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ClassNotes #4

The Use of the Bible in Preaching

1. What is Biblical Preaching?

For Christian preachers, the Bible is the primary source for preaching, and listeners anticipate the sermon to be biblical.  What, then, does “biblical preaching” mean? 

I remember a piece of advice that a lay person gave me during my student internship at a church in New York City (PCUSA).  I was assigned to preach my first sermon at that church for an 11 O’clock Sunday service.  On the previous Sunday, an elder said to me, “Eunjoo, you know what?  Our congregation wants to hear ‘biblical preaching.’  If you preach a biblical sermon next Sunday, everyone will like your preaching.”  Then, I asked, “What do you mean by biblical preaching?”  He said, “Quote biblical verses as often as possible.”  What do you think about his idea of biblical preaching?  In fact, some preachers skim through the whole Bible from Genesis to Revelation in each sermon, regardless of the assigned text(s) for a sermon printed in the church bulletin.  

There is another popular idea about biblical preaching.  Some people think that when a sermon gives enough knowledge about the original meaning of the biblical passage, and when this knowledge is clearly and precisely applied to the congregation, the preacher is preaching biblically.  This idea seems to be more plausible than the former one.  In fact, expository preaching is based on this idea.  So, many preachers who take the biblical text seriously in their preaching tend to use the expository preaching style.  

However, I think that there are at least two ways to understand biblical preaching, one in a narrow sense and the other in a broad sense.  In a narrow sense, preaching is biblical when the given text for a sermon is interpreted theologically and contextually in relation to the particular congregational context and when this interpreted meaning governs the content of the sermon.  In other words, biblical preaching is not to preach or teach about the Bible but to preach the Word of God interpreted from a specific biblical text.  Biblical preaching is not to repeat what the Bible contains literally but to create a new meaning from the text for particular listeners.  Therefore, the preacher’s role as interpreter is what and how to create (or interpret) the Word of God.  


In a broad sense, when the content of a sermon is governed by a biblical and theological theme in general, even though it is not based on a specific text, it is also biblical.  More precisely, when a sermon focuses on a topic such as salvation, sin, death, incarnation, discipleship, etc., rather than a specific text, and when its content is based on the preachers’ theological understanding from the biblical perspective, this sermon is also biblical preaching.  


As a Presbyterian minister who respects the Reformed tradition, I think every preaching should be biblical just as every preaching should be spiritual, either in the narrow or broad sense.  
2. Many Views of the Bible  


Biblical preaching requires the preacher to study the Bible critically and to interpret it relevantly.  But, this is not an easy task to do.  As you might already have learned from Bible courses, the Bible is not a simple book.  Although fundamentalists still want to keep the idea of biblical inerrancy and infallibility, most theologians and preachers regard the Bible not as a timeless absolute norm, representing unconditional truths or guidelines for Christian life.  Rather, the Bible is a collection of historical religious documents of Judaism and Christianity and the Judeo-Christian literature of the Greco-Roman world.  The Bible is the product of multiple authors, in different times from different traditional, geographical, linguistic, and cultural backgrounds.  Moreover, the Bible contains diversity, inconsistencies, and occasional factual errors.  


 In addition to the historical view of the Bible, we also know of many different views of the Bible.  In Chapter 3 of my book, Preaching the Presence of God, I introduced such different views of the Bible as the canon of the community of faith, as a classic or a collection of literature, and as a resource for human experience, etc.  Do you have any other ideas you would like to suggest for understanding the nature and authority of the Bible?  If so, you may jot down in your one-page-notes.

These different views are very helpful for the preacher to approach the Bible and interpret it for preaching.  For example, the historical view tells us that it is important for the preacher to understand the Bible in relation to the background of a text before jumping into its application.  The canonical view helps the preacher to review the text as the word of God to and for the community of faith.  The literary view encourages the preacher to search for what the text means rather than simply searching for what the text meant.  Liberationist and feminist views challenge the preacher to approach the text with the “hermeneutic of suspicion” and the “hermeneutic of restoration” based on different individual and collective experiences of life.  


Our problem now is how can these diverse approaches to the Bible be combined in our interpretive process?  In other words, what kind of hermeneutical method can be useful as a way to reflecting on these diverse approaches and creating meaning for our congregations?  “The Seven Steps of Biblical Interpretation for Preaching” that I posted in Week IV on Moodle can be helpful.  The seven steps of biblical interpretive process are initially introduced in my book, pp. 98-101, as a way of spiritual hermeneutics for preaching.  

3. The Seven Steps of Biblical Interpretation for Preaching

1) Prayerful Preparation.  Biblical interpretation for spiritual preaching cannot be separated from the preacher’s spiritual discipline with prayer.  Spiritual preaching begins and ends with prayer.  Through prayer, we preachers invoke the Holy Spirit to be present and work with us throughout the entire process of preaching.   


2)  Text Selection.  There are several ways to select a text.  These days, the Revised Common Lectionary is in popular among Methodist and other mainline church pastors.  I wonder what kind of method you use for the text selection.  Local church calendar?  Secular calendar?  Topical selection?  Or by your own choice as the Spirit leads?  Whatever you use, your pastoral sensitivity and biblical knowledge are to be important tools for you to decide a specific text(s) for the sermon on a given Sunday.   

Once you selected a text either from the lectionary or by your own choice or by something else, it is important to consider the text in its larger context.  In other words, you need to consider what the previous and later paragraphs of the text are about and where the text is located in the flow of the entire book.  In addition, you need to refer to differences among different versions of the Bible.  


3)  Attentive Listening.  After determining the text, some preachers rush to read commentaries or articles written about the text.  However, I discourage you from doing that so soon.  Instead, you need to read the text attentively in meditative ways by using your imagination and intuition.  Sometimes the method of lectio divina (a slow and repetitive reading, see Kim, 95) may be helpful for your intuitive reading.  During and after reading the text attentively with your imagination without any help from commentaries, you may write the key words about your feelings or ideas or questions or draw a picture or images emerging from the reading.  Or, you may remember songs, poems, sayings, stories, symbols, etc. in relation to the text.  Or, you can compose your own song or write a poem or a story.  This step may take several days when you prepare a sermon.  

4)  Critical Understanding.  After taking enough time to read the text intuitively and imaginatively, you need to understand the text critically.  Some of you may have questions about the text in relation to its historical background, some ancient words that are not familiar to you and your listeners, the literary structure of the passage, or the rhetorical situation of the text.  You may find direct answers to some of your questions from commentaries and articles written by biblical scholars.   

It is often hard for new preachers to choose good biblical resources, for there are too many resources available in the library and on the internet.  I usually recommend four commentaries to them:  1) Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching.  As the title shows, this commentary series was written for preachers and Bible teachers with applicability.  2) The (New) Interpreter’s Bible. This series is also practical for preachers.  It includes how to apply the meaning of the text to contemporary contexts.  3) Anchor Bible.  This series is written based on socio-historical and literary criticisms.  4) Hermeneia: A Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible.  If you are interested in the form and structure of the text, this series will be a good resource.  Likewise, while the last two commentaries are based purely on the results of the historical-critical studies, the first two commentaries connect the text to our contemporary context by offering some pastoral insights into preaching.  


5)  Sensitive Listening.  The sermon should target a particular congregation, situated in a particular context.  Thus, listening sensitively to the congregation is very important.  Since your congregation has a unique situation, not all you gained from Attentive Reading and Critical Understanding are useful for creating a sermon.  Rather, you need to sort out what you have gained in order to use them appropriately and relevantly for your particular congregation.  
Most preachers assume that they know their congregations very well.  Yet, we preachers cannot boast like that since our congregations are not static but continuously change individually and collectively in their spiritual formation as well as their social and cultural contexts.  Without knowing changing aspects of our congregations, our preaching cannot effectively help them grow spiritually.  Therefore, we need to update our knowledge about their internal and external conditions by improving our pastoral sensitivity and care.  Your assignment of the Analysis of Congregational Spiritual Types last week was one of the ways for you to understand your congregational spiritual life.        


6)  Dynamic Interaction.  It is sometimes very hard to choose only one theme from the text to preach because we often find more than one inspirational image and insight from the text.  But, remember, you have only 15-20 minutes to preach (even 8 minutes for your mini sermon).  So, you need to focus on one theme that you think your congregation urgently needs to hear.  Through to-and-fro movements between the text and the congregational context, you need to narrow down your research results and eventually choose one clear meaning from the text for your sermon.  


7)  Theological Reflection.  The last step is to deepen your theological understanding of the theme you chose to preach and clarify the focus and function of your sermon.  What I mean by the focus is “what the sermon aims to say.”  It is the “central idea” or “unifying theme” of the sermon.  Your sermon should reveal the clear focus of the sermon.  The function of the sermon means “what the sermon aims to do.”  In other words, it is what you expect from your congregation as the impact of your sermon.  Do you expect that, through your sermon, your congregation will be challenged, comforted, criticized, taught, or encouraged?   

Although you have a clear focus and a function in your sermon, the focus and the function are sometimes heard differently by individual listeners.  In spite of this mystery of communication, however, we need to develop a clear focus and function in our sermon.  

Some of you may ask, “Should my sermon have only one focus and one function?  If so, why?”  Let me answer this question by sharing with you my conversation with my friend.  Once a friend of mine who had preached for over 10 years as Senior Pastor of a large church told me that he had preached a three-point sermon for ten years but recently realized that these three points were not effective, since they were too many for the listeners to keep them in their minds when they leave the church after worship.  So, he finally ended up preaching only one clear point (one focus) with one clear function in one sermon.  


After choosing the theme for your sermon, you need to deepen your theological understanding about that theme.  For example, if you decided to preach on the nature of the church from Matthew 3:24-30, you need to deepen your theological understanding of ecclesiology in relation to the theological concept of the Kingdom of God.  What is the church?  What does it mean to be a member of the Christian church?  What does the text say about them?  Even though you already have some ideas to preach about ecclesiology, I encourage that, in this step, you try to deepen your theological view by reading some theological books and articles in relation to that theme or by watching movies or by having conversation with others on that theme.  You also need to develop the theme in relation to a real issue, urgent and crucial to your congregation’s spiritual life.

When we meet face-to-face during the Iliff Gathering Days, I will explain more about biblical hermeneutics in relation to preaching.  In the meantime, if you have any questions regarding your assignment of the notes of biblical interpretation, please feel free to contact me.      

