
Teaching and Preaching 9
Seven Steps to Sermon

Introduction

Over the last nine months I’ve tried to give you some fairly simple tools to do the job of sitting down and handling the text of the Bible in a workman like way so that you can produce a talk that sticks with the text of the Bible rather than ranges all over the shop taking in the views from a thousand perspectives. There are many people who can talk, and there are many people who can produce talks that are Biblical in content, but there are relatively few who do the job of teaching what the Bible says in a particular passage. I want to encourage you that the Bible says stuff better than you do and so to explain what it is saying will make you not only faithful but profound. Martin Luther was hot on letting the Bible do the talking, he was convinced that the heresy of the Roman Catholic church could be defeated not by swords or political pressure but rather by the Word of God clearly proclaimed and taught. What we want in our region is Christians built up in their faith, strengthened and deepened in their relationship with God, and non-Christians challenged by the gospel. The means by which God does all of that is by his word so we work hard at getting our talks right so that the word can do its work.
Now, I confess I haven’t done any material on speaking to different groups and that is something we will discuss in our planning meeting next month, but even so I am convinced that whether you teach Sunday school, lead a ladies meeting or preach from the pulpit the initial work of thinking through what the Bible says doesn’t change. It is exactly the same word and it needs to be understood properly before ever you can think of passing it on to children or adults. Arguably with Children you need to do this work even more so that when you simplify things you simplify the right things. It’s all too easy to go off on a tangent or to investigate something that interests you simply because it does. The Bible has a clear message and our job is to understand and pass that on.

So we’ve looked at Epistles, Old Testament narrative, Wisdom literature, Gospels, Law and Old Testament prophecy in order to help ourselves think through how we approach those different styles and get ourselves ready to pass what we have learnt on.
What I want to do with you this morning is try and pull that together in a way that gives form and structure to what we are doing. We’ve got some of the tools and we are probably getting better at using them, that certainly seems to be how things are as I look at the essays each month. Now I’m going to give you seven simple steps to getting it all together.
Step 1 – Decide on the Central Theme

So you’ve sat down and you’ve prayed that God will help you. You have read and read and re-read the passage. You have worked out some sort of structure in the text, either a way it hangs together or an outline of the main points it passes to us and how they link to each other. You have done structure analysis or your three levels of the picture or your gospel periscope groupings and now you are ready for the first step in pulling it together.
The first step is to write out your Theme and Aim sentences.

Now I know we covered this way back in session 2 but the fact is that we are prone to skip steps in preparation and I think this is one step you should NOT skip.

Remember your theme sentence is a one sentence summary of what the passage is saying. It is the major idea that is running through the passage, the one timeless truth that you are seeking to convey that is the major point of what is in front of you in the passage. Yes, I know there are times when God may use the slightly obscure or less well known issues in a passage but we are not dealing with that, we are walking before we run, we are doing the basic, solid, core work of Bible teaching. Our aim is not to show how clever we are in the things we get from the text but rather to demonstrate that God’s word is clear and the main meaning is not secret or hidden or only comprehensible to the “elite”.

Even if there are three or four main ideas in a passage what is the thing that links them all together? What is the single main point that the Bible author is trying to get across to us?

I was taught that if you cant clearly state the theme of the passage then you probably haven’t understood it. And I think that probably right. If you are muddled about what it means then you can hardly expect the people who listen to you to grasp what you are saying.

Closely connected with that you need to write down your Aim Sentence too: that is, what do you want people to do as a result of listening to the talk or sermon? Of course this is intimately connected to the Theme sentence. The theme sentence states the theme of the passage and the aim sentence tells us what we are to do in response to that theme. 
Remember that the Bible is there to encourage, challenge, equip, rebuke and instruct us. It is not simply information it demands a responses from us. 

So make sure you do at some stage in your preparation, before you write the script for the talk, write out a proper theme and aim sentence.

Step 2 – Construct an outline

Or as Dick Lucas called it “Order order order, getting the preacher under control”

Having a structure to your talk is ever so important for a number of reasons:

· it aids the memory

· it gives shape to the message so it is easier to follow

· it gives pace to the message: you know how much you want to cover and it makes sure you do cover everything you need to

· It helps with distractions – people lose track, structure helps them get back in

· What happens if the lights go out? – Mike!

A couple of things to say about how you structure a talk.

Firstly do the structure before you write the talk. Don’t hope the structure will come out of the writing process. Generally it doesn’t and it leads to a lopsided talk that is strong in some parts and very weak in others.

Secondly don’t let the points you decided on control the text, but rather let the text control your points. So, if you go for alliteration or points that start with a similar statement make sure that the points are in the passage and not just in the vain imaginings of your own brain.

So for instance if you are preaching on Colossians and you talk about Christ being the head of various things you might start each point with Christ is the head of….
That’s fine and it’s good for memory but if it doesn’t come from the text then it’s in danger of being a talk on what YOU think about Christ rather than what the Bible at that point shows us about Christ.

Similarly it is good to have the number of points in your talk the same number as are in the passage. Don’t be intimidated by that but rather let the passage set the tone and shape.

Try and avoid proper names and past tenses:

A point that is “Abraham believed God” is just slightly dull and will send some straight off to sleep.

Rather uses statements that relate to what we should do or what we should believed and that encourage us to engage with the text rather than simply sit in judgement on it.

Don’t let the first point dominate: this is one of my main problems. I get so excited about the first point I spend 25 minutes on it and then leave 10 minutes for the next two points. It’s not good because it tends to put a skew on the text by making first things important and others not so. So work hard at keeping it in balance so that each point is roughly the same length, if of course the ideas are all given a similar weight in the text.

Move towards a climax: try and give some climax to the talk so that people go away thinking about the main thing. The key idea. Don’t have all the great stuff in point 1.

Now this second step is building the skeleton. It’s woking out the form the talk will take, the next step is to put some flesh on the skeleton. But if the skeleton is out of shape or unsafe then we would have a problem; so get the skeleton wright!

Step 3 - Put the flesh on the Skeleton  

For each of the points, in these early days of sermon or talk prep think of using this pattern:
State

Explain

Illustrate

Apply

State – Say the point you are making at the beginning of the point. Say it in one sentence and say it as clearly and as precisely as you can. For me it’s a bit like giving the menu for what’s about to be served up.

Explain – This is where you do the job of unpacking the text itself. Set the thing in its context so that people under who is saying what to whom and why. Explain what is happening in the story or the point of the prophecy or the flow of the argument if it’s a letter. Do your best to make the thing simple so that people can understand it in a short space of time. Remember you have had a week or more to think about this passage and they are going to have to get it in 30 minutes or so.

Try and anticipate question that people will have about the text. Don’t let them get out of hand but remember people will be puzzled by things and wonder how things tie together so it’s worth trying to anticipate those a bit and deal with them if it helps push forward the main point.

Illustrate – I’ll deal with this in the next main point

Apply – Show how what you have explained relates to the hearers. Think about who is listening to you and how this text might relate to their situation. Always respect confidentiality, don’t use someone in an illustration if they would be embarrassed, at least ring them up and ask them first.

Think about your own personal experience with things, perhaps talk about how the text affects you or the things it challenges you to do. Don’t overdo this, some sermons become a bit of a confessional session and that’s not helpful either. I don’t want to go to hear someone tell me all the details of their sins and failure, I want to know they are human of course but I also want to be challenged and encouraged about my own walk with God.
The sermon isn’t started until the application is begun – overstatement but element of truth.

Step 4 – Illustrations
Illustrations are like putting windows in a house. They bring in light and allow people to see things more clearly.

· Gains interest for those who have lost attention

· Helps to understand the truth being described

· Can persuade the will in a way that a simple proposition can’t

Ask yourselves some questions:
· Does this illustration clarify what I am saying? (good story but NOTHING to do with the point)

· Can the people identify with it? (Ben 10 to the ladies meeting?)

· Is it too memorable? (Illustration takes over from the talk and all they remember is the illustration)

Illustrations are a good servant but a terrible master.

Don’t use books of illustrations – Count of so and so in his carriage to London etc.

Use Biblical illustration, good to see the truth worked out in practice although with narrative may not at all be necessary.

Humour in Sermons, two more questions:

· Does it add to the point or to my ego?

· Does it put other people down?

If either is yes don’t do it.

Step 5 – Choose your way in

I think it’s good to have a strong introductory sentence or two, sort of like a menu for what’s coming up. 

Make it short gripping and accurate

Watch out for skyscraper foundations when building a bungalow. 

(Story of preacher who said he was going to tackle election – then never did)

Some of the best preachers start miles out, some situation or contemporary event and then bring it round to the point of the passage and let the passage answer it. 

Difference of opinion on this – I write into last, some write it first, but must make sure intro doesn’t control the sermon but rather the Bible text. Don’t just answer the intro. Deal with the text and use the intro to get you to the point where you are looking at the text.

Step 6 – Plan your way out

Take everything back to the main point of the sermon. A conclusion that ties everything you have been saying together. Maybe even the theme and aim sentences restated in a paragraph.

Give time for reflection, maybe prayer too.

Step 7 – Produce a script

I was taught early on to produce a full script, and I think at some stage in the preparation it is a good thing to do.

Too little on the page and we can become vague, woolly and way too long, or even the opposite, too short!
Choose words that ordinary people understand

Write it as you would say it not as a piece of writing.

Simple sentences, you are not there to impress.

Think of pitch, pace and pauses.
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