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Foreword

“Just say the Word, Lord, and my servant will be healed.”

— the Centurion (Matthew 8:8)

It is absolutely impossible to divorce the theological from the act of 
preaching. Over the past century, however, this has been the result in many 
churches. In many Western universities and seminaries, the “true” academic 
disciplines are seen as those that espouse the fields of exegesis or history or 
systematics, while regarding homiletics as the same rarely occurs. The act of 
preaching still retains a strong hold due to its place in public worship, but it 
is seldom engaged as a higher academic discipline. The end result of sepa-
rating the act of preaching from the theological understanding of preaching 
has caused it to lose its moorings and has been a detriment to God’s people 
and the Church, especially in the United States and Western Europe. 

Today, homiletic texts are written with relatively no denominational 
significance. Homiletical texts are often viewed as being interchangeable 
from denomination to denomination, perhaps due to a lack of theologically 
distinctive homiletical texts. With moorings adrift, preaching has lost an 
understanding of its own significance in the life of the Church. The act of 
preaching has become a time for dramatic skits, moralistic engagement, 
telling stories, recounting fables and jokes and the like. It appears that the 
modern world has lost sight of what God does in preaching and the clergy 
themselves are unaware of what they should be doing through preaching. 

It is one thing to say that preaching needs a reformation because indeed 
our sinful hearts should be daily drowned and washed. What preaching 
most desperately needs is a reattachment to the theological community 
of faith so that the preached Word is once again imbued with that special 
Word of God that invites people to believe and by believing have eternal life 
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(John 20:30–31).1 God willing, the ultimate goal of this primer is to assist 
preachers in understanding the theology behind the act of preaching. Since 
people are indeed saved by hearing the Gospel, then such an act surely war-
rants sound theological and confessional pondering for improvement. Paul 
himself opined to the Roman congregations that people would be unable to 
believe without having someone preach.2 Since such a gracious activity (i.e., 
believing) occurs through preaching by the Gospel of God Himself, then 
surely it warrants appropriate theological reflection. 

The second goal of this primer is to provide students of preaching—new 
or experienced—the forum to discuss some of the necessities that should 
be considered in sermon writing. Although primers are typically reserved 
for beginning students of a discipline, this primer does have application 
for experienced preachers due to the deficit in preaching over the past few 
decades. For beginning students, it will provide a discussion of the steps 
taken to write an actual sermon by engaging a text, discovering the Law and 
Gospel in that text, identifying a theme and then writing the actual sermon. 
Although experienced preachers most certainly have their own prescribed 
methods for writing a sermon, it is always helpful to engage this unique task 
from other venues and vantage points. 

The structure of this primer is designed in two sections. The first section 
concentrates on establishing a Lutheran theology for homiletics. The sec-
ond section proposes more practical steps to encourage preachers in the 
actual writing of a Lutheran sermon. In order to foster engagement among 
students and professors, each chapter will conclude with questions that can 
be used in the classroom or as homework. These are written with the intent 
of having students, teachers and preachers engage in a sound theological 
discussion of what is accomplished by the preaching task. 

Christ is not only still present in His Word as some mere medium or 
manner of content, but He Himself is bringing salvation into this world, as 

1 The Gospel of John records, “But these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is 
the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in His name” (John 
20:31 [ESV]).

2 “How then will they call on Him in whom they have not believed? And how are they 
to believe in Him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without 
someone preaching?” (Romans 10:14 [ESV])
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Foreword

we believe God’s Holy Word preached through the mouth of the pastor and, 
by believing, become possessors of eternal life.3 

To God alone be the glory!
Edward Grimenstein
February 2015

3 Luther’s Second Petition to the Lord’s Prayer says, “How does God’s kingdom come? 
God’s kingdom comes when our heavenly Father gives us His Holy Spirit, so that by His 
grace we believe His holy Word and lead godly lives here in time and there in eternity” 
(Small Catechism, p. 20). 
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CHAPTER 1

Beginning a Theology of the Word

“And God said . . .”

—Genesis 1

In the beginning, God created the world by speaking. He ordered things 
that did not exist to come into existence. He commanded things that were 
nothing to become something. He called out to things that were not and 
made them things that are. This is the proper beginning of not only under-
standing our story of salvation in God through His Son, Jesus Christ, on a 
cross, but this also shapes our understanding of how God speaks and how 
God still speaks today by means of a preacher. 

Before undertaking a study of the Church’s theology of the Word—and 
subsequent speaking of it—it is important to understand the nature of 
homiletical theology. Upon this proper understanding, preaching will 
either stand or fall. Perhaps the best place to begin in establishing a hom-
iletical theology is creation. This is appropriate for two reasons. First, it is 
no coincidence that God created all of the cosmos by speaking. He could 
have chosen many different routes. He could have thought the cosmos into 
existence. He could have wiped His hands. He could have sneezed. Instead, 
God chose to speak. That was God’s choice, not ours. And because of this 
fact, preaching has been inextricably linked to creation and will be until 
the end of time. Second, not only does God speak, but He speaks a creating 
Word. Speaking does nothing unless it is creating. Otherwise, speaking 
can be abusive, damning, or judging. God’s Word is different though. His 
speaking is the building up of realities and states of existence that simply did 
not exist before that speaking.

In the Western world, speech is often considered a symbolic means of 
communication. This means that words are assigned to objects and those 
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objects are manipulated via verbs, described by adjectives and the like. 
However, there is little discussion as to what words actually accomplish 
outside of the symbolic or representational approach.1 Such an approach 
to language has directly affected preaching. Many Western sermons do not 
stress how language directly impacts listeners. Instead, there is a very strong 
emphasis upon more passive ways of reaching hearers. Although preaching 
has certainly been impacted by the general Western opinion regarding 
language, it has also been impacted by a very specific theology of preaching. 

In 1971, the first publishing of Fred Craddock’s increasingly popular As 
One Without Authority assisted in further emptying the authoritative claim 
God’s Word has upon the lives of listeners.2 Such a belief was the culmina-
tion of the Church’s unique approach to Scripture during this period. Help-
ful here would be further explanation of Craddock’s impact on preaching, 
which involved the viewing of Scripture as something that inherently lacked 
the power to make change in people’s lives. Since the Scriptures were viewed 
as being normatively suspicious in the lives of hearers, then preachers would 
generally be unable to rely upon those Scriptures to be the bearer of that 
which would convert others. Since the Scriptures could no longer perform 
this task, people, such as Craddock and others, suggested a new way. This 
way, often referred to as the “new homiletic,” essentially involved a move 
toward inductive approaches in preaching (like narrative) so that the hearer 
might become the final arbiter of God’s Word.  

The spoken Word of God tended to be viewed in higher critical terms 
which divorced that spoken Word from the re-creative nature inherent 
within the Word. But instead of reverting back to the Word in all of its 
transformative essence, homileticians like Craddock moved in the opposite 
direction and sought affirmation within man for the efficacy of God’s Word 
and made man the final decider of that Word’s re-creative nature. Good 
1 There are some rhetoricians theologians who stand out as clear exceptions during the 

twentieth century, actually contributing a great deal to understanding language outside 
of non-representational speech. Some of these included Kenneth Burke’s The Rhetoric of 
Religion, Gerhard Forde’s Theology Is for Proclamation, John Searle’s Speech Acts, and 
Paul Scott Wilson’s Four Pages of the Sermon to name a few. Other than Gerhard Forde, 
there remains a lack of literature exploring this view of language from a homiletical 
perspective. Most do so from the field of rhetoric.

2 The greatest representation of this can be witnessed in the benchmark publication of 
As One Without Authority by Fred Craddock. At the time of its publication, this work 
represented a growing attitude in Europe for 50 years prior and also reflects the current 
trends in homiletics almost 50 years after its original publication. 
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Beginning a Theology of the Word

intentions, but unfortunately such a practice drove preaching further away 
from the original essence of God’s Word in Eden and once again tempted 
men with the fruit that they, too, may become gods.

Although Europe and the United States may have seen a general rise in 
viewing language as symbolic and representational, the words of Scripture 
still promote a very different approach to language. For example, in the 
Western world, words are generally accepted as neutral. Words represent 
items. They describe items or what items do. But in general, language is 
often viewed in symbolic terms. The word “cat” does not exist in and of 
itself. It only receives its meaning and understanding by the thing in reality 
to which it refers, namely, a small mammal with whiskers that meows. 

Although the Scriptures certainly utilize symbolism and representation, 
there is a stark contrast from the very beginning. In Hebrew, the word for 
a “word” is dabar. This certainly does refer to a thing, but there is a greater 
nuance. Connected to the item is an action. There is inherently a doing. The 
word is a doing by the one who is the doer. This can be most easily seen in 
the creation account of Genesis. God, the doer, spoke. And in speaking, the 
doer did. This may seem simplistic to say. It may even appear confusing on 
the outset to identify. But the next few chapters will explore the very import-
ant theological implications of a Church that claims that there is truly only 
one Doer, who, by His very nature, can only do certain things. And in the 
doing of those things (preaching for one), the Doer (God) can perform for 
His people what He alone can do: save mankind from this fallen world. The 
next few chapters will build upon this current proposal and offer opportu-
nities for discussion on the topic of representational versus active speech as 
the proper means to communicate the salvation for us accomplished in the 
person of Christ. 
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In-Class Activities / Group Discussion 

1. Read excerpts from Genesis 1, especially in Hebrew and Greek when-
ever possible (Gen. 1:1–28; John 1:1–18; 1 John 1:1–10). Take note 
and discuss those physical items that were brought into creation or 
existence through God’s speaking. 

2. Throughout the Gospel of John, Jesus makes seven “I am” statements. 
One statement was so offensive to the teachers of the law that they 
wanted to kill Jesus. Read John 8:48–59. Why did the Jews want to kill 
Jesus? Discuss together why the name “I am” was so dangerous to take 
for oneself?

3. God is the only one who exists by Himself, having no help to achieve 
that created state from anyone else. The unknown name for God 
(YHWH) stems from the root of the verb hayah / ehyeh, which means 
“to be,” “I will be,” “I am,” “exists” or “is.” The Creator of all of creation 
called into existence other beings and made some of them in His image 
and in His likeness. What is the significance of that action? 

4. Western language tends towards the figurative, referential or symbolic. 
A classic sense of this understanding within the Church is the age-old 
discussion of Christ’s presence in the Lord’s Supper. When Christ says, 
“This is my body,” some denominations translate the Word “is” in a 
figurative or symbolic sense. Others, like The Lutheran Church, trans-
late it literally to mean Christ’s physical body is present alongside the 
bread. Even when we can’t see that physical body or blood of Christ, we 
can rely upon the Words and promises of God that declare this to us. 
During the Divine Service, what are the ways that congregation mem-
bers encounter items or words that could be interpreted either literally 
or symbolically and figuratively?
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Beginning a Theology of the Word

Out-of-Class Discussions / Assignments

1. Preachers deal with items that could be taken symbolically or literally. 
Take, for example, Baptism. During this activity, the person being 
baptized is said to be reborn a child of God, have his or her sins washed 
away, be united to the body of Christ, become an heir of salvation and 
so on. For Lutherans, these are very real and tangible realities, but they 
are not ones always seen with eyes or touched with hands. How can 
preachers speak of these items so they are indeed seen with the eyes 
and touched with the hands?

2. Try to note at least ten other examples or instances in which a preacher 
may be addressed with so-called non-reality realities. Also note the 
instances when these realities encounter hearers within a sermon. 

3. Lutherans believe these are very true realities bestowed upon us by 
God Himself and, as such, have wide implications for the individual 
believer and the rest of the congregation. How could a preacher preach 
upon these challenging scenarios so that congregation members might 
recognize them as realities bestowed upon them by God?


