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Chapter 1

the things that count cannot be counted.
–anon

as the hammer is to the carpenter, the scalpel to the surgeon, 
the trowel to the brick mason or the needle to the tailor, so 

the voice is to the preacher. Man’s voice is the primary means 
God uses to deliver his Word to mankind, yet how often we 
who are called to impart the most important truths in the world 
are apt to neglect, if not wilfully abuse, our all-vital ‘tool of the 
trade’!

Time given to the study of theology, exegesis, sermon 
structure, delivery and other important ingredients that serve 
to make a man a preacher of the Word is, we would all agree, 
time well spent, and to neglect these things would be deemed 
irresponsible. Yet for some reason, the preacher’s voice—
without which no sermon will reach the hearer’s ear, no matter 
how brilliant a sermon it is—is often given no attention at all. 
Perhaps it’s because we think it an unspiritual thing to consider 
the ‘mechanics’ of preaching in this way.

A. W. Tozer was a man highly respected among preachers in 
the last century and who was often called the ‘twentieth-century 
prophet’ because of his penetrating insight into the ailments of 
the modern church. Yet he was a preacher who realized only 
too well the need to give time and attention to his voice, as his 
biographer recalls:

Tozer’s speaking voice was not particularly strong, 
and there was a distinct nasal quality about it. He soon 
decided he needed to do something about this deficit. 
Typical of Tozer, he went to a bookstore and purchased 
a volume on voice training to learn all he could about 
voice control. In his office was a large copy of Milton’s 
Paradise Lost. Tozer would place it on a music stand 
purchased from the sanctuary and read it aloud. He 
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read through the book at least four times in order to 
strengthen his voice and gain better control of it.

To strengthen his lungs, Tozer would blow up balloons. In 
his briefcase he carried a supply of balloons for this purpose. 
Vanity? No. Simply an effort to be his best in God’s service.1

unique gift
John the Baptist was, significantly, called the ‘voice’ (Mark 
1:2–3) and was used in his day to impact a generation for 
God and prepare them to meet their Messiah. We should not 
minimize the emphasis God places upon human instrumentality 
and, in particular, the human voice. Your voice, just like your 
thumbprint or DNA, is a unique gift. Whether you like the 
sound of it or not (and most preachers claim not to), this voice 
is yours and it sets you apart from any other person. Some seem 
to have a natural preaching voice that booms like thunder and 
carries well, while others of us have a weak, ‘small’ voice that 
frustrates us because of the lack of power and penetration.

It is interesting to note how, in both Scripture and church 
history, God placed the right man in the right situation—despite 
the doubts his servants may have had! No doubt it was for this 
reason that Jeremiah was informed that his future ministerial 
gifts were formed in his mother’s womb:

The word of the Lord came to me, saying,
‘Before I formed you in the womb I knew you,
before you were born I set you apart;
I appointed you as a prophet to the nations.’

‘Ah, Sovereign Lord,’ I said, ‘I do not know how to 
speak; I am only a child.’
But the Lord said to me, ‘Do not say, “I am only a child.” 
You must go to everyone I send you to and say whatever 
I command you.’

(Jer. 1:4–7)
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Despite a strong inner conviction that he was to be God’s man 
for the hour, Moses also was slow to be convinced of this fact 
and not only doubted but even challenged God’s wisdom:

Moses said to the Lord, ‘O Lord, I have never been 
eloquent, neither in the past nor since you have spoken 
to your servant. I am slow of speech and tongue.’
The Lord said to him, ‘Who gave man his mouth? Who 
makes him deaf or mute? Who gives him sight or makes 
him blind? Is it not I, the Lord? Now go; I will help you 
speak and will teach you what to say.’

(Exod. 4:10–12)

A recognition and conviction of the sovereignty of God in the 
distribution of his gifts is of utmost importance. Yet, strangely, 
even those with high views of God’s sovereignty often stumble 
here—perhaps because of seeking to cultivate a humble spirit. 
However, it is quite easy for a godly man to wander from the safe 
ground of humility and find himself trespassing on the forbidden 
territory of unbelief—and never without consequences!

But Moses said, ‘O Lord, please send someone else to 
do it.’
Then the Lord’s anger burned against Moses and he said, 
‘What about your brother, Aaron the Levite? I know he 
can speak well …’

(Exod. 4:13–14)

What a tragedy! How serious it is when our reluctance causes 
God to bypass us and look to someone else simply because of 
our mock humility, self-pity or unbelief!

Horses for courses
When God calls us to be his spokesmen, he knows well our 
frailties and is more than able to cope with them! We may be 
concerned about a lisp, a stammer or what we perceive to be 
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a pathetic-sounding voice, but God has a sphere of service for 
us, and these things will not matter where he places us. But of 
course, if there are ways in which we can improve—and there 
always are—then naturally we are responsible for that. Hence 
this book.

It has been said that the preacher’s job is to ‘comfort the 
disturbed and disturb the comfortable’. There are times when 
our voices must bring healing, and other times, awakening; so 
it is no wonder that we look with holy envy at a brother whose 
voice seems perfect to produce the effect we are seeking to 
achieve. But we need to remember that God needs both a tender 
Richard Sibbes, the Puritan known as ‘the Heavenly Doctor’, 
and a John Knox, the Reformer who ‘raised his voice like a 
trumpet’ (Isa. 58:1) and awakened Scotland.

sound matters
God has chosen to communicate through words, and those 
words are spoken through a man’s voice. As we shall see later, 
there is a difference between voice and speech. How we sound 
is of the utmost importance; it’s not just what we say, but also 
how we say it.

We can only imagine how Christ sounded when he commanded 
Lazarus to ‘Come out!’ from the tomb (John 11:43), or when, in 
that tension-filled room, the Lord of life spoke to a dead child 
these words: ‘Talitha koum (… Little girl, I say to you, get up!)’ 
(Mark 5:41). And in what tone did he speak those great words of 
invitation: ‘Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, 
and I will give you rest’ (Matt. 11:28)?

We are seeking to be powerful preachers, yet often we fail to 
recognize the importance of how we sound.

We read of a man like Joseph Alleine who, we are told, was 
‘… infinitely and insatiably greedy for the conversion of souls 
and to this end he poured out his very heart in prayer and in 
preaching’. Such were his appeals while preaching that ‘… they 
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quite overcame his hearers; he melted them and sometimes 
dissolved the hardest hearts’.2

Reading Alleine’s Alarm to the Unconverted, you might be 
excused for thinking that he was a mere tub-thumping, hellfire 
preacher. The same might be said of George Whitefield or John 
Wesley. But such was the love and pathos found in these men’s 
voices that hearts were melted and stubborn wills were brought 
into willing captivity to Jesus Christ. The Holy Spirit is pleased 
to use the voice of the man sent with the message.

God has given us voices that are capable of communicating a 
wide range of sounds and emotions. Some of us may lament the 
fact that we lack that big, commanding voice that others seem 
to own—certainly, a preacher must be heard. The good news is 
that we are not ‘stuck’ with a voice that cannot be improved and 
made powerful under the hand of God! Just as Tozer saw that 
it was his responsibility to ‘do something’, so we also need to 
grasp that it is dishonouring to God if we neglect to put in time 
and effort to improve this grand vehicle of communication with 
which he has provided us.

If modern-day sports stars were out of action or playing below 
par because of lack of care and exercise, it would be considered 
most unprofessional; yet large numbers of preachers experience 
voice problems out of failure to observe even the most basic 
rules of voice care. Singers, actors and schoolteachers seem to be 
more conscientious in this area than heralds of the gospel. This 
should never be so.

Hopefully, we are now convinced that our voices matter, 
and that we are responsible for their condition. In the coming 
chapters, therefore, we will look at understanding, improving 
and preserving this vital tool of the preacher’s trade.
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