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500 YEARS 
AFTER THE REFORMATION, 

WE NEED TO RECOVER 
THE 5 SOLAS

AND RESTATE 
THEM FOR A 

NEW GENERATION.
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T H E O L O G Y  F O R  T H E  
L I F E  O F  T H E  C H U R C H

Many philosophers have concluded [that] the imagination is not to 
be trusted because the images it manufactures do not correspond 
to the facts. . . . It is precisely this picture of the imagination as a 
purveyor of false images that holds us captive. Yet, ironically, this 
picture of the imagination is itself a false image, or at best a half-
truth. The irony has a tragic edge: though the church has a low 
view of the imagination as a theological resource, many 
Christians are suffering from malnourished imagina-
tions, captive to culturally conditioned pictures of the 
good life. . . . How can the imagination help? What is the imag- 
ination? Like music, one is hard-pressed to define the imagination 
in words. This book is not a theoretical monograph on the nature of 
the imagination but an attempt both to say and show why and how 
the imagination matters for theology, and for the life of the church.

TA K EN F ROM T H E I N T RODUCT ION:  
“T H E DISCA R DED I M AGI NAT ION”

K E V I N  VA N H O O Z E R  calls the church to a picture 

of  theology that sees every person, thing and event in the light 

of  God’s act of  reconciliation. Through essays on the church’s 

worship, witness and wisdom, he shows us how a poetic imag-

ination can answer the questions of  life’s meaning by drawing 

our attention to what really matters: the God of  the gospel.

B O O K  E X C E R P T

“Kevin Vanhoozer writes of  the church’s worship and 
wisdom with enormous discernment and love. Deeply 

revealing and fascinating!”

C O R N E L I U S  P L A N T I N G A  J R . ,  
author of Reading for Preaching

32
7 

pa
ge

s,
 p

ap
er

ba
ck

, 9
78

-0
-8

30
8-

39
59

-9
, $

20
.0

0

i v pa c a d e m i c . c o m

Credo, Pictures at a Theological Exhibition #12156.indd   1 3/14/16   1:07 PM

http://ivpr.es/1M5sxzq


4 |  CREDO MAGAZINE |  MARCH 2016

P
aul instructed Timothy to “preach the word; be ready in season 
and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete 
patience and teaching. (2 Tim. 4:2). The command is a simple 
one. Yet, churches today and their pastors fail to take it seriously. 

Some churches are so used to being fed soundbites from the culture, 
that sitting down and listening to a sermon for thirty minutes seems not 
only old fashioned but ridiculously burdensome. Other churches do hear 
preaching but it is anything but the preaching of “the word.” Instead, the 
time is filled with one man’s own opinions. Entertaining or interesting as 
they may be, they are not God’s Word nor the exposition of it. Is it any 
wonder that churches are filled with malnourished Christians, believers 
who, whether they know it or not, are being fed milk instead of solid meat? 

Needless to say, this is not what the apostle Paul envisioned. Paul taught 
Timothy that it is absolutely essential to the spiritual health of God’s 
people to hear the Word itself. By expositing the scriptures, the people 
hear what God himself has to say, and they walk away knowing who God 
is, what he has done, and how they are to live according to his will. In this 
issue of Credo Magazine we aim to help pastors and churchgoers alike 
recover a love for Bible-preaching. Several contempoary pastors explain 
what expositional preaching is, why it matters so much, and how churches 
today can recover the expository sermon in the pulpit. Other contributions 
take us back in time to those preachers God used in extraordinary ways. 
By looking to the ministries of men like Spurgeon, Augustine, Edwards, 
Lloyd-Jones, and others, we desire to see their preaching influence our 
own. Imitation is not the goal; we rather crave their commitment to 
expounding the scriptures and pray God’s people would as well. 
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Jason Helopoulos is associate pastor at Univer-
sity Reformed Church in East Lansing, Michigan. 
Ordained in the Presbyterian Church in Ameri-
ca, he has pastored three churches and speaks at 
conferences and retreats. His most recent book is 
The New Pastor’s Handbook: Help and Encour-
agement for the First Years of Ministry (Baker). 
In this interview Jason talks with Credo Magazine 
editor Timothy Raymond about what life is like in 
ministry and how a pastor should approach min-
istry in the first place.
 
Jason, how in the world did you end up in 
pastoral ministry?
I was raised in Springfield, Illinois, by a single 

mother. We attended a mainline denominational 
church in which the gospel was absent. By the time 
I entered junior high, I was a committed atheist. 
However, everything changed my freshman year 
of college when I began attending a Christian fel-
lowship at the urging of some friends. After sitting 
under the preached Word for a number of months, 
the Lord graciously drew me to himself. Having 
come to saving faith, I now had a deep desire to 
grow in my knowledge and understanding of the 
Scriptures, so off I headed to seminary. It wasn’t 
until near the end of my seminary training that I 
sensed a distinct calling to the pastorate. I have 
been pastoring for over a decade now, am married 
to Leah, and have two wonderful children, Gracen 
and Ethan. 

10 Questions with Jason Helopoulos

Jason Helopoulos has something to say about how 
to approach ministry in the church today

10
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Who have been some of the more forma-
tive influences on your view of pastoral 
ministry and why? 
Mentors and men I had the opportunity to observe 
in pastoral ministry impacted me the most. Par-
ticularly, Ligon Duncan and Paul Settle stand out 
in this regard. They both modeled humility, love 
for God’s Word, love for God’s people, love for 
the local church, and approachability. Paul Settle 
was especially patient in tempering and teaching 
the zealous young seminary student who kept in-
viting him out for coffee. There are also a num-
ber of pastors from previous ages who have influ-
enced my understanding of the pastorate. Richard 
Baxter’s approach and emphasis upon pastoral 
care, Thomas Watson’s passionate and engaging 
preaching, Jonathan Edward’s pursuit of theolog-
ical precision and cultivating a mind for God, and 
John Calvin’s leadership and faithfulness in the 
face of trials have all shaped me. Above all, each 
of these men stands out in my mind  because they 
themselves pursued God. They are or were men of 
personal holiness, and their ministry was simply 
the overflow of their own lives in Christ.

You’ve recently written a book on pas-
toral ministry entitled The New Pastor’s 
Handbook: Help and Encouragement for 
the First Years of Ministry.  How is this 
book meant to encourage young minis-
ters? 
This book was a labor of love. It consists of 48 
short chapters—each chapter is only two or three 
pages. Multiple people have told me that they 
read it in one or two sittings. Most of the book 
focuses on encouragements for the pastor in min-
istry and the pitfalls many pastors tend to fall into 

as they serve the church. There are also sections 
on discerning a call, starting out strong in a local 
church, and the joys of pastoring. I wrote the book 

to encourage young ministers hoping to equip 
them with wisdom in how to approach different 
issues within the church and their personal lives. 

WISDOM ISSUES ARE SELDOM TAUGHT 
IN SEMINARY AND YET THEY TEND TO BE 
THE GREATEST STUMBLING BLOCKS. HOW 
SHOULD WE RESPOND TO COMPLAINTS? 
IN WHAT WAYS SHOULD A PASTOR 
RELINQUISH CONTROL IN MINISTRY? 
WHAT PLACE DOES SUFFERING PLAY IN 
THE PASTORATE? HOW DO WE AVOID 
DISCOURAGEMENT, IDEALISTIC ZEAL, 
OR BEING DEVASTATED BY PEOPLE? 
WHAT DOES IT LOOK LIKE TO CARE FOR 
OUR WIFE AND CHILDREN EVEN AS WE 
SEEK TO SERVE THE CHURCH? WHAT 
ABOUT THE INDIVIDUAL WHO DOES NOT 
CHANGE, THOUGH WE HAVE LABORED 
LONG AND HARD FOR THEM? IS IT 
ALRIGHT TO MOVE-ON? THESE KINDS 
OF TOPICS POPULATE THIS BOOK AS I 
ATTEMPT TO ENCOURAGE PASTORS TO 
PURSUE THE RIGHT THINGS IN MINISTRY 
WHILE AVOIDING THE COUNTLESS 
PITFALLS OF MINISTRY. 

2

3

http://www.credomag.com


8 |  CREDO MAGAZINE |  MARCH 2016

CONTENTS

However, since the book’s release I have received 
a number of emails from seasoned pastors who 
found the book to be an equal encouragement to 
them.
What is distinctive about The New Pas-
tor’s Handbook: Help and Encouragement 
for the First Years of Ministry which sets 
it apart from other well-known classics 
on pastoral ministry?
Many books on pastoring deal with practical is-
sues. They give instruction on how to conduct a 
funeral or wedding or lead an elder’s meeting. 
Those are good and necessary helps. However, 
that is not the aim of this book. I attempted to ad-
dress what most young men in the pastorate strug-
gle with: wisdom issues. 

Wisdom issues are seldom taught in seminary and 
yet they tend to be the greatest stumbling blocks. 
How should we respond to complaints? In what 
ways should a pastor relinquish control in min-
istry? What place does suffering play in the pas-
torate? How do we avoid discouragement, ideal-
istic zeal, or being devastated by people? What 
does it look like to care for our wife and children 
even as we seek to serve the church? What about 
the individual who does not change, though we 
have labored long and hard for them? Is it alright 
to move-on? These kinds of topics populate this 
book as I attempt to encourage pastors to pursue 
the right things in ministry while avoiding the 
countless pitfalls of ministry. 

What’s the single 
most important thing 
about pastoral minis-
try you wish you had 
known going into the 
pastorate? 
I wasn’t prepared for the 
amount of suffering in 
ministry. Disagreements, 
discouragements, com-
plaints, and conflict all 
accompany the pastorate. 
They are ready compan-
ions. It is quite surprising 
to find that people you 
have loved, prayed for, 
and sacrificially served 
can cause pain in return. 
Yet, I was equally unpre-
pared for the benefits that 
accompany this suffer-
ing. It refines the spirit, 

I WASN’T PREPARED FOR THE AMOUNT OF SUFFERING 
IN MINISTRY. DISAGREEMENTS, DISCOURAGEMENTS, 
COMPLAINTS, AND CONFLICT ALL ACCOMPANY THE 
PASTORATE. THEY ARE READY COMPANIONS. IT IS 
QUITE SURPRISING TO FIND THAT PEOPLE YOU HAVE 
LOVED, PRAYED FOR, AND SACRIFICIALLY SERVED 
CAN CAUSE PAIN IN RETURN. YET, I WAS EQUALLY 
UNPREPARED FOR THE BENEFITS THAT ACCOMPANY 
THIS SUFFERING. IT REFINES THE SPIRIT, CLEANSES 
THE HEART, AND SHAPES THE SOUL OF A MAN. IT 
CONFORMS US MORE TO THE IMAGE OF CHRIST 
AND GRANTS US THE PRIVILEGE OF WALKING IN HIS 
FOOTSTEPS (1 PET. 2:21-25). SUFFERING IN SERVICE 
TO GOD’S PEOPLE, THOUGH NOT ALWAYS WELCOME, IS 
ONE OF THE GREAT GIFTS OF PASTORAL MINISTRY

4
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cleanses the heart, and shapes the soul of a man. 
It conforms us more to the image of Christ and 
grants us the privilege of walking in his footsteps 
(1 Pet. 2:21-25). Suffering in service to God’s peo-
ple, though not always welcome, is one of the great 
gifts of pastoral ministry. 

In your opinion, how important is expos-
itory preaching to pastoral ministry and 
why? 
Expository preaching is essential. Paul says, “I be-
came a minister according to the stewardship from 
God that was given to me for you, to make the 
word of God fully known” (Col. 1:25). The charge 
of the pastor is to love Christ’s sheep by feeding 
them God’s Word (John 21:17). This was Paul’s 
stewardship and it is every pastor’s stewardship. It 
is this Word alone which is God-breathed (2 Tim. 
3:16), does not return void (Isa. 55:11), and is liv-
ing and active (Heb. 4:12). Why would we want to 
give our people anything else? Expository preach-
ing necessitates that the pastor grant his people 
the one necessary thing. It ties him to the text. He 
doesn’t have the freedom to stray, entertain, or 
pontificate. The text holds him captive for the ben-
efit of the people, that they might be held captive 
by the glory of Christ. 

Do you believe that Reformed Theology 
should give a distinctive shape to pastoral 
ministry? How might the ministry of a con-
sistent Reformed pastor differ from that 
of a consistent Arminian pastor? 
Reformed Theology shapes pastoral ministry in a 
number of ways, but in no more significant and im-
portant way than the emphasis it places upon the 
ordinary means of grace. We believe God is sover-

eign and has chosen to pour out his grace upon his 
people. He must do the work. Yet, he chooses to 
use means to accomplish his purposes. Therefore, 
those means become essential in our ministries: 
the Word, prayer, and the sacraments. We do not 
rely upon innovations or gimmicks. We rely upon 
him and his means. 

Pastors with a Reformed Theology must be men 
saturated in the Word of God. This is what they 
preach. This is what they teach. This is what they 
counsel. Equally, they must be men of prayer. They 
know that their ministries are dependent upon the 
sovereign Lord of heaven and earth to move and 
bless it, so they cry out for his blessing. All their 
labors are for nothing, if the Lord does not work.

In addition, Reformed Theology demands that we 
emphasize the importance of the sacraments in our 
ministries. They are not bare signs. They are actu-
al means of grace, gifts from above, to be highly 
valued and attended to by God’s people. We rely 
upon the means of grace for our ministry because 
we recognize that above all else, we are dependent 
upon Him.

What mistakes have you made in pas-
toral ministry that you’d caution others 
against? 
This could be a long list. Let me just point out two. 
The first would be the adoption of a “producer 
mentality.” The pastor is continually confronted 
with the temptation to forsake the right priorities. 
If my wife asks, “What did you do today?” It can 
be difficult to reply, “Studied and prayed.” Even 
more difficult is having nothing to “show” after a 
long day’s labor. I have entered seasons in which 

6
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I began to fill my days with meetings, producing 
policies, generating emails, assigning tasks, mak-
ing phone calls, posting on social media, writing 
blogs, and sending emails. In short, I began to im-

merse myself in administrative tasks because of an 
incipient desire to show others (and myself) what 
I accomplished today, this week, or this month. It 
is a great temptation. 
A second mistake is moving too fast due to ideal-
istic zeal. Such zeal can disrupt a church. Some-
times it is devastating and other times it creates a 
few ripples. In my early years of ministry, there 
were a number of occasions on which I knew what 
I believed was right and the church needed to con-
form to it. Of course, they needed to conform to 
it quickly. So I led them. No, it is more accurate 
to say that I pulled and prodded them. That was a 
problem. I lacked patience, humility, and a win-

some spirit which marks good pastoral care. I now 
encourage pastors to take time, so that they lead 
God’s people rather than pull and prod them.

What specific advice would you give to 
young seminarians and aspiring pastors?  
What might you prepare them for, warn 
them against, etc.?
The most important advice I could give them is 
tend to the Word and tend to their own souls. Be 
an expert in Scripture. Read it, digest it, memorize 
it, and be shaped by it. I love theology, church his-
tory, and apologetics, but none of these are as nec-
essary as knowledge of our Bibles. A competent 
minister of the gospel is competent in the gospel. 
This requires knowledge and right living. They 
go hand-in-hand. A pastor who does not know the 
Scriptures is of little use as a pastor. A pastor who 
has knowledge of the Scriptures but is not shaped 
by them is of even less use. We are to be men of 
the Word and men shaped by that Word. Above 
all else, invest your time and energy in getting to 
know the Word and getting the Word in you.

What are 3 or 4 “must-read” books on 
pastoral ministry and why? 
Richard Baxter’s The Reformed Pastor is a clas-
sic for a reason. It has stood the test of time and 
will encourage the pastor to think through the im-
portance of pastoral care. The first time I read it, 
I thought, “I can never be a pastor.” The second 
time I read it, I thought, “I can’t imagine being 
anything but a pastor.” 

William Still’s The Work of the Pastor is a hidden 
gem. One could read this little book in an hour 

EXPOSITORY PREACHING 
NECESSITATES THAT THE PASTOR 
GRANT HIS PEOPLE THE ONE 
NECESSARY THING. IT TIES HIM TO 
THE TEXT. HE DOESN’T HAVE THE 
FREEDOM TO STRAY, ENTERTAIN, 
OR PONTIFICATE. THE TEXT HOLDS 
HIM CAPTIVE FOR THE BENEFIT OF 
THE PEOPLE, THAT THEY MIGHT BE 
HELD CAPTIVE BY THE GLORY OF 
CHRIST. 

9
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A COMPETENT MINISTER OF THE GOSPEL IS 
COMPETENT IN THE GOSPEL. A PASTOR WHO 
DOES NOT KNOW THE SCRIPTURES IS OF 
LITTLE USE AS A PASTOR. A PASTOR WHO HAS 
KNOWLEDGE OF THE SCRIPTURES BUT IS NOT 
SHAPED BY THEM IS OF EVEN LESS USE. WE ARE 
TO BE MEN OF THE WORD AND MEN SHAPED BY 
THAT WORD. ABOVE ALL ELSE, INVEST YOUR 
TIME AND ENERGY IN GETTING TO KNOW THE 
WORD AND GETTING THE WORD IN YOU.

and be shaped for a lifetime of ministry. 
Charles Bridges’ The Christian Ministry 
is a heart-engaging and challenging read. 
It calls for holiness in the pastor’s life and 
it cannot be ignored. Each of these books 
has encouraged me in profound and dis-
tinct ways. 

http://www.tale2k.com
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With so many out there (many of which 
I haven’t read!) it’s difficult to recom-
mend the very best books on preach-

ing, but here are five—in no particular order—that 
I’ve found helpful to me in my fledgling preach-
ing career:
 
Expositional Preaching
by David Helm (Crossway)

David Helm’s new book, Expositional Preaching, 
is a super book for the relatively novice preacher. 
In this short hardback Helm correctly highlights 
the twin importance of “getting the text right” and 
“getting it across right.” The book is concise and 
practical throughout, but the best chapter (“To-
day”), which focuses on the latter of those two 
goals, is particularly helpful. Here Helm effec-
tively unpacks the significance of the preacher 
knowing his audience, being clear, and aiming for 
the heart.

Between Two Worlds
by John Stott (Eerdmans) 
With regard to the necessity of clear preaching, 
one cannot move past John Stott’s timeless piece, 
Between Two Worlds. Indeed, Stott’s sections on 
the importance of “meditation” and “isolating the 
dominant theme” have been some of the most sig-
nificant pages for me in preaching. When my ser-
mon preparations are awry it’s normally because 
I haven’t spent enough time implanting these two 
principles first.
Preaching the Whole Bible as Christian Scrip-
ture by Graeme Goldsworthy (Eerdmans)
Any faithful preacher of the Bible will constant-
ly be looking to hone his biblical theology. Con-
sequently, I have found Graeme Goldsworthy’s 
Preaching the Whole Bible as Christian Scrip-
ture absolutely invaluable. While some chapters 
may perhaps run the risk of encouraging the ex-

By Jonathan Worsley

My
Top 5 
Books on Preaching
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positor to springboard to the Gospel too quickly, 
his application of biblical theology to expository 
preaching, particularly the centrality of Christ, is 
outstanding. This book is a must read for those 
who struggle to preach the Old Testament, or 
those of us tempted towards moralistic preaching.
Preaching and Preachers,
by Martin Lloyd Jones (Zondervan)
This is another classic, but well worthy of a men-
tion just for the opening chapters on the prima-
cy and matchlessness of preaching. In fact, I still 
remember the first time I listened to one of his 
sermons. I was typing a biological sciences essay 
at University; within 5 minutes I’d laid aside the 
keyboard and was totally captivated. This book 
gives great insight into Lloyd Jones’ hermeneuti-
cal skill. Furthermore, if you pick up the 40th An-
niversary edition (Zondervan) there are some 
splendid essays on preaching from the likes of 
Bryan Chapell, Tim Keller, and John Piper.

The Sermons of Henry Smith, the Sil-
ver-tongued Preacher
(Cambridge University Press)
One thing lacking in modern preaching is an 
evident dynamism coupled with literary skill. 
Granted it is important to avoid flowery rheto-
ric in preaching, but I wonder whether we could 
learn from some of the old English greats in this 
area. Consequently, my last pick is The Sermons 
of Henry Smith, the Silver-tongued Preacher. For 
while the famous Elizabethan preacher certainly 
falls into some of the traps that the other books 
warn against, his oratory skill is astounding. But 
perhaps one should expect that given his sixteenth 
century nickname! 
 
Jonathan Worsley is pastor of Kew Baptist 
Church, southwest London 

My
Top 5 
Books on Preaching

http://www.credomag.com


Traditionally associated with Protestantism, the doctrine of  
the priesthood of  all believers is a genuinely Christian doctrine 
with important implications for the global church. In Represent-
ing Christ, Uche Anizor and Hank Voss explore the doctrine in 
its biblical, historical, theological and practical dimensions.

“Uche Anizor and Hank Voss have taught me a great deal about the 
biblical doctrine of  royal priesthood—not only in their theoretical work but 
also in their personal churchly practice. I’m excited to see their respective 
insights brought together and made more widely available in this new book. 
The ideal result would be an enacted Protestant ecclesiology that, having 
been reformed through recovery of  its own heritage, strengthens Christ’s 
entire body with this distinctive gift.”

D A N I E L  T R E I E R ,  Wheaton College

i v pa c a d e m i c . c o m

In this Reformation Commentary on Scripture volume edited 
by Derek Cooper and Martin Lohrmann, you’ll find reflection 
from the reformers on some of  the best-known Old Testament 
narratives. For example, this is how English translator, theologian 
and commentator William Tyndale compared David’s victory 
over Goliath to Christ’s victory over sin and death: 

“When David had killed Goliath the giant, glad tidings came to 
the Israelites that their fearful and cruel enemy was dead and 
that they were delivered out of  all danger. For this gladness, they 
sang, danced and were joyful. In like manner, the good news or 
‘gospel’ of  God is joyful tidings; and, as some say, it is a good 
hearing proclaimed by the apostles throughout all the world 
of  Christ as the real heir of  David. It is good news of  how he 
has fought with sin, death and the devil and overcome them. 
The result of  this is that all people who were in bondage to sin, 
wounded with death and overcome of  the devil are—without 
their own merits or deserving—freed, justified, restored to life 
and saved. They are brought to liberty and reconciled to the 
favor of  God and set at one with him again.” 

—Taken from commentary on 1 Samuel 17
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John Owen is widely hailed as one of the 
greatest theologians of all time. His many 
works—especially those encouraging 
Christians in their struggle against sin—
continue to speak powerfully to readers today, 
offering much-needed spiritual guidance for 
following Christ and resisting temptation 
day in and day out. Starting with an overview 
of Owen’s life, ministry, and historical 
context, Michael Haykin and Matthew 
Barrett introduce readers to the pillars of 
Owen’s spiritual life. From exploring his 
understanding of believers’ fellowship with 
the triune God to highlighting his teaching 
on justification, this study invites us to learn 
about the Christian life from the greatest of 
the English Puritans.

http://www.credomag.com
https://www.crossway.org/books/owen-on-the-christian-life-tpb/
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In contemporary preaching, biblical substance 
is easily sacrificed on the altar of relevance. 
As preachers work hard to connect to peo-

ple’s lives, sometimes they skim lightly over the 
Word of God. But the opposite can happen as 
well: application can be sacrificed in the interests 
of detailed biblical and theological content. The 
sermon ends up being a biblical lecture, full of in-
formation but leading to little transformation.

Thankfully, neither sacrifice has to be made. It is 
possible to apply God’s Word without compro-
mising content and substance. I’d like to suggest 
three things that will help. 

ALWAYS WORK WITH THE INTENDED AP-
PLICATIONS OF THE TEXT

Every text we preach has applicatory intent. All 
Scripture is profitable for teaching, correcting, 
rebuking, and training in righteousness. God al-
ways speaks with a view to making a difference 
in people’s lives. 

Therefore, as we study a text we must do so with 
a view to discovering its divinely intended ap-
plications. We must be constantly asking, “What 
is the God-given purpose of this passage? What 
does the Spirit intend his Word to achieve? What 

is God doing here as he speaks?” Don’t only ask, 
“What does the text mean?” Also ask, “What is the 
text doing?” Almost invariably we will find that 
it is teaching or rebuking, correcting or training, 
testing or convicting, comforting or encouraging. 

What the text is doing then becomes what our 
sermon must do. We take all our applicatory cues 
from the text. Then we can be sure that what we 
are saying is what God is saying, and we will de-
velop application that has biblical substance.
Sometimes we think that application is something 
we add to the message. It is the practical bit we 
supply at the end. It is the collection of sugges-
tions and commands we finish with. But nothing 
could be further from the truth. Good application 
always grows out of the central thrust of the text, 
is carefully grounded in the text, and is aligned to 
the intended purpose of the text.

GOOD APPLICATION ALWAYS GROWS 
OUT OF THE CENTRAL THRUST OF THE 
TEXT, IS CAREFULLY GROUNDED IN 
THE TEXT, AND IS ALIGNED TO THE 
INTENDED PURPOSE OF THE TEXT.

HOW DOES THE PREACHER APPLY 
GOD’S WORD WITHOUT COMPROMISING
CONTENT AND SUBSTANCE?

TOUGH QUESTIONS  

By Murray Capill
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     CONSTANTLY MOVE BETWEEN EXPLANA-

TION AND APPLICATION

Another way to ensure that we apply God’s Word 
without compromising content and substance is 
to look at the proportions of our sermons. How 
much time do we spend explaining the text and 
how much time applying it? If a sermon is mostly 
explanation with just a minute or two of applica-
tion at the end, then there will be plenty of bib-
lical content but probably little life impact. Con-
versely, if there is mostly application with very 
little time given to expounding the text, there is 
a good chance the message will lack biblical and 
theological depth. 

I think the best remedy is to constantly alternate 
between the two. It is often useful to begin the 
sermon in our world, raising concerns, questions, 
needs or realities that cry out for solutions. Then 
we turn to the text and begin to unpack biblical 
truths, but we continually return to our world, 
showing the relevance, the importance, the use-
fulness of what we are seeing in the text. We in-
terface the ancient story with our contemporary 
stories; we constantly connect truth to life; we 
move from doctrine to practice. 

If we do that in each part of the message, we en-
sure that biblical truth is always being applied 
and that the applications are constantly ground-
ed in the Scriptures. 

PERSISTENTLY GROUND YOUR APPLICA-
TIONS IN THE GOSPEL

There is an enormous danger that application is 
the point where we cut loose from the gospel and 

become moralistic or legalistic. We press duty 
and obligation on people; we talk about what they 
should be and do; we urge spiritual disciplines, 
godly living, kingdom priorities and heart purity. 

All we urge people to do and be, however, must be 
grounded in the gospel. We are not to give people 
the impression that they are saved by grace but 
sanctified by their own effort. As believers we can 
only grow in holiness as Christ lives in us by the 
power of his Spirit. It is in drawing closer to him 
that we begin to change, not from the outside in, 
but from the inside out. 

So when we are making practical application we 
need to ask ourselves, have I pointed people to 
the gospel resources that enable obedience? Have 
I pointed them to Christ and his all-sufficiency? 
Have I given gospel motivations and incentives 
for living this way? Have I helped them see that 
apart from Christ they can do nothing but with 
him all things are possible? Application that is full 
of the gospel will always have biblical and theo-
logical substance. 

When we work with the God-intended applica-
tions of the text, constantly move between textual 
explanation and life application, and ensure that 
all our applications are grounded in the gospel, 
we will preach sermons that apply God’s Word 
without compromising content and substance. 

Murray Capill is principal of Reformed Theolog-
ical College in Australia. He is the author of The 
Heart is the Target: Preaching Practical Applica-
tion from Every Text.  

APPLICATION THAT IS FULL OF THE 
GOSPEL WILL ALWAYS HAVE BIBLICAL 
AND THEOLOGICAL SUBSTANCE.
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You have a very unique job. Tell us what 
you do every day. 

I serve as one of the Directors of The Proclama-
tion Trust here in the UK. We really just do one 
thing: encourage and equip preachers. Some of 
them are starting out, some are established. We do 
it all around the world, but mostly in the UK. We 
run about thirty conferences including the annual 
Evangelical Ministry Assembly and have a two-year 
part-time course with about one hundred students. 
We also publish a range of books. If you know The 
Simeon Trust, that was closely modelled on some 
of our ministry here. 

I’m certain that any kind of parachurch service has 
to be rooted in the local church, and so all our staff 
are involved with their local congregations.  I’m 
also Associate Minister at East London Taberna-
cle, a Spurgeon plant from the 19th century. We 
are multi-national (about sixty-five nations) and 
multi-class, fairly unusual in the UK. I preach reg-
ularly and lead the music ministry—both things I 
love. I even occasionally get to visit the US!

Who have been some of the more forma-
tive influencers on your view of preaching 
and why?

Two people you’ve almost certainly never heard 
of: Richard Cooper was the first man I ever heard 
preach an expository sermon.  I was 18 and capti-
vated. The preaching had life and power that came 
not from the man, but somehow from the text. 
Then I sat at the feet of my own Gamaliel, G. Eric 
Lane, for a number of years. I owe him more than 

I have ever expressed, and he taught me to be tena-
cious with the text. The kingdom is built through 
such quiet unassuming men.   

What is expository preaching, and is it 
important for pastors today to preach 
expository sermons?

Our founder, Dick Lucas, is constantly reminding 
me that expository preaching is a mindset not a 
method, and the mindset is this: expository preach-
ing is preaching which allows the text to say what 
God intends it to. The preacher is not the origina-
tor of the message; he is the herald or conduit. And 
therefore, more precisely, expository preaching is 
driven by the theme, aim, tone and structure of the 
text. Letting God say what God wants to say is ab-
solutely essential to the health of the church; ex-
positional preaching is, rightly, one of Dever’s nine 
marks.   

Would you comment on the following 
sentiment: “If a pastor consistently 
preaches carefully prepared, exegetically 
accurate, theologically rich, life-appli-
catory expositional sermons, everything 
else in his church will eventually fall into 
place”? Is this accurate?  Imbalanced?  
Dangerous?  Proverbially true?

Being a pastor and preaching as you have described 
it are not synonymous. We are called to shepherd 
our flocks, and careful Bible readers will under-
stand that expository preaching, properly under-
stood, is one of the key ways a pastor loves God 
(letting him speak) and loves his people (feeding 
them on the Word of God). I would argue then that 
warm, applied expository preaching is a necessary 
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outcome of a deep and high view of the pastoral of-
fice, and such a church is—humanly speaking—set 
up to flourish. Preaching is therefore necessary and 
key, but not all sufficient in pastoral ministry.

Say a new pastor assumes the pastorate 
of a congregation which has not known 
a steady diet of expositional preaching 
(i.e., perhaps decades of topical, herme-
neuticallyquestionable sermons).  What 
suggestions would you give him for tran-
sitioning the congregation to expositional 
preaching?  Any particular biblical books 
to begin with?

Probably not a 52 week series on Jeremiah!  I think 
it is possible to preach a topical sermon exposition-
ally. That’s a good place to start. Get people used to 
hearing what the Bible says, then take short series 
at first. It’s also good to be honest about what you’re 
doing though; changing things in an underhand 
way is only ever going to bring trouble in the future. 
Many of our guys here in the UK have found that 
the pastoral epistles are good places to start, since 
they are so clear on the nature of ministry itself. 

Which biblical book(s) have you found 
most difficult to preach and why?

That’s an easy question to answer: the Psalms. It’s an 
answer that surprises many people, but the difficul-
ty is not just that these are Old Covenant songs full 
of Old Covenant curses and blessings, but that we 
think that they are easier than they are to expound, 
so we don’t give them enough work. It’s this self-de-
ception which makes them harder: I expect Jeremi-
ah to be hard; I convince myself that the psalms are 
more straightforward. Not so. They are also, when 
preached well, some of the most beautiful, reward-
ing and Christocentric parts of Scripture. 

Many pastors are solo-pastors of smaller 
churches who wear many hats.  In a sit-
uation like this, what’s a reasonable but 
responsible amount of time such a pastor 
should devote to sermon prep and why?

I was a pastor of a small church preaching two and 
sometimes three times a week and I had to disci-
pline myself to produce a sermon in eight hours. 

I would always have liked lon-
ger, so that was a pragmatic de-
cision based on what else had 
to be done. I’m a preacher be-
cause I’m a pastor, and if I am 
not spending time with people, 
then my preaching will lack 
any connection and vitality—
it’s much more likely to sound 
like a seminary lecture. Despite 
what they might think, pastors 
of smaller churches are at an 
advantage here!

EXPOSITORY PREACHING IS A MINDSET 
NOT A METHOD, AND THE MINDSET IS THIS: 
EXPOSITORY PREACHING IS PREACHING 
WHICH ALLOWS THE TEXT TO SAY WHAT 
GOD INTENDS IT TO. THE PREACHER IS NOT 
THE ORIGINATOR OF THE MESSAGE; HE IS 
THE HERALD OR CONDUIT. AND THEREFORE, 
MORE PRECISELY, EXPOSITORY PREACHING 
IS DRIVEN BY THE THEME, AIM, TONE AND 
STRUCTURE OF THE TEXT.
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What mistakes have you made in ministry 
that you’d caution others against?

Too many! Spiritually, I suffer from the besetting 
sin of many preachers: in my worst moments I con-
vince myself that I am the saviour of the church. 
Wrestling with this has allowed me to leave things 
with God—a key discipline for any preacher. Prac-
tically that means no Saturday night preparation, 
and I’ve learned never to tamper radically with my 
sermon on a Sunday morning, as it almost never 
improves it. I’ve also learned the value of training 
younger men and the need for humility to sit un-
der their ministry. I’m concerned that many of our 
church models don’t allow for younger men to de-
velop in this way.   

What are three or four “must-read” 
books on preaching and why?

For many years, I was a great fan of Haddon Rob-
inson’s Biblical Preaching. However, I think that is 
now surpassed by Dave Helm’s excellent little vol-
ume Expositional Preaching. I am also very fond 
of two rarer books: Feed My Sheep is a superb (but 
undervalued) anthology with contributions from 
Mohler, Ferguson, Piper and MacArthur among 
others. It sets preaching in its proper pastoral con-
text. Now out of print, but worth searching for sec-
ondhand is Ed Clowney’s Preaching and Biblical 
Theology: one of the most formative books for me 
when it comes to preaching Old Testament texts. 

What UK sport should Americans watch 
and why? 

Clearly, it has to be cricket: one of the fathers of US 
baseball is Henry Chadwick who developed the box 

score system – an idea he took from cricket, which 
he had followed as a teen. He was actually English, 
and his grandfather had been a close friend of John 
Wesley. It’s therefore the only evangelical answer, 
and to disagree is a form of heresy. I am happy to 
personally counsel any recalcitrant readers.  

I’M A PREACHER BECAUSE I’M 
A PASTOR, AND IF I AM NOT 
SPENDING TIME WITH PEOPLE, THEN 
MY PREACHING WILL LACK ANY 
CONNECTION AND VITALITY—IT’S 
MUCH MORE LIKELY TO SOUND LIKE 
A SEMINARY LECTURE.
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In the mid-1840s, Richard Knill, a well-known 
English evangelist, knelt beneath an arbor of 
trees in the little town of Stambourne to pray 

for the salvation of ten-year-old Charles Haddon 
Spurgeon. Spurgeon later recounted, “With many 
a story he preached Christ to me, and  told me how 
good God had been to him, and then he prayed 
that I might know the Lord and serve Him.” Three 
days later, Knill uttered a prophecy: “This child 
will one day preach the gospel, and he will preach 
it to great multitudes.” 

Two decades later, that country boy became the 
most popular preacher in the Victorian world. 
His voice reached an estimated ten million peo-
ple including politicians like U.S. President James 
Garfield, writers like Mark Twain, evangelists like 
D. L. Moody, missionaries like Hudson Taylor, 
and even artists like Vincent van Gogh who, de-
cades before painting The Starry Night, listened 
to Spurgeon’s colorful and illustrative preaching. 

By 1892, Spurgeon had published more words 
than could be found in the Encyclopedia Britan-
nica. His church launched 66 parachurch min-
istries including two orphanages, a ministry to 
policemen, a book fund, a nursing home, and a 
clothing drive. His sermons were translated into 
40 languages including Gaelic, Japanese, and 
Dutch. And his writings were found in the hands 
of Christians in China, soldiers in India, preach-
ers in Tennessee, and sailors in San Francisco. 
In Colorado, coal miners surfaced during their 
breaks to read Spurgeon’s latest sermon. A prison-
er from Jamaica was last seen reading Spurgeon’s 
sermon minutes before his execution. An escaped 

convict from Australia was converted after read-
ing the bloodstained sermon he looted from the 
body of his murdered victim. 

Both great and small, rich and poor, princes and 
paupers found inspiration from Spurgeon’s writ-
ings – from the schoolboy in the United States 
who thought the answer to the question “Who is 
the Prime Minister of England?” was “Charles H. 
Spurgeon,” to David Livingstone, the courageous 
missionary to Africa who died with a yellowed 
sermon by Spurgeon in his hat. Richard Knill’s 
prophecy would indeed prove true. And before 
the century was over, God would use Spurgeon 
to revive the flames of evangelical fervor that had 
set England ablaze only a century prior.    

Man of Prayer
But how could a young lad from “the shire” of 
Essex rise so quickly through English society? 
How could the sermons of a formally uneducat-
ed “preacher boy of the fens” circumnavigate the 
globe? In 1887, U.S. tycoon John D. Rockefeller 
and Baptist theologian Augustus Strong asked 
themselves similar questions. After spending an 
evening with Spurgeon, they walked away with 
the answer: “The secret of Mr. Spurgeon’s success 
was his piety and his faith. Above all things else, 
he seemed to be a man of prayer.” 

“THE SECRET OF MR. SPURGEON’S 
SUCCESS WAS HIS PIETY AND HIS 
FAITH. ABOVE ALL THINGS ELSE, HE 
SEEMED TO BE A MAN OF PRAYER.”

http://www.credomag.com
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Prayer was a driving mechanism undergirding 
Spurgeon’s ministry. When asked, “What is the 
secret of your success?” Spurgeon responded, “My 
people pray for me.” D. L. Moody even said that 
Spurgeon’s prayers, not his sermons, revealed the 
man the most. Spurgeon’s ministry was marked by 
a profound sense of dependency on God – a trait 
seen even in his earliest days of ministry. The title 
page of his teenage notebook of sermon outlines 
(or “skeletons,” as he called them) reveals his life-
long attitude. Beneath the words “Sermons 1-77,” 
Spurgeon penned, “And only skeletons without 
the Holy Ghost.” 

Humility propelled Spurgeon’s earliest ministry, 
and after moving to London, he said, “In the true 
Church of Christ, the way to the top is downstairs; 
sink yourself into the highest place.” True to his 
word, Spurgeon’s wife often found him lying face-
down on the floor of his study, overwhelmed by 
the sense of inadequacy for the task of preaching.  

Hurl Grenades
But preach he did. And within ten years of ac-
cepting the pastorate of his first church in Lon-
don, Spurgeon’s sermons went viral. “I believe I 
could secure a crowded audience at dead of night 

in a deep snow,” Spurgeon wrote in a 
letter to his brother. He was not ex-
aggerating. Even the most spacious 
venues in London – the Surrey Gar-
den Music Hall, Exeter Hall, and the 
Crystal Palace – could not accom-
modate the expanding crowds. Soon 
the dwindling congregation at New 
Park Street Chapel became the larg-
est church in Protestant Christianity: 
the Metropolitan Tabernacle. Spur-

geon was a people’s preacher, for “the intellectual 
gather about the pulpits of Liddon or Stanley; the 
lovers of oratory follow Punshon; but the crowd 
goes to the Tabernacle.”    

Spurgeon reacted against the kind of sermon that 
“requires a dictionary rather than a Bible to ex-
plain it.” In his 1851 unpublished Waterbeach ser-
mon “The Eloquence of Jesus,” Spurgeon inves-
tigated Jesus’ own style of preaching, noting that 
his sermons were simple, serious, earnest, and 
direct. In addition, Jesus’ “whole heart and soul 
was in it.” In many ways, this foreshadowed Spur-
geon’s own preaching method. He later said,  

The preacher must also mind that he preaches 
Christ very simply. He must break up his big 
words and long sentences, and pray against the 
temptation to use them. It is usually the short, 
dagger-like sentence that does the work best. 
A true servant of Christ must never try to let 
the people see how well he can preach; he must 
never go out of his way to drag a pretty piece of 
poetry into his sermon, nor to introduce some 
fine quotations from the classics. He must em-
ploy a simple, homely style, or such a style as 
God has given him; and he must preach Christ 

TO SPURGEON, SERMONS MUST BE 
“SIMPLE” AND “HOMELY,” BUT THEY 
MUST ALSO BE “RED-HOT” AND 
FERVENT. “WE DO NOT GO OUT SNOW-
BALLING ON SUNDAYS,” HE SAID, “WE 
GO FIRE-BALLING; WE OUGHT TO HURL 
GRENADES INTO THE ENEMY’S RANKS.”



CONTENTS

www.credomag.com | 25

so plainly that his hearers can not only under-
stand him, but that they cannot misunderstand 
him even if they try to do so.

To Spurgeon, sermons must be “simple” and 
“homely,” but they must also be “red-hot” and 
fervent. “We do not go out snow-balling on Sun-
days,” he said, “we go fire-balling; we ought to 
hurl grenades into the enemy’s ranks.” 

Bad taste, vulgar,
and theatrical?
Spurgeon’s meteoric rise to fame did solicit criti-
cism from the media. He was accused of being in-
appropriate, uncouth, and unkempt. One newspa-
per noted that his sermons were “redolent of bad 
taste, vulgar, and theatrical.” Another claimed he 

was “on the most intimate relations with Satan.” 
In 1855, The Sheffield and Rotherham Indepen-
dent prophesied that “[Spurgeon] is a nine days’ 
wonder – a comet that has suddenly shot across 
the religious atmosphere. He has gone up like a 
rocket and ere long will come down like a stick.” 
Twenty-four years later, Spurgeon remarked, “I 
well recollect when we were called ‘a nine days’ 
wonder,’ and our critics prophesied that our work 

would speedily collapse. … The nine days have 
lasted considerably long; — may nine such days 
follow them, in God’s infinite mercy!” 

Spurgeon’s preaching survived the onslaught of 
the nineteenth-century media. And even today, 
his preaching is not immune to critique. We are 
right to ask questions like these: Did Spurgeon 
offer a biblical model of preaching? Should/can 
pastors implement his style and rhetoric? And 
perhaps the most common question of all: Was 
Charles Spurgeon an expository preacher? 

Spurgeon The Expositor
The answer to the last question is “yes” and “no.” 
No, Spurgeon did not preach sequentially through 
Scripture – few Victorians did. Instead, Spurgeon 
trusted God to give him a fresh text each week. 
Saturday night was spent waiting – often in tears 
– for God to provide a Sunday morning sermon. 
On one occasion, Spurgeon fell asleep before fin-
ishing his sermon preparation. During the night, 
his wife overheard him preaching a sermon in 
his sleep, and in the morning, she recounted his 
words and he preached a sermon from her outline 
(see Sermon No. 74, “A Willing People and An Im-
mutable Leader”)!  

Of course, Spurgeon was more than capable 
of what we often call “expository preaching” – 
that is, a verse-by-verse exposition of Scripture. 
For two decades, he meticulously exposited ev-
ery verse in his ambitious commentary on the 
Psalms, The Treasury of David. Spurgeon also of-
fered expository commentary on the surrounding 
verses during the reading of Scripture prior to the 
preaching of his sermons, though his stenogra-
pher failed to record them.

SPURGEON WAS MORE THAN CAPABLE 
OF WHAT WE OFTEN CALL “EXPOSITORY 
PREACHING” – THAT IS, A VERSE-BY-
VERSE EXPOSITION OF SCRIPTURE. 
FOR TWO DECADES, HE METICULOUSLY 
EXPOSITED EVERY VERSE IN HIS 
AMBITIOUS COMMENTARY ON THE 
PSALMS, THE TREASURY OF DAVID.
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But the answer is also “yes.” Spurgeon was an ex-
pository preacher in the sense that he exposited, 
or exposed, the original meaning of his text. He 
usually began his sermons with a gripping intro-
duction and a deductive explanation of the text. 
His divisions usually followed – albeit sometimes 
creatively – the general contours of the text. But 
Spurgeon did not always feel compelled to include 
the immediate and remote contexts of his passage, 
likely because his congregation, like most Victo-
rians in general, had an intimate knowledge of 
Scripture. Spurgeon’s illustrations were common-

place and familiar and often included newsworthy 
events like the death of Prince Albert in 1861 or the 
Hartley Coal Mine disaster in 1862. His applica-
tions led the listener to a conclusion in which he 
usually summarized the main points of his sermon 
before offering a plea for personal reflection and 
repentance. Altar calls were foreign to the Metro-
politan Tabernacle; however, enquiry rooms were 
available to those who sought counsel.  

Spurgeon’s genius was not found in the system-
atic preaching of every verse of Scripture, but in-
stead in the comprehensive preaching of Scripture 
in every verse. Spurgeon possessed the ability to 
situate any text within the grand narrative of re-
demption and then ask the question, “How do I fit 
into this story?” His sermons were directional and 
Christocentric: 
 

But what is the Scripture’s great theme? Is it not, 
first and foremost, concerning Christ Jesus?  
Take thou this Book, and distill it into one word, 
and that one word will be Jesus … and we may 
look upon all its pages as the swaddling bands 
of the infant Saviour; for if we unroll the Scrip-
ture, we come upon Jesus Christ himself.   

Oxygen and grace 
German theologian Helmut Thielicke once wrote 
that Spurgeon was the combustion of two things: 
“oxygen and grace.” His extemporaneous style 
stood in high relief against the backdrop of the 
dry, manuscripted, Victorian homily. His constant 
appeal to the image-level of the listener, com-
bined with an unusual gift for empathy, a win-
some sense of humor, an encyclopedic memory of 
Scripture, and a commanding grasp of the English 
language, resulted in nearly 40 years of preaching 

GERMAN THEOLOGIAN HELMUT 
THIELICKE ONCE WROTE THAT 
SPURGEON WAS THE COMBUSTION 
OF TWO THINGS: “OXYGEN AND 
GRACE.” HIS EXTEMPORANEOUS 
STYLE STOOD IN HIGH RELIEF 
AGAINST THE BACKDROP OF THE 
DRY, MANUSCRIPTED, VICTORIAN 
HOMILY. HIS CONSTANT APPEAL TO 
THE IMAGE-LEVEL OF THE LISTENER, 
COMBINED WITH AN UNUSUAL GIFT 
FOR EMPATHY, A WINSOME SENSE 
OF HUMOR, AN ENCYCLOPEDIC 
MEMORY OF SCRIPTURE, AND 
A COMMANDING GRASP OF THE 
ENGLISH LANGUAGE, RESULTED IN 
NEARLY 40 YEARS OF PREACHING 
AND 63 VOLUMES OF SERMONS 
THAT COMBINE THE BEST THAT 
REFORMATION THEOLOGY, PURITAN 
IMAGERY, AND EVANGELICAL ENERGY 
HAVE TO OFFER.
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and 63 volumes of sermons that combine the best 
that Reformation theology, Puritan imagery, and 
evangelical energy have to offer.

Making a comeback
A recent surge of interest in Spurgeon suggests 
that this Victorian preacher is making a come-
back. Not that the 20th century ignored him, but 
it has become evident that evangelicals of every 
theological tribe and stripe are now championing 
his sermons. Younger generations, particularly, 
are responding to Spurgeon’s hyper-visual, suc-
cinct style of communication. It is small won-
der that Spurgeon is the most tweeted historical 
preacher on the Internet. 

Who knows? With the rise of the Information 
Age, Richard Knill’s prophecy may yet reach its 
ultimate fulfilment when Spurgeon becomes 
more popular in our time than in his own. 

In July 1887, only five years before his death, Spur-
geon returned to Stambourne to see his childhood 
haunts. He visited his grandfather’s church, the 
location where his house had stood, and also that 
bench beneath the arbor of trees where a travel-
ing preacher had once stopped to pray for the sal-
vation of a ten-year-old boy. Spurgeon reflected: 

The present minister of Stambourne meet-
ing-house, and the members of his family, in-
cluding his son and his grandchildren, were in 
the garden, and I could not help calling them 
together around that arbour, while I praised the 
Lord for his goodness to me.

One irresistible impulse was upon me: it was to 
pray God to bless those lads that stood around 
me. Memory begat prayer. He who had blessed 
me would remember others also. I wanted the 
lads to remember, when they grew up, my testi-
mony of God’s goodness to me. God has bless-
ed me all my life long, and redeemed me from 
all evil, and I pray that He may be the God of all 
the young people who read this story.    

Christian T. George (@_ChristanGeorge) received 
his Ph.D. from the University of St. Andrews, Scot-
land. He serves as Assistant Professor of Historical 
Theology and Curator of The Spurgeon Library at 
Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary (www.
spurgeoncenter.com). He is currently working on 
The Lost Sermons of C.H. Spurgeon, a twelve-vol-
ume critical edition of Spurgeon’s earliest, unpub-
lished Waterbeach sermons, slated for release next 
year by B&H Academic. 

YOUNGER GENERATIONS, PARTICULARLY, 
ARE RESPONDING TO SPURGEON’S 
HYPER-VISUAL, SUCCINCT STYLE 
OF COMMUNICATION. IT IS A SMALL 
WONDER THAT SPURGEON IS THE MOST 
TWEETED HISTORICAL PREACHER ON THE 
INTERNET.
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Dangling like a spider over tongues of fire. 
Standing before floodgates holding back 
furious waters. Targeted with an arrow 

waiting to be drunk with your blood. These imag-
es of the sinner’s condition have both captivated 
and horrified listeners and readers ever since Jon-
athan Edwards (1703–1758) preached his sermon 
“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” in the 
hot summer of 1741. Those who heard him give 
this sermon in Enfield, Connecticut, on July 8 of 
that year became so terrified that they screamed 
out in the middle of it, “Oh, I am going to Hell,” 
and “What shall I do to be Sav[e]d?” Their shriek-
ing forced Edwards to stop preaching so he and 
the other pastors present could minister to the 
congregation. 

While perhaps the most dramatic response to one 
of his sermons that Edwards ever encountered, 
this event was just one in a long preaching min-
istry stretching from 1720 to 1758. Edwards would 
eventually be remembered more for his contribu-
tions to theology, yet his preaching played an im-
portant role in promoting revival in his congrega-
tion and throughout New England. 

AIMING AT HEARTS
The common depiction of Edwards is that of a 
stilted, rigid, wig-wearing figure reading his ser-
mons in a monotone voice that lulled his listen-
ers to sleep. Edwards was certainly no George 
Whitefield (1714–1770)—Edwards’s younger con-
temporary and the far better known preacher of 
the day—but the evidence suggests a more com-
plicated picture than this caricature portrays. 

During his first years in Northampton, Massa-
chusetts, Edwards served as an assistant to his 
grandfather, Solomon Stoddard (1643–1729), a 
well-respected pastor who called preachers to de-
liver their sermons without notes. For years Ed-
wards felt slightly embarrassed that he could not 
manage to preach without writing his sermons 
out in full. Over time, though, Edwards loosened 
up, inspired in large part by a local visit from none 
other than Whitefield. After seeing Whitefield’s 
effect on his congregation—and feeling it himself 
(Edwards was brought to tears at his preaching)—
Edwards worked harder at preaching extempora-
neously, to the point that by the end of his career, 
he was often speaking from bare outlines. 

Ultimately, Edwards preached to the hearts of his 
listeners, and he understood that how he deliv-
ered his sermon played a role in reaching them. As 
he explained in Religious Affections, Edwards be-
lieved that one of the main reasons God ordained 
the preaching of his Word was “the impressing di-
vine things on the hearts and affections of men.” 
And he defended “an appearance of affection and 

PERHAPS EDWARDS’S GREATEST 
LEGACY AS A PREACHER IS 
ENSCONCED IN HIS CORPUS OF MORE 
THAN TWELVE HUNDRED EXTANT 
SERMONS. EDWARDS FOLLOWED 
THE PURITAN SERMON FORM HE 
INHERITED FROM HIS FOREBEARS, 
STRUCTURING HIS SERMONS 
IN THREE PARTS: EXPOSITION, 
DOCTRINE, AND APPLICATION.
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earnestness in the manner of delivery” so long as 
it was “agreeable to the nature of the subject” and 
affected the listeners “with nothing but truth.” Ed-
wards thus devoted himself to the earnest preach-
ing of truth that penetrated the heart. 

BUILDING ON A BIBLICAL 
FOUNDATION

Perhaps Edwards’s greatest legacy as a preacher 
is ensconced in his corpus of more than twelve 
hundred extant sermons. Edwards followed the 
Puritan sermon form he inherited from his fore-
bears, structuring his sermons in three parts: ex-
position, doctrine, and application. First, he brief-
ly discussed the meaning of the selected text, 
usually one or two verses, in its biblical context, 
from which he drew a doctrine. Then he devel-
oped and defended that doctrine, and in the third 
part, he applied the doctrine to the lives of his 
hearers. While the first section was fairly brief, the 
second two sections were roughly equal in length. 
Exploring each of these areas reveals some key 
elements of what made Edwards’s sermons rich. 

The first element often gets overlooked, but in 
fact, the brevity of Edwards’s exposition can be 
misleading. On the one hand, he spent less time 

on this section because 
his biblically literate 
audience already knew 
Scripture quite well. 
On the other hand, 
to say that Edwards 
shirked the Bible would 
be to miss the way he 
saturated his sermons 
with Scripture, quot-
ing it—often by mem-

ory—throughout his sermon. Edwards had an 
extensive grasp of the Bible, and because he saw 
Scripture as a harmonious whole, he brought it to 
bear on every sermon text and topic, exploring its 
nooks and crannies to show how God’s Word illu-
mined theology and life. 

Edwards said he had “an affecting sense of the 
excellency of the word of God, as a word of life; 
as the light of life; a sweet, excellent, life-giving 
word.” Thus, when he ascended the pulpit, Ed-
wards aimed foremost to preach the Word and 
from it to proclaim the gospel. 

FEEDING HIS PEOPLE
THEOLOGY

From his biblical exposition Edwards drew a clear 
statement of doctrine, a transcendent theological 
truth. This statement had the benefit of conci-
sion. In one sentence, Edwards boiled down the 
meat of his sermon to a forkful of theology. He 
then went on to explain and defend that doctrine 
systematically, point by point. This methodical 
treatment of the doctrine gave his hearers clarity, 
inviting them to enter into thoughtful reflection 
on God and his work in creation.

EDWARDS HAD AN EXTENSIVE GRASP OF THE BIBLE, 
AND BECAUSE HE SAW SCRIPTURE AS A HARMONIOUS 
WHOLE, HE BROUGHT IT TO BEAR ON EVERY SERMON 
TEXT AND TOPIC, EXPLORING ITS NOOKS AND 
CRANNIES TO SHOW HOW GOD’S WORD ILLUMINED 
THEOLOGY AND LIFE.
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 To develop the doctrine, Edwards drew heavily 
on Scripture, as we have already seen, but he also 
drew from nature, reason, and experience both 
to help his listeners grasp his ideas and to per-
suade them of their truth. Even these approaches 
reflected Scripture. For example, just as Psalm 1 
speaks of a tree planted by streams of water, Ed-
wards made full use of that natural (and scriptur-
al) image to press upon his hearers the need for 
them to abide in Christ, who, like a stream, gives 
constant, satisfying refreshment and life.

As his sermon corpus shows, Edwards valued the-
ology in the pulpit. His sermons differed in style 
from his treatises, like Freedom of the Will, because 
he was communicating to laypeople, but as he did 
so, he intentionally taught them the contours of 
orthodox Christian theology. This allowed him to 
focus much of his preaching content not on hu-
mans but on God. Thus he preached sermons like 
“The Excellency of Christ,” based on Revelation 
5:5–6, from which he derived the doctrine, “There 
is an admirable conjunction of diverse excellen-
cies in Jesus Christ.” These conjunctions included 
such apparent contradictions as “infinite high-
ness” and “infinite condescension,” “infinite jus-
tice” and “infinite grace,” “an exceeding spirit of 

obedience” and “supreme dominion over heaven 
and earth.” Such sermons had implications for the 
individual, but those implications flowed directly 
out of Edwards’s careful development of theolog-
ical assertions about the triune God. 

PENETRATING BARRIERS 
TO APPLICATION

As he applied theology to his hearers, Edwards 
exhibited a knack for psychological analysis. He 
seemed to be able to get into the minds of his hear-
ers (and later readers), as if he were precisely de-
scribing them. He had a fulsome grasp of human 
nature and knew what people were like because 
he knew what he was like—he had spent much 
time in the Puritan practice of self-examination. 

Since he understood the spiritual condition of his 
listeners, Edwards rarely missed an opportunity 
to preach the gospel. On the one hand, he drew out 
implications for the converted, instructing them 
how to live a life of obedience and love for Christ, 
a life congruent with the grace of the gospel. On 
the other hand, he frequently called unbelievers 
to trust Christ as their Savior. It helps to recall that 
Edwards lived in a state-church environment, so 
he knew full well that many of his parishioners 

were unconverted—they 
came because the law 
stipulated that they at-
tend church. So Edwards 
regularly sought both to 
warn them of their peril-
ous position and to woo 
them to the love, grace, 
and beauty of God. To 
come back to his ser-
mon “The Excellency 

AS HIS SERMON CORPUS SHOWS, EDWARDS VALUED 
THEOLOGY IN THE PULPIT. HIS SERMONS DIFFERED 
IN STYLE FROM HIS TREATISES, LIKE FREEDOM OF 
THE WILL, BECAUSE HE WAS COMMUNICATING TO 
LAYPEOPLE, BUT AS HE DID SO, HE INTENTIONALLY 
TAUGHT THEM THE CONTOURS OF ORTHODOX 
CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY.
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of Christ,” after spending a good deal of time ex-
tolling the person of Christ, Edwards exhorted 
his listeners to “let the consideration of this won-
derful meeting of diverse excellencies in Christ 
induce you to accept of him, and close with him 
as your Savior,” and “induce you to love the Lord 
Jesus Christ.”

RELYING ON THE HOLY 
SPIRIT

At his best, Edwards modeled effective 
preaching in multiple ways. He aimed 
his delivery at the hearts of his listen-
ers. He preached the Bible not only by 
focusing on a particular text but also 
by mining all Scripture to shed light on 
his message. He anchored his preach-
ing in clearly stated doctrinal formu-
lations that focused his people on the 
triune God. And he worked hard at 
applying the teachings of the Bible 
to his hearers—whether converted or 
unconverted—by penetrating the in-
nermost parts of their souls. 

As with any preacher, though, the 
response to Edwards’s preaching was mixed. 
Edwards witnessed well-publicized revivals in 
his congregation but was also kicked out of his 
church. As a preacher, then, he exhibited a ten-
sion between human responsibility and divine 
sovereignty. He fully recognized that only the 
Holy Spirit could transform hearts. And yet he 

SINCE HE UNDERSTOOD THE SPIRITUAL 
CONDITION OF HIS LISTENERS, 
EDWARDS RARELY MISSED AN 
OPPORTUNITY TO PREACH THE GOSPEL. 
ON THE ONE HAND, HE DREW OUT 
IMPLICATIONS FOR THE CONVERTED, 
INSTRUCTING THEM HOW TO LIVE A LIFE 
OF OBEDIENCE AND LOVE FOR CHRIST, 
A LIFE CONGRUENT WITH THE GRACE OF 
THE GOSPEL. ON THE OTHER HAND, HE 
FREQUENTLY CALLED UNBELIEVERS TO 
TRUST CHRIST AS THEIR SAVIOR.

HE ANCHORED HIS PREACHING IN CLEARLY STATED DOCTRINAL 
FORMULATIONS THAT FOCUSED HIS PEOPLE ON THE TRIUNE GOD. 
AND HE WORKED HARD AT APPLYING THE TEACHINGS OF THE BIBLE 
TO HIS HEARERS—WHETHER CONVERTED OR UNCONVERTED—BY 
PENETRATING THE INNERMOST PARTS OF THEIR SOULS.



CONTENTS

www.credomag.com | 33

sought, no matter what the response, to faithfully 
proclaim God’s Word and the gospel for the good 
of his hearers and the glory of God. 

David P. Barshinger (PhD, Trinity Evangelical Di-
vinity School) is an editor in the book division at 
Crossway and has taught as an adjunct profes-
sor at Trinity International University and Trini-
ty Christian College. He is the author of Jonathan 
Edwards and the Psalms: A Redemptive-Histori-
cal Vision of Scripture (Oxford University Press, 
2014). 

The biblical element of Edwards’s preaching 
and ministry has generally been overlooked by 
Edwards scholars, who have often either inten-
tionally avoided his devotion to the Bible or tak-
en it for granted without fully grasping what it 
meant for Edwards. In Jonathan Edwards and the 
Psalms, I seek to give readers a window into both 
Edwards’s engagement with Scripture and how he 
compared to the Reformed exegetical tradition. 
In this first book-length treatment of Edwards’s 
interpretation of an entire book of the Bible, I ex-
plore his under-studied sermon and manuscript 
corpus to exhibit Edwards’s actual exegesis of the 
Bible and emphasize Scripture’s foundational role 
in his life and thought. 

This study shows that the history of redemp-
tion provided the theological framework within 
which Edwards interpreted, preached, and sang 
the Psalms—one of the most cherished books of 
the Bible. Edwards appropriated the Psalms as a 
divinely inspired anchor to proclaim the gospel 
and rehearse the redemptive-historical work of 
the triune God. It is my hope that the book offers 
readers an opportunity both to broaden their un-
derstanding of Edwards and to enrich their read-
ing of the Psalms.
~David P. Barshinger, PhD

Jonathan Edwards
and the Psalms
A Redemptive-Historical 

Vision of Scripture
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T  t has been estimated that Augustine 
preached somewhere between 8,000 and 
10,000 sermons, many of which were re-

corded by notarii, that is stenographers, and some 
of which he dictated for distribution. He would 
preach on Saturdays as well as Sundays, and daily 
during Lent and the week following Easter. Au-
gustine’s health was not robust and he sometimes 
mentioned that his voice was feeble and he was 
“exhausted by the heat.” Of his sermons, we have 
over a thousand extant. Of these, twenty-six were 
discovered in 1990. 

Augustine The Preacher
In his sermons Augustine sought to do a number 
of things. First, he was well aware that a preach-
er must not only teach (docere) but also delight 
(delectare). Augustine was well fitted for such a 
role because of his literary training. He appealed 
to intellectuals because of his vast knowledge of 
Roman history and classical literature. But it is 
noteworthy that he also had time for those who 
were not learned. He used words that they could 
understand and asked them sometimes in the mid-
dle of the sermon if he had “expounded the text 
too hastily.” 

He was often transparent in his preaching, apol-
ogizing when he felt he had not done justice to a 

text and promising to return to it later. And unlike 
classical speakers who never regarded brevity as 
a virtue, Augustine never forgot that the congre-
gation had to stand during the preaching and so he 
would apologize if his sermon was too long. 

He was a master of similes:
 ù “Hope” is like an egg
 ù The Scriptures are likened to “the hem of 

Christ’s garment” 
 ù Human life is like a leaky ship
 ù Human beings are “frailer than glass” 

He drew his imagery from diverse sources: the 
law-court, the realm of the gladiator, farms, doc-
tor’s surgeries, orchards, and athletic contests.

The Heart of Augustine’s Preach-
ing
At the heart of Augustine’s preaching, though, 
is the exegesis of Scripture, a task that he loved, 
for “the words of the Lord,” he said, “are always 
sweet.” He knew much of the Scripture by heart, 
and quoted it from memory when he was preach-
ing, which he usually did extempore. He had a 
love for and respect for Scripture: “Let us treat 
scripture like scripture, like God speaking.” Thus, 
he was not only concerned that people come to 
hear the Word proclaimed but that they also read 
it privately. “Copies of the Lord’s gospels are on 
sale all the time… Buy one for yourself, and just 
you read it when you’ve got the time; or rather, 
make sure you get the time.” 

Now what did he see himself doing in his sermons? 
First, Augustine believed that an important func-

HE WAS OFTEN TRANSPARENT IN HIS 
PREACHING, APOLOGIZING WHEN HE 
FELT HE HAD NOT DONE JUSTICE TO A 
TEXT AND PROMISING TO RETURN TO 
IT LATER. 
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tion of his preaching was to inform his hearers of 
the Christian worldview and doctrine. As David 
Dunn-Wilson notes: “To survey the doctrine set 
out in the sermons would be, in effect, to examine 
Augustinian theology in its entirety.” Augustine 
preached a good number of sermons against he-
retical positions, an indicator that he saw the ser-
mon as a vehicle for substantial doctrinal teaching. 
In fact, in one of his letters he likened churches to 
“sacred lecture halls for the people.”

Preaching to Reform
Take two examples. First, in sermons that dealt 
with paganism. Augustine was especially con-
scious that the great growth of the Church in the 
fourth century had brought into the Church many 
who were still pagan at heart. Augustine thus 
found himself in his sermons acting as a Reform-
er and standing against the “Christianization” of 
paganism that was going on in his day. 

In the year 306 Constantine was declared emper-
or of the Western Roman Empire—the empire for 
administrative purposes had been divided into 
two since the reign of Diocletian in the late third 
century—and over the next 19 years fought his 
way to the point that he was the sole ruler of the 

Empire. Driving him was the con-
viction that God had called him to 
make the Roman Empire a Chris-
tian state. He appears to have gen-
uinely believed that God called 
him to such a position of power 
for this very reason. In 312 he is-
sued the Edict of Milan that gave 
Christianity legal status within the 
Empire after 250 years of perse-
cution by the Roman state. Over 
the course of the rest of the fourth 

century things developed to the point that Chris-
tianity became the only legal religion of the Em-
pire. 

One of the results of this was that the church be-
came flooded with men and women whose Chris-
tianity was all too frequently mixed up with pagan 
practices. Augustine stood against this, powerful-
ly declaring that Christian faith issued in a life 
in harmony with that faith. On one occasion, for 
instance, in 399 some Christians in the town of 
Carthage had participated in a civil celebration 
in honor of “the genius of Carthage.” Augustine, 
asked to preach by the church there, was forth-
right in his condemnation of mixing Christianity 
and Roman paganism.

If I am weighed down by one great sorrow, it 
is sorrow over Christians, over my brothers, 
who enter the church in their bodies but leave 
their hearts outside. …All must come with-
in the church, body and soul; why should the 
body, which is seen by men, be within, while 
that which is seen by God is left outside? …We 
certainly do preach against idols: it is from the 
heart we want to uproot them.

AT THE HEART OF AUGUSTINE’S PREACHING, 
THOUGH, IS THE EXEGESIS OF SCRIPTURE, A TASK 
THAT HE LOVED, FOR “THE WORDS OF THE LORD,” 
HE SAID, “ARE ALWAYS SWEET.” HE KNEW MUCH 
OF THE SCRIPTURE BY HEART, AND QUOTED 
IT FROM MEMORY WHEN HE WAS PREACHING, 
WHICH HE USUALLY DID EXTEMPORE.
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Here is a call for total devotion, body and soul, 
and an attack on the heart of idolatry, the human 
heart. Augustine would have agreed with John 
Calvin, the sixteenth-century Reformer who saw 
himself as an Augustinian in theology, when the 
latter said: “the human heart is a factory of idols.”

Some of the Christians appeared to have argued 
that the festival was harmless, that the genius of 
Carthage was no god, and therefore the banquet 
was not idolatry. But, Augustine pleaded with 
them:

[You say] “we know he is no god—would that 
they [i.e. the pagans] knew it too; but for the 
sake of the infirm who do not know this, you 
must not trouble their consciences”... How do 
you think you can avoid people being taken in 
by idols whom they assume to have been hon-
oured by Christians? You may say “God knows 
my heart”; alright, but your brother does not 
know it. If you are infirm, beware of falling into 
more serious illness; if you are healthy, beware 
of causing your brother to fall ill. 

Participation would not only offend weak Chris-
tian consciences, but also prevent pagans being 
confronted with Christian truth.

We want to bring in the remaining pagans; you 
are rocks in their path. They will say in their 
heart: why should we leave the gods whom 
Christians worship along with us.

Preaching Against The Donatists
Or consider a second example: those sermons in 
which Augustine speaks against Donatism. This 
schismatic position is named after a bishop at 
Carthage some eighty years before Augustine’s 
time at Hippo. In those days the church had just 
recovered from the last bitter wave of persecu-
tion begun in 303 by the emperors Diocletian and 
Galerius. When the persecution subsided, Chris-
tian leaders had to discuss the lapses of some of 
their number in time of trial. 

The official position of the church was that those 
Christians who had compromised their religion 
in time of persecution could, with due repentance 
and atonement, be readmitted to full membership 
in the religious community. But there was a mi-
nority faction who insisted that cooperation with 
the authorities in times of persecution was tanta-
mount to total apostasy and that if any “traitors” 
wanted to reenter the church they had to start all 
over again, undergoing rebaptism. Evaluation of 
the credentials of those who sought reentry would 
be in the hands of those who had not betrayed the 
church. Moreover the Donatists condemned all 
those who maintained any contact with those who 
had lapsed during the persecution. The idea was 
that all of those who stayed within the Catholic 
communion were tinged with the sin of those who 
had fallen during the persecution. By this, the 
Donatists justified their separation. They claimed 
support in Isaiah 52:11: “Depart, depart, go out 
from there; touch no unclean thing; go out from 

AUGUSTINE THEN AFFIRMED A DICTUM 
THAT ORIGINATED WITH CYPRIAN: 
“THERE IS NO SALVATION OUTSIDE THE 
CHURCH” (SALUS EXTRA ECCLESIAM 
NON EST). OUTSIDE OF THE VISIBLE 
CATHOLIC CHURCH, AUGUSTINE 
AFFIRMED, THE HOLY SPIRIT GIVES LIFE 
TO NONE.
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the midst of her; purify yourselves, you who bear 
the vessels of the Lord.”
The factors that animated Donatism are extremely 
complex and disputed among historians. Augus-
tine viewed them as motivated by sheer arrogance. 
Donatists, on this reading, saw themselves as the 
exclusive possessors of a tangible holiness and an 
unblemished church and tradition. Those oppos-
ing this position saw in it a rigorism inimical to 
the spirit of the gospels. Yet, the Donatists were 
seeking to preserve the identity of the church in 
marked contrast to the world. They were seeking 
to uphold the idea of the church as a fellowship of 
the holy/perfect.

Africa was known for its religious zealots and the 
Donatist movement proved to contain many such 
figures. Even after official imperial disapproval 
had been expressed, the schismatic church con-
tinued to grow and prosper. By the time of Augus-
tine’s consecration as bishop, in fact, it looked as 
if his party was on the wane. In Hippo itself the 
larger church and the more populous congrega-
tion belonged to the Donatists in the early 390s. A 
constant state of half-repressed internecine war-
fare persisted between the communities. Popular 
songs and wall posters were pressed into service 
in the cause of sectarian propaganda. In the coun-
tryside, Donatist brigands actually ambushed or-
thodox travelers in bloody assaults. In one of the 
newly-discovered sermons, Augustine tells us 

how the Donatists laid an ambush for him, but he 
managed to escape!

 Augustine began his anti-Donatist campaign with 
tact and caution. His first letters to Donatist prel-
ates are courteous and emphasize his faith in their 
good will. He assumed that reasonable men could 
settle this controversy peaceably. But Augustine 
soon discovered that reason and good manners 
would get him nowhere. 

Augustine then affirmed a dictum that originated 
with Cyprian: “There is no salvation outside the 
Church” (salus extra ecclesiam non est). Outside 
of the visible Catholic church, Augustine affirmed, 
the Holy Spirit gives life to none. To support his 
point, Augustine used Jude 19. Augustine sees in 
this verse a warning to the Donatists who have 
broken away from the Church. In so doing, they 
have lost the presence of the Spirit, since the Spir-
it uniquely belongs to the Church. Augustine cites 
this verse no less than eight times in his anti-Do-
natist works. In connection with this, in one of 
the newly-discovered sermons, Augustine argued 
that the Donatists were refuted by the scriptures 
since they predicted a world-wide church, but the 
Donatists are restricted to Africa. Thus Augustine 
could say:

Do you want to see how dear to me that 
scripture is? It’s read, and I follow it. Do 

MOST IMPORTANT, THE CHURCH HAD ROOM WITHIN ITSELF FOR SINNERS 
AS WELL AS SAINTS, FOR THE IMPERFECTIONS OF THOSE IN WHOM GOD’S 
GRACE WAS STILL WORKING AS WELL AS FOR THE HOLINESS OF THE 
BLESSED. AUGUSTINE DREW THE BOUNDARY OF THE CHURCH NOT BETWEEN 
ONE GROUP OF PEOPLE AND ANOTHER BUT RATHER STRAIGHT THROUGH THE 
MIDDLE OF THE HEARTS OF ALL THOSE WHO BELONGED TO IT.
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you want to see hateful it is to you [i.e. the 
Donatists]? It’s read and you fight back, 
you resist, you turn a deaf ear. …you have 
closed your mind; the scripture you say 
you have preserved is knocking, and you 
don’t open. If you really have preserved 
this volume, your bookcase is better than 
your mind.

Augustine also argued that the church is a cor-
pus permixtum, a mixed body. Using Matthew 
13:24-30 and 2 Timothy 2:20 to argue his point, 
Augustine maintained that the Donatist desire for 
a pure body would only be realized eschatologi-
cally.

By the late 390s, then, Augustine resigned himself 
to a course of action others in the church had long 
been urging: the invocation of government inter-
vention to repress the Donatists. Augustine was 
dismayed at coercion in matters of religion, but 
consented to the new policy when he became con-
vinced that the perversity and obtuseness of the 
Donatists were complete.  Love itself demanded 
that the Donatists be compelled to enter the true 
church in the hope that at least some would gen-
uinely benefit from the change. Augustine’s bib-
lical justification was found in Luke 14:23. Even 
when this policy had been settled upon, another 
decade of instability remained. Finally, in 411, 
an imperial commissioner conducted a detailed 
hearing into the facts of the matter, attended by 
hundreds of bishops from both orthodox and Do-
natist factions, and decided in favor of the ortho-
dox party. From this time on Donatism was illegal 
and, though the schismatic community apparent-
ly showed some signs of life in remote parts of 
Africa until the Muslim invasions centuries later, 

the back of the movement had been broken, and 
at least the security and position of the orthodox 
party had been guaranteed. 

Dictated By Charity
The principle for which Augustine fought de-
serves emphasis. Christianity was not, he claimed, 
something external and visible. Christianity was 
a matter of spirit rather than law, something in-
side people rather than outside. Most important, 
the church had room within itself for sinners as 
well as saints, for the imperfections of those in 
whom God’s grace was still working as well as 
for the holiness of the blessed. Augustine drew 
the boundary of the church not between one group 
of people and another but rather straight through 
the middle of the hearts of all those who belonged 
to it. 

The visible church contained the visible Chris-
tians, sins and all. The invisible church, whose 
true home lay in heaven, held only those who were 
redeemed. Charity dictated that the visible church 
be open to all. But the policy adopted, political 
coercion of the Donatists, would have drastic con-
sequences for the history of Christianity down to 
the modern era.

Michael A. G. Haykin is Professor of Church 
History and Biblical Spirituality at The Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary. He is the also the 
Director of the Andrew Fuller Center for Baptist 
Studies. He is the author of numerous books, in-
cluding Rediscovering the Church Fathers: Who 
They Were and How They Shaped the Church and 
Owen on the Christian Life: Living for the Glory 
of God in Christ (with Matthew Barrett). 
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“They don’t make them like that anymore.” This 
well-known expression is often used about giants 
of the past, and of few people is it truer than of 
Dr D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones (1899-1981), someone 
often simply called “the Doctor.”

In recent years there has been a renaissance of in-
terest in this titan of twentieth century preaching. 
In 2014 Vaughan Roberts, Rector of St. Ebbe’s 
in Oxford gave a talk at the Evangelical Minis-
try Assembly entitled Preaching and the glory of 
God: the ministry of Martyn Lloyd-Jones. 

This was significant in many ways. St Ebbe’s, un-
der previous Rectors, was the church at Oxford 
attended by both the Doctor’s two daughters and 
by his eldest grandson, when students at Oxford 
in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1970s respectively. But 
with the reputation of Dr Lloyd-Jones undergoing 
a sea-change in 1966, following a public disagree-
ment with John Stott on the subject of church pol-
ity, the Doctor had been forgotten among many 
Evangelical Anglicans for decades. When he 
came to preach at the OICCU (Oxford Inter-Col-
legiate Christian Union) during my time there, a 

fellow student expressed amazement that he was 
still alive – she thought he was a contemporary of 
Spurgeon!

Now, all this is changing, as the talk at the EMA 
(Evangelical Ministry Assembly) – an institu-
tion that has Evangelicals of all stripes, Anglican 
and FIEC (Fellowship of Independent Evangeli-
cal Churches) alike – suggests so strongly. Dis-
agreements of long ago are now fading, and a 
far better, more eirenic picture is now emerging. 
Martin Lloyd-Jones is being rediscovered across 
the Evangelical spectrum, significantly at a time 
in which Evangelicals in the Church of England 
are increasingly putting their Evangelical identity 
first and re-establishing close links of fellowship 
with fellow Evangelicals in other denominations.

A LEGACY
Before examining his preaching, which Vaughan 
Roberts so rightly put at the forefront of the Doc-
tor’s life and ministry, let us consider an import-
ant extra point, that even thoughtful studies of Dr 
Lloyd-Jones tend to leave out; in Britain his sphere 
of influence might have gone into decline follow-
ing his 1966 parting of ways with John Stott, but 
overseas his reputation and status remained utter-

ly unaltered. 

He was one of the founders 
of the International Fellow-
ship of Evangelical Students 
(IFES), and remained its se-
nior statesman figure globally 
until his death in 1981. The 
sales of his books overseas 
were enormous, especially in 
the USA, where he continued 

HIS PREACHING POSSESSED THE LOGIC OF 
CALVINISM AND REFORMED THEOLOGY ON THE 
ONE HAND, AND THE FIERY ZEAL AND PASSION 
OF THE METHODIST REVIVAL ON THE OTHER. THIS 
KIND OF LOGIC/FIRE IS AN ENTIRELY POSSIBLE 
COMBINATION, AND THE DOCTOR EMBODIED IT IN 
HIS PREACHING AND PERSON
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to preach and to be heeded, and where English 
controversies went essentially unnoticed. It is 
significant that a major new film on his life and 
preaching – Logic on Fire – comes from the Unit-
ed States, and ties in very closely to the amazing 
surge of interest across the Evangelical spectrum 
in Reformed theology, with Lloyd-Jones family 
friends D.A. Carson and Mark Dever at the heart 
of this new renaissance. The idea that he was a 
fading figure, cloistered with just a few devotees, 
does him no favours, and does not correlate with 
the facts.

LOGIC ON FIRE
“Logic on fire… theology coming through a 
man who is on fire….” These words of Dr. Mar-
tyn Lloyd-Jones resonate through his treatise on 
preaching and, one can argue, throughout his en-
tire time in the pulpit, from his earliest sermons 
in Aberavon in South Wales in 1927, to his final 
address for a friend’s church in Sussex in 1981 ―
over half a century of Christ-centred gospel min-
istry.

The Doctor has been described as one of the last 
Welsh Calvinistic Methodists, the denomination 
in which he was raised as a child, in London as 

well as in Wales. The idea of mixing Calvinism 
with Methodism might seem strange – there are 
strong doctrinal disagreements between Calvin-
ists and the Wesleyans – but what it means in rela-
tion to the Doctor is that his preaching possessed 
the logic of Calvinism and Reformed theology on 
the one hand, and the fiery zeal and passion of the 
Methodist revival on the other. This kind of logic/
fire is an entirely possible combination, and the 
Doctor embodied it in his preaching and person 
– he was both deeply thoughtful and equally en-
thusiastic, for example, at home as he was in the 

pulpit. 

His sermons are now 
downloadable for 
free on the web as 
well as an app (avail-
able for both iPhone 
and Android), and 
one can feel the pas-
sion with which he is 
speaking when lis-
tening to him, even 

though he himself is long gone. When we do so, 
it is easy to spot his unique style. There is a logic, 
an unfolding of the message, an in depth analysis 
of the Scripture, a beginning, clear middle, and 
logically concluded end. 

But there is also a zeal, an earnestness, a sense, as 
Vaughan Roberts helpfully reminded us in 2014, 
of the glory of God, and of being in the divine 
presence, that makes it far greater than the sum 
of its parts. And what we are hearing is unction, 
the Reformation Protestant version of that word. 
Preaching that is not put forth in the fashion of 
a man-made lecture, but in a power bestowed by 

AND WHAT WE ARE HEARING IS UNCTION, THE 
REFORMATION PROTESTANT VERSION OF THAT WORD. 
PREACHING THAT IS NOT PUT FORTH IN THE FASHION 
OF A MAN-MADE LECTURE, BUT IN A POWER BESTOWED 
BY GOD UPON THE SPEAKER, A SPIRITUAL GIFT NOT 
LEARNED LIKE SLICK MODERN MARKETING, BUT 
RECEIVED THROUGH THE WORK OF THE HOLY SPIRIT.
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God upon the speaker, a spiritual gift not learned 
like slick modern marketing, but received through 
the work of the Holy Spirit. 

PREACHING, A HIGH 
CALLING
This is why Dr Lloyd-Jones always regarded 
preaching as one of the very highest callings pos-
sible from God. When he went to Aberavon in 
1927 he scrapped, in a very counter-intuitive way, 
all the man-centred methodologies, the choirs 
and the temperance clubs, and simply preached 
the gospel. The results were astonishing, with 
hardened drunkards becoming born again and 
changed completely, not through human devices 
but through the simple faithful preaching of the 
word of God.

And Scripture was central, as he made clear in 
one of his magisterial sermons from the book of 
Ephesians:

That is the whole Biblical position. In our in-
ability, in our finite condition, in our sinfulness, 
we cannot, and we never shall be able to arrive 
at a knowledge of God… But, says the Bible, 
God has done this very thing! That is the whole 

glory of the message, that is the good news of 
the Gospel of salvation; God has been pleased 
to give us this revelation… It is not of men, it 
is not human literature, its source is divine… 
The truth is the girdle which you have to put on 
around your loins.

Logic, fire, Scripture – this was the core of the 
preaching of Martyn Lloyd-Jones.
People have commented that no-one today would 
ever survive a one-hour sermon – and few, for that 
matter, could cope with delivering three of them a 
week (two on Sunday, one on Friday) − let alone 
listen to them. But as A. W. Tozer once said, ser-
monettes lead to Christianettes, and we are dimin-
ished spiritually as a result. However, it is also 
true that in order to preach for a whole hour one 
needs the unction that made special the sermons 
of Martyn Lloyd-Jones: an hour of dry logic, or 
one of bombastic emotionalism, is a nightmare by 
any reckoning!

It might be the case that twenty-five minutes of 
Bible-based, Christ-centred preaching with unc-
tion is today better than an hour simply for the 
sake of imitating a great preacher of the past. We 
do not speak today in Elizabethan English, how-
ever much we admire the plays of William Shake-

speare, but one can 
say that if the prin-
ciples of Martyn 
Lloyd-Jones are 
those of Scripture, 
then his methodolo-
gy is easily employ-
able decades after the 
Doctor’s passing. 

WITH THE TRANSATLANTIC REDISCOVERY OF 
LIVE, DYNAMIC REFORMED THEOLOGY, AND 
THE RECONNECTION BETWEEN BIBLE–CENTRED 
EVANGELICALS IN THE ANGLICAN AND FREE CHURCH 
WORLDS, THE GOSPEL CENTRED, LOGIC ON FIRE 
PREACHING OF MARTYN LLOYD-JONES IS MORE 
RELEVANT THAN EVER. HE IS SOMEONE YOU SHOULD 
GET TO KNOW.

http://www.credomag.com


44 |  CREDO MAGAZINE |  MARCH 2016

CONTENTS

So what can we learn from Lloyd-Jones? Three 
things stand out:

a) Stick to the Bible
b) Preach with unction
c) Do so with logic that is on fire

SOVEREIGN POWER OF GOD
Not only that, but he preached with the absolute 
assurance of the sovereign power of God at work 
in the hearts and minds of those listening. Rather 
than being seeker sensitive, he wanted non-Chris-
tians in the congregation to be profoundly uncom-
fortable! 

Now that we can again mention J.I. Packer – who 
remains a close friend of much of the Doctor’s 
family to this day – and Lloyd-Jones in the same 
breadth, Packer’s Evangelism and the Sovereign-
ty of God remains a key text to understanding the 
thinking and teaching of both these Evangelical gi-
ants of the faith. Reformed theology actually leads 
to more evangelism and to outreach with a sure 
certainty that if God is present then the enterprise 
will succeed. What worked for the Apostles in the 
Book of Acts still applies to us today – or in as title 
of one of the Doctor’s books says, it is Truth Un-
changed Unchanging.

Martyn Lloyd-Jones was a man especially called 
by God for the special needs of the times in which 
he lived, reaching, as J. I. Packer rightly observed, 
a worldwide plateau of supreme excellence in 
preaching in the mid-twentieth century. But what 
is amazing, when you read his books or listen to 
the MP3 downloads of his sermons, is their time-
lessness, something that is also true of his favou-
rite preachers: Jonathan Edwards and John Owen. 

As American preacher John MacArthur has put it, 
if you are biblical you are always relevant.

With the transatlantic rediscovery of live, dynamic 
Reformed theology, and the reconnection between 
Bible–centred Evangelicals in the Anglican and 
Free Church worlds, the gospel centred, logic on 
fire preaching of Martyn Lloyd-Jones is more rel-
evant than ever. He is someone you should get to 
know.

Christopher Catherwood, the Doctor’s eldest 
grandchild, is a Cambridge-based historian and 
academic. He attends St Andrew the Great in Cam-
bridge, where William Perkins was the Vicar and 
at which Richard Sibbes was converted. He is the 
author of Martyn Lloyd-Jones: His Life and Rele-
vance for the 21st Century (IVP) and of books on 
the Second World War. 



CONTENTS

www.credomag.com | 45

ad

http://www.credomag.com
http://kjvstudybible.org/


46 |  CREDO MAGAZINE |  MARCH 2016

CONTENTS

After Israel was miraculously delivered 
from Egypt by God, the Bible records that 
he then led them to the land of Canaan 

and told them to take it for their own; killing every 
man, woman, and child along the way (Deut 7:1-
2; 20:16-18). Naturally, Christians struggle to rec-
oncile this command with Jesus’ commands in the 
New Testament to “love one another” and “turn 
the other cheek.” So, what are we to do when we 
come across a command like this in the Old Tes-
tament? How are we to respond to and worship a 
God  who could order something so contrary to 
what we feel is right?

First of all, it should be noted that in Joshua there 
is some leeway in how the Israelites applied such 
commands. For instance, Rahab and her family 

were spared by the Israelites because she exer-
cised faith and surrendered (Josh. 2:8-14).  Writ-
ten into the Law of Moses were exceptions and 
permissions for foreigners. If someone within 
an enemy nation worshipped Yahweh, they were 
to be welcomed in and had both legal and reli-
gious rights in the community (Lev. 24:22; Num. 
25:15). They were to be treated, for all intents and 
purposes, as an Israelite (Lev. 19:34). Addition-
ally, the way the Israelites were to interact with 
nations and cities outside  the Promised Land was 
different  from the way they were to deal with the 
cities in the Land (Deut. 20:10-15). 

Some scholars contend that the words of Deuter-
onomy and records in Joshua are similar to other 
Ancient Near East declarations of war that com-

The Deep Things of God 
“Devote Them to Complete Destruction”
Wrestling with God’s Command to Kill

by Deven K. MacDonald
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monly featured hyperbolic rhetoric or boasting. 
There are a number of examples from ancient 
sources that talk about “wiping out” or “putting 
to the sword” whole people groups; and for some 
of these, we know it wasn’t actually literal ( e.g., 
King Mesha of Moab boasting that he destroyed 
the Northern Kingdom over 100 years before the 
Assyrian Captivity).  It is quite possible that some 
form of this literary device may be present in this 
particular text in Joshua. For example, in Joshua 
10:40 we’re told that Joshua overthrew Negeb 
and “left no survivors” and “totally destroyed all 
who breathed.” Yet, later in the biblical record in 
Judges 1:21, some of the people from that region 
still lived. 

It is difficult, however, simply to  relegate the en-
tire account to the common practice of exagger-
ation in the Ancient World. This doesn’t seem to 
be the intent of the text. If we choose to ignore 
the plain meaning of the text and try desperately 
to soften it here, it won’t be long before we do 
that same thing with other doctrines, such as the 
doctrine of hell, the seriousness of sin, or the final 
judgment. We can’t, and shouldn’t, try to excuse 
God. He doesn’t need us to do this. Jesus, him-

self, clearly affirmed the 
Old Testament and never 
tried to make excuses for 
anything contained within 
it (Matt. 12:40; 24:37-38).
 
Tackle the issue 
head on 
So, how are we to approach 
this topic? Well, let me pres-
ent a few options. First, we 
can ignore it, stating some-

thing like “God said it, that settles it,” and simply 
keep on turning the pages. If someone asks a gen-
uine question, we can chastise them with, “Don’t 
question God.” But often for non-Christians, parts 
of the Bible such as this are a significant difficulty 
and are often used as an argument against belief 
in God. If we, as followers of Christ, are not able 
or willing to engage  these types of questions and 
concerns, we can miss real opportunities for wit-
nessing and sharing the beauty of the gospel.

Second, we could try and soften, minimize, or 
dismiss the account entirely. This approach, from 
the onset, seeks to find any and every argument 
in favor of minimizing the event in the Bible, re-
gardless of whether that argument is sound or not. 
However, this approach is simply dishonest. It be-
gins by looking for what it wants to find in the 
text, using circular reasoning at its best (e.g., “I 
don’t want the Bible to say God gave this com-
mand, so I will read it and interpret it so that he 
doesn’t.”)

The third approach, which in my view is best, is 
to tackle this issue head on and recognize that the 
command by God to enter the land is part of a 

BUT OFTEN FOR NON-CHRISTIANS, PARTS OF THE 
BIBLE SUCH AS THIS ARE A SIGNIFICANT DIFFICULTY 
AND ARE OFTEN USED AS AN ARGUMENT AGAINST 
BELIEF IN GOD. IF WE, AS FOLLOWERS OF CHRIST, 
ARE NOT ABLE OR WILLING TO ENGAGE  THESE 
TYPES OF QUESTIONS AND CONCERNS, WE CAN 
MISS REAL OPPORTUNITIES FOR WITNESSING AND 
SHARING THE BEAUTY OF THE GOSPEL.
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much, much larger story of sin, hope, re-
demption, and promise.  We have to apply 
what we know about God to this text.  We 
must make sure that our view of God is 
such that it can handle both the Old Tes-
tament and the New Testament. God has 
revealed himself in history, in Scripture, 
and in the person of Christ. These aren’t 
contradictory. We have to deal with God as 
he actually presents himself to us, not as 
we wish he would. We cannot make God in 
our own image, and such a creation would 
be anything but God! 

Here are three things we know to be true 
and must keep in mind when we read these 
“troubling: texts.

1. God Is Good
One foundational truth of Scripture is that God 
never acts in such a way that is anything but good 
(Gen. 18:25; Ps. 136:1). He is never unjust; he 
never over-reacts; he never fails to do what is 
right. The punishment for every crime is fair and 
fitting. He, in and of himself, is the standard and 
definition of goodness as a virtue. We may not un-
derstand how something like this could be “good” 
or “right” when we first look at it, but through-
out the Bible, and especially in Christ, we see that 
God does only what is right.
 
This has to be the foundation for our approach to 
difficult passages such as this. Why? Because what 
is true of God is not always true of you and me. 
Where God is good, we are often not. So our per-
spective and evaluation can become skewed and 
mixed up. Regardless of what we would prefer to 
happen or what we would argue is right–God is 

good. His person is good; his acts are good; his 
decisions are good. Reminding ourselves of this 
truth is absolutely essential in dealing with things 
that are hard to understand. The question that we 
need to answer honestly is this: Who decides what 
is right and good—God or me?

2. God Was Executing Justice and 
Judgment
God is good, but he is also holy. As a holy God he 
must punish sin. A God who  allows evil, injus-
tice, and oppression to be swept under the rug and 
ignored would permit an unspeakable evil. God, 
as creator and judge of the earth, has the right to 
execute judgment. As was mentioned in the previ-
ous point, since he is good and just, all his judg-
ments perfectly fit the crime. The Books of Moses 
indicate the sin of the Canaanites as one of the 
justifications for the judgment from God (Lev. 
18:24-28). 

WE MUST MAKE SURE THAT OUR 
VIEW OF GOD IS SUCH THAT IT CAN 
HANDLE BOTH THE OLD TESTAMENT 
AND THE NEW TESTAMENT. 
GOD HAS REVEALED HIMSELF IN 
HISTORY, IN SCRIPTURE, AND IN 
THE PERSON OF CHRIST. THESE 
AREN’T CONTRADICTORY. WE HAVE 
TO DEAL WITH GOD AS HE ACTUALLY 
PRESENTS HIMSELF TO US, NOT AS 
WE WISH HE WOULD. WE CANNOT 
MAKE GOD IN OUR OWN IMAGE, 
AND SUCH A CREATION WOULD BE 
ANYTHING BUT GOD!
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When Abram first passed through Canaan, God 
told him that the Land would belong to his de-
scendants someday, but that the sins of the people 
in the Land had not yet “reached its full measure” 
(Gen. 15:16). Archaeologists and historians do not 
paint a very pretty picture of the types of things 
that the Canaanite religion practiced. They were 
a violent and perverse group. Scholars point to 
practices such as cult-prostitution and child sacri-
fices as being common in the land. They were an 
evil people, doing heinous things, generation after 
generation.

Now, in talking about the Canaanites in this way, I 
am not suggesting that somehow Israel was some-
how a more “holy” people in and of themselves. 
Apart from God’s grace and his continual guid-
ance, they too were prone to all manner of evil for 
which God judged the Canaanites. God’s election 
of Israel was based purely on grace (Deut. 7:7). 
But until we understand that God is holy and hu-
mans are sinful, we will always struggle when we 
encounter passages about God’s justice. If they 
make us squeamish and our first inclination is to 
look for any way to lessen the sting, maybe it tells 
us something about our view of God. 

So, in essence, the second question we must ask 
is this: Did the Canaanites deserve destruction be-
cause of their sin? Yes. Did Israel? Do you? Do I? 
Again, the answer to all is a resounding, “Yes.” 
If we don’t receive this judgment, it’s just sheer 

grace— grace that God is not obligated to give to 
any man. God uses many alternate means with-
in Scripture to carry out his justice. In the Flood, 
God used water (Gen. 6); in Joshua, he used the 
nation of Israel as the vehicle for his justice. 
Whether God takes a life through something like 
this, or through a heart attack or snakebite, he is 
completely just in doing so.

3. God Was Working Redemption 
History to Culminate in the Coming 
of Christ
This is something that often gets overlooked in 
the conversation about this command. God was 
Israel’s king. They were a theocracy,a nation led 
by God. God was protecting and leading his peo-
ple. In pushing out Israel’s enemies before her, 
he was acting to protect the line from which the 
Messiah would one day come. Earlier, in Gene-
sis 3:15, God had promised that a seed would be 
born to the woman that would one day destroy the 
works of the Devil. God chose Abram, changed 
his name, and told him that, through his line, all 
the nations of the world would be blessed (Gen. 
15). 

God was working to protect Israel’s unique identi-
ty as “his people” specially chosen to be the peo-
ple through whom he would make himself known. 

THE QUESTION THAT WE NEED TO 
ANSWER HONESTLY IS THIS: WHO 
DECIDES WHAT IS RIGHT AND 
GOOD—GOD OR ME?

DID THE CANAANITES DESERVE 
DESTRUCTION BECAUSE OF THEIR 
SIN? YES. DID ISRAEL? DO YOU? 
DO I? AGAIN, THE ANSWER TO ALL 
IS A RESOUNDING, “YES.”
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They were to be a light to the Gentiles (Isa 49:6). 
Many years later, from the nation of Israel, and 
from the tribe of Judah, that “light” would come—
Jesus. His death and resurrection would serve as 
the means that people from “every nation, tribe, 
and people” could be welcomed before the throne 
of God. In dealing with Israel’s enemies, God was 
working to ensure that salvation would go to the 
ends of the earth (Rev. 7:9). In protecting Israel 
from following other false gods, the true God was 
setting the scene for Jesus Messiah, his Son and 
King, to enter human history.

Page upon page has been written trying to ex-
plain, soften, or rationalize this part of the Bible. 
Admittedly, it is a hard topic. We may struggle to 
understand something like this, but we can’t just 
dismiss it. If we do this, we’re just playing copy 
and paste with the Bible. In doing so, it will not 
be long until the scissors get used on other crucial, 

but uncomfortable doctrines, such as that of hell, 
the reality of sin, and many controversial issues 
like sexual ethics and gender questions. 

In the end, we know that whatever we may think 
or feel, God is God and he is the one who makes 
the rules. He has revealed himself as infinite-
ly good and just. I believe we can find great rest 
in this truth, and in his character, even when we 
don’t fully understand how he has acted within 
the pages of Scripture or often within our own 
personal lives. 

Deven K. MacDonald is Associate Pastor of Sum-
merside Community Church in London ON Cana-
da. He holds a BA (Hons) from Crandall Univer-
sity, MA (New Testament) from Acadia University 
and is currently a PhD candidate at Pretoria Uni-
versity. He is passionate about helping people un-
derstand the centrality and supremacy of Jesus in 
all things. 

IN DEALING WITH ISRAEL’S 
ENEMIES, GOD WAS WORKING 
TO ENSURE THAT SALVATION 
WOULD GO TO THE ENDS OF 
THE EARTH (REV. 7:9). IN 
PROTECTING ISRAEL FROM 
FOLLOWING OTHER FALSE GODS, 
THE TRUE GOD WAS SETTING THE 
SCENE FOR JESUS MESSIAH, 
HIS SON AND KING, TO ENTER 
HUMAN HISTORY.
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Although Timothy Keller admits to writ-
ing Preaching: Communicating Faith in 
an Age of Skepticism (Viking) as a prac-

titioner more than as a theoretician, it might also 
be just as well to say that Keller writes this book 
more as a vision statement for preaching than as a 
technical manual for crafting and delivering ser-
mons. Keller admits as much when he describes 
his book as a “manifesto” on preaching, bearing 
a similarity in that regard to John Piper’s The Su-
premacy of God in Preaching. If one is looking 
for a play-by-play of how to write an expository 
sermon, Keller gladly points the reader to the 
many other sources written on that topic in the 

past several decades (though Keller does provide 
a helpful and straightforward guide to this process 
in an appendix). With that caveat in mind, Keller’s 
book excels in what it sets out to do.

These manifestos are crucially important for men 
considering the ministry who need to feel the 
weight of glory of their preaching office and need 
to be convinced that sermon preparation is worth 
the effort, week in and week out, for the life of 
their pastoral calling. Where Piper’s contribution 
certainly rouses an expansive passion for the glo-
ry of God in preaching, Keller rouses a passion for 
preaching in a particular way (a gospel-centered 

 

WHEN PREACHING 
MEETS SKEPTICISM
Timothy Keller’s 
Preaching Manifesto
by Matthew Claridge
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way) and in a particular context (our post-modern 
and increasingly post-christian context). These 
areas have been underdeveloped in most preach-
ing handbooks, perhaps because no one is better 
positioned or gifted to speak to them as Timothy 
Keller.

The structure of Keller’s book reveals its over-
all purpose of casting a vision for preaching. It 
is broken into three sections: Part 1, “Serving the 
Word;” Part 2, “Reaching the People;” and Part 
3, “In Demonstration of the Spirit and of Power.” 
To put it another way, Part 1 focuses on what is 
preached, the text of Scripture; Part 2 focuses on 
where we preach, the context of our audience and 
culture; and Part 3 focuses on who is preaching, 
the subtext of the preacher’s own spiritual life and 
ethos.

In Part 1 Keller demonstrates his solid commit-
ment to the exposition of scriptural texts as the 
regular mode of preaching. After noting many 
strengths of this format, Keller also adds some 
cautions to a strict diet of exposition and warns 
against over-defining it. In this, Keller calls 
preachers to discretion and attentiveness to the 
needs of the congregation and the richness of 
Scripture. Preaching is a different animal—a dif-
ferent genre—than the text being preached, and 
so a “verse-by-verse” commentary, for instance, 
will often fail to actually explain a text adequate-
ly or drive it home. Similarly, a commitment to 
there being only “one big idea” for each portion 
of Scripture can blind us to the multi-dimension-
al “points” a single passage of Scripture may be 
conveying both in word and in atmosphere.

The majority of Part 1 is dedicated to explaining 

what it looks like to make every sermon a gos-
pel-centered sermon. “Gospel-centered” is of 
course a very popular buzzword today, but Keller 
shows why it is important for preaching and why 
it has become such a life-transforming concept for 
many Christians. Drawing heavily on the disci-
pline of evangelical biblical theology, Keller tran-
scends the old model of haphazardly and awk-
wardly tacking a gospel appeal to the end of every 
sermon. Instead, the gospel story or narrative arc 
should shape and restructure the entire sermon. 
Seeing Christ in all of Scripture immeasurably en-
riches and dramatizes the preaching task. Build-
ing and releasing dramatic tension is one thing 
(among many) this gospel-centered approach 
brings to preaching, something that has been miss-
ing for quite some time. But Keller also grounds 
this approach to a systematic theology concern 
that should be equally present in every sermon. 
Every sermon needs to address the constant rivals 
to “justification by faith alone,” namely, antino-
mianism and legalism. If a preacher doesn’t keep 
a constant eye of these two rivals, his audience 
will hear his applications through the lens of their 
nurtured and natured bent toward either of these 
self-justifying schemes.

In Part 2, Keller gives sustained attention to the 
preacher’s responsibility to know his audience and 
speak Scripture to them out of that knowledge. At 
this point, Keller’s book reads more like a text-
book on missions than it does on preaching. Some 
might be concerned how much time Keller spends 
on contextualization. However, Keller is simply 
being honest and thoughtful about the realities di-
viding our christianized culture of the past with 
the growing secular culture of the present. Indeed, 
though Keller’s proscriptions are particularly rel-
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evant in the urban centers of secularism today, 
they should cause every pastor to pause in what-
ever setting they find themselves and think care-
fully about the cultural assumptions they are not 
addressing, thoughtlessly adopting, or allowing to 
hinder and distort the reception of their message. 
Keller’s call to contextualization is something 
pastors could have benefited from in 1950’s apple 
pie America as they certainly can today. Though I 
preach in a rural setting, our church is not immune 
to the trickle down effect of our culture’s values 
through the invasive blue glow of our televisions 
and digital devices, nor the economic priorities 
that follow those values.

Any wariness over Keller’s discussion of con-
textualization should be tempered by his evident 
commitment to a Reformed presuppositional epis-
temology. Keller is a faithful interpreter, as far 
as I’m concerned, of Abraham Kuyper and John 
Frame. Kuyper’s “common grace” theology is at 
the root of one of Keller’s first priorities; namely, 
build on the common ground you have with your 
audience so as to reveal that your common val-
ues can only be grounded in Christian revelation. 
Commitment to the second half of this proposi-
tion should help keep Christians (and preachers) 
from being overly accommodating. It comes out 
of a commitment that this is God’s world rather 
than out of a fear of man leading to flattery and 
false hopes. Keller teases out this process through 
six practical instructions about writing contextu-
alized sermons that every preacher should keep in 
front of them as they prepare. 

Contextualization is not simply an intellectual 
exercise, Keller avers, it is also an imaginative 
one in the sense that the gospel must capture our 

audience’s imagination and thereby capture their 
heart. In the final chapter of Part 2, Keller em-
phasizes the importance of appealing to people’s 
hearts, not simply their heads and their will-pow-
er. His suggestions here fall more or less in line 
with the classical rhetorical requirements of pa-
thos, the persuasiveness of the preacher’s presen-
tation. Keller speaks of preaching “wondrously,” 
“illustratively,” “affectionately,” “practically,” 
and “Christo-centrically.” It’s a needed correc-
tive, since it is all too easy to slip into sermon-
izing those appeals to the head and the will, but 
rarely stirs the heart.

In Part 3 and the final chapter, Keller provides 
some of the newest material I’ve come across and 
some of the most personally convicting. Speak-
ing to the inner life of the preacher, Keller dis-
tinguishes between “gifts” and “graces” and how 
understanding the difference should humble us 
and smoothes over our limitations and weakness 
in other areas. A failure to understand the differ-
ence inevitably leads to moral and spiritual fail-
ure. Furthermore, Keller exposes our sermons’ 
“subtext,” or what we actually convey to our audi-
ence underneath our stated words. This was quite 
eye-opening for me personally. Do I preach with a 
subtext of reinforcement (“aren’t we great?), per-
formance (“aren’t I great?”), training (“isn’t this 
truth great?”), or worship (“isn’t Christ great?”). 
The first three encourage an elitist church culture, 
but only the last encourages a church culture of 
true gospel liberté, égalité, and fraternité.

There’s unquestionably some untidiness in 
Keller’s overall presentation. Some might want 
black-and-white guidelines for doing contextual-
ization right all the time, or to guarantee air-tight 
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text-to-Christ biblical theology. We want an infal-
lible guide to make sure we don’t careen into cul-
tural accommodation or un-tethered allegorizing. 
Keller is generally aware of these concerns, and 
he provides some guardrails to help us avoid them, 
but he admits these “controls” are developed most-
ly through experience and long reading in Scrip-
ture. 

There is also the concern that Keller demands 
too much from the common preacher, particular-
ly when it comes to engaging our culture. True to 
form, Keller anticipates this objection, and he re-
sponds that the great thing about “gospel-centered” 
preaching is that the applications you make to un-
believers apply equally to believers. A preacher 
can kill two birds with one stone. Be that as it may 
(and it is a revolutionary idea), there is no getting 
around the fact that all evangelical preachers are 
going to have to pay closer attention to our under-
lying cultural narratives if we want Scripture to be 
understood, attractive, and a stumbling stone for 
all the right reasons.

I have a well-used Mp3 copy of a practicum on 
preaching taught by the late Edmund Clowney and 
Timothy Keller from Reformed Theological Sem-
inary in Orlando. Although the cumulative effect 
of my preaching courses in Seminary shaped me 
in significant ways, no one resource on preach-
ing rivals what I received in this practicum, par-
ticularly from Timothy Keller. I incorporated his 
notes into a single-page worksheet which I still use 
for every sermon I prepare. Now Keller has now 
pulled together all those scattered insights into one 
volume. Sure, Keller’s book has some limitations, 
but I can’t think of a more needed or helpful book 
for laying out what gospel-centered preaching and 

teaching looks like than Keller’s Preaching: Com-
municating Faith in an Age of Skepticism. 

Matthew Claridge, 
Senior Pastor, Mt. Idaho Baptist Church, 
Grangeville, ID. 
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When was the last time you talked with 
someone who didn’t know Jesus and 
told them who he is, why he came, and 

what that means? Maybe it was just last week, or 
maybe it was never. Wherever we find ourselves 
on this spectrum, Rico Tice’s latest book is a wel-
comed and refreshing look at this all important 
aspect of the Christian life. 

Having been introduced to the writing of Rico 
Tice this past December by reading, A Very Dif-
ferent Christmas, an evangelistic book purposed 
to aid in evangelistic efforts, I was eager to begin 
reading,  Honest Evangelism: How to talk to peo-

ple about Jesus even when it’s tough (The Good 
Book Company). After reading the subtitle of this 
book one might ask, “When isn’t talking to people 
about Jesus tough?” Unless you’re the exception, 
it almost always is, and this is precisely what the 
book seeks to be honest about; what we can ex-
pect and what we’ll face as we share our faith in 
Jesus. Straightforward in his approach, Tice tells 
us upfront that we will encounter both hostility 
and hunger, and that in order to discover the sec-
ond, we must risk the first. 

Divided into two parts, Tice first lays a foundation 
by discussing the “what” and “why” of personal 

IT’S TOUGH TALKING 
ABOUT JESUS
Rico Tice Can Help

by David Livernois
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evangelism (chapters 1-4) then, with this secure-
ly in place, spends the second half of the book 
(chapters 5-8) on the “how” of this equation, fo-
cusing on practical application and offering con-
crete and helpful suggestions. All of this is done 
in a way that is memorable without being trite or 
cliché. Throughout the entirety of this work, Tice 
takes us again and again to God’s word, anchoring 
all of his writing in the scriptures, which ironical-
ly brings up my only complaint; this book does 
not include a scripture index, which I personally 
always find to be beneficial for future reference. 

Beginning with a personal anecdote, more of 
which are offered throughout the book, we see 
Tice not as a “professional evangelist,” although 
technically he is, but as one with whom we can 
travel alongside of as we venture out to give a rea-
son for the hope that is within us. This marks a 
strong point of the book, as the style in which it is 
written is warm and relatable throughout, giving 
the sense of conversing with a close friend as op-
posed to sitting in a cold classroom. 

This same tone is reflective of what Tice then 
shows us as he explains how the imago Dei re-
lates to evangelism, and reminds us that those 
with whom we will talk are people, not projects. 
As Tice’s love for the lost is revealed from the 
opening pages, we also, as we continue to read, 
see the all too familiar sin that lurks in his heart 
and has rendered him silent when given the op-
portunity to speak about our Lord; something that 
will likely resonate with each reader, as it did this 
one. According to Tice, if we aren’t telling people 
about Jesus, there are two probable reasons why 
this is so. Either we think it’s not worth it, or it’s 
not working. True to style, however, instead of 

harsh rebuke, he gently corrects us and shows that 
neither of these is true.
 
Of other interest is that while Tice does provide a 
helpful outline of how the cultural landscape has 
changed in response to Christian witness over the 
last seventy years, we do not find any apologetic 
undertones which are often present in books on 
evangelism. Not that it’s at all a bad thing when 
that happens, but with this aspect absent, it allows 
us to focus more so on simply engaging others 
with the gospel, not trying to come up with the 
perfect defense for answering the new atheist. In-
stead, the objections Tice confronts are those that 
we who are called to tell others about Jesus often 
have for not doing so. No more using Ephesians 4 
as a way out.

Not only does Honest Evangelism take the guess 
work out of what evangelism actually is and help 
us see what it looks like on an ordinary everyday 
basis, it also alleviates the pressure of what we 
can sometimes see as a daunting task. Pointing us 
to God’s matchless sovereignty and reinforcing 
the easily forgotten truth that conversion is his job 
not ours; it reminds us that we are simply called 
to preach Christ faithfully. That he chooses to use 
our feeble efforts is both humbling and exciting. 

Of course, as with any book of this nature, we still 
find ourselves with a ditch on either side of the 
road. The first being to agree intellectually with 
the content but do nothing about it, and the sec-
ond, being to take what we have learned and ap-
ply it in an individualized context. To remedy this, 
Tice once again offers aid - prayer and the church. 
He continually asks us to pray about who God 
has placed in our lives to witness to, and how we 
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might go about doing so; especially making this 
point in the last chapter which discusses the im-
portance of prayer as we seek to share our Chris-
tian faith. The other remedy is the body of Christ. 
As Tice says, “one of the most forgotten, most 
crucial words of the Christian life is ‘together.’” 
Here he emphasizes not so much the idea of group 
evangelism - in fact elsewhere he champions and 
highlights the benefits of evangelistic one-on-one 
Bible reading - but rather being connected to a lo-
cal church, a visible expression of Christ’s body. 
Tice continues, “there is a sense in which witness-
ing to Christ can only happen if it is happening 
corporately.” 

At just over 100 pages, this book certainly does 
not say everything that there is to say on the sub-
ject, but neither should we expect it to. What it 
does say however is what needs to be said, and it 
does so in a way that is concise, convicting and 
compelling. Its brevity, combined with its read-
ability is actually another one of its strong points, 
making it a wonderful resource to give to some-
one who wants to begin witnessing but isn’t sure 
where to start, or someone who has retreated back 
into their comfort zone and needs encouragement 
to step over the “pain-line” - a useful concept Tice 
defines and shows us how to move past. In either 
case, this book provides for both without being 
overwhelming.

Much more than a “how to guide” on evangelism, 
Honest Evangelism is evangelistic in of itself in 
that it heralds the beauty and magnitude of the 
gospel in such a way that the impetus for “talking 
to others about Jesus even when it’s tough” comes 
not from confidence boosting pep talks on the one 
hand, or guilt inducing shaming on the other, but 

from the way in which Tice proclaims the glory 
of the Great Evangelist himself in rescuing hostile 
sinners such as us. It certainly deserves to be add-
ed to everyone’s “top list” of books on the subject. 

David Livernois
Editor, Credo Magazine 
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There are few twentieth century theologians 
as important as J. Gresham Machen. Author of 
Christianity and Liberalism, Machen defended 
orthodoxy against the onslaught of Protestant 
Liberalism. If you have not heard about Machen 
before, read this little book, which serves as a 
window into a debate that still has major rele-
vance for us today.

J. Gresham Machen
EP Books, 2015
by Sean Michael Lucas

Taking God Seriously
Vital Things We Need to Know
Crossway, 2013
by J. I. Packer

Seeing Beauty and Saying
Beautifully
The Power of Poetic Effort in the 
Work of George Herbert, George 
Whitefield, and C. S. Lewis
Crossway, 2014
by John Piper

Who Shall Ascend the Mountain 
of the Lord? 
A biblical theology of the book of 
Leviticus
IVP, 2015
by L. Michael Morales

Today it is not uncommon to discover that Chris-
tians consider OT books like Leviticus boring or 
worse, irrelevant. But this new book by Michael 
Morales demonstrates that Leviticus brings us face 
to face with the central question of our existence: 
How can creatures of dust become members of 
God’s household forever? Join Morales as he walks 
you through the theology of Leviticus in order to 
answer this critical question.

Don’t miss a chance to read J. I. Packer. That is a 
rule to read by. In one of his most recent books 
(and perhaps last given his age), Packer writes 
a book that each pastor and church member 
should read and re-read. In the midst of a cul-
ture that takes few things seriously, Packer in-
structs Christians to start taking God, doctrine, 
the Church and its sacraments seriously. Angli-
cans will especially find themselves addressed 
by Packer as he tackles many contemporary 
challenges to the Church of England.

Some of the most inspiring messages I’ve heard 
are the biographical messages of John Piper. Cross-
way has committed these messages for pastors to 
publication form. Not only will these chapters help 
readers become more familiar with key figures in 
church history, but they will also help Christians 
and leaders everywhere live the Christian life in a 
way that honors and glorifies God.

barret’s  book notes
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If you only have time to read one preacher, read 
Charles Spurgeon. This attractive new book col-
lects Spurgeon’s thoughts on Galatians and does 
so in a commentary format. This book will prove 
helpful to lay people and pastors alike as they 
study Paul with the “Prince of Preachers.”

Galatians
Spurgeon Commentary
Lexham Press, 2013-2014
by Charles Spurgeon; ed. 
Elliot Ritzema

The Pastor’s Book
A Comprehensive and Practical 
Guide to Pastoral Ministry
Crossway, 2015
by R. Kent Hughes

Don’t Fire Your Church Members
The Case for Congregationalism
by Jonathan Leeman

Hosea
A Mentor Commentary
by John L. Mackay
Mentor, 2012

Attention churchgoers and pastors: buy this com-
mentary series! Here is a series that communicates 
the message of God’s Word clearly. And get your 
hands on this new volume by Mackay on Hosea. 
As Iain Campbel says, Mackay “makes the prophet 
speak afresh to us.”

If you are graduating from seminary and are 
about to pastor your first church, then this should 
be the first book you buy. But even if you’ve been 
a pastor for some time, this still should be a book 
you prioritize. Here we have almost 600 pages 
of pastoral wisdom from veteran pastor Kent 
Hughes on how to structure Sunday worship, 
plan public prayers and hymns, and approach 
counseling. 

You may not realize it, but congregationalism is 
more important than you might think. Leeman ar-
gues that a shift away from congregationalism will 
serve to deplete fellowship in churches since it re-
stricts oversight to pastors. By contrast, congrega-
tionalism forces church members to take responsi-
bility for each other. 
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The study of Baptist history has been great-
ly enriched by two recent comprehen-
sive treatments coming from a group of 

fine Baptist scholars. Thomas S. Kidd and Barry 
Hankins have written a thoughtful study, Bap-
tists in America: A History (OUP) that sets them 
in the cultural context of the developing United 
States. American Baptists were men and wom-
en of their times and felt the same cultural pres-
sures as the rest of their countrymen. The story 
Kidd and Hankins tell traces the broad contours 
of American Baptist life rather than weighing the 
narrative down with a plethora of minor factual 
details. They show Baptists as they struggle to de-

fine their religious convictions from their earliest 
days as cultural outsiders—staunch separatists—
who refused to acquiesce to New England puri-
tanical limitations. The story of early Baptists, 
mostly Calvinists, is a story of struggle—inter-
nally for doctrinal precision and theological con-
viction, and externally for religious freedom and 
cultural identity. Amid the birth of the nation, the 
Baptist movement emerged and began to thrive. 
Baptists were an important part of the nation as a 
new governmental model defined the limitations 
of its authority with respect to religion. Baptists 
played their part in America becoming a place of 
religious freedom. 

A NOBLE PEOPLE
Two New Baptist 
Studies
by Jeff Straub
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Passing through the eighteenth century amid rap-
id church growth and denominational expansion, 
especially bolstered by waves of revival sweep-
ing the east, Baptists established themselves as 
a major religious movement quite at home in the 
new democracy. New Baptist strains emerged in 
the North (Freewills) and the South (Freewills 
and Separates) to broaden Baptist identity. With 
that growth came more conflict as some Baptists 
either owned slaves or were themselves slaves. 
Other Baptists viewed slavery with abhorrence 
and worked to eradicate the wretched practice. 
It was a difficult problem with Baptists on both 
sides of the conflict.

As the nineteenth century began, the Baptist con-
troversy over slavery broadened as local churches 
and area associations pondered how to relate to 
the institution. Some Baptists insisted on ignor-
ing the practice, while others demanded its com-
plete elimination. It is in this part of the narra-
tive that Kidd and Hankins are especially helpful, 
providing one of the best overviews of American 
Baptists and slavery in print. While it is true that 
some Baptists were in favor of slavery, they often 
saw slavery as a means to a greater end—the con-
version of the “heathen”. Still others found these 
arguments unpersuasive and opposed it vigorous-
ly. The Baptist movement, while not monolithic 
at the beginning of the century, was further rent 
into northern and southern branches by mid cen-
tury over this question. A fruit of this struggle was 
more diversity. In addition to geographical dis-
tinctions, Baptists, either by force or by choice, 
also separated along racial lines. As a result, an 
important black Baptist movement emerged that 
would come into its own in the later years of the 
nineteenth century. Black Baptists, freed from 

slavery, took their place, not alongside their white 
colleagues in existing organizations, but, more of-
ten than not, in parallel organizations, establishing 
themselves as champions of a new form of Baptist 
identity. Kidd and Hankins carry the story forward 
by examining the separate black and white Baptist 
movements, especially during the civil rights era 
of the later twentieth century. 

Rounding out this fine history are discussions by 
Kidd and Hankins of other nineteenth and twen-
tieth century Baptist conflicts such as Landmark-
ism, the fundamentalist-modernist controversy, 
and the battle for the heart and soul of the South-
ern Baptist Convention. These broad narratives 
are a further strength of the book as the authors 
capture these conflicts in brief but well-written 
accounts that cause the reader to see these strug-
gles holistically.

Among other strengths of the book are the care-
ful uses of primary and secondary sources that 
demonstrate the authors’ appreciation for details 
known to them, but necessarily omitted for the 
sake of space. The end result is a good introduc-
tory history that is comprehensive in its treatment 
without being pedantic in its presentation.

The other recent contribution to the study of Bap-
tist history is The Baptist Story: From English 
Sect to Global Movement, by Anthony L. Chute, 
Nathan A. Finn and Michael A. G. Haykin, three 
leading Southern Baptist historians. The book is a 
survey in nature, meant to be a new textbook intro-
duction for a college or seminary class. It would 
also make a fine book to use in a church-situated 
class on Baptist history. The chronologically ar-
ranged chapters cover the usual progress of Bap-
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tist development from early English separatism 
through to the modern era. Each chapter contains 
interesting primary source supplements displayed 
in textboxes, such as excerpts of important docu-
ments, letters, hymns, etc. that augment the nar-
rative. The chapters conclude with a brief bibli-
ography of sources for further study followed by 
a series of study questions designed to reinforce 
the content of the chapter and apply the principles 
learned. The essence of these questions − which 
are quite helpful, especially if the book is used 
in a local church setting − is to ask “What do we 
learn from this section of Baptist history?”

The historical narrative is told in twelve concise 
chapters, concluded by a final chapter on Baptist 
identity and distinctives. The chapters are brief yet 
generally cover the material in manageable por-
tions. Because of the concise nature of the book, 
there is no discussion on Baptist historiography 
or Baptist origins. The Baptist Story begins in the 
seventeenth century with Anabaptist and Separat-
ist roots. The history is then summarized in each 
successive chapter, building to the present state of 
Baptist life. The distinctives discussed in the final 
chapter are limited to five—a regenerate church 
membership, believer’s baptism, congregational 
polity, local church autonomy, and religious free-
dom. The choice of this group of distinctives will 
no doubt disappoint some Baptists while pleasing 
others. Through the entire narrative is a thread of 
Baptist confessionalism. Baptists have ever been 
a confessing people and have left a rich legacy 
of theological statements meant to explicate their 
views of the Bible and define their theological 
boundaries. Reference to these confessions is es-
pecially seen in the final chapter.

This confessional propensity among the Baptists 
allows the authors to opt for a more theological 
definition of Baptist identity. Baptists are under-
stood to fall within certain theological parameters 
that define and regulate them. It is no surprise 
then that the authors show sympathy to the con-
servative, confessional side of Southern Baptist 
life. This can be seen in the large space given to 
all things Southern Baptist in the later half of the 
study. Regrettably, perhaps due to the size of the 
volume and its overall shape, intentional or other-
wise, this results in limited space for internation-
al Baptists and other Baptist groups. As a result, 
Southern Baptists receive the lion’s share of the 
attention and appreciation, making this book es-
pecially suitable for Southern Baptist church life.

As these two books by five fine authors demon-
strate, Baptists are a noble people with a rich his-
tory, somewhat checkered by human foibles and 
theological struggle. Neither book seeks to gloss 
over the problems of Baptist life, nor to present 
Baptists as other than what they are—people of 
the Book seeking to worship God according to 
the simple dictates of that Book. Lovers of Bap-
tist history will welcome these works. Students 
will read them, and church members will profit by 
them. The authors corporately are to be thanked 
for their efforts.

Jeff Straub 
Professor of Historical Theology 
Central Baptist Theological Seminary 
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Historians generally agree that George 
Whitefield was one of the greatest preach-
ers in the history of the church. He has 

been praised as the wonder of the age, the most 
extraordinary man of his time, and the first mod-
ern Anglo-American celebrity. Historian Mark 
Noll contends that Whitefield’s 1740 preaching 
tour of New England was the key event in the 
Great Awakening.  

His preaching ministry was his life work and ac-
cording to Noll “his most enduring monument.” 
Historians estimate that Whitefield preached 
18,000 times over the course of his thirty-four 
year ministry. Adding in his exhortations in so-
ciety meetings and homes, it is estimated he ex-

pounded the Word of God thirty thousand times 
in toto! 

Whitefield influenced several innovations in 
preaching. That is not to say he was the first ever 
to employ these methods in the history of preach-
ing, but certainly he was the most influential and 
made the greatest impact in the use of them. Let’s 
explore four of them.

Extemporaneous
One innovation Whitefield brought to the evan-
gelical pulpit was his use of extemporaneous 
preaching. He recorded in his journal of 1739 that 
for the first time he preached “without Notes” and 
now felt “constrained” to continue doing so. With 

First Principles

INNOVATIVE PREACHER
George Whitefield’s Preaching Style
by Frankie J. Melton
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no manuscript before him, Whitefield was able to 
preach spontaneously, engage the audience, un-
leash his emotions, and use improvisation while 
preaching.
 
New birth
Additionally, Whitefield’s preaching of the doc-
trine of the new birth was itself an innovation. 
He declared that moral goodness and ritualis-
tic religion were not enough to procure saving 
faith. Whitefield thundered the prerequisite of the 
new birth for entrance into the Kingdom of God. 
Though met with strenuous opposition, his ser-
mons were laced with calls for genuine fruit of 
being born again.

Outdoors
Another innovation was Whitefield’s preaching 
out-of-doors. Having the pulpits of the estab-
lished church closed to him, Whitefield rebelled 
against the common mores and preached in fields, 
city squares, graveyards, and private homes in or-
der to proclaim his message of the new birth. He 
used as a place to stand whatever was available. 
He used a tombstone, the coffin of a condemned 
criminal under the gallows, a mount, steps, a wall, 
a horse-block, a church yard cross, some turf, a 
porch window, a wagon, a balcony, a scaffold, 
a chaise, stairs of a windmill, a starting-post, a 
stump, a staircase in a house, and a table in the 
street. 

Passion
Perhaps the most important facet of Whitefield’s 
pulpit innovation was the interjection of emotion 
in the delivery of his sermons. Whitefield burst on 
the scene in the American colonies at a time when 
preaching was at a low ebb, lacking passion and 

zeal. His passionate, extempore preaching accom-
panied by his loud, dramatic voice, clapping of 
the hands, and stomping of the feet were indeed 
fundamental to awakening New England. 

This stratagem of emotion was not something 
Whitefield did unconsciously. He was very aware 
of his approach and the lack of passion in other 
sermons. In one of his letters, Whitefield attribut-
ed the success of the stage and the foundering of 
the pulpit to the presence of passion in one and 
its lack in the other. Whitefield lambasted those 
clergymen who preached in a cool and indifferent 
manner. He exhorted them to preach with “per-
suasive pathetic address” and seek to “move the 
affections, and warm the heart.” He bemoaned the 
absence of pathos in the pulpit and hypothesized 
how other professions would fare if their passion 
equaled that of the clergy. 

Whitefield’s legacy should loom large over the 
modern pulpit as week after week pastors stand 
to proclaim the truth of the gospel. Where preach-
ing the gospel has descended once again into dry, 
dull, and passionless monologues, may White-
field’s legacy once again blaze forth.

Frankie J. Melton, Jr.
Pastor, Heath Springs Baptist Church
Heath Springs, South Carolina 
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