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What isthe Big | dea?

In this lesson, let me review what we did last tiého alone has the power to change hearts? The Hol
Spirit, working by and with the Word in our heafemember, that is the point. It is not the Holyi®p
working independently of His Word but rather takihg Word and applying it to our hearts. The One
who inspired the Word also inspires the messerméneat our hearts receive it properly. Thus theyHol
Spirit, working by and with the Word in our heaiitsthe power by which God transforms people
eternally. He does not merely change their behauibtransforms them. What aspect of preaching is
the most persuasivethos pathos orlogos? Ethosis the most important. Whatlisgos? It is the verbal
content. That includes not just the words, but #tgdogic content as welPathosmeans what? The
emotive content of the message. And whatl®$® The perceived character of the speaker. Those are
key thoughts. It is important to know, of courdggttwhen you are inadequateeithos it is the

sufficiency of the Word that takes the burden ahsforming men and women off of us. But that is not
to say that the Spirit does not use our gifts. Weistruments. Granted, the Spirit can get araurd
weaknesses, but the normal way God works is bygubia character of the one speaking to confirm the
authenticity of the Word. God can work past us, tnad takes the burden off of us. At the same time,
we have the blessing of being instruments in Gbdisds. For those who are renewed by the Spirit,
being able to serve God for His glory is part of blessing and our joy. Let us pray to God this may

as we praise Him for the joy He works in us. Lepusy together.

Heavenly Father, we thank You that Your blessimgsiaw every morning. Great is Your faithfulness.
We know it is Your faithfulness that has broughtieie and ultimately that will equip us to go frtms
place with the message of Your Word. And so wethatythe mercies You give us would be plain not
only to our hearts, but that You would be equippiaghrough what we do in this class to make those
mercies plain to others as well. We acknowledgerbefou in humility that we are only earthen vessel
but with joy we proclaim that You pour Your glowt of earthen vessels so that the glory is all ¥our
Grant, Father, Your blessing on us by Your Spirgrenow, making us conformed to Your purposes and
filling us with Your glory. For the sake of YoumSand our Savior, we pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

As we begin, the goal of this lesson is to undesthe essential components of a well constructed
sermon. Just to think about what that is, let nfleecefrom your readings a bit. Why would the
following be a terrible outline for a sermon? Hexeny first point:agapeis one of three Greek words
for love. My second main point is this: Esau wdmay man. And my third main point is this: expaati
refers to the turning aside of the wrath of GodwiNeverything | just said is true. Everything I{jgsid
is biblical; it is all in the Bible. Why would thimake a terrible sermon? What do these three main
points lack that is necessary for a well-constrdistermon? They lack unity. There is nothing thatse
to pull together the components of this sermon.ughat is all true, there is nothing linking thekeee
very disparate ideas of three Greek words for |@&au being a hairy man, and expiation. It alskdac
purpose. While we may begin to think that thergose reason to know about three Greek words for
love, at the same time knowing that expiation esttirning away of God’s wrath—while true—does not
appear to have the same purpose as the earlidr poith because it does not have purpose, it atdsla
apparent application. It is these three things @hathecessary for all good sermonic preparatigarye
sermon must have unity, purpose, and applicatiavind) said these things, we now want to explore
them in depth.

Unity is the key concept. How many things is a sarrabout? One thing. Sermons may have many
facets, many components, many subsets of a cétdial But essentially, every sermon is about one
thing. Now, we need to talk about why that is. Wisahe need for sermonic unity? Well, the first
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reason we need unity is that preachers need fatiesspeaker himself needs focus. Why? Well, first
because the old hymn is true of us: we are prometualer, yes we feel it. There are so many intergst
and wonderful things to say from the ScripturestiAret we recognize that we have been in sermons
and, sadly, may have produced sermons that just see/ander about. They do not seem to have a
central purpose that people can grab onto. A secgasbn we need unity as preachers is that presacher
need focus to funnel the infinite exegetical paisigs.

If you were to go over to the library and begiméeearch any particular verse, you will be overwiesl
initially. You will see that there are many commneerds dealing with any portion of the Scripturelail
means books have been written or could be writtepractically any verse. There are near limitless
exegetical possibilities of what could be said dlamy portion of Scripture. And while it seemsiedtf
constraining—oh no, | just have to concentratehis @ane central idea!—ultimately you will find i t
be very liberating. When you are in that labyrinthnfinite exegetical possibilities, there arersany
things you could say that you just get overwhelmwétl the possibilities. When you are able to say, “
know there are many things | could say, but | valate those things that deal with my central paegb
then actually you feel freed from all the possilah, all the complexities of the sermon that cdagd
there. John Stott in some tongue-in-cheek way saye torture of every preacher is that he has to
throw away 90% of what he knows about any particoiassage when he preaches the sermon.” There
is so much any passage contains, but being alitets is what allows us to move forward and our
listeners to move forward with us. Of course, ikdahe other reason we need sermonic unity. lbts n
merely because speakers need focus. Our listeaedsfacus as well. If you were to go to research
virtually any passage of Scripture, you will fimdthe commentary sections of the seminary libragkb
after book on any passage you are looking at. Nmwhave to say, “I have to preach on this in a
timeframe.” It varies from state to state and froation to nation, but the average for evangelical
churches is about a 30-minute message. Well, ydueme across material that would be sufficient fo
300 30-minute messages as | look at virtually aasspge. Thus, if | have these infinite exegetical
possibilities, how do | know what | will grab on2diow do | know, out of all these possibilities,at/h
will say? The thing that will free you from thisfiimte labyrinth of possibilities is unity. We wifiress
hard on it this semester, and we will say, “Yekthase things are true, but what is the thing ol
trying to say in this message?” | will just tellyanitially it feels so constraining—I could tegibu all of
this, but you are making me focus on just this! Whknow where | am directing things to, | actually
have some basis for the choices | will be makinigad@all the possibilities available. Thus, speaker
need unity because we are prone to wander. Butigsctually helps us with the infinite exegetical
opportunities.

Of course, another reason for sermonic unity isombf that speakers need focus, but that listenees!
focus. One of the things we will talk about wittmemfrequency is this: almost all of us have been
trained quite well in how to write essays for read@8ut sermons are not essays. Sermons are for
listeners. There are different ways in which yomaaunicate to a listeneersusa reader. There are
things we will talk about that your sixth gradestdture teacher will not like. We will talk abohirigs
like one of the most powerful tools preachers havepetition. Now, if you were writing an essaguy
English teacher would say, “Do not say it againaflis redundant.” But in an oral medium we will say
“It is not redundant. It is power.” A listener doast have the ability to back up in the paragramth a
read it again. Thus what we do is provide all kinflsues, signals, and means to grasp the maseviial
goes by, and that includes unity. We have to haneeswvay to coalesce things, to let people know what
the kind of wall of words that is coming at thenaikabout. Unity is a means to help them findthei
way, because sermons are for listeners, not readers
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And beyond that, all good communication requirésesme. Even a novel that is many, many pages long
somewhere has its theme, what it is basically alioertainly an essay would reflect that. We wouwg s
the temptation for all of us as preachers is tqQ 4dyave so many good things to say, and it is all
important and all true,” and just to kind of thravat people. But it is so much easier to catclaseball
than a handful of sand. They may weigh the samag Bqual gravity, but if you do not pull it togethe
it is very hard to grasp. In fact, what we knowaasile of communication is if the preacher does not
supply unity, the listener will. He is requirednsehow, to pull the information together. If | wgust
speaking about different subjects, not spiritudljost generally telling you about a movie | sastla
week, | would find some way to not tell you the Wwhplot but to sum up the storyline. “It was a boy-
meets-girl movie,” or “It was a cops-and-robbers,™It was a western.” | would have some way of
pulling it together before | expected you to dedhvall the details. That is what preaching is alemsi
well. As we prepare sermons, we should recognizeviie have to have unity for our sake and for the
listener’'s sake.

Let us talk about the nature of sermonic unity—wdes into making it what it should be. You already
know one key idea. In expository preaching, themmrepof the passage is the message of the sermon.
We want what God says to be what we say. So pamitf is saying, “What is the big idea of the
passage? What is it dealing with?” When | identtifgt, it will also be the big idea of the messabi,
reflects the main idea of the text. The Bible saipst God says, and | want to say what God sayss Thu
| need to make sure that its theme is my theme niéening of the passage is the message of the
sermon.

Second, the meaning of the passage that becomesetisage of the sermon is the big idea. Now, some
of this is just terminology. In preaching circléisat word, “big idea,” is mentioned over and ovgaia.
“What is the big idea?” By that we are looking tbe unifying theme of the passage that is also
reflected in the message. What is the unifying ephof the sermon? The originator of that
terminology, simple as it sounds, is a man namedtdia Robinson, who still teaches at Gordon-
Conwell Seminary. Here is Haddon Robinson, whans bf the beginner of preachers this day in the
teaching of preaching. He says it this way, “Yoted®aine the big idea by asking this: what is the
purpose of the biblical writer here? What is henigyto communicate? What is his theme? What is his
idea? What is his concept? This leads us alwagsiginal intent.” Now, that is the key terminology.
The big idea is seeking to get us to the origintdnt of God and the author of the text. My goalas
eisegesis, to bring from my experience what therreans. My goal is to have God speak to me
through the text. What was the original intenthef author? Now, you recognize that so much of what
you do in seminary, exegesis, New Testament studielsTestament studies, church history, all of,tha
is saying, “What did the writer mean to say?” Tisibecause that is what | want to say, if | am gein
true to his intent and therefore to what God isniling to say.

The definition therefore is this: in expository @ecling, unity occurs when the elements of a passage
expository unit (new terminology again) are legdiely shown to support a single, major idea that is
the theme of a sermon. Why do homileticians talkuglan expository unit rather than just a passage?
Are the verses and chapter divisions inspired?LDke write those down? No, not at all. Sometimes
you will find that the expository unit has to crasger what in our English translations appearsetthie
passage. Those paragraphs and even verse diwsgrasiot inspired. They were not included
originally in the text. Thus it is for us to com&hvour understanding and say, “Do | need to co&s

a verse? Do | need to cross over a chapter?” inyaa will discover at times that the expositonjtu
what needs to be preached on, may run over mamtaisalf you do not know what happens in Job 40-
42, it is very difficult to explain what happensJab 1 and 2. The expository unit tries to say, atuhd
God mean to say? And what chunk of Scripture (sonest very little and sometimes very large) will be
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necessary to get the big idea and to actually witbntext say it?” Thus, in expository preachingfyu
occurs when the elements of a passage or expositirgre legitimately shown to support a single,
major idea that is the theme of a sermon. HadddsrRon says it this way, “The big idea of a sermon
is a subject and its complements.” A subject andaimplements. Sometimes the notion of one big idea
of a message gets people a little frightened becthey think, “You mean | have to talk about thieo
thing over and over again for 30 minutes?” No, talld about that one thing in terms of its
development. There may be many facets, many sylisets is all about one thing. Now you will join
the last 20 years of homiletic students in knowtimg: a sermon is like a stool. The unifying cortasp
the seat of this stool. It is all about one thifg.the big idea is the subject, with its complersgeiite
things that support it. We get in danger in preaghvhen we have a subject and its support is tvzet
somewhere. Or the subject of the main point mayappear to support the subject of the sermon .at all
Thus we want to make sure, for unity, that we habéy idea and its complements. That is, all theoma
parts of the sermon complement the main idea.

Now, what happens when | have to say something tioue to the text, and it does seem to be
unrelated? Then | recognize that | have the wraag, $he wrong subject. | do not yet have a ungyin
concept that deals appropriately with the subjettle text. | may have said this text was aboul'&o
guidance, but the more | study, the more | say,u¥Xnow, there are things in here that really do not
reflect much about guidance. That does not appdae tvhat Paul’'s main idea was. | will have to
change, then, what | said was the big idea aspigpecthis message, because it does not adequately
reflect the material in the text.” And my goal asday what the text is. Thus one of the tests adtivdr a
sermon has unity and also whether it has truthtigeimain idea can be supported by the major
components of the text. | test myself by asking By supporting points support what | said is the
main idea?” And | also ask, “Do those supportinghfsoadequately cover what the text is talking
about?”

A sermon is about one thing. That is the key cohoépermonic unity. The process by which we obtain
unity is not a mystery; it is not really hard. Wead and digest the passage to determine first, iwlbiag

big idea of the writer? | read and digest the pgesta determine what the (here the article is ingya)

big idea of the writer is or what themes in thesag®e have sufficient material to develop the main
theme of a sermon.

Believe it or not, | just led you into one of th@jor debates in the history of homiletics. Do you
recognize the debate? The question is this: camarrtheme of a passage be the major theme of a
message? Now, there are certainly those in therist homiletics who say no. But | want you tortki
about it for a little bit in this way. If you weteoking at Luke 15, you would recognize that thisra
series of parables there relating to “lostnesglit? There is a lost sheep, a lost coin, and astost|

will guess that at some time in most of your spaitexperiences, you have heard a sermon on your
assurance of God’s love because God is like tiefatho received again the prodigal son. If youehav
sin in your life, if you have been prodigal, yowncill have the assurance of God’s love becausleeof
nature of that father toward his son. Have you é&eard such a sermon? Would you say that sermon
came out of that text? Would you say it is wrong@shbf you would say no. But if you say, “The
purpose, the big idea of the total passage of 18his to assure prodigal sons of God’s love, hat t
what that is about? No. Who is the passage actdabygted to? Who is listening in, and what arg/the
concerned about as Jesus tells these three paadiddaslost things? What just preceded the paratfles
“lostness”? What are the Pharisees doing? They@set because Jesus is eating with the publicahs an
prostitutes. They are saying, “How can you deahwiople like this? If you were really a
representative of God, you would know that yourareto deal with people like this.” Now Jesus tells
parables of “lostness.” For those who are sinrtbesge is the wonderful assurance of how the father
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deals with his younger son. But who is really tbenpof the parable? It is the older son, the older
brother. He is upset that the father receives r@esjrthe prodigal. Jesus is telling the accouméioeind

the Pharisees that they are being like the eld#hbr who is upset that God is gracious. Now, & #&n
appropriate message for a sermon, that you shatldenupset that God is gracious toward sinners? Is
that an appropriate message? Yes. But many of Igousaid it would be appropriate to talk about God
the Father receiving sinners from this passagedddyg this you recognized that there is a majorr-ove
arching theme—the wrongness of being upset with’'$&Sgidice. And you also recognized that there are
sub themes that might be sufficient for a sermoke-G0od is graciou towards sinners like me and like
you.

If you came to the conclusion that only the bigai@é¢ a passage and no minor theme is sufficierd for
sermon, what would you be required to preach onyawrme? It is hard to tell. You might have to
preach on a whole chapter every time, or you megken have to do a whole book every time. After all,
the chapters are only minor points of the biggaekb@nd by the way, the books are just minor points
of the whole message of Scripture. So where wgairg is this: it is that word “sufficient.” Minor
themes also can be the big idea of a sermon iétisesufficient material. Now this becomes a judgine
call. Is there sufficient material in this passégsupport what you are saying and particularlyafior
expositor who will not be importing from other péascbut only saying what this text means? You are
saying, “Within this text, is there sufficient magé to say, ‘God is gracious toward sinners’?tHsre
sufficient material to say, “You should tithe”? Aftall, the father provided things here. Well, thnaty

be a minor theme in there, but there is not sfitmaterial to develop the theme exegetically frooh
this passage. So, is there sufficient materiatfipsrt what | say will be the main theme of thevsam.
Therefore, you begin with those two ideas of undgntifying the big idea of the writer and what
themes in the passage have sufficient materiagéveldp the main theme of the sermon.

The second major thing we do for unity is melt datva supporting ideas into a proposition. This is
another key term. A proposition, in the historypoéaching, is one crisp, clear statement of the big
idea—of the, to use your essay language, themeeahkessage. We then say, “Is there sufficient
material here to support what | say is the thenidfait is a proposition. As | state it, is it appdrenme
as | have studied it (and hopefully to the listsredter they have heard me) that there is sufficien
material in the passage to support that propositothe message? The mark of success in unity, in
developing that proposition, is the 3:00 AM tedieTgoal is to say, if your spouse or roommate \ere
bump you out of bed at 3:00 in the morning and $aseacher, what is the sermon about?” Can you say
it? It has to be a rather crisp, clear statemestabse at 3:00 AM you will not be thinking welln®|
Psalm 111 and 112, the chiastic structure of tHeréle enables the listener to understand that God is
not only communicating His character but also simgwiow they are transferred to man so that His
nature is part of their nature, and this is patisf atoning-redemptive process.” That is all tiog, it is
way too long. “God transfers His nature to us.” flisdhe same thing. Now, | will prove that staterne
establish it, and develop it. | will do all thatthin the message. But a proposition is to be osp.cr
clear statement of what the message is united dradmity is striving for these things. Unity isistng
for a single thrustersusmultiple thoughts. One sermon really cannot beuaitite cause of Absalom’s
sin, the cure for alcohol addiction, and the caserffant baptism. Now, notice the great allitevati But

it is still way too broad for it to be united ar@uanything.

Homileticians have a cute way of reminding us hoswwil do this: TMT/ITK/TMT/TMT. What does
that stand for? “The main thing is to keep the nthaing the main thing.” Unity, sermonic unity in a
message, strives very hard for that ethic. Youatgs threat is your knowledge of the passage.wibbu
know so much. As | mentioned earlier, John Stotssal'he greatest torture of any preacher is thngwi
away 90% of what he knows about a passage to poraitli The people who listen to us in local
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churches, as you go out and start preaching, Kisdhde when they talk about the “seminary sermon.”
What do they mean? The speaker included everytiengyver heard in systematics class and said it as
fast as he could to get it all in. He did this eatthan recognizing, “I only have this much timet b
God'’s people have this week, and next week, andekeweek. This week we will talk about this. We
will deal with this theme that the Scripture addesssufficiently so that they will see this is wtkas
passage is about. And if it is too much materiakéd to deal with a smaller bit of the passage.

What is the purpose of the main theme? What argyiveg to get to when we talk about the big idea th
passage is about? We are trying to get to a pubasé will identify as the fallen condition focus

When we identify that big idea and ask why it iseh@ve do not really have to guess why it is h&he
Scripture itself is telling us the purpose of evpagsage. If evangelicals would not make John tBidi6
only motto verse, we would say the other major mweérse of evangelicals is 2 Timothy 3:16 and 17,
which says, “All Scripture is God-breathed andssful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and tnagni

in righteousness, so that the man of God may betighly equipped for every good work.” In the King
James Version, the last phrase is “so that theah@od may perfectly, thoroughly equipped unto gver
good work.” It is that word “perfect” we stumble.dhis actually the Greek womiakarios which

means “complete.” All Scripture is given for theseious reasons, teaching, rebuke, correction...to
complete us. Now, if Scripture is given to complese what does that necessarily say about us? &/e ar
incomplete. Apart from what God provides, we ammplete. We are fallen creatures. We have holes
in us that the Scripture is designed to fill byitgj us of the work of God.

Identifying fallenness, what is wrong, is what Leithn homileticians call the burden of the text. Wha
wrong that God must address with His redemptivekwoorder for us to be whole or complete before
Him? Our fallen nature requires Scripture’s conipletAnd all of Scripture has this purpose of
completing us. Thus every passage has a fallentammébcus, what | will simply call the FCF. The
purpose of the text is not simply to give you imf@tion for the test tomorrow. The goal of the pgssa
is not just so that you will go home and have niorewledge. The purpose of the text is to deal wgh
as fallen creatures in our fallen condition witk #¥mowledge of what God can do about that. Some
aspect of our fallenness is being addressed. @eanfeondition is the purpose that is beaconingrxeh
the words. It is the purpose that is even beacobéignd the information. It is the answer to theywh
guestion. | see what question here, but why ieie® Why did the Holy Spirit require a biblical teri

to write this down? If it is not just so that wellvie able to answer right questions on the tebgtvs
the purpose? What is the burden of the text?

Let me tell you why that is so important. | hopeiyeel a little of the weight of it right now. Whgou
come to seminary or learn from seminary classas have the wonderful privilege of beginning to see
the Scripture in greater detail, with more knowledand through greater tools you are provided with
than virtually any other person. That is a grett ghat is a wonderful privilege. But if you aretn
careful, you can get caught into just displaying jity of your privilege instead of the reason yawd
been given it. When people look for the common d&nators of great preaching, that is a difficult
thing to do. You could go to the seminary librangldook at the multiple volumes of 20 centuries of
great preaching. If you were to say, “What is comramong all these sermons?” | will tell you, you
will struggle to find a common denominator. Theg ao different, given the era. It could be the tgpe
preaching that reflects ancient Greek rhetoricdpdiighly ornate, very doctrinally oriented, and no
dealing much with the text explicitly. It might Biritan preaching, again dealing with the text but
typically giving a key verse to get a thought oliitoand then going to many different passages to
develop the doctrine in that text. Or, from thediof John Broadus, we have expository preachingeas
know it today, which says, “Look at the text angblken what it means on the basis of the biblicatevr
who wrote it, not going to all those other placasillyou have proven the idea first.” Thus you vilid
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ornate preaching, Puritan preaching, expositorggrmg—many different kinds of preaching. What is
the common denominator of great preaching? Who rtteelehoice and why? The common
denominator of all great preaching is that it giiepe, not that it gives information, although all
preaching gives information to some extent. Thermoom denominator of all great preaching is that it
uses the information in the text to give hope. Vdhg/we dealing with fallenness? So that | will
recognize that “there is no temptation taken yousioigh as is common to man.” What you are
struggling with, the people in the Bible were sgligg with. And God gave them aid. So | will teby
what they were struggling with, what the burdeihef text is, so that when you also struggle with
something you will know how to deal with it, withd divine solution that God provides here. Romans
15:4 says, “Everything that was written in the paas written to teach us, so that through endurance
and the encouragement of the Scriptures, we mig¥e hope.”

Here is the definition of the FCF: the FCF is thetmal human condition that contemporary believers
(us) share with those for or by whom the text wagten that requires the grace of the passage to
manifest God’s glory in His people. What are wend@i We are starting the message, thinking of it
redemptively, by saying, “As | look at this texthat is the burden of the text and what is the hadpe
God?” Why is it here? If | do not ask that questibwill get into sermons that are merely lectuoas
topics. “I will talk to you today about justificatm by faith alone.” Well, that is very interestirignd |

can tell you all the places in Scripture whereifigsttion is shown to be by faith alone and how God
expressed it...” That is all great information. Why Icheed to hear that? Why does the mass of people
even in our churches base their justification airtBanctification instead of on faith in what Hesh
done? What is the burden of the text? What becahgeproblem if | think | am okay with God based on
how | am doing? Then honesty will always take martaunderstanding that | have no assurance before
God on that basis. Why did the Holy Spirit writéstdown? What was the burden of the text? Why did
it have to be there, and what now is the hope@uat is providing? The FCF takes us beyond the mere
factual questions to the redemptive answers byhgayHere is the problem that is human: you have
holes in you. By the way, you cannot fix it. Butdscan.” By dealing with fallenness, true fallenndss
am forced to deal with the divine solution.

What are the implications of the FCF? First, weusttmever preach on a text until we have determined
why the Holy Spirit put it there. The great temjaatwill be to preach on what you know, the facts,
rather than going beyond that to say, “Why aredfttails here?” We will say, “Until | have goneton
the why questions, | am not ready to preach.” Th#te second implication. Until we have determined
an FCF of a text, we do not know what it is abewutn if we know many true facts about it. If werd
ask the why question, we do not really know whéat @bout. One very good way to find out if you are
really dealing with the burden of the text, justiiiion by faith alone, God’s sovereignty, and tke, lis,
after you have answered the questions of whatetkteg about, then you can go through the “who”
door. All right, God is sovereign, He knows abarhbrrow. That is very interesting. Who needs ta hea
that? Now you are pastoring. Now you are not oatgdring. You are saying, “What is the burden ef th
text?” Think pastorally for moment. Who needs towrthat God knows tomorrow? Are any of you
struggling to find a job right now? Do you know ymupeople who are still worried about their college
choice for next year who have no idea where torfgmavhom is it important to know that God knows?
The One who loves you and gave His Son for youkitavs tomorrow. Who needs to hear that? When
you think of the “who” question, you will get toglfwhy” answer—to deal with people like me. | look
at the text and ask, “What is its burden?” Thistéemme to preach truly as God intended.

How do | determine the FCF? Here is a three-stepgss of determining the FCF. First, ask, “What
does this text say?” That is kind of the bare infation question. What does the text say? In classic
Haddon Robinson language, it is, “What is the Oepi here?” What does the text say, what is the big
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idea here? Now, that is a very important step. Vdbast this text say, what is going on here? That is
necessary and important and requires all your kedgé, skills, and tools that you are being given at
seminary. What does the text say? For me the sagl i) | think, many, many preachers in this adtu
end their sermon preparation when they have eruedriswer to that question. “What does this text
say? | will give you the information. And becauseas being true and faithful, exegeting the text, |
think | have preached.” | will keep pressing youamd say, “Why did you sit down in church to listen
to that man? Just so you would get more facts? Wheeg you really expecting?”

A second thing to do to determine the FCF is tthisnot only ask, “What does the text say?” but also
ask, “What concern or concerns did the text ad@’eBlat is looking at its original context. Whatsva
going on in Philippi that wrote, “I plead with Euadand Syntyche to be at peace...”? Was it to have us
be able to pronounce Euodia and Syntyche sometirttesifuture? No. Why did he write that? What
was going on then that he needed to write? Whatmeburden of that time? What concern or concerns
required the writing of the text in its context?

Then number three is what | think takes a lectote being a sermon. It is answering the question,
“What do we share in common with those for or alwalidm this was written, or the one by whom this
was written?” When David says, “My tears have begrdrink all the night long,” he is the one who
wrote that text. Has anyone here ever cried imtgkt? David did. He is like me in some way. Do not
just see that he was going through a hard time, A$bw are we like him?” Why did the Spirit record
his experience for me? How are we like him?

| hope you are getting the big hint here. The Hnhis: the mutual condition, what we talked abiout

the FCF, finding out how what is going on in thettis like my condition, is the key to the most
powerful and poignant preaching—identifying the naltcondition of the original audience and us. This
is not just describing the text, although thamgortant and true. But how is that group of peottie,

one who wrote that, or the one about whom it wattew, like me? What mutual condition do we share,
that | may now know that as God treated them, a$ i@scued them, so He can redeem, rescue, or
redeem me? Another key hint is this: it is not phst mutual condition that makes powerful preaching
but the more particular you make the FCF, typictil more powerful the sermon will be. This is agai

a difference between an essay and a sermon. Fessary you typically write a large principle. “Today
will talk about the problem of sin in the world.'r&at, but what does that have to do with me?
Typically, the more personal and particular you etiie FCF, the more powerful the sermon is. “Today
we will talk about how you can be faithful when ydnoss is a sinner.” Is there anyone in Scriptune w
had to be faithful even though his superiors wexgan? That subject is addressed in numerous places.
have to become much more particular about whaE@ieis in order to deal with it in general.

A simple rubric of preaching is if you try to préaio everyone, you really speak to no one. If ygud
speak to everyone, with universal principles thgthato all people in all places, you actually dp&a

no one. It is too abstract. But if you will spealuist one, you speak to everyone. “There is no
temptation that has taken you but such as is comtmaran.” If you will actually deal with an
individual facing a common human dilemma, everyaiikelisten in. If | talk about an Asian personan
nursing home who is not visited anymore by familyreends but has found fellowship with God,
everyone will listen. None of the people in my caagation are in nursing homes. But do any of them
know loneliness? Do any of them know what it i®ltk be abandoned by family and friends and to
need to find God as the One who is a friend? If gpeak of one clearly who has a human condition, a
fallenness, everyone knows what you are talkingiab®nd they will listen in because you have
become pastoral in your particular topic and nst jecturing about universals. Now, there is aeta
here. To find that mutual human condition, you hevanderstand the human condition. And you are
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actually personifying it when you become particuBut that mutual human condition has to have the
pastoral instincts to say it does apply to enougbppe. But | will talk about it in particular terms

It has been asked, am | saying that when we prneacthould think of particular people in our
congregation who are going through situations oddeons that this text would be applicable to, amd
actually think of those people as we prepare? Thevuld be going along thinking, “It would be reall
good for Mary and Sue to hear this.” The answéais definitely saying that. Let me tell you wheve
will go in a few weeks. My goal when | am pastorag)l preach is to think, “Who needs to hear this?”
and to think of and prepare even my word choicesandtture for specific people, to minister to #hes
people God has put in my context. | should not gitéa people somewhere else, but | should preach to
these people. Therefore | will think of these pedpltheir actual contexts. But | will never narher.

| will speak of their situations, but | will noteatify them. If | am preaching to a congregatiordmap

of many, many college students, | will purposeli &bout some of the temptations | know are on
college campuses. Now, if | were in a rural farstrict with mostly older people, | would not talkaut
college temptations to that group of people. | naly about how the economy is destroying the farm
families, young people having to move away, worrdgrii they will even be here next year, and God’s
assurance to them. | may talk about overcomingeimptation to think, “There is no hope because | do
not know what is going to happen.” This may sp&ageople in a rural setting versus people in a
college setting. They may be thinking, “There isr@ason to resist, because God does not know what |
am doing.” What God knows is still the subject, bwill definitely deal with that subject in ternas the
fallenness of people. This is the universal prilecthat we will apply to specific situations Godshaut

in front of us. But | will not be able to do thaelvif | have not said what the specific situatisrihat is
here in the text, first. What was David dealingh®itWhat are the principles of his situation thatlGo
redeeming work is dealing with? The sermon is napsto deal with the text when even the application
| give are most close to the situation of the text.

Here is another little preaching rubric: you applyat you explain. What you have explained the igxt
about is what you apply. When people really gettpsth you is when you begin to apply what you
have not explained—or especially if you have notvpn the text says that. That is when you realty ge
into trouble. Someone has raised the problem opteacher trying to deal with his own problemsha t
pulpit. This is a balance, is it not? Sometimessir@nons that are most powerful are when you are
preaching to yourself, when you know your strugged you know you have to deal with this. But if
the pulpit becomes the place where you alwayswhlyourself and your concerns, two things begin
to happen. First, you rob people of the whole celasGod. You are just dealing with you rathentha
with the true subjects of the text. This, by theywia one of the reasons we do consecutive pregchin
We move through a book so that | have to deal mitine themes than just those that come to my mind.
The other thing that can happen if the preachefremuently only deals with his problems is that th
people stop thinking the text applies to themedras he is just doing self-therapy in the pulpite ‘is
talking on that subject again? Oh, that is justtwieais struggling with.” Thus you end up removthg
Scriptures from the people.

Now, this is always a balance. Over and over againvill talk about pastoral prudence. On the other
hand, if the preacher never identifies with the wthers are struggling, that is harmful as welh&d$
have written, “If the preacher is the only onelie tongregation who does not recognize theretisrms
outside, then again the preacher is not able testein’ There is redemptive transparency. | haye to
from time to time, say, “We, me and you—we struggith this. And God helps us all.” Remember?
“All we like sheep have gone astray. We have tumech to his own way, and the Lord has laid on him
the iniquity of us all.” Even the prophet is wilijrio be transparent at times. But if the pulpitdmes
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what | think of as the “sympathy bench,” with thespor saying, “Feel sorry for me, | am struggliog s
much,” that is not redemptive transparency. Thatlfish transparency.

Let us keep going. | want to make sure one morgytabout the FCF is clear to you. The FCF,
remember, is the mutual human condition we shatie tvdse in the text. And | have used that word
“burden” a lot. So | hope you recognize that thé=F€always something that is wrong, something that
is negative. But | want you to hear this: it is abways a sin. What are legitimate subjects a sercan
address? Can a sermon address the subject of ds&t@rSure. Can it address the subject of
unfaithfulness? Sure. Can it address the subjeehailion? Sure. The common denominator of all
these subjects is that they are all sins. Canra@ernddress the subject of grief? Yes. Is griehgbkna
sin? No. What is it? It is a consequence of beifgjlan creature in a fallen world. That is whysitnot

the sin condition focus (SCF). It is the fallen dition focus. Sermons can certainly deal with sarsj
many, many times they should, but not always. Sonest people’s hurting and brokenness, which has
to do with Hurricane Ivan, for instance, and nattvéomeone’s individual sin, is a legitimate subjsfc

a sermon. Will there be pastors who will have heaagtoral, biblical work to do in areas torn ajort
natural disasters? You know there will. And forrtho say something like, “You are sinners,” willtno
be the best subject for those sermons. It may tierlie say, “It seems hopeless, but God is heeeisH
sovereign, He is still on His throne, and you cawmehfaith in Him.” Thus an FCF can be sin, butoesl
not always mean sin. It is important that you retopg that.

Now, when the Bible and sermon identify an FCFuadbn of the text, we have to ask the question,
“Why is it doing that? Why are the passage andrieesage identifying something wrong?” The answer
is, of course, so that we will apply the truth loé Scripture to that problem. This, of course aited
application. Dr. Rayburn was the founding presidgr€ovenant Seminary and taught this course for
many years. Dr. Rayburn had been an Air Force ebl@amd even as a seminary president he kind of
kept that bearing and demeanor. He was someoné vesected and feared a little bit. He used his
bearing, because he loved us, in very remarkabys whsome points. At this point in this course he
would do this. He would say a little gruffly, “Gé@ten, | do not care where you go as a preacluer. |
not care how big the church. | do not care how Wl say you have preached. Whereever you go in
the world, whatever you preach, at the end of ywammon | want you to see me sitting on the back row
| have a frown on my face, my arms are crossed. adngou are leaving the sanctuary after your
wonderful sermon, | have a question for you: ‘S@at#hSo what? Oh, so the Israelites went into the
Promised Land. So what? So Paul was shipwreckedh&&?”” What was he driving at? What does this
have to do with me? This was all true informatioaybe even dealing with problems. But what does
this have to do with me? When we preach, we arengoely giving information. We preach for
transformation.

The biblical instruction of this is plentiful. Weus again go back to that “motto verse” in 2 Timothy
3:16-17, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is usér teaching, rebuking, correcting and training
righteousness, so that the man of God may be tgbipequipped for every good work.” There is a
reason that doctrine, reproof, and correction arerg It is so that we would live according to the
doctrine, reproof, and correction. There is applicaexpected. As Presbyterians, it is often veasdito
get a rise out of a congregation. But even Preshyte have an “Amen” verse. Did you know that? For
Presbyterians, the “Amen” verse is Titus 2:1. Yan almost always get an “Amen” out of
Presbyterians with this one: “You must teach whamiaccord with sound doctrine.” Amen? “Amen.”
See, even Presbyterians will say “Amen” to that. Meu must teach what is in accord with sound
doctrine.” But how does this continue? What isénad with sound doctrine that Titus is told he thus
teach? Titus 2:2-6 continues, “Teach the older todre temperate, worthy of respect, self-controlled
and sound in faith, in love and in endurance. Lilsewteach the older women to be reverent in the wa
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they live, not to be slanderers or addicted to mwicte, but to teach what is good. Then they can tra
the younger women to love their husbands and @mldio be self-controlled and pure, to be busy at
home, to be kind, and to be subject to their hudbaso that no one will malign the word of God.
Similarly, encourage the young men to be self-adietl.” What is in accord with sound doctrine that
must teach? How people are to live in accord watlnsl doctrine. This is application. This is evea th
pattern of the epistles. All the epistles of thestle Paul begin with a salutation, some greefiingn he
gives much doctrinal instruction. Then how do thigelrs end? With practical application. There are
implications of what you know. He tells Titus, asdays in other places, “This you must teach fer th
purpose of people knowing how to live.” That is bgation.

What are the implications of this for us? Simplistlpreaching is to transform as well as informeTh
father of expository preaching as we know it, JBnoadus, dealt with the liberalism that was coming
into the church in this culture from Europe. Thessaid, “We must make sure we are saying what the
Bible says.” The father of expository preachinglsaso what is the main thing to be done in
preaching?” His answer will surprise you. You wotlithk that the father of expository preaching
would say, “The main thing to be done is to exptamtext.” But he did not. Guess what the fatter o
expository preaching said was the main thing tddree? He said application. He said this because he
recognized the temptation to become simply dispsrdenformation and forget what the purpose of
the text is. The purpose is to bring the power ofl Gto the lives of God’s people so they will live
according to His ways.

The second implication is that preaching will alwayclude two things: what is true and what to do
about it. It is not just one or the other. Preagltimat is just what is true is abstraction. Preaglthat is
just what you should do is arrogance. Preaching vhaue and what to do about it is ministry. Ritea
what is true and what to do about it. What we wekr@g with that FCF earlier was creating a longing
for the Word. Remember, “As the deer pants fomtager so my soul thirsts for you.” The FCF builds
that so we can then say, “And here is what Godchled you to thirst for: His will, Word, and ways.

What are the consequences of not doing applicatomssage is pre-sermon until its ideas and
components are applied to an FCF. You can say ftimaeyhings in a pre-sermon, like “God is good.
God is loving. God is kind. God is patient.” Thésall good information, but it is not a sermon Liyiu
have applied those aspects to an FCF, to someonésvitn fear and needs to know that God is good,
loving, kind, and patient. When you take the tramia apply it to that mutual human condition, tisat i
when you have a sermon. Pre-sermons only desérgbiext. Sermons apply the text to an FCF. Some
years ago there was a professor who came to lefctuus. He was an expert in Hittite-ology, the
archaeology of the Hittites. We listened with raftention for about three days to his lectures nidmee
student dared to ask at the end of those lecttiMdsat do these Hittites have to do with the Hittitef
the Bible?” And the professor said, “Oh, theserarethe Hittites of the Bible.” And we all said (to
ourselves), “Then why have we been sitting herénhaltime, if this has nothing to do with us?” Now
we did not just leave perplexed. We left mad. llifyali do is dispense information, your people wolk
leave with an appreciative, “Oh, that was intergsti They will leave hurt and mad. “| came to be
ministered to. Why did you not apply this to me®f We are not ministers of information alone. We
are ministers of transformation. We speak the Wiéi@od to give to His people in their fallen
condition. When we approach the Scriptures that, g not only blesses, but He also wonderfully
heals His people through the ministry He givesws.will talk about many of the specifics as we
continue, but these are the early things. Evenyear to be called a sermon, requires unity, purpose
and application.
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