HOW TO PREACH A SERMON

Nick Hawkes, Jan 1999

What do you speak about?

You must first get the passion.  How do you find a subject you feel passionate enough to preach on?:

· Listen to what the community/society is thinking and feeling.  Pick up on what's happening.  What are the main sins, issues and concerns of your people today?

· Pray.  What is God's passion for this moment?  What is God wanting to say?

· Research this issue in the Bible.  What clear instructions, commands and principles does it teach?  Write these down in a catchy memorable way and let these become the main points of your sermon.  This ensures that every sermon point is a “life application” point. 

· Be careful of just following the lectionary (sharing a few thoughts on the set passage).  Whilst following the lectionary may stop you preaching your favourite sermon many different ways, it also stops you seeking God for your people and discerning what is appropriate for them at this time.  If you are seeking to grow a congregation in a particular area, it vital that you begin by teaching the values that undergird it.  These will be the things you need to preach on.  Preach strategically.  If the lectionary is used, it should be used strategically e.g.  to give holistic teaching on the life and teaching of Jesus.

What is the AIM of the sermon?

Sermons are not about information but transformation.  Decide three things:

1) Decide in what way you want your people to be transformed.   WRITE THIS OUT FIRST.   Write it out in a single sentence (using a strong verb),  e.g. "To bring people to their knees in repentance over the recent divisions that have plagued the church”.   

2) Decide what you will say to tell them how to be transformed (The key points of the sermon).   WRITE THIS OUT SECOND

3) Decide what you will ask them to do to become transformed right now.   WRITE THIS OUT THIRD

Decide whether you will preach an exegetical sermon or a topical sermon.

An exegetical sermon takes a passage of Scripture, explains its setting and expounds it so that its truths are distilled out and presented in a powerful and faithful way.
  These types of sermons are particularly appreciated by congregations who are mostly committed Christians and by those familiar with church culture.

A topical sermon takes a subject relevant to the felt need of the people, e.g.  "guidance" and applies a number of relevant passages from the Bible to give people understanding on that subject.  Topical sermons work well with people who are not Christians and for people from non church backgrounds.

In reality, no one should ever preach a sermon just to teach information.   Every sermon must have a reason for it to be preached and ask for a very clear response that leads to transformation.   As such, no sermon should be introduced as being an exposition on a certain passage of Scripture.   Exegetical sermons should begin like topical sermons in defining the need God wants to address that is relevant for the moment.  In other words, a well preached exegetical sermon should sound like a relevant topical sermon.

What should a sermon contain?


A sermon should contain:

1) An introduction

2) Main content

3) A conclusion and a call for a response

Introduction:

1)  The first sentence needs to compel people's attention.   Do not skimp on this.   Craft it conscientiously, creatively and compellingly.   Keep this sentence short.

2)  The first paragraph needs to make an emotional connection with the people by establishing the relevance of what you say to their lives.

Note:

i   You may frame this with entertainment – but you must move beyond mere entertainment to relevance.

ii  This is not a licence for emotional manipulation or for peddling emotionalism.  Rather, we are talking about the importance of evoking emotional allegiance from people because you have established relevance.

3)  Win trust

· Be confident in manner.

· Have good eye contact with people.   Look for individual people and smile at them.

· Adopt a friendly, natural and sincere manner

· Remember that preaching is a RELATIONAL activity.  Christianity is about authentic positive RELATIONSHIPS.  The reason God created was to establish loving relationships with us.  Everything that Christianity celebrates and teaches should therefore be done in a relational way.  Great modern preachers seem to dialogue with their congregation when preaching, reaching them with winsome humour, movement, eye contact and questions.  Do the same.  Don't be afraid of humour in you stories.  If you tell stories against yourself, try and leave you family out of it, they will appreciate it.

The body of the sermon:

In the body of the sermon, have three clear points: each headed with an strong action word "be", "know", “do” etc.  Make these headings clear and memorable rather than clever with contrived alliteration, e.g.

· Know the Father's plan

· Know the Son's example

· Know the Spirit's power

Search the passage/s of Scripture you are speaking about carefully and distill the essence of God's instruction to us.   Then work hard at summarising these in three simple, memorable, action-charged headings.

The all important ending:

You have preached a sermon, but why have you preached it?   You need to know what RESPONSE you are seeking from the people - then ask it of them.  In doing this, you are seeking to co-operate with God as he seeks to disclose his will and purpose for his people.

The goal of preaching is transformation not information.  Therefore, all sermons should end with some sort of concrete appeal.  The appeal for response needs to be definite, and concrete.   “Will you......?”   There must be something you call people to do in order to change right now.   Invite people to come to the front for prayer.   Invite people to come to put their hand up during prayer to be prayed for to accept Christ.   Invite people to to draw the shape of a cross on the floor with their toe, and, if they want to commit afresh to Jesus, to stand on that cross.   If you cannot ask people to make a concrete commitment at the end of a sermon, it is a waste of an opportunity and you should not preach.

Other things to bear in mind when ending a sermon are:

· Don't fade away.  Build up to the response you will ask of the people.  You should build to a crescendo in emotion.  Again, this is not peddling emotionalism, it simply understanding that people will not respond to anything that they are not convinced is important to you.   Nor will they respond to anything that does not have a claim on their emotions.

· Do three things: 1)  Sum up the main points (in a brutally clear, memorable way)

2) Tell people how to change

3) Tell people what concrete thing they can do to begin that change process now.

Don't introduce new material at this point.

· Be clear and specific in what you are calling people to in order to be transformed.

Use of sermon notes:

Do not read a sermon verbatim.  If you do, it will be harder for you to have eye contact and “smile contact” with people.  Read sermons also don't sound real because people write differently to how they speak.  Sermons should be well prepared and researched but you will inevitably lose passion and engagement with your audience if you are tied strongly to your notes.  For this reason, some ministers write their sermons out in full but then only take key notes or highlighted notes with them when they speak.  I write my sermons out in full and highlight the key points.   However, by the time I preach, I am so familiar with it that I hardly need to look at it.  This also means that I am not forced to stand behind a pulpit and can engage with people more naturally.  

Illustrations:

Make good use of stories and testimonies.  People relate to them best.  However, be discerning.

· Is your illustration clear?

· Is your illustration relevant?   Only use those that help.

· Avoid illustrations that:

- distract from your main theme

- are there only for entertainment value

- betray a confidence 

- may hurt the feelings of others

Stance:

· Stand naturally, evenly balanced on both feet.

· Don't hang on to the lectern as if it were a life raft.

· Don't necessarily feel tied to the lectern (P.A. permitting).  People generally respond better if you stand before them where you can be seen and where you can engage with them at a more personal level.  The exception to this is sometimes found when preaching to older people who have been brought up in a formal church culture.   They may appreciate the formalism of the pulpit and the status it confers to what is being said.

· However, don't overdo the pacing too and fro, otherwise the congregation will feel they are watching a tennis match!   Let your movements and gestures be helpful rather than irritating or distracting.

· If in doubt as to what to do with the hands, let them fall naturally by your side.   As you speak, you will find they will naturally move to emphasise what you say.

· Microphones vary, but should usually place them about 10cm in front of your mouth.

Time:

· Honour people's time.  People become anxious and irritated if sermons run over time.

· Use only enough words that will do the job, otherwise the message is lost in a mass of verbiage.

Manner:

Be authentic.  Be you.  But be a “you” that is released from inhibitions and who feels passionately that you have a “God breathed” message for the people that is important.  Give it your best.  We can sometimes be so "humble" that we forget to preach the gospel with all our heart, soul, mind and strength.

Voice:

If you speak will a good volume, it will increase the range, clarity and colour of your speaking.

Allow pauses.   Use pauses to reload your brain with the next point from your notes.   Try not to speak whilst looking at your notes.   Pauses also allow people to reflect on what you say and to process what you say.   It takes time for information to stick in people's brains so don't bombard them with information all the time.

Nervous voices are higher, harder to listen to and harder on the welfare of the speaker's throat.

Prepare your voice.   Before you speak:

1) vibrate your lips in a burbling “brrr” sound whilst you sing up and down as if singing a musical scale.

2) Speak the tongue twister “red leather, yellow leather” a number of times.

3) Take a number of slow deep breaths (they relax) but not so many that you hyperventilate and faint!

Give God the glory:

When you have had a positive response to your preaching, give God the glory.  Remember the little donkey that carried Jesus into Jerusalem?   It might have been tempted to think that everyone was waving palm branches for him.

Know the five components of persuasion:

1)  Attention stab

The opening sentence should compel people's attention.   Work hard at doing this well.

2)  Point of need of the hearer

Show you understand the hearers well and their needs.  Evangelical preaching should not begin with the text which is then applied to people but begin with the people who are then brought to the text.

3)  Announce the good news

4)  Visualise the outcome.

Paint the picture.  Take time to fill in the colours.  Get people to imagine what you are saying until they say "I get it".  Note: advertising agencies paint pictures for our imaginations.  Jesus also painted pictures by telling stories.

5)  Commit people to action

Don't rob people of a chance to respond to God.  Be comfortable with doing this.

Sir Alan Walker says that an appeal for salvation needs to be given 3 times: before the concluding song; after the first verse and after the song has finished.  However, don't let this become routine.  Vary it, be creative (but ensure you respect the culture of the people you are with), e.g.  write a memo to God; have a re-baptism ceremony; or bring people to an imaginary pool for washing.

How to preach a sermon: A summary

1)  First sentence - compels attention

2)  First paragraph - evokes emotional commitment from your audience because of relevance and interest.

3)  In the body of the sermon, have three clear points: each headed with an strong action word "be", "know", “do” etc.

4)  End with a strong call to action "Will you....."  (You are aiming at transformation, not information.)

This pattern will ensure a good basis for your preaching.   The aim is not to be legalistic in providingthis pattern but to provide you with a model that works from which you can depart (with care) when you are more experienced. 

Preaching evaluation sheet

Give this evaluation sheet to some wise and perceptive people in the congregation 

and ask them to evaluate your worship leading so you can improve your craft.

Preacher: ................................    Sermon subject: .....................................................   Reviewer: ..............................

Stance:           good; not erect; too stiff; fidgeting; mannerisms?  Comments.............................................................................

Gestures:       good; none; unnatural; overdone: 

Comments.................................................................................

Demeanour:  encouraging; winsome; confident, nervous; pompous; shy; bored; other ............................................................

Eye contact:  good; too fleeting; in one direction only
Comments.................................................................................

Voice/language:

· Volume:

too soft; too loud: 
Comments.................................................................................

· Pace of speech:
too quick; too slow: 
Comments.................................................................................

· Colour of speech:       good; monotonous:
Comments.................................................................................

· Diction:

clear; unclear: 

Comments.................................................................................

· Pauses:

good use; poor: 

Comments.................................................................................

· Vocabulary:

rich; poor; average
Comments.................................................................................

· Use of words:
appropriate? distracting?   Comments..................................................................................

Preaching:

· Opening: 

compelling; boring:
Comments.................................................................................

· Relevant (met a felt need) or irrelevant:

Comments.................................................................................

· Were the key points memorable action phrases?   Comments.................................................................................

· Structure: 

logical; chaotic:

Comments.................................................................................

· Illustrations used:  good; bad:


Comments.................................................................................

· Transformational impact: life-changing; forgettable:  Comments...........................................................................

· Were people given adequate instruction on how to be transformed?  Comments...................................................

· Was an opportunity for concrete response given?   Yes, no.

Other comments:


..........................................................................................................................................................


..........................................................................................................................................................


..........................................................................................................................................................


..........................................................................................................................................................


..........................................................................................................................................................


..........................................................................................................................................................


..........................................................................................................................................................


..........................................................................................................................................................


..........................................................................................................................................................


..........................................................................................................................................................


..........................................................................................................................................................


..........................................................................................................................................................

SERMON OUTLINE SHEET

(Note: the steps are not in order down the page)

Step 1) Describe your audience (age; biblical literacy, social characteristics, spiritual needs) 


..............................................................................................................................................................................


..............................................................................................................................................................................

Step 2) Preaching aim: (how do you want your audience to be transformed?)


To .........................................................................................................................................................................


..............................................................................................................................................................................

Step 3) Key passage/s of Scripture:


..............................................................................................................................................................................

[image: image1.emf]Step 4) Style of sermon: 
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Exegetical         or topical 

Step 5) Identify the key application points.   Identify the key application points that come from the Bible passage/s you are using.   Let these become the main points of the sermon.   (These normally begin with an action word, e.g. “understand”, “invite”, “give”, “work”.)   List the main points in a concise, memorable way.   (Try not to have more than 3.)


1) .........................................................................................................................................................................


2) .........................................................................................................................................................................


3) .........................................................................................................................................................................


Note: Go now to step 6, the “response”, which is at the end of this sheet.

Step 7) Introductory sentence (compel people's attention with this): ............................................................................


..............................................................................................................................................................................


..............................................................................................................................................................................

Step 8) Introductory paragraph (should establish an emotional commitment by the audience to your subject by its relevance, importance, insight or intrigue) 


..............................................................................................................................................................................


..............................................................................................................................................................................


..............................................................................................................................................................................


..............................................................................................................................................................................

Step 9) Content (flesh out the three main points identified in step 5).


..............................................................................................................................................................................


..............................................................................................................................................................................


..............................................................................................................................................................................


..............................................................................................................................................................................


..............................................................................................................................................................................


..............................................................................(use back of this page for more space)

Step 10) Conclusion and summary (make it memorable, an emotional crescendo)


..............................................................................................................................................................................


..............................................................................................................................................................................


..............................................................................................................................................................................


..............................................................................................................................................................................

Step 6) The response you will ask of the people.    (This is the powerful application point that you will direct the entire sermon towards):


Ask: “Will you ....................................................................................................................................................


...........................................................................................................................................................................?”
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�	Remember, the academic disciplines involved in exegesis should be like your underwear; you should wear it, but it shouldn't show (from J M Webb and R Kysar, Greek for Preachers (2002)). 
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