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IntroductIon

This book is written in order to help those who preach and who 
are serious about preaching better. It is written by a practitioner 
of the art who in no way considers himself an expert. Preaching 
takes a lifetime to learn, and, no matter how much advice may 
be given on how to do it, there is probably more than a shade 
of truth in the idea that a sermon is not fully prepared until it is 
actually preached.

It is also true that preachers are called, not made. It is Christ 
who furnishes preachers for his church, and who equips them 
and sends them forth as heralds of his gospel. It belongs to his 
present sovereign reign in heaven that he furnishes the church 
with teachers and evangelists (Eph. 4:8). He raises up, prepares, 
anoints and sends out the men who will stand in the pulpits of 
churches to declare the whole counsel of God.

Yet, even under the compulsion and commission of a divine 
warrant, none of us who have been so commissioned would 
place ourselves beyond the need for help when it comes to the 
theological and practical concerns surrounding the work of 
preaching. There are techniques that can be taught in seminaries, 
but there are also things that seminaries cannot teach when it 
comes to our individual experience of preaching.

The convictions behind this book are that God has ordained 
preaching as a glorious means of accomplishing an end which 
can be secured by no other medium, and that those who are 
called to be preachers of the Word are called also to a lifetime 
of honing their gifts and sharpening their abilities in order to be 
better preachers. It is worth reflecting on these key points in the 
light of the New Testament.

god’s plan for preaching
According to Paul, it is ‘through the folly of what we preach’ that 
God saves those who believe (1 Cor. 1:21). And undoubtedly, 
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while God ordains other means, such as personal evangelism, 
mission and outreach, and tracts and visual material, to kindle 
an interest in the minds of men and women in himself, the Bible 
gives us the warrant to believe that the preaching of the Word is 
what awakens and nourishes faith.

Take, for example, the following New Testament passages:

… [God] commanded us to preach to the people and 
to testify that [Jesus] is the one appointed by God to be 
judge of the living and the dead. To him all the prophets 
bear witness that everyone who believes in him receives 
forgiveness of sins through his name.

–Acts 10:42–43

How then will they call on him in whom they have not 
believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom 
they have never heard? And how are they to hear without 
someone preaching?

–Rom. 10:14

Of this gospel I was made a minister according to the gift 
of God’s grace, which was given me by the working of 
his power. To me, though I am the very least of all the 
saints, this grace was given, to preach to the Gentiles the 
unsearchable riches of Christ, and to bring to light for 
everyone what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages 
in God who created all things, so that through the church 
the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known 
to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places.

–Eph. 3:7–10

… preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; 
reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and 
teaching.

–2 Tim. 4:2

These representative passages teach us some fundamental 
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truths. In the preaching of the Word, God communicates a 
mystery—that is, something which could otherwise not be known. 
The ‘mystery’ is his eternal purpose to save sinners and equip a 
people to obey him and serve him in the world. Every time the 
gospel is preached, God’s mind and will are being revealed; with 
every sinner saved through the preached Word, God’s purpose of 
election is being seen; with the upbuilding and strengthening of his 
people through the preaching of the Word, God’s determination 
to save his people to the very end is being vindicated.

These passages also remind us that preaching was not a gift 
confined to the early apostles. Paul was commissioned to preach; 
so heavily did that weigh on him that he pronounced a curse on 
himself if he did not fulfil his responsibility (1 Cor. 9:16). But he 
also charged Timothy to preach the Word. The disappearance 
of the foundational office of apostle was not accompanied by 
the disappearance of the work of preaching.

Finally, these passages remind us that preaching is gospel-
oriented and Jesus-focused. To use Paul’s language elsewhere, 
‘what we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord’ (2 
Cor. 4:5). Preaching is robbed of its power to save if it is emptied 
of Jesus the Saviour as its primary focus. That is not to say that 
preaching will not deal with other themes, but unless it is the 
proclamation of Jesus as God’s appointed Sovereign, Saviour 
and Judge, it is not authentic biblical preaching.

god’s plan for preachers
There are also passages in the New Testament which remind 
us, however, that preachers, though called and commissioned 
by God, are to pay attention to their own responsibilities and 
sharpen their own gifts as heralds of Christ and his message. 
Consider the following verses:

I have become all things to all people, that by all means I 
might save some. I do it all for the sake of the gospel, that 
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I may share with them in its blessings … I discipline my 
body and keep it under control, lest after preaching to 
others I myself should be disqualified.

–1 Cor. 9:22–23, 27

… train yourself for godliness … set the believers an 
example in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in purity. 
Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of 
Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching. Do not neglect the 
gift you have … Practise these things, immerse yourself 
in them, so that all may see your progress. Keep a close 
watch on yourself and on the teaching. Persist in this, for 
by so doing you will save both yourself and your hearers.

–1 Tim. 4:7, 12–16

Follow the pattern of the sound words that you have 
heard from me, in the faith and love that are in Christ 
Jesus. By the Holy Spirit who dwells within us, guard the 
good deposit entrusted to you.

–2 Tim. 1:13–14

These verses show us how Paul viewed himself as a preacher, 
and also how he recognized the need to pay attention to personal 
morality and integrity, as well as matters of accommodation to 
and communication with his hearers. They also show us how 
he was concerned to pass on to Timothy, and by implication to 
all subsequent generations of preachers, the need to continue 
working at these practical matters as well as intellectual growth 
and deepening understanding of the Scriptures, if he was to be a 
faithful preacher of the Word.

It is against this background that this little book is written. It 
is, perhaps, worth mentioning two other matters which, though 
related, are not going to be argued or justified in this book. The 
first is that God has ordained in his Word that preachers of the 
gospel be men. Not to put too fine a point on it, preachers of 
the gospel are to be heterosexual males, celibate if unmarried 
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and faithful if married. Denominations face different crises at 
different points in their history. Several have already adopted the 
legitimacy of women preachers, and currently the matter of the 
ordination of gay ministers is a volatile issue in many churches.

Any reading of the New Testament, however, makes it clear 
that the apostles argued both for the equality of the sexes in 
terms of spiritual privilege and their inequality in terms of church 
service. In Christ there is no male or female; in the pulpit there 
ought to be no female. The matter is as simple as that. ‘I do not 
permit a woman to teach or to exercise authority over a man,’ 
says Paul in 1 Timothy 2:12. Many preachers would be the first 
to acknowledge the influence of godly women on their lives and 
ministries, and all preachers of the Word will do justice to the 
equality of the sexes in the spiritual blessings bestowed on them 
in Christ, and will highlight the ways in which men and women 
complement one another in church life and service. But if we are 
to be faithful to the New Testament, we need to emphasize the 
pattern of headship which the New Testament itself establishes, 
rooted as it is in the narrative of creation.

Similarly, the qualifications of those who will be preachers 
of the gospel include the requirement that their lives be shaped 
according to the ethical and moral standards of God’s law. The 
Bible’s disapprobation of homosexuality is so self-evident that 
one wonders how churches can at all contemplate the legitimacy 
of ordaining homosexuals to ecclesiastical offices. According to 
the New Testament, homosexual practice is a sin from which 
the gospel delivers (1 Cor. 6:9–11). It can never be viewed as 
legitimate practice for a gospel preacher.

A second ‘given’ is this: the pulpit is neither a stage nor a soap-
box. It is not constructed for entertainment; nor is it made to 
be a platform for political opinion or philosophical discussion. 
The world provides entertainment in a professional way; when 
preachers joke their way through sermons or think they need 
to be entertaining in order to keep their audiences, they would 
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be better to stay out of the pulpit altogether. I believe that 
preaching is entertainment of the best kind, but only when the 
preacher does his work as a preacher, not when he tries to do 
his work as an entertainer. And while the application of biblical 
passages and principles may lead a preacher to comment on 
contemporary issues, there is a sense in which people come to 
church precisely to get away from current affairs and political 
headlines. These are the things that weary God’s people every 
day of the week.

That is not to say that preaching is escapism; preaching that is 
the most biblical, Christ-exalting and other-worldly will also be 
the most contemporaneous and relevant. By raising the sights of 
our hearers to what is unseen and eternal, we will enable them 
to endure as those who see the invisible (Heb. 11:27), and to 
contextualize their everyday experiences, concerns and anxieties 
in the plan of God for them. Like Asaph, they will come into the 
sanctuary of God, and there faith will gain understanding (Ps. 
73:16–17).

This is both the irony and the grandeur of preaching. The 
more Bible-based, Christ-centred, glory-focused and other-
worldly our preaching is, the more relevant, earthy, appealing 
and engaging it will be. But the more entertaining and 
contemporaneous we attempt to make it, the more often it will 
lose its very soul—not to speak of the souls of those who are 
listening.

So in this book we want to take seriously both the calling and 
the called, both the preaching and the preachers. We are going 
to look at the four areas suggested in the title: the praying, the 
planning, the preparing and the preaching of our sermons. For 
each of these, we will look at biblical principles and at our 
practice. We will also consider some temptations to be faced 
and obstacles to be overcome in these aspects of ministerial 
work.

But first, a visit to the Highlands of Scotland.
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