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Every sermon
has a center of

gravity.

Every sermon has a center of gravity. Whether the goal of the
sermon is to explain, prove, or apply, the expositor must stand
on something to make his or her point. In expository
preaching, the weight is placed upon God’s Word. It is this
emphasis that makes a sermon truly biblical.

Thomas Long, professor of preaching at Candler School of
Theology, observes, “Faithful engagement with Scripture is
a standard by which preaching should be measured,a nd
the normal week-in, week-out practice of preaching

should consist of sermons drawn from specific bibli cal
texts.”

According to Long, this type of preaching should be normative
in churches. “Biblical preaching in this strict sense should

be the rule and not the exception.”  [i]

[il Thomas G. Long, The Witness of Preaching (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox, 2005), 45



Where would
most
preachers
say that the

weight of
proof in their
sermon
rests?




Where
besides the
biblical text
might

preachers
place the
weight of
proof?

In our day the center of gravity has shifted away from the text
to the preacher’s own experience and that of the audience.



The shift from
from

metanarrative to
micronarrative.

In the ancient world truth was handed down. It was seen as originating
with God. In the modern age, truth was considered reliable when it
could be validated by experientially based knowledge—the observable,
measurable, repeatable data of science.

Postmodernism shifts the locus of knowledge away from the external
sources of tradition and scientific method to the internal realm of
subjective experience.

In preaching, this change of perspective is reflected in a shift from
metanarrative to micronarrative.

If a metanarrative is the big story that explains everything, its alter ego
Is the micronnarrative , the little story that tells others what the world
looks like from one’s personal angle of vision . The key distinctive of a
micronarrative is that it is “local” rather than universal. It is this local
perspective that is the source of the micronarrative’s appeal and its
greatest weakness. When the micronarrative becomes the center of the
sermon, personal experience becomes the final arbiter of truth instead
of the text.



Is it wrong to incorporate story and

nersonal experience into the sermon?




The
Ornamental

Use of the
Biblical Text

When the micronarrative becomes the center of the sermon,
personal experience becomes the final arbiter of truth instead
of the text.

The Bible does not disappear and may even play a prominent
role in the message. However, a sermon grounded in
micronarrative tends to treat the Bible in an ornamental
fashion.

Biblical texts are strung throughout the sermon like the
glittering bulbs on a Christmas tree, giving the impression that
Scripture is prominently featured in the message.

But in the micronarrative based sermon the text serves the
story and not the other way around.



Jesus appealed
to his audience’s

experience.

Despite this danger, micronarrative does have a legitimate
place in the message. Jesus appealed to personal experience
to validate His point to His audience. In Matthew 7:9-11 he
asks, “Which of you, if his son asks for bread, will give him a
stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a snake? If you,
then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your
children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good
gifts to those who ask him!” In these verses




Matt. 7:9-11

Jesus appeals to human experience in a line of reasoning that
moves from the lesser to the greater. He uses the “local”
experience of his listeners as a signpost to point them to the
larger metanarrative of God’s goodness.



The apostle Paul also appealed to personal experience,
contrasting his commitment to the gospel of Christ with his
previous way of life. Paul appeals to his personal experience
of revelation to emphasize the divine origin of his message-he
also paints a “before” and “after” picture of his own life.
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Galatians 1:11-13

The apostle Paul used a micronarrative of personal experience
to support his contention that Jesus was the Christ (Gal. 1:11—
24). The contrast between his “previous way of life” and his
present behavior offered strong evidence of the truth of his
gospel. He pointed to the Galatians’ personal experience to
help them see the flaw in their slip back into legalism. “l would
like to learn just one thing from you” he challenged in
Galatians 3:2-3. “Did you receive the Spirit by observing the
law, or by believing what you heard? Are you so foolish? After
beginning with the Spirit, are you now trying to attain your goal
by human effort?”
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When does an emphasis on personal

experience become a problem?
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Story, however, can be a double-edged sword.

“People have many ways of narrating the story of their lives” Thomas
Long observes. “They can tell the ‘Christian story’ of their lives, but they
can also relate their family story, their national story, their racial story,
their vocational story, the story of their psychological growth, and so

on.”[i]

The hope, Long points out, is that the Christian story will function as the
“narrative center” of all the other stories.

But this is not always the case. Sometimes the order is reversed so
that, “the lesser story erodes or replaces the gospel story.”[ii]

This is the danger of the sermon that is rooted in micronarrative.

[i]l Thomas G. Long, Ibid., 45
[ii] Ibid.
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Jesus did not
always use story

to clarify.

-Jesus’ use of parable is often used as an example of his
ability to communicate to ordinary people.

-It is true that Mark 12:37 says: “The large crowd listened to
him with delight.”

-But according to Matt. 7:28-29 it was Christ's aut  hority,
not his clarity that impressed them: *  When Jesus had
finished saying these things, the crowds were amazed at his
teaching, because he taught as one who had authority, and
not as their teachers of the law.”
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! Matthew 13:13

Jesus own explanation for his use of parables seems to make
a very different point.

-He described his use of parable as a kind of judgment.

-In some cases he used story, not to make things clearer but
to conceal.

-Story does not always clarify.
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Personal
experience

can be
misleading.

Stories of personal experience are interesting and can be a powerful tool for today’s
preacher. But the sermon’s foundation must be laid with better material. Personal
experience provides an uncertain footing for the expository message. Experience
can be a strong testimony when it is used in a corroborative way but experience is
not self-validating. One’s person’s personal experience can be used to contradict
that of another. It is possible for me to accurately describe my experience, but to
draw the wrong conclusions from it.

Some years ago | heard a pastor that | deeply respected challenge a world
renowned atheist’'s assumptions about the Christian faith with these words: “There
isn't anything I can tell you about Jesus Christ that you don’t already know, but
there is one thing | can tell you that you haven't heard, that is my personal
testimony.” He went on to describe his conversion experience and the subsequent
change that the work of Christ produced in his life.

| was so impressed by this approach that a few months later | attempted to use the
same line of reasoning on a bald headed devotee of eastern mysticism in Ann
Arbor, Michigan. | bumped into him on my way out of a bookstore and he asked me
to buy a colorful magazine filled with stories about the gods he worshipped. |
attempted to engage him with the gospel. When | told him | knew the gospel was
true because of the change Jesus Christ had brought about in my life, he flashed a
beatific smile. “I know exactly what you are talking about” he declared. “Lord
Krishna did the same for me.”

16



In Christianity & Liberalism J. Gresham Machen warns:
“Christian experience...is useful as confirming the gospel
message. But because it is necessary, many men have
jumped to the conclusion that it is all that is necessary. Having
a present experience of Christ in the heart, may we not,it is
said, hold that experience no matter what history may tell us
as to events of the first Easter morning? May we not make
ourselves altogether independent of the results of Biblical
criticism? No matter what sort of man history may tell us Jesus
of Nazareth actually was, no matter what history may say
about the real meaning of his death or about the story of His
alleged resurrection, may we not continue to experience the

presence of Christ in our souls?” J. Gresham Machen, Christianity &
Liberalism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1923), 72.
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Machen points to the importance of the biblical text when he
writes:

“Christian experience is rightly used when it helps to convince
us that the events narrated in the New Testament actually did
occur; but it can never enable us to be Christians whether the
events occurred or not.” J. Gresham Machen, Christianity &
Liberalism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1923), 72.

All experiences may be true experiences, but the conclusions
we draw from them are not always true. The believer’s
experience confirms the testimony of the biblical record. But it
Is the biblical record and the events it recounts that interpret
the believer’s experience.”
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Should we
focus on the

biblical text or
the audience?

This brings us to an important question when it comes to
preaching. How audience centered should the message be?
Should we focus on the biblical text? Or should we focus on
the audience?

Preaching that makes the micronarrative its center of gravity is
interested primarily in the audience. As laudable as this is, it is
not a sufficient focus for biblical exposition. The preacher does
have and obligation to the audience. But the goal of the
expositor is to convey God’s message. In this sense, the
preacher stands in the tradition of the prophet.

The approach of much contemporary preaching has more in
common with marketing than prophetic utterance. Ironically the
model used by most evangelical preacher’s today has its
roots in one of the most famous liberal preachers of the 20t
century: Harry Emerson Fosdick.
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Harry
Emerson
Fosdick's

“project
method” of
preaching.

Harry Emerson Fosdick, a theological liberal who served as
pastor of the historic Riverside Church in New York City, asked
this question of the pulpit in his day in a landmark article
written for Harper's Magazine in 1926 entitled “What is the
Matter with Preaching?” The article was notable, not only
because of its content, but because of its intended audience.
Harper’s was not a theological or professional journal but a
popular magazine. Instead of writing for the pulpit,

Fosdick addressed himself to the pew, explaining that listeners
far outnumber preachers in the church. “Whatever, therefore,
Is the matter with preaching is quantitatively far more a
concern of laymen than of clergymen” he wrote.

“Moreover, if laymen had a clear idea as to the rea  sons for
the futility, dullness, and general ineptitude of s o0 much
preaching, they might do something about it. Custom ers
usually have something to say about the quality of goods
supplied to them.” [i]
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Fosdick believed that the sermon should do something. He
was convinced that every sermon ought to have as its main

goal the solving of some human problem. “Every sermon

should have for its main business the solving of so me problem—a
vital, important problem, puzzling minds, burdening c onsciences,
distracting lives—and any sermon which thus does ta ckle a real
problem, throw even a little light on it, and help some individuals
practically to find their way through it cannot be altogether
uninteresting.”

Fosdick believed that the audience’s need should be the starting point
for every sermon: “Within a paragraph or two after a sermon has
started, wide areas of any congregation ought to be  gin recognizing
that the preacher is tackling something of vital co ncern to them.
He is handling a subject they are puzzled about, or a way of living
they have dangerously experimented with, or an expe  rience that
has bewildered them, or an ideal they have been try  ing to make
real, or a need they have not known how to meet.”
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Fosdick urges preachers to take their cue from advertisers
who focus on the felt needs of their audience:

“Nobody else who talks to the public so assumes that the vital
interests of the people are located in the meaning of words
spoken two thousand years ago. The advertisers of any
goods, from a five-foot shelf of classic books to the latest life
insurance policy, plunge as directly as possible after
contemporary wants, felt needs, actual interests, and
concerns. Even moving picture producers, if they present an
ancient tale, like Tristan and Isolde, are likely to begin with a
modern girl reading the story. Somehow or other, every other
agency dealing with the public recognizes that contact with the
actual life of the auditor is the one place to begin.”
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Fosdick, however, did not think that the way to do this was to
place the primary focus on the biblical text. Instead, he argued
that the preacher should focus on the problem of the audience.
“No matter what one’s theory about the Bible is,” he explained,
“this is the searchlight, not so much intended to be looked at

as to be thrown upon a shadowed spot.” Harry Emerson Fosdick,
“What is the Matter With Preaching?” Harpers, July, 1928, in O. C. Edwards, Jr. A
History of Preaching, Vol. 2, (Nashville: Abingdon, 2004), 539.

This metaphor is compelling enough to make expositors blink
twice. Have we been so blinded by the light of God’s word
itself, intent as we are upon the text, that we have failed to use
its light to dispel the shadows in our listeners’ lives?

James 1:23 compares God’'s word to a mirror. You do look
into a mirror.
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Is there any danger in focusing on
the biblical text?
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Ignoring the

Audience

Fosdick’s often quoted criticism of Expository Preaching argued that expositors
were concerned themselves with the text at the expense of the audience:

“Only the preacher proceeds still upon the idea that folk come to
church desperately anxious to discover what happene d to the
Jebusites. The result is that folk less and less co  me to church at
all” he complained.

This might have been true a generation ago but it is not the
case with most expositors today. Despite Fosdick’s low view of
expository preaching, his “project method” is the norm today.
Whether we start with the audience or the text, most
expositors recognize the importance of identifying
congregational needs and addressing them in the sermon.
Relevance is not the issue. If anything, we have

overcorrected in this area.

THIS, IN FACT, IS MY MAIN CONTENTION. THAT WE
HAVE MOVED SO FAR IN THE DIRECTION OF THE
AUDIENCE THAT THE BIBLICAL TEXT HAS BEEN
RELEGATED TO THE PERIPHERY.
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Objectifying

the Text

The other danger of focusing on the text is the tem ptation
to try and control it.

Eugene Peterson makes this argument when he suggests that
our real problem is a matter of deafness rather than blindness.

God’s word is opened. The sermon is preached. But somehow
the voice of God is not heard. Peterson argues that the triune
voice of Scripture has been drowned out by a chorus of
voices, a different Trinity that is of our own making. “The new
Trinity doesn’t get rid of God or the Bible,” Peterson
explains, “it merely puts them to the service of needs,

wants, and feelings.”[ ii] Eugene Peterson, Eat This Book,
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 31.

Instead of listening for God’s voice, Peterson argues that we
seek to bend the Scriptures to our own will.
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How do we
“objectify” the

Bible?

Objectification involves both depersonalization _ and
utilitarianism_.

-THE PROBLEM WITH DEPERSONLIZING THE TEXT, IS
THAT IT DIMINISHES GOD’S DIGNITY.

-IT IS CONCERNED ONLY WITH THE FUNCTIONAL
IMPORTANCE OF THE TEXT.

Objectification treats the text as an object _and not as God'’s
speech.

-Eugene Peterson warns that this can take three forms:
Academic, Pragmatic or Inspirational .
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The Academic
Approach:

Treats the text as an

object and not as
God’s speech.

--An Academic Approach to objectifying the Bible treats the
text as an object and not as God'’s speech.

-This seems to be what Harry Emerson Fosdick is criticizing
when he condemns expository preaching.

-The danger of the Academic approach is that it can treat the
Bible as an intellectual curiosity, ignoring both God and the
audience.

-When Peterson criticizes the Academic Approach, he is not
being anti-intellectual.

-Peterson is himself a scholar.
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The Pragmatic
Approach:

Is interested primarily

in what the Bible can
do for me.

-The value of the Bible is self determined in the pragmatic approach.
-It lends itself to consumerism rather than relationship .

-The practical approach can turn the sermon into so many goods.

-It assumes that sitting under God’s word will make me feel better , help
me achieve my goals , and improve my situation

-But this is not always the case.
-Sometimes_the goal of the Bible is to make you feel worse.

-And obedience to God’s word does not always “improve” your situation,
at least not as we define improvement.

-The practical approach can turn God into a mere functionary.

-l am interested in His word, only insofar as it is a tool to achieve my
goals of self-actualization.

-A purely practical approach creates the potential that the preacher will
prostitute the sermon.
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The Inspirational
Approach:

Is looking
for a thrill.

-If I am primarily looking to the Bible for inspiration, | really do
put myself at risk of succumbing to spiritual pornography.

-The inspirational approach to God’s word is mainly interested
in the thrill not the relationship .

-This is a narcissistic view of the Bible.

-It comes to the Bible and says, “What have you done for me
lately?”

-I do not relate to God _through the Scriptures but to myself.

-l am interested _in the way it makes me feel and my
ultimate aim_is to feel good (or at least to feel better ).

-A healthier alternative to these three is one that might be
called a revelational or prophetic approach.
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What separates the preacher from

the motivational speaker?

31



What does
preaching

have in
common with
prophecy?

The preacher and the prophet have a great deal in
common. In fact, in the Evangelicalism there is a long
standing tradition that identifies preaching with prophecy.

-The first homiletics text  published in the English
language was by the Puritan William Perkins and was
entitled The Art of Prophesying.
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Both claim

to speak for
God.

What do the preacher and the prophet have in common:

First and foremost, both claim to speak on God's behalf.
Both claim to have divine authority for the claims they
press upon their audience.

Both declare “Thus saith the Lord....”
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Both draw
theological

and moral
iImplications.

Both speak about God and call those who hear to be faithful to
what God has said.

-The prophet, like the preacher, was interested in the moral
implications of what he or she declared.

-It is true that some prophecy had a predictive dimension, but the
primary thrust of biblical prophecy was moral.
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Both call the
audience to

respond.

The preacher and the prophet both call their audience to
respond to what has been declared.

Both proclaim God’s word in the hope that those who
hear will believe, repent and obey.

In this regard the prophet was just as interested in
application as the preacher is.
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What is the
chief
difference

between
preaching
and
prophecy?
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The
prophet’s
words are to

be regarded
as the Word
of God.

The preacher, however, differs from the prophet in an important
respect. Although both aim to communicate the Word of God, the
preacher’s words are not God’s words. When the prophets spoke,
they were “carried along” by the Holy Spirit (2 Pet. 1:21). Such
language, while not necessarily implying dictation, speaks clearly
of divine control. The prophets spoke from God. This unique
ministry of the Holy Spirit guaranteed that the true prophet would
say only what God intended. The expositor, on the other hand,
speaks about God’s Word.

This does not mean that the Holy Spirit is absent from the
process of sermon formulation and preaching. Paul’s request that
the Ephesians pray for him, so that whenever he opened his
mouth words might be “given” to him, is a clear indication of the
preacher’'s dependence upon God (Eph. 6:19). But unction, in this
sense, is not the same thing as inspiration. The distinction
between God’'s Word and the preacher’s words is an important
one and must be maintained. God’s word is inerrant and infallible.
It is authoritative and must be obeyed. Those who reject God’s
Word reject God Himself.
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The
preacher’s

words remain
his own.

The preacher cannot make such a claim. While the expositor
speaks with authority, it is derived authority. The preacher’s
words do not have the same inherent authority that the prophet’s
words possessed. When speaking in the capacity of his office, the
prophet’s words were God’s words. The expositor's words remain
his own, no matter how good the sermon may be. The authority of
the expositor is contingent in nature and extends only as far as
the text itself. Those who reject the preacher’s words reject God
only when the preacher conveys the truth of the biblical text.

Consequently, the burden placed upon the preacher is both the
same and different from the obligation laid upon the prophet. The
prophet was charged with the task of accurately conveying the
Words of God to his audience. The expositor shares this
responsibility. Kent Edwards warns, “Good preaching is not based
an original idea. It strives to say to a contemporary audience what
the original author of the biblical text said to the original
audience.”[i]

[i] Edwards, Ibid., 20.
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The primary
difference has
to do with the

role of the Holy
Spirit in the
process.

it is not the immediacy of the experience that gives
prophecy its uniqueness.

Nor can it be said that the subjective experience and
even the methods used by the prophet radically differed
from those of the modern day preacher.

The chief difference is not traceable to the prophet at alll
but to the degree to which the Holy Spirit controlled
and guaranteed the outcome.
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How do we maintain the proper

“center of gravity” in the sermon?




How do we
determine the
sermon’s “center

of gravity?”

How, then, do we make certain that the center of gravity in the
message is rooted in the metanarrative of God's Word?

It is not necessarily a guestion of whether the sermon
begins with a reading of the text  or a personal story .
Micronarrative may be a very effective starting point for the
sermon.

Preachers often use personal experience to establish
common ground _and raise concerns _ that will eventually be
addressed by the text. Personal experience can even be used
as a running narrative in the sermon, functioning as a kind of
antiphonal reply or thematic “call and response” that answers
the main assertions of the biblical text. The story serves as a
bridge to the text and a living metaphor that reflects the
sermon’s central idea and exemplifies the points being made
from the Scripture text.
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Test #1: What
determines the
“critical mass” of

the sermon?

Three tests can help us determine whether the sermon’s
center of gravity is rooted in the metanarrative of Scripture or
the micronarrative of personal experience.

First, ask yourself where the critical mass of the sermon
Is found. In nature, gravity is related to mass. The same is true
of the sermon. Is the sermon grounded in the idea of the
biblical text or in the concepts that are conveyed by
story?

This is not a mathematical matter , as if you could
determine the answer simply by calculating the number of
verses read during the message.

Rather, it is conceptual . Where do the ideas in your
sermon come from? Do they originate with the text ? Or are
they grounded in the stories  you use?

Sermons where the biblical content has a low center of
gravity relegate the ideas of Scripture to the periphery of the
message. The use of Scripture is incidental and superficial.
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Test #2. Does
my use of story
& personal

experience draw
the audience to
the text?

Second, when it comes to gravity, the presence of mass
causes objects to accelerate toward each other. The same
should be true of the relationship between story and text in
the sermon .

When you use personal experience in the message, it
should move the audience closer to an understanding of
the text and its implications  for them.

Does your use of story point listeners to the text?

Does it clarify the text for them and help them to see
what implementation looks like in real life?  Does it motivate
them to follow through on the admonition of the text?

Or does the story seem to function as an end in itself?
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Test #3: Where
IS the weight of

the sermon?

Third, gravity gives weight to objects . Where is the weight in this sermon?
Is it a function of the truth of the text or the stories you tell?

Suppose you eliminated all the Scripture from your message. Could you still preach
the sermon? If the answer is yes, the biblical center of gravity is too low and needs
to be adjusted.

Personal experience is a useful touch point in the sermon but it should never be the
final reference point.

In nature the center of gravity is the location where the weight of an object is
concentrated. A proper center of gravity is essential for keeping one’s balance. In
the realm of preaching the delicate balance between biblical truth and personal
experience can be maintained only when the sermon’s center of gravity is oriented
around the biblical text.

MY ULTIMATE GOAL IN PREACHING IS NOT SIMPLY TO GIVE THE AUDIENCE
A BETTER UNDERSTANDING OF THE TEXT.

-IT IS AMUCH HIGHER AIM THAN HELPING LISTENERS SOLVE A PROBLEM.

-AND THOUGH | WOULD LIKE THEM TO BE IMPRESSED WITH MY DELIVERY
AND INSPIRED BY THE EXPERIENCE OF LISTENING TO ME, SUCH
ASPIRATIONS ARE TRITE COMPARED WITH MY REAL OBJECTIVE.

-MY REAL OBJECTIVE IS TO PREACH.

-IT IS TO FACILITATE AN ENCOUNTER WITH THE LIVING GOD THROUGH HIS
WORD.

-MY AIM IS TO SPEAK “AS AN ORACLE OF GOD” SO THAT MY LISTNERS
HEAR THE SERMON AS “GOD’S OWN SPEAKING.”
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A copy of this presentation

in PDF format can be downloaded from
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