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PREFATORY NOTE

	To ministers of the gospel who may appreciate a re-study from a new point of view of the technique of Preaching;

	To theological students who may be glad of a handbook covering the essentials of sermon production;

	To local preachers who desire for their private study a presentation of the fundamentals of sermon building;

	To hearers who may enjoy a statement of the principles governing the preparation and delivery of the good sermons they hear;

	This book is sent out on its mission of service.

	T. H. SCAMBLER.    

	 

	“He was broken that day by the death-bed of his mother, and his sobs shook the bed for he was his mother’s only son and fatherless, and his mother, brave and faithful to the last, was bidding him farewell.

	“Dinna greet like that John, nor break yir hert, for it’s the will of God, and that’s ay best.

	“I canna see ye noo, John, but I know yir there, an’ I’ve just one other wish. If God calls ye to the ministry, ye’ll no refuse, an’ the first day ye preach in yir ain kirk speak a gude word for Jesus Christ, an’ John, I’ll hear ye that day, though ye’ll no see me, and I’ll be satisfied.”

	—From “Beside the Bonnie Brier Bush,” by IAN MACLAREN    

	 

	“That in all things He might have the pre-eminence.” Col 1:18

	 

	
INTRODUCTION.

	Preaching is still the most popular form of public address. In spite of the fact that hosts of people never hear a sermon in their lives, and the Church is widely proclaimed as decadent, dying or dead, it is still true that week by week more people regularly hear sermons, than, any other kind of public utterance. A good sermon is still likely to top the poll when we achieve the performance of taking a referendum of the entire population as to which kind of public address ranks highest in the thought of the people.

	To be sure, preaching is terribly criticized, especially by those who never hear it. A few years ago a world-famous socialist, John Spargo, said: “It is very doubtful, to my mind, whether all the preaching that will be done in America during the next twelve months, let us say, will add as much to the well-being of America as the work of one honest, efficient farmer, or that of a humble school-teacher in some little red schoolhouse.” Oh dear, what an indictment! Surely we preachers should creep into our air-raid shelters and stay there. But Mr. Spargo confessed, concerning preachers: “Never in the world before was there a class commanding such a vast hearing.” Now, that’s strange. This preaching which is so futile (Mr. Spargo was writing about the futility of preaching) commands the greatest hearing! Probably the late Sylvester Horne was nearer the mark when he said: “Preaching can never lose its place so long as the mystery and wonder of the human spirit remain. Amid all the changes of thought and, phrase the wonder of conversion remains to be the supreme joy and glory of the preacher.”

	There will always be preachers and preaching, because there will always be men who want a new grip on life, who need strength to battle with temptation, and comfort in the day of sorrow, and who feel their need of the presence and power of God.

	There are some subjects concerning which profound thinkers discuss very learnedly, which are as clear as day to the initiated, and preaching is one of them. There are men who hear the call of God to enter into the ministry of the Word, there are many who feel a divine urge to preach, and there are hosts (in the aggregate, if not in individual congregations) who listen to preaching as the message of God.

	What is the secret of good preaching? A man should not preach at all, unless he has a message. A fondness for talking, a love of display, or a desire for prominence should not be a motive impelling any man to preach. At the back of all really good preaching are a consecrated life, a prepared mind, a gift of utterance and a message to, help the souls of men.

	What shall we preach? It may be thought that the answer is simple. Preach the Word of God, the message of the Scriptures. That is a good answer, if we understand what it means. It is possible to preach from the Bible and bring no message. We may preach on Bible themes and do nothing but confuse people. A man may use the Bible to promote error. Many people who teach what we consider erroneous doctrines claim to support them with an abundance of Scripture. Men may talk about the contents of the Bible—Bible Geography, Bible History, Natural History, or a host of subjects found in the Bible—chronology, ethnology, genealogy and what not—and never be a preacher. The eighteenth century Deists were expert, many of them, in Bible knowledge, but they were not preachers—they had no message for men’s hearts.

	The Scriptures present God as a Redeemer, and the message of the Book has to do with all that is involved in salvation—salvation from the guilt, the power, and the consequences of sin. Hence it is that human need in all its forms—because, all human need is related in same way to the facts of sin and salvation becomes the great concern of the preacher. Preaching is the message of the Word of God applied to life; it is that which makes preaching living, vital, and effective. There are preachers who start from the Scriptures, and expound its truth, and apply it to men. There are others who begin with a life situation, and seek the message of the Book relating to it. R. G. Gillie, in “The Minister and the Modern World,” spoke of three sources of preaching material: (1) One’s own experience; (2) the Bible; and (3) life as we know, it. You may wonder why he did not put the Bible first. His thought was that if we have the right to preach at all, it is because we are witnesses to truth that has been Written in our own souls. The fundamental ground of our certainty of sacred truth is what God has done in us. Coleridge once wrote in a letter: “In the Bible there is more that finds me than I have experienced in all other books put together.” Thus he believed the Bible was inspired, because it found him at greater depths of his being, and brought with it irresistible evidence of having proceeded from the Holy Spirit. With such an experience as that, a man may well begin to preach to the needs of others, for he is bound to end with the gospel of redemption as revealed in the Bible. From whatever angle we approach this subject, the Word of God is the primal source of the message we have to deliver. Even if a text is not used at the beginning of a sermon, no fault can be found with the message if it is our own, our own witness, which we have received from the Word of God and seek to apply to life.

	You wish to preach. We assume then that you have a message. God has spoken to you through his Word. Now you want to become more qualified; to be the best preacher that you can be. James Gibb, in “Making Proof of the Ministry,” said that three primary qualifications are a knowledge of God, a knowledge of man and a knowledge of the Bible.

	We need to know God in the intimate personal way that grows out of constant communion with Him. It is doubtful if any of us prays enough. Few men really master the discipline of prayer, or gain the knowledge of God that comes alone through “the sweat of the soul.” We need to know man in his struggles, his temptations, his sufferings, his sin and his yearning after God. The message, to be effective, should meet these needs of men. That is what makes preaching worthwhile. A preacher may be effective in preaching to an audience of strangers if he deals with the great common needs of human life. But the most effective preacher will be the man who knows the lives of his people—their problems and temptations, their joys and their sorrows, and brings the message of God to meet them. Get to know your Bible. “Give diligence to present thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, handling aright the word of truth (Tim. 2:15). As a preacher you read your Bible for your own devotional life, and that is an essential thing if you are to be a vital preacher. It is part of the process by which you know God. You need to study it also with a view to teaching it. It is possible that a man may find daily nourishment for his spiritual life in the word of God, without his ever coming to a clear understanding of the Scriptures such as a teacher should have. Some people adopt a special diet of scriptural nourishment, and find that it answers their needs very well, but the limited diet they use may be very unsatisfying to people with robust spiritual appetite. A man who aims to preach should know something of the accepted principles of interpretation of the Scriptures. He needs to know the difference between the Old and New Testaments. He should know the main sections of the New Testament, and the purpose of each. Certainly he should know how to direct sinners in the gospel way, and teach disciples the great practical doctrines of the Christian life.

	1. The Nature of the
Sermon

What is a sermon? The well-known definition of
Phelps, in his “The
Theory of Preaching,” is useful: “A
sermon is an oral address to the popular mind upon religious truth
as contained in the Scriptures, and elaborately treated with a view
to persuasion.” Each phrase is important. Perhaps the most
important are the references to the Scriptures and to persuasion.
The address will not be a sermon unless it deals with Scriptural
truth, and it should have a purpose affecting the hearts and lives
of the hearers. In many churches it is common to devote the morning
sermon to teaching Christian people, and the evening sermon, to
preaching the gospel to the unsaved. In each case it will have a
Scriptural basis, and be done “with a view to persuasion.”

There will be times when the purpose is more in
the way of instruction than of persuasion, but the ultimate purpose
is always Persuasion. It is a mistake to avoid the persuasive note
in sermons to Christian people, as though they did not need it
since they had accepted the gospel. The apostle Paul said the
gospel is the power of God “to us which are being saved”. (1Co
1:18). The Christian still has great decisions to make, and heights
to attain and an exhortation to Christian people may well close
with an earnest persuasive note leading to “great resolves of
heart” (Jdg 5:15).

Vital Preaching

Preaching is vital only when it is directed to
people’s need. The need may be either unrealized or felt. The
preacher will seek to declare the whole counsel of God (Act 20:27),
whether his hearers realize their need of it or not. Such subjects
as God, the Savior, the Holy Spirit, Sin, Salvation, Prayer,
Christian Duties, and the Christian Life, constitute a system of
truth which every preacher will desire to bring to his
congregation. If you want to be a helpful preacher you will give
particular attention to the needs of your audience. Dr. Jowett said
that when he was preparing a sermon he would bring before his mind
a number of people who he knew would be in his congregation—a
doctor, a business man, a servant girl, a mother, a clerk—and keep
them in view while he constructed his sermon. The idea was not to
preach at them (you must never do that), but to preach to them in
such a way as to meet their special problems. Try it out. Realize
your audience in the day of preparation. Ask yourself Who will be
there? How can I help them? Don’t preach to the absent. Don’t
preach to yourself, in the sense that you merely follow some line
of study in which you are interested, and which you inflict without
scruple on your audience. If you are observant at all you will know
of tempted people, of worried, tired, sad people, to whom you may
bring a message of hope.

Thus preaching at its best is the message of
God’s Word, brought into contact with human need. Yet this must be
done with delicacy and good taste. The indirect line of approach is
generally better than the direct. You should not preach to a
person’s need so directly that he is
embarrassed, because he knows, and knows that everybody else knows,
that it is intended for him. When you wish to condemn wrong, never
let it be by a personal attack upon individuals in the audience.
The pulpit is a sheltered and sacred place-it must not be violated
to administer personal rebuke. Such work is better done in a
personal way, face to face. Until we can do such a duty personally,
we are not, qualified to do it at all. Even then, it might better
be done by the indirect method. Do you remember how the prophet
Nathan told King David he was a murderer? (2Sa 12:1-6). A direct
attack might easily have cost the prophet his head; by the indirect
approach David was brought to penitence. If you knew there would be
people in the congregation with a spirit of resentment towards one
another, it probably would not be wise to preach on the subject,
The Sin of Resentment. Such a subject would certainly help other
people to enjoy the sermon-folk like sermons that are manifestly
directed at the sins of others. It would not, however, kill the
spirit of resentment. It would be better to preach a sermon on the
forgiving love of Christ (Luk 23:34).

Essential Qualities

Preach with confidence and
conviction. The Bible is accepted by your hearers as the
Word of God. You do not need to argue about it. There is little
need to prove the Bible is inspired. People who come to church
already believe it. Proclaim “Thus saith the Lord,” “O earth,
earth, earth, hear the Word of the Lord” (Jer 22:29).

Preach with
sympathy. To be of service, a preacher must love people, all kinds of people, with their
virtues, and vices, their greatness and their pettiness, their
sorrows and their struggles. He will be a man of understanding and
patience, not critical of people’s weakness, nor overbearing
towards their faults.

Preach with
sincerity. Men yearn for reality today perhaps more than
anything else. They hate sham and pretense. Do not try to preach if
you are not genuine and sincere and true. It you are not, you
cannot hide the fact for long. You may not have the gifts that make
a great orator. You may never be eloquent. Few are. Yet you may
have those qualities which will make men want to hear you. People
like to listen to a man who is genuinely true and sincere. The
personal factor in preaching is of primary importance. Do not be a
mere wire, carrying a message, nor a talking machine. The only
perfect expression in preaching is through a preacher’s own heart
and life. It is, the large infusion of personal force that makes
men flock to hear H. Emerson Fosdick, E. Stanley Jones, J. Fort
Newton, and others of whom we know. We may never be great
preachers, but we may have that essential quality—sincerity.
Kennard, in “Psychic Power in Preaching,” said: “The preacher’s
soul is a prism through which the white and dazzling light of
spiritual truth passes, and, receives in its passing human coloring
and refraction along the lines of human want and sensibility.” If
you aspire to share in the ministry of preaching in the Church,
yield yourself to God in full consecration. Strive with eager care
that you may be worthy before God, to whom all hearts are open, and
all desires known—that will be your best
commendation to the people to whom you preach. After you have
acquired the art of sermon building, there will be other things to
learn if you are to be a good preacher For instance, you must make
your sermon interesting. The outline of the sermon,, which we are
to study definitely will help in that directi [...]
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