is 
a sociologist who has done some studies on this and related 
issues. While listening to a Good Friday concert of Bach’s 
St. Matthew Passion on the radio, the mail came and with it 
a mass mailing of a local Baptist church in the process of for-
mation. What a contradiction, she thought, between the ren-
dition in the music of the suffering and fallen Messiah and 
the mass-mailing brochure. She writes, “Mimicking the slick 
direct mailing of a credit card or insurance company, the let-
ter contains a cheerful, practical list of the social and psycho-
logical pleasures one might receive from affiliation with its 
church—with no mention of faith or God, let alone suffering 
or spiritual striving.”26 She sees “an incongruity” in these mes-
sages.27 The remarkable thing about her insight is that she is 
not a Christian.

25. See Mark 8:34. It is a radical Christ the New Testament presents. His demands 
for those who would follow Him seem far away indeed from what is being 
offered in His name in many contemporary churches.

26. M. G. Witten, All Is Forgiven, the Secular Message in American Protestantism 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 4.

27. Ibid.
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Witten’s study is based on the texts of 47 sermons on the 
Prodigal Son (Luke 15:1–32). These sermons “were preached 
between 1986 and 1988 by a sample of pastors within the Pres-
byterian Church (U.S.A.) and the Southern Baptist Conven-
tion.”28 Twenty-one are from Southern Baptists and 26 from 
Presbyterians.29 Witten uses the structure of discourse analysis 
of the sermons to draw her conclusions. There are limitations 
to the study, of course. She discusses these on pages 14 to 17 of 
her book. The bottom line of her research is not very encourag-
ing for any who may believe that text-driven preaching, which 
we champion in this book, is a common practice. For the 47 
preachers who participated in the study, Witten’s research re-
veals that these preachers are driven more by the conclusions 
of psychology than the message of Scripture. The preachers 
in the study used the secular language of psychology in focus-
ing on “the subjective states of individuals [the younger and 
elder sons and the father in the parable] such as feelings and 
needs.”30 Witten concluded that if the preaching of these men 
is representative of current Protestant preaching, we now have 
“Christian psychology” in the pulpits of America. The key ideas 
deemed worthy of preaching by these men are “self awareness, 
self exploration, self knowledge, and self expression.”31 As we 
can see from this study, the need for a recovery of text-driven 
preaching is a desperate one.

how the PReacheR Becomes  
a text-dRiven man

It is not a single or even an occasional dramatic encounter 
with the Word of God that makes one a text-driven preacher, 

28. Ibid., 13.
29. Ibid.
30. Ibid., 20.
31. Ibid.
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though such encounters are inspiring to us all. One thinks of 
Augustine’s touching experience in the garden as he heard the 
voice of a child repetitively urging him to “take and read” fol-
lowed by his reading of Rom 13:13–14, which changed his life 
forever. Or one may think of John Wesley’s remarkable conver-
sion at Aldersgate when, upon hearing Luther’s commentary 
on Romans, his “heart was strangely warmed.” But becoming a 
text-driven man is more pedestrian than that. It is the day-by-day 
exposure to the Word of God in disciplined study that makes 
the difference. As Gerald Kennedy put it, “It is immersing one-
self in the atmosphere of the Bible until that world whose God 
is real is active in your world”32

Becoming a text-driven man is not easy. Paul made that clear 
to Timothy. The young pastor would have to work at it. It will 
always be a struggle. Some may find the challenge either unap-
pealing or undesirable. This must have been the case in the 
early days of the church or else why would Paul have felt it 
necessary to deliver such a strict challenge to Timothy to strive 
for it? But it can be done. Paul himself was such a man, as his 
epistles attest. So, the bottom line is this: a preacher must want 
to be a text-driven man. Given that desire, here are some sug-
gestions of how that can happen.

First, the preacher will need to work through any doubts, if 
he has them, of the desirability of a text-driven life and ministry. 
For some, this may take a crisis of faith. Does he really believe 
that such preaching is what our generation needs, given the cul-
tural upheaval and the various ways that many are now “doing 
church”? If so, let him get on with the crisis of faith and seek 
to resolve it. This is what happened to Billy Graham. Richard 
Foster explains,

Billy had to face the issue of the Bible as the focus of his life 
again just prior to the famous 1949 Los Angeles Crusade. 

32. Kennedy, Seven Worlds of the Minister, 22.
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Chuck Templeton, a close friend and able preacher in his 
own right, had been attending Princeton Seminary and was 
challenging some of Graham’s most cherished beliefs about 
the inspiration and authority of Scripture. Graham indicated 
little inclination or patience for abstract intellectualism. “Bill,” 
Templeton retorted, “you cannot refuse to think. To do that is to 
die intellectually.” The rebuke stung, and the debate in his soul 
intensified. Finally, the issue came to a head at Forest Home, 
a Christian retreat centre in the San Bernardino Mountains 
near Los Angeles. Struggling over the intellectual questions 
his friend had raised, Billy went out alone into the pine forest 
to think, to pray. With his Bible spread open on a tree stump 
he dropped to his knees. “O God!” he prayed. “There are many 
things in this book I do not understand. There are many prob-
lems with it for which I have no solution. . . . Father, I am going 
to accept this as Thy Word—by FAITH! I’m going to allow faith 
to go beyond my intellectual questions and doubts, and I will 
believe this is Your inspired Word.”33

As the late Paul Harvey would have put it, “Now we know 
the rest of the story.” On the other hand, Templeton (1915–
2001), the man who prodded Graham to reject the authority 
of Scripture, also struggled with his faith. But it was not the 
text of Scripture that provided the crisis. Instead, the crisis for 
Templeton came through his reading of other texts, especially 
those of Charles Darwin.34 He accepted Darwin’s position on 
“the origin of the species” and rejected Scripture’s account, 
thus his appeal to Graham “to think.” He started down another 
path and eventually became an agnostic. Ironically, many 
felt that, in earlier years, he had been a better preacher than 
Billy, especially during their college days. In those years, he 
and Billy worked together as associates of Youth for Christ 
International. It is reported that his preaching drew larger num-
bers of people to their special rallies and mass meetings than 

33.	 R. Foster, Streams of Living Water (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2001), 210.
34.	 Radio interview with Torrey Johnson as reported in http:/www.wheaton.edu/

bgc/archives/trans/285t04.htm.

Position 102 2312426 LCR-txt-Text Driven                                            23-08-22     22:15:16 


