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“Good books on preaching are many. Great ones are few. I regard this one
among the great, because it advances novel proposals and covers ground
generally overlooked. The authors are well qualified by training, gifting, and
longtime practice. They have a burden for congregations not just to know
but to love the Bible. They know the key to a congregation that is strong
in the word is pastoral preaching that opens up the whole of Scripture, not
just cherished bits and themes. Most importantly, they have a plan—calmly
articulated but revolutionary in its way—and wise, strategic suggestions to
move church leaders toward a more effective grasp and disclosure of the
entire Bible’s deep nourishment and challenge. They lay out this plan with
skill, tact, and compelling insight.”

Robert W. Yarbrough, Professor of New Testament, Covenant

Theological Seminary

“Tim Patrick and Andrew Reid have served the church well in this book.
Their aim is to encourage and aid pastors in preaching through the whole
Bible cover to cover, and to do so in a way that is informed by biblical
theology, systematic theology, and the gospel itself. The book is thoughtful
and practical, with many helpful diagrams and lists. The authors are rightly
concerned about biblical illiteracy in churches. As they point out, even in
churches where the Bible is expounded, it can be done in ways that don’t
help the person in the pew gain a grasp of the whole counsel of God. This
work is a very useful addition to the literature on preaching and one that
ably addresses that need.”

Graham A. Cole, Dean, Vice President of Education, and Professor of

Biblical and Systematic Theology, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School;

author, He Who Gives Life and Faithful Theology

“Practical ‘how-to’ advice from the school of experience is always welcome,
and there is a wealth of it here, challenging the expositor to focus and think
through issues that are rarely, if ever, considered. How should our preaching
schedules faithfully reflect the whole counsel of God, as well as the pastor’s
heart for the long-term welfare and nurture of the congregation? It will be a
stimulating challenge and tonic for the more experienced preacher, but will
prove especially valuable to those in the earlier years of pastoral ministry.”
David Jackman, Former President, The Proclamation Trust



“As individuals, we are positively influenced by our favorite Bible passages.
We return to them to form our lives, and we use them to teach and encourage
others. Of course, we are negatively influenced by the Bible passages we do
not know, do not read, and do not use. This limits our growth and maturity,
and also limits our usefulness to others. In the same way, churches are posi-
tively influenced by their favorite Bible passages and negatively influenced by
the Bible passages they do not know! While our evangelical theology may be
that the whole Bible is the word of God, our evangelical culture may lead us
to neglect most of it. Here is a robust challenge to preachers to ensure that
we preach every part of the Bible—a big call for preachers and for churches!
How good to be reminded to look for the maximum God has revealed rather
than the minimum we can get away with!”

Peter Adam, Vicar Emeritus, St. Jude’s Carlton; Former Principal,

Ridley College, Melbourne

“Patrick and Reid have done a great service to working pastors. After con-
sidering theological foundations for preaching through the whole Bible, they
give very practical instructions and tools for how to do it. Here are the an-
swers to questions many younger preachers are asking about how to organize
and maximize the impact of their work in the pulpit.”
Darrell Young, Associate Director of International Workshops, Asia,
Charles Simeon Trust

“So many Christians have simply lost the plot—that is, if they ever knew there
was a plot. They have never been shown how the Bible as a whole tells the
true story of the universe, from creation to new creation, governed by the sov-
ereign mission and purpose of God, with the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ
as its integrating center. The result is a crippling ignorance of what it means
to live consistently as participants in that great drama of Scripture, instructed
by the Bible’s historical revelation, and in expectation of God’s mission ac-
complished. This book’s rich theological reasoning and practical suggestions
will motivate pastors to rectify that deficit by taking even more seriously their
calling not just to preach ad hoc from the Bible, but to preach from the whole
of the Bible over time, in such a way that their people grow in understanding
the whole plan of God across the full canon of Scripture and live purposefully
and fruitfully in the light of it (Col. 1:9-11).”

Christopher J. H. Wright, International Ministries Director, Langham

Partnership; author, The Mission of God: Unlocking the Bible’s

Grand Narrative
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Foreword

I was delighted when I heard that my friends Tim Patrick and An-
drew Reid had started on this book, and doubly delighted when
I read the finished product. I'm confident that their work will be
immensely useful for pastors and those training pastors in the
great work of preaching the whole counsel of God.

Over the past twenty years or so, a large proportion of the
conversations I’ve had with fellow preachers (and latterly with
students) have revolved around the very issues that are dealt with
carefully and graciously in this book. The challenges of how to
preach the larger books, how to ensure a “balanced diet” of Scrip-
ture, how to ensure that our preaching is both rigorously textual
and deeply theological, as well as how to balance exegesis, bibli-
cal theology, and systematic theology are enduring questions for
every generation. In addition, ongoing questions around topical
versus expository preaching are perennial causes of debate. This
book most helpfully tackles such deeply practical questions in a
principled and richly theological way.

You probably will not, of course, agree with everything you
find in these pages. That’s the nature of any book that seeks to
be of genuine practical help to the preacher working in the local
church context. The more finely grained the argument becomes,
the more we encounter minor differences of approach. But I sus-
pect the enduring value of this book will be not in persuading

everyone of how many chapters of Isaiah to preach at a time,
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but rather in encouraging and fostering a thoughtful, realistic,
theologically rounded, and literarily sensitive approach to preach-
ing the whole of Scripture in the local church. That is a priceless
contribution to make to the work of the gospel, and one that has
been significantly neglected in recent times.

This book is also extremely timely. After the resurgence of
expository preaching in the English-speaking world over the past
fifty years, I suspect we are in danger of starting to assume its
advantages rather than celebrating and promoting them. As is
always the danger with a movement reaching its second and third
generations, there is a growing tendency to drift away from a con-
fidence in God doing his work through his word. Even amongst
like-minded “word people,” it is very easy to slip into an uncon-
scious pragmatism that sees the key to health and change lying
in other approaches. This book provides a sane and compelling
rationale for God-honoring, word-centered ministry, which is vital
for the progress of the gospel and the flourishing of the church of
the Lord Jesus Christ.

Gary Millar
Queensland Theological College

Brisbane
March 2019



Preface

This book was motivated by our love for the Lord and his church.
In writing it, we were driven by our twin convictions that the
church is established and grown by the word of the Lord, and
that the Lord is rightly honored when the church sits under his
word. While none of this would seem to be in any way contro-
versial among evangelical Christians, the sobering reality is that
a great deal of the Bible—perhaps, in fact, the majority—is never
preached to the people of God, even in evangelical churches. There
may be many reasons for this, and we will explore some of them
in the chapters that follow. But whatever they are, we are worried
that the practice of preaching only parts of the Scriptures neces-
sarily results in the church being underfed and the Lord being only
partly honored. In this volume, we want to address those problems
by putting forward the case that vocational preachers should work
to preach the entire Bible to their congregations and by offering
some suggestions for how it might be done. In its essence, the
concept is not complicated, but there is much to say about it given
that so many of today’s preaching programs are a long, long way
from the ideal.

Part 1 has three chapters that tease out the importance of
preaching the whole Bible, the many different ways that preachers
fail to do that, and some of the troubling implications of offering
less than the entirety of God’s word to his people. This is followed
by the central challenge of the book, which we might have called
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our “audacious” or “outrageous” challenge, except that we think
it is neither of those things. Rather, we believe that a practical
commitment to preaching through the whole Bible is completely
consistent with the teaching found within the Bible itself, as well as
with our doctrines of Scripture and the canon. Next, Part 2 offers
five chapters that serve as something of a “how-to” guide, first
showing the importance of theological frameworks for preaching
across the whole Bible, and second offering some nuts-and-bolts
advice for planning balanced long-range preaching programs. Fi-
nally, Part 3 has four chapters in which we consider the ways
that our challenge fits in with the real-world issues that face any
preacher who leads a busy and complex ministry.

We have been excited to work on this book as a joint project,
recognizing the richness that comes from bringing two minds and
two sets of pastoral experience to the conversation. Sharp readers
may discern our unique voices at different points in what follows,
but we trust that they too will see the benefit of our collaboration.

Tim is deeply grateful to the Bible College of South Australia
for its most generous research and writing provisions, and for
the wonderful colleagues who all share a passion for bringing
the whole Scriptures to the people of God. He is also thankful
to the various congregations of St. Jude’s Anglican Church in
Melbourne—especially Unichurch and those of the Parkville cam-
pus—for their time spent together learning through whole books
of the Bible. On the home front, he cannot say enough about the
constant support received from his wife, Catriona, who is as pre-
cious a partner in ministry as she is in all of life. Andrew would
like to thank the board of the Evangelical Theological College of
Asia for giving him the time to write in his early and critical days
as principal, and also the congregations of St. Matthews Church
in Shenton Park, the church plant of Curtin Community Church
(both in Perth), and Holy Trinity Doncaster in Melbourne. Each
of these churches loved the word of God and their pastor ex-
pounding it each week, and it was a delight to minister among
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them. However, before them was always Andrew’s most prayerful
and sharpest critic—his wife, Heather—who often found herself
awakened early to hear the final product after having already
talked the passage through while walking the dogs numerous
times in the preceding week. Both Tim and Andrew must thank
Justin Taylor and the Crossway team for their most professional
and caring support throughout the entire writing and editing pro-
cess. We are also both indebted to Kim Folland, Tim’s executive
assistant, for her excellent work in text editing and document for-
matting. Any faults that remain in the text are entirely our own.






Introduction

One of the most disturbing stories in the Old Testament tells of
Jephthah, one of the judges of Israel (Judg. 11:1-12:7). Jephthah is
not known for his marvelous victory over the Ammonites. Nor is
he known for his rise from obscurity and destitution to be the head
of the tribe of Gilead or a judge of Israel. No, he is known for a
terrible vow he made. It ended in him presenting his only daughter
as a burnt offering (11:29-40). If you read Jephthah’s story in the
context of the Old Testament narrative, you find what lay at the
roots of his deed. Although he appears to have been zealous for
the Lord, Jephthah simply did not know the Scriptures. He was
theologically deficient and lacked knowledge of what God had
revealed in his word. This can be seen in his negotiations with the
king of Ammon in Judges 11, as well as in his vow and failure to
back out of it as it appears that God allowed him to do.

The point is that the people of God need to know God and his
ways, but they cannot know God and his ways without knowing
his word. This raises a critical question: How can God’s people
know the fullness of God’s word unless it is constantly held up
before them and systematically explained to them? In many places
throughout the Bible, we see that this kind of commitment to
the Scriptures—the entirety of the Scriptures—is indeed meant
to characterize the people of God and to shape their activities.
For example, Deuteronomy 17:18-19 gives a key requirement for
every future king of Israel:
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And when he sits on the throne of his kingdom, he shall write
for himself in a book a copy of this law, approved by the Le-
vitical priests. And it shall be with him, and he shall read in it
all the days of his life, that he may learn to fear the LoRrD his
God by keeping all the words of this law and these statutes,
and doing them.

Similarly, as part of Joshua’s commissioning to succeed Moses,
Deuteronomy 31:9-13 speaks of the place of the word of God in
the annual pattern of Israel’s life:

Then Moses wrote this law and gave it to the priests, the sons
of Levi, who carried the ark of the covenant of the LORD,
and to all the elders of Israel. And Moses commanded them,
“At the end of every seven years, at the set time in the year
of release, at the Feast of Booths, when all Israel comes to
appear before the LORD your God at the place that he will
choose, you shall read this law before all Israel in their hear-
ing. Assemble the people, men, women, and little ones, and
the sojourner within your towns, that they may hear and
learn to fear the LorD your God, and be careful to do all
the words of this law, and that their children, who have not
known it, may hear and learn to fear the LORD your God,
as long as you live in the land that you are going over the
Jordan to possess.”

Chapter 8 of the book of Joshua records the people of Is-
rael coming together for a covenant renewal ceremony. Verses
34-35 say,

Afterward he read all the words of the law, the blessing and
the curse, according to all that is written in the Book of the
Law. There was not a word of all that Moses commanded
that Joshua did not read before all the assembly of Israel, and
the women, and the little ones, and the sojourners who lived
among them.
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Generations later, the kingdom of Israel became divided and
suffered many years of decline into sin and faithlessness, which
was due to their abandonment of the word of God. But in the reign
of the young King Josiah, the Book of the Law was rediscovered
in the temple, and there followed a time of some renewal. Second
Kings 23:1-3 tells how Josiah began his reforms:

Then the king sent, and all the elders of Judah and Jerusalem
were gathered to him. And the king went up to the house
of the LorD, and with him all the men of Judah and all the
inhabitants of Jerusalem and the priests and the prophets, all
the people, both small and great. And he read in their hear-
ing all the words of the Book of the Covenant that had been
found in the house of the LorD. And the king stood by the
pillar and made a covenant before the LORD, to walk after the
Lorp and to keep his commandments and his testimonies and
his statutes with all his heart and all his soul, to perform the
words of this covenant that were written in this book. And all
the people joined in the covenant.

Moving forward many more years in the history of Israel, to
the time of the restoration after the exile, we find Ezra again bring-
ing the entirety of the word of God to the people of God as the
nation is being reestablished. The event is found in Nehemiah
8:1-8 and is worth quoting at length:

And all the people gathered as one man into the square before
the Water Gate. And they told Ezra the scribe to bring the
Book of the Law of Moses that the Lorp had commanded
Israel. So Ezra the priest brought the Law before the assembly,
both men and women and all who could understand what
they heard, on the first day of the seventh month. And he read
from it facing the square before the Water Gate from early
morning until midday, in the presence of the men and the
women and those who could understand. And the ears of all
the people were attentive to the Book of the Law. And Ezra the
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scribe stood on a wooden platform that they had made for the
purpose. And beside him stood Mattithiah, Shema, Anaiah,
Uriah, Hilkiah, and Maaseiah on his right hand, and Pedaiah,
Mishael, Malchijah, Hashum, Hashbaddanah, Zechariah, and
Meshullam on his left hand. And Ezra opened the book in the
sight of all the people, for he was above all the people, and
as he opened it all the people stood. And Ezra blessed the
LoRrp, the great God, and all the people answered, “Amen,
Amen,” lifting up their hands. And they bowed their heads
and worshiped the LorD with their faces to the ground. Also
Jeshua, Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodiah,
Maaseiah, Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan, Pelaiah, the Lev-
ites, helped the people to understand the Law, while the people
remained in their places. They read from the book, from the
Law of God, clearly, and they gave the sense, so that the people
understood the reading.

The core conviction of this book is that the need for God’s
people to hear the whole Scriptures read and explained contin-
ues today. A light, thin, hotchpotch diet of Scripture—even well-
taught Scripture—is not what God wants for his people, and yet
this is all that too many churches offer. This book is written to
help pastors and teachers of God’s word make the fullness of that
word known to their people over a lifetime of preaching. Our
hope is that through such comprehensive preaching, God’s saints
might be better equipped for their roles than Jephthah was—that
is, that they might know the mind and purposes of God, and so
be equipped for every good work (2 Tim. 3:17).

We have set ourselves two specific tasks in writing. First, we
wish to encourage preachers to make it their goal to preach the
entire Bible because we are convinced that all of it is the word of
God for us. This is a much bigger aim than simply saying that we
want to encourage preaching from across the Bible. We are not
just saying that we want to encourage the feeding of Christian
congregations with a good sampling of many parts of the Scrip-
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tures. Rather, we want to promote the preaching of the whole
Bible! We are conscious that whole-Bible preaching is such a
monumental ambition that some might feel immediately that it
is impossible even to contemplate it, and we are quite prepared
to accept that for a range of very understandable and practi-
cal reasons, many, if not most, preachers will never be able to
achieve complete success. However, our second purpose in writ-
ing is to present a number of paradigms and very practical helps
that should allow most preachers to have a really decent shot at
preaching through the entire Bible over long-term ministries to
their congregations. As we lay out these suggestions, we are also
convinced that even if preachers never quite end up bringing every
single part of the Bible to their congregations but maintain it as
their working goal to do so, they will at least end up offering a
far fuller, more balanced, and even-handed program of teaching
than they would by taking any other approach. There is nothing
to be lost in aiming high.

Given these two purposes, it should be clear that this is not at
all a book about how to preach a sermon. There are already many
excellent books giving instruction on preaching, ranging from
those that introduce the rookie to the basics of pulpit work right
through to those that can stretch and deepen the most seasoned
preacher.! Instead, this book is about what to preach, and about
how to plan and manage a long-range, ordered, and deliberate
preaching program.

1. Some volumes we would recommend include Peter Adam, Speaking God’s Words: A
Practical Theology of Preaching (Leicester, UK: Inter-Varsity, 1996); Murray Capill, The
Heart Is the Target: Preaching Practical Application from Every Text (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R,
2014); Allan Chapple, Preaching: A Guidebook for Beginners (London: The Latimer Trust,
2013); Dale Ralph Davis, The Word Became Fresh: How to Preach from Old Testament
Narrative Texts (Fearn, Ross-shire, Scotland: Christian Focus, 2006); Sidney Greidanus,
The Modern Preacher and the Ancient Text: Interpreting and Preaching Biblical Literature
(Grand Rapids, MI, and Leicester, UK: Eerdmans and Inter-Varsity, 1988); Timothy Keller,
Preaching: Communicating Faith in an Age of Scepticism (London: Hodder & Stoughton,
2014); Eugene L. Lowry, The Homiletical Plot: The Sermon as Narrative Art Form, exp.
ed. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001); Haddon W. Robinson, Biblical Preaching:
The Development and Delivery of Expository Messages (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker , 1980);
John R. W. Stott, I Believe in Preaching (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1982).
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Why a Book Like This Is Needed

In light of the standard evangelical convictions about the nature
of Scripture, it would seem that it ought to be very commonplace
for pastors and teachers to work toward preaching through the
whole Bible for the people they serve. And yet the reality is that
it is not. This is not only sad, but also somewhat ironic, given the
heritage of the church in the Western world since the Protestant
Reformation.

In the medieval period, despite the fact that the Mediterranean
region was highly controlled by the Roman Catholic Church, the
Bible was not very accessible. Even if people could afford their
own copy (which would have been incredibly expensive before the
days of the printing press), most would not have been able to read
it. This was partly due to low literacy rates, but also because the
main authorized version of the Bible was in Latin—the language
of high scholarship—and not in the languages of the European
peoples.

It was against this backdrop that the Protestant Reformers
translated, mass-produced, and widely distributed the Scriptures.
Their work cut directly across the priorities of Rome and so was
incredibly dangerous. Indeed, some who pioneered the translation
and promulgation of the Bible in English, such as William Tyndale
and John Rogers, ended up paying with their lives. But they were
willing to prioritize this task because they recognized that there
was no greater need than for people to have access to the word
of God.

Today, we Protestants have inherited not only the convictions
of the Reformers, but also the reward of their great sacrifice, with
churches and individual Christians around the developed world—
and beyond—now having easy access to the Bible. In fact, billions
of copies of the Bible have been printed, and it is by far the best-
selling and most widely distributed book in history. The whole
Bible has now been translated into well over five hundred lan-
guages, and more translations are being worked on all the time. If
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we think only about English speakers, we are humbled to find that
we have too many Bible translations to even be able to keep track
of them all; there have been hundreds! With growing literacy rates,
cheap printing and transport costs, and increasing access through
technology, more people than ever before can now read the Bible
for themselves. In terms of access to the word of God, the Western
world has come a long, long way since medieval times.

However, despite our common convictions about the Bible and
the virtually unrestricted access to the Bible that was won at such
cost, large numbers of people today are not at all familiar with
the breadth of the Bible’s teaching. What is particularly worrying
about this is that it is true not only of non-Christian people, but
too often, and increasingly, of Christ-professing, church-going,
Bible-believing Christians. The idea seems to be a contradiction:
Bible-believing Christians not knowing their Bibles. But it is too
often the reality. It may be true that many faithful believers today
have a favorite Bible verse or two, and some may even have memo-
rized a good number of verses. Many may know lots of the famous
Bible stories, perhaps in more detail than is often given in Sunday
school classes. Some may even have reading patterns that take
them through the whole of the Bible regularly, and many no doubt
have a truly deep and sincere love for Jesus as Lord and trust in
him as their Savior. But if you were to ask them, for example, how
the Old Testament book of Joel fits into the grand story of the
Israelite people, they would not know. If you asked what is the
turning point of Mark’s Gospel, they would again be stumped. If
you asked what 2 John teaches, they would have no idea at all. In
fact, it might even be possible that if you asked them to look up
2 John in their Bibles, some might have no idea where to turn and
might instead end up in John 2.

Now, to be clear, none of this implies that the quality or “real-
ness” of people’s faith is a function of their Bible knowledge or
that Bible scholars are the best and most praiseworthy Christians.
Any such suggestions could quickly lead into all kinds of very
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wrong and dangerous thinking, to say nothing of their being com-
pletely against the core truths of the gospel itself. However, such
trivial examples do again highlight the most significant question:
How can it be that sincerely committed Bible-believing Christians
who now have mostly unhindered access to the Scriptures—and
whose spiritual forebears saw no greater priority than providing
that access to the Scriptures—can still have relatively thin biblical
knowledge? It is clear that Christian engagement with the Bible is
not singularly proportional to access.

Of course, a simple explanation as to why many believers do
not know their Bibles as well as they might is simply that they
are not reading them enough. Profiting from our Reformation
heritage, it may be that we own several copies of the whole Bible
in our first language, but it may also be that we have left many
of their pages unturned. Undoubtedly, in our honest moments, a
good number of us would confess that our laziness and distraction
are major factors contributing to our lack of Bible reading, and
therefore our lack of Bible knowledge and consequent personal
Christian formation. Indeed, when we hear the preacher at church
conclude his sermon with the oft-repeated application point that
we need to be reading our Bibles more, we rightly feel convicted.?
We probably should be reading our Bibles more.

But while it would be wrong to completely ignore such matters
of personal responsibility and discipline, in this book we actually
want to turn the tables a little to ask some questions of those who
are set apart as preachers, pastors, and teachers of the word. Could
it be that many believers’ limited Bible knowledge is a product of
the limited biblical teaching they have received Sunday by Sunday
in their churches? Could it partly be the case that some of them
do not dedicate regular time to reading right through the Bible

2. Throughout this book, we refer to preachers using masculine pronouns on the general
understanding that lead teachers of local churches—who are the primary audience of this
work—will be male. However, we also recognize and hope that much of what we say is
valuable for others, too—trainee or associate pastors, elders charged with appointing teach-
ing pastors, congregation members taking responsibility for their own diet of Scripture, and
women teaching women (e.g., Titus 2:3-4).
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because they do not see their pastors preaching right through the
Bible in their weekly sermons? Could it be that some do not feel
equipped to engage with every part of the Bible because they have
only ever heard a limited selection of Bible passages expounded
for them by their pastors? Perhaps their piecemeal reading and
studying of Scripture is just a reflection of what they have seen
modeled by their ministers of the word. Even if they are regularly
told to read their Bibles, what are they seeing modeled and what
is being done for them week by week in church?

The reality is that few church members rise above their leaders.
What Christians see pastors do is often what they do themselves.
What they see them failing to do, they do not consider to be im-
portant. So if a pastor does not teach from the Bible, his sheep
are unlikely to pick up their Bibles. If a pastor pulls a single verse
out of the Bible without any reference to its context, it should not
be surprising if the people he oversees similarly use the Bible like
some kind of spiritual lucky dip. If a pastor has a few favorite
passages or themes that he seems to return to over and over again,
the members of the congregation may well also narrow down their
Bible reading to those few “central” texts that seem to communi-
cate all that God wants us to know and that do duty for every part
of the Christian life. In all of these cases, the pastor is teaching the
people that they do not really need to engage with the whole Bible
in order to live and grow as disciples of Jesus.

When things are put as starkly as this, many Christians im-
mediately and instinctively recoil. Few of us would consciously
devalue the Bible in this way. However, what we believe in prin-
ciple is not always what we adopt in practice, and this is true when
it comes to teaching and learning the Bible. In order to find out
how extensively our beliefs really shape our practice, perhaps it
would be a revealing exercise to investigate when your church last
heard an expository sermon from, say, the book of Jeremiah. If
it has been a very long time, or it has never happened, might that
indicate that for some reason your church does not think that God
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has anything particularly important or relevant to say through his
words inscripturated in that biblical book? Taking it a step further,
perhaps if your church records did tell us that there had been a ser-
mon on Jeremiah in recent times, it could still be quite sobering to
see how long it has been since you last had a whole sermon series
on Jeremiah. And then—lest you feel overly confident about how
your church’s preaching program is standing up to this kind of
scrutiny—would it even be worth looking to see whether you had
ever had a sermon series that systematically preached through the
entire book of Jeremiah, chapter and verse? In writing this book,
we surveyed the preaching records of one well-known preacher
with a lengthy pastoral ministry that was mostly connected to one
church, and we found that his preaching on the historical books
of the Old Testament was restricted to sixteen sermons, four of
which were on Ruth. Another Bible-teaching church had recorded
many great biblical sermons, but the ministers had preached from
only nine Old Testament books in a nine-year period, and mostly
in series that did not work through the whole book.

Of course, we can ask these kinds of questions with more than
just the big Old Testament books on view. It is unfortunately true
that many local churches have not even heard the entirety of one
of the four Gospels preached through in a methodical way in liv-
ing memory, but have instead heard only a range of sermons from
different Gospel passages at different times. Perhaps some were
delivered in six- or ten-week-long sequential preaching series, but
when added together, even these did not cover the whole book.
Undoubtedly there could well have been many faithful and quite
excellent sermons delivered in these series. However, we are now
asking not just whether there has been any serious exposition of
individual passages of Scripture, but rather whether there have
been any attempts to exposit the books of the Bible as they were
written and intended to be read: as coherent wholes that together
with other books of the Bible form a corpus that is recognized as
the fullness of God’s deliberate and enduring revelation.
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The reason for pressing this point—including inflicting the
sting of this kind of examination into our patterns of preaching—
is because it helps us recognize a few very important things. First,
it demonstrates that while we who preach may hold to a high
view of Scripture theoretically, in practice we have perhaps only
ever aspired to feed our flocks on limited parts of it rather than
on everything that God has spoken to his world. Second, it might
make us realize that we have not been as deliberate and long-range
as we should have been in our planning of what we will preach to
the church. Finally, it could also make us wonder whether we may
have unintentionally communicated some things about the Bible
that we do not really want to say: that some parts of it are not so
important, and that the way God has ordered it is not particularly
meaningful or useful for us. None of these thoughts are welcome
for pastors or preachers, and we do not raise them here only with
the intention that preachers turn to lamenting their failures, but
rather as a stimulus for thinking frankly about preaching pro-
grams and how they can be made stronger.

We do hope and pray that you will come on this journey with
us and benefit from it. We believe that it is quite possible to plan
to feed the flock on a full diet of Scripture and to make good prog-
ress in achieving that end. We also believe that teaching according
to such a long-range program will be used by God to deepen our
people’s grasp of Scripture, and their understanding of who he is
and of his full plans and purposes. Ultimately, we trust that this
book will result in God’s people being better equipped to live well
as his servants in his world for his glory, and will help them to
avoid some of the unwanted outcomes of having just a shallow
and piecemeal knowledge of Scripture.






PART 1

THE IMPORTANCE
OF PREACHING THE
WHOLE BIBLE






What the Bible Says about the
Bible (and about Preaching)

Famines affect masses of people. Many die, with children often
being the first. During the writing of this book, one famine con-
tinued to drastically unfold in Yemen. Famines are terrible and
terrifying events wherever and whenever they occur. Their terror
stems from the fact that they strike the very core of human exis-
tence: our need for sustenance—food and water—to maintain our
health. It is perhaps for this reason that God uses the analogy of
a famine at various times in the Bible. The most striking is Amos
8:11-13, where God declares the most disastrous famine for the
people of God: a famine of hearing his word.

In this chapter, we seek to lay the groundwork for ensuring that
the people for whom preachers have responsibility before God do
not suffer such a terrifying spiritual plight. We want to start by
getting our thinking right about what the word of God is and does,
and then to focus on two particular passages of Scripture that are
addressed to leaders of congregations and that give advice as to
how they should think about the task of proclaiming the word of
God to the people of God. We will also give some consideration
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to what the Bible says (or does not say) about preaching as the
means of communicating the word of God.

The God Who Speaks

The first page of Scripture tells us much about God. However,
undoubtedly one of the most striking things that we see and hear
is that he is a God who speaks, and whose speaking has its desired
effect.! Repeatedly we hear, “And God said, ‘Let there be . . .’
And it was so” (Gen. 1:6-7, 14-15). This pattern continues as
the story of Scripture is told. It is dominated by God speaking
to his people and by God’s words doing what they are intended
to do. The life of Abraham was crafted by God speaking to him,
calling him, and making promises to him (Gen. 12:1-3; 15:1;
17:1-22). Similarly, those descended physically and spiritually
from Abraham were people of a God who speaks. Moses heard
God speaking from the flaming bush, and this encounter set the
course for his ministry and for the deliverance of the Israelite
people from Egypt (Ex. 3:4-22). Moses also went up Mount
Sinai to hear God speak all of his covenant laws that would gov-
ern his relationship with his people throughout Old Testament
times (Exodus 19-31). The prophet Samuel heard God speaking
out loud to foretell judgment on those who had rejected him
and to appoint the first kings of Israel (1 Sam. 3:1-14; 9:15-17;
16:1-12). The main condemnation of King Saul was that he did
not listen to or obey the right sounds (1 Sam. 15:6, 13-16, 19,
22-24, 26). Elijah, who represented God against the evil King
Ahab and the prophets of Baal, repeatedly took his direction from
the words that he heard God speak (e.g., 1 Kings 17:1-9; 18:1;
19:9-18). The Psalms record the love that the people of God had
for his words (e.g., Psalms 1; 19; 119). The later prophets heard
and sometimes formulaically repeated the words of God for the
people (e.g., Jer. 2:1-3:5; Obad. 1-21; Hag. 1:1-7; Zech. 1:3-6).

1. For a fuller theology of the word of God spoken and written, see Peter Adam, Speak-
ing God’s Words: A Practical Theology of Preaching (Leicester, UK: Inter-Varsity, 1996).
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And Jesus himself is presented to us in the opening lines of John’s
Gospel as the Word of God incarnate (John 1:1-18). We could
go on and on, but the simple point is that in Scripture, our God
presents himself from beginning to end as a speaking God.

That it is “in Scripture” that we find God to be a speaking God
is very significant, as Scripture itself is the word of God not just
spoken out but also written down. The Bible consists of words
from God that are relevant and important to all people in all
places at all times. The Bible does not directly engage all of the
fine details of everyone’s life and times, but it preserves and com-
municates the words of God that address the most important and
constant aspects of the human condition, and it gives the explana-
tions and guidance needed by all people for good and right living.

Written words should not be thought of as being more stale
or less personal than audible spoken words. Indeed, the written
word is powerful in ways that the spoken word is not. From a
purely human perspective, one reason for this is that we tend to
be far more deliberate, thoughtful, and structured with our written
words. Although in the age of social media people do tend to write
without thinking, more frequently it is spoken words that de-
liver unfiltered stream-of-consciousness communications. Written
words, on the other hand, are usually more carefully considered,
more helpfully structured, and more crisply expressed. Consider
examples as broad as anniversary cards, legal contracts, memo-
rial plaques, scientific reports, and corporate strategic plans. In
all of these cases, the written words carry a sense of significance,
permanence, and accuracy that is greater than the same words
would have if they were only spoken. Of course, there can be very
powerful spoken words, but even most great speeches are carefully
drafted and prepared, so that these spoken words are actually a
reading of written words, with all the benefits they bring. Fur-
ther, the texts of many speeches are often distributed in written
form after they have been delivered so that the words that were
spoken can be experienced over and over again by many people.
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God does not need to write his words down to ensure they are
well-considered, well-structured, and well-presented, but he has
given us some of his words in written form so that they might
be permanently preserved, accurately copied, and then broadly
distributed to, and received by, many people who can read them
over and over. The Bible is God’s means of communicating to all
people the fixed things he wants all to hear.

It is worth pausing to reflect for a moment on what it would
be like if God had not providentially and graciously enabled us to
have his enduring and universal words in the Bible. How would
we know him, ourselves, our true needs, or our purpose other-
wise? We would have to rely on individual senses of what we feel
God’s will to be at any point. If we did not trust our individual
internal senses, we might turn to nature to see what it might be
able to teach us of God. Now, while the Bible does indeed say that
nature can tell us some things about him, it also says that this is
only a small part of what we really need to know, and we certainly
could not deduce the gospel from our own observations or reflec-
tions; it is a nonintuitive message that needs to be passed on ver-
bally (Rom. 1:19-20; cf. 10:14-15; 1 Cor. 15:1). We might instead
take an anthropological approach and decide that we can learn
about God from looking at all the world’s cultures and religions
to find some common points that we could assume were universal
truths. Or we might resign ourselves to the fact that God, if he
exists, is largely silent and ultimately unknowable. But the good
news is that while we might not completely dismiss all of these
other means of learning about God, he has given us the Bible, his
unchanging word that we need for our well-being and that all the
people of his world need to hear for their well-being. All we have
to do is read it, hear it, and, for preachers, preach it to others too.

What the Word of God Does

As we read God’s words in Scripture, we come to know God as he
wants us to know him, and our understanding of him is shaped by
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what he has communicated, not what we have imagined or specu-
lated. Importantly, the Bible also sets the limits of our understand-
ing and forces us to humbly accept that where it is silent, we must
remain trustingly ignorant and confident that, in his goodness,
God has not deprived us of any knowledge that we need in order
to be true and faithful to him (2 Pet. 1:3-4).

But the Bible does more than just give us information. It is
more than a big book of facts for us to learn. The words of God in
the Bible do a great many other things. For example, they capture
abstract notions, describe details, direct actions, affect relation-
ships, explain events, explore ideas, express emotions, inform situ-
ations, permit freedoms, promise hope, recount history, request
participation, warn of danger, and more. It is very important for
preachers to understand all of the different things that the words
in the Bible do, because if they do not, their preaching can easily
end up like a dry and old-fashioned form of lecturing in which
the only goal is to transmit information. But through all that they
do, the words in the Bible are meant to shape us. They are meant
to determine not only what we believe, but also how we conduct
every facet of our lives. The application of sermons must be more
than the standard triplet of “Read your Bible,” “Pray,” and “Tell
people about Jesus,” because while all of these things are great
biblical priorities, they do not exhaust all that the Bible says to us,
or all that it does in and for us.?

One reason that evangelical preachers have sometimes been
slow to suggest that the Bible does more than only inform us
about faith in Jesus is that over the past half-century or so, there
has been a great concern to protect the doctrine of justification
by faith. Protestant Christians rightly recognize that this is one
of the non-negotiable, central concepts in the Bible and that the
greatest threat to its clean transmission is any idea that Christians

2. See Murray Capill, The Heart Is the Target: Preaching Practical Application from
Every Text (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2014) for an excellent approach to application of bibli-
cal texts in preaching.
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gain salvific benefit from the things they do. By God’s grace, our
justification comes by our faith in Jesus as the Savior who paid the
price for our sin so that we can stand before God himself. Nothing
we do can either add to or subtract from the work of Jesus. The
worst of sinners and the most morally upright of people stand in
the same relationship to God. We are either justified by our faith or
we are not justified at all. The things we do, either good or bad, are
not part of the equation. Other than the fact that this is the plain
teaching of the New Testament, the reason for wanting to defend
this doctrine so vigorously is easy to understand. If we admit any
form of justification by works, we immediately relativize or dimin-
ish the sacrifice of Jesus. It becomes something that is not techni-
cally necessary, and we therefore lose our comprehension of our real
spiritual need, of God’s grace toward us, of the thankfulness we owe
him, and of the unquestionable centrality of Jesus in the purposes of
God. In short, our whole theological framework begins to collapse.

As plain as it is that we must not distort the doctrine of justi-
fication by faith, sometimes our zeal for it can lead us to pit this
belief against the Bible’s call for obedience and good works. If we
go too far, we can end up essentially saying that our morality is
no longer important, and even that seeking to do and be good is
bad because that might undercut our belief that it is exclusively
through Jesus that we have God’s saving acceptance. Of course,
if we do get to this place, we have made the mistake of letting a
doctrine drive our understanding of the Bible rather than letting
the Bible determine our doctrinal convictions, because as much as
the Bible holds up justification by faith, it never does that at the
expense of obedience and disciplined living. The relationship be-
tween our faith and good works is, in fact, spelled out quite clearly
in a number of places in the New Testament (e.g., Eph. 2:8-10;
James 2:14-26). We are to be people of faith as we receive the free
gift that transforms us from children of darkness into children of
light. But that transformation also makes us want to be completely
obedient to the words of God.



What the Bible Says about the Bible (and about Preaching) 39

All of this is important to preaching because it means that
the work of preachers is not done when they have preached Ro-
mans 1-5 to their congregations and established the doctrine of
justification by faith. As they continue to preach through to the
end of Romans, and then through the rest of the Bible too, they
will need to give voice to so much more of what God is saying to
his people and his world. Like the Bible, their preaching should be
life-shaping as well as faith-shaping, and the integration of faith
and life should also become clearer as more of the word of God
is proclaimed. However, this will not happen if preachers do not
have some practical commitment to the whole of Scripture, and
lesser preaching risks the growth and perseverance of the people
of God who are under their care.

Having laid some of these larger foundational points, it will be
helpful for us to turn to two key passages in the New Testament
where the apostle Paul explains to Christian leaders the impor-
tance and the shape of a word-based ministry.

The Whole Counsel of God (Acts 20)

The first passage comes in the midst of Paul’s defense of his min-
istry and final teary exhortation to the Ephesian elders in Acts
20:17-38. He is on his way to Jerusalem bearing a collection that
he has been taking up among the churches that he had founded
and ministered in. In his haste to arrive by Pentecost, he can spare
only minimal time. So he sends for the elders, and they come to him
in Miletus, where he addresses them in what is his only recorded
address in Acts to a Christian audience. It ends with a deeply affec-
tionate and sorrowful farewell, with tears on both sides indicating
their shared deep love for one another. However, the content of the
address gives us a wonderful glimpse into the motivations behind
Paul’s ministry and the way those motivations were fleshed out in
practical ways when he was among the Ephesians.

Toward the end of his speech (Acts 20:27), Paul tells the Ephe-
sian elders that he is innocent of the blood of all because he has
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not shrunk from declaring to them “the whole counsel of God.”
The term here translated as “counsel” (Boulii/boulé) can also be
rendered “will,” “purpose,” or even “plan,” and when it is linked
with God it is very important in Luke and Acts (occurring for the
first time in Luke 7:30, as well as in Acts 13:36, part of Paul’s
first reported sermon; see also Acts 2:23; 4:28). Used in this way,
boule often has echoes of Scripture’s revealing of God’s great plan
of redemption, which finds its focus in the necessary death and
resurrection of Jesus, and which results in the evangelization of all
nations (cf. Rom. 16:25-26). It is apparent then that “declaring
...the ... counsel of God” is somewhat parallel to “testify[ing]
to the gospel of the grace of God” and “proclaiming the kingdom”
in the preceding verses (Acts 20:24, 25). It is also similar to Paul’s
idea of the “will of our God” (Gal. 1:4; cf. Eph. 1:3-14) and his
outline of God’s purposes in his letter to the Romans (chaps. 1-6).

But the idea is even fuller in our passage, being modified by
“the whole” (mdg; mdoav v Boukny / pas; pasan ten boulen).
This means that Paul does not just give the Ephesians a summary,
overview, or highlights package of God’s plans, but rather that
he carefully instructs them in the complete counsel of God as it
is available to him. This accords well with the fact that Ephesus
has been the headquarters of Paul’s work in Asia Minor for two
to three years (Acts 19:10; 20:31) and that he has devoted his
time there to “teaching . . . in public and from house to house”
(20:20). It also squares with the fact that prior to Paul’s arrival,
the believers in Ephesus had received only a piecemeal teaching
of the faith, having been formed well on some important matters,
but not on others (18:24-19:7). They needed “the whole counsel
of God” to be ministered to them in order to reach maturity in
the faith.

It is also important to see that in our passage, Paul is passing
the baton to the elders of Ephesus. He is not simply reminiscing
about his ministry with them, but is reminding them of his model
of ministry so that they can take it up and continue where he
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leaves off. Paul knows that he will not return to minister among
them again (Acts 20:25) but that others will come with the inten-
tion of destroying the church, and that the best protection for the
flock of God under the care of the Ephesian elders is the word of
God (v. 32; cf. vv. 25-32), the whole counsel of God (v. 27).

In summary, Acts 20:17-38 shows that it is the duty of church
leaders to preach the whole counsel of God as Paul did, with
the person and work of Jesus at the center, and a commitment
to expound everything that God has revealed through his word.
This focus on Christ and attention to the breadth of Scripture is
captured in the disciplines that we will later talk about as bibli-
cal theology and gospel theology, those being approaches to each
and every part of the Bible that maintain perspective on the whole
plan, purpose, or will of God that is ultimately fulfilled in and
focused on his Son.

All Scripture Is God-Breathed and Useful (2 Tim. 3)

The second passage that frames our approach to preaching the
whole Bible is 2 Timothy 3:10-17. Like Acts 20:17-38, it is a
leadership charge, but this time to one individual, Paul’s protégé
Timothy. There are a number of things to note about what Paul
says. First, he again points to his own teaching and conduct, which
is the pattern that he calls Timothy to imitate (2 Tim. 3:10-11,
14). Second, he notes the context of persecution, which should
be expected for all in ministry and which is coupled with some
people’s aim of distorting the truth (vv. 12-13). The implication is
that the truth needs to be taught rightly. After this, Paul reminds
Timothy of his good foundation in the “sacred writings” (v. 15),
and this leads Paul into his comments about the nature and power
of the written word of God (vv. 15-17).

In the first instance, he reminds Timothy that the Scriptures
are able to make people wise for salvation through faith in Christ
Jesus (2 Tim. 3:15). In other words, it is as people faithfully receive
the words of the Old Testament Scriptures—that is, the word of
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God—that they hear about Jesus. As these words are received,
people are saved. This is saying something parallel to, and some-
thing converse to, Acts 20:27. In that text, we saw that people
need the whole counsel of God, not the bare minimum necessary
to get them saved. Here we see that the sacred writings as a whole
instruct people in the ways of salvation in Christ—that is, they
point to the central message of Jesus as Savior and Lord of all.
Interestingly, this is as true of the Old Testament as of the New.
Of course, at the time when Paul wrote to Timothy, there was no
written New Testament, and so “sacred writings” refers to just the
Jewish Scriptures and possibly a few of the early apostolic texts
that would later become part of the New Testament. Yet we know
from passages such as John 5:39-40 that even the Old Testament
Scriptures, when correctly interpreted, bear witness to Jesus and
are intended to bring their readers to him to receive eternal life.
As we noted above, our theological frameworks are essential to us
seeing every part of Scripture fold into the grand story at its center,
the saving work of Jesus.

As he continues in 2 Timothy 3:16-17, which again parallel
Acts 20:27, Paul does not just speak about “Scripture,” but about
“all Scripture” (TtGoa ypagn / pasa graphe), and says that it is all
“breathed out by God.” This is a relatively direct way of saying
that every word written—or inscripturated—in the Bible is a word
spoken from God. That is, it is not just those parts of the Bible
that record direct quotations from God that are to be regarded as
the word of God, but the entire text of the Scriptures. Given this
statement, we probably cannot imagine Paul being very enthusi-
astic about red-letter Bibles, which give us the words of Jesus in
red, perhaps to indicate their particular divine nature compared
with the other words in the Bible. Instead, Paul knows that every
word in the Bible is divinely inspired—even expirated—and so all
must be respected and embraced as such.

What Paul is saying here aligns with Jesus’s own respect for the
whole Bible as the word of God, captured in his ongoing commit-
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ment to its every iota and dot (Matt. 5:18).> Although most Chris-
tians are familiar with the idea of the Bible as the word of God,
this is still quite a profound notion. In the first instance, it of course
means that we do not dismiss any part of the Bible, and neither
do we add to it, as though our words could stand beside God’s.
In addition to this baseline conviction about the scope of God’s
word, we may also need to think about the nature of God’s word.
God’s words to us are not only in the form of direct address, but
also come as genealogies, laws, stories, philosophical reflections,
poems, letters to churches, and more. We must also recognize odd
things, such as that those parts of the Bible that are addressed to
God, as are many of the psalms, are also words for us from God.
All of this is Scripture, and it is all the breathed-out words of God.

Paul’s statement about the inspiration of Scripture is made on
the way to another point, which is that if the Scriptures have their
source in God, then they are “profitable” or “useful” (2 Tim.
3:16). This usefulness is expanded in the four terms that follow:
teaching, reproof, correction, and training in righteousness. The
pattern of these four aspects of Scripture’s usefulness is chiastic,
with the first and the last having to do with education, and the
second and third having to do with identifying and correcting
sin. This neatly balances the facts that Scripture has a positively
educative function that addresses both doctrine and ethics, as well
as a corrective function also directed at doctrine and ethics. The
ultimate goal is that “the man of God [possibly referring to the
church pastor, or possibly just an archaic way of saying “every
person of God”] may be complete, equipped for every good work”
(v. 17). Once more we see that teaching and learning the Bible is
not just an end in and of itself, but is also a means of formation
for people who will actively live their lives to the glory of God and
for the benefit of others.

3. Iota is a letter of the Greek alphabet and is small, written as just a short line (1). The
fact that Jesus talked about Scripture containing iofas shows that he was familiar with the
Greek version of the Old Testament, now known to scholars as the Septuagint.
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If this nature, character, and purpose of Scripture is extended
to the entire New Testament as well as the Old, as we believe it
is, we could summarize by saying that the Bible as a whole is the
word of God and has the goal of making those who receive it wise
for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus, and that every text of
the Bible is useful for keeping believers straight in terms of doc-
trine and ethics, and for enabling pastor-teachers such as Timothy
to keep their people straight in the same. The implications of this
for preaching are profound. We must preach the Scriptures in the
way that they were designed. A full view of Jesus comes only from
a full examination of the testimony to him in all of the Scriptures.
Moreover, a full view of how to think about and live the Chris-
tian life also comes only from a full examination of all the texts
of Scripture. It follows that our congregations must be fed on as
much of Scripture as is possible through our preaching.

What Is Preaching Anyway?

The practical purpose of this book is to help preachers follow
through on the basic theological conviction about the whole of
the Bible being God’s word to his world by actually working to
preach the whole Bible to the people they minister among. We
want to assist in bridging the gap between what evangelical Chris-
tians commonly declare to be true and their actual week-to-week
practice. However, before we go any further, we must pause to
provide some clarity around what we mean by preaching, because
this is not, in fact, a straightforward biblical word, and neither
are many common ideas about preaching drawn directly from the
Scriptures.

When we find the word preach (and its various cognates) in
our English New Testaments, it is usually a translation of one
of two words in the original Greek. The first of those words is
euangelizo (eVoyyeMCw), which is a verb meaning “to gospel”
or “gospelling,” or alternatively “to good news” or “good news-
ing” (“good news” being the literal meaning of gospel). These
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are somewhat clunky terms in English because we are more used
to the words gospel and news being nouns. For this reason, our
English translations often render euangelizo as “bring the gospel/
good news” (e.g., Luke 1:19; Acts 13:32), “proclaim the gospel/
good news” (e.g., Luke 4:18), or “preach the gospel/good news”
(e.g., Matt. 11:5; Luke 3:18; Acts 8:12). These are all smooth and
appropriate ways to translate euangelizo in modern English and,
importantly, they retain its emphasis on evangelistic proclamation.

However, things are a little more ambiguous when euangelizo
is translated as just “preach” or “preaching” without “the gospel”
or “the good news” included. In some cases, this is necessary, as
the English would simply be too clunky for a fuller translation.
For example, in the ESV, Acts 8:4 says,

Now those who were scattered went about preaching the word

[eUayyeMLopevor Tov Aoyov / euangelizomenoi ton logon].

This is a reasonable translation, because it is hard to think how
“gospel” as a noun could be worked in; trying to do so woodenly
would result in something like this:

Now those who were scattered went about preaching the gos-
pel, the word.

If gospel and word refer to the same thing here, this would
be not only bad English, but also unnecessary.* But there is a
problem that results when we have only “preaching the word”
in English, because with this phrasing, we risk losing the evan-
gelistic sense implicit in the original enangelizo. Because of our
cultural history, we now too easily read “preaching the word” as
“teaching the word to believers,” or even as “delivering half-hour

4. Different English translations of the Bible deal with this verse differently. The King
James Version, the New International Version, and the New American Standard Version
all have “preached/preaching,” but the New Revised Standard Version has “proclaiming”
and the Contemporary English Version has “telling.” The New English Translation even
has “proclaiming the good news of the word,” which is admirable in its inclusion of “good
news,” although it only manages this by also inserting “of.”
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expository monologues in a Sunday morning church service.”
That is to say, in today’s Western Christian culture, we do not im-
mediately understand preach as just “evangelize.” Of course, we
do have a mental category for evangelistic preaching, where the
good news of Jesus is presented in a well-prepared talk directed
to unbelievers, but we tend to think of evangelistic preaching as
a subcategory of preaching. For most of us, when we think of
preaching, our minds quickly go to a pastor delivering a mes-
sage from the platform of a Christian church as part of a formal
weekly service. But again, this is not the meaning of the word
euangelizo, and so when it is simply translated as “preach” in our
New Testaments, our baggage brings more to that text than the
text itself gives to us. Because of this, it would probably be better
if euangelizo was regularly translated as “proclaim” in our Bibles,
as we do tend to more naturally connect the idea of proclamation
with evangelism. If this had been done for our Acts 8:4 text in the
ESV, it would read:

Now those who were scattered went about proclaiming the word.

This reads well in English, and also makes clearer that the scat-
tered believers went out evangelizing (as the rest of Acts 8 begins
to detail), not just explaining the Bible to each other.

The second word that is sometimes translated as “preach” in
our English Bibles is kérysso (knpuoow), although of its sixty-one
occurrences, the ESV renders it this way only seventeen times.
For all but one of the other instances, it is translated as “pro-
claim,” which again gives the sense that it may be referring to an
evangelistic activity.’ In fact, a good case can be made for “pro-
claim” as the preferred translation of kéryssé because it some-
times occurs as part of the larger phrases kerysso to euangelion
(knpUoow 10 evayyélov, meaning “proclaim the gospel,” e.g.,
Matt. 4:23; 9:35; Mark 1:14); kerysso ten basileian (xnpioow

5. The other instance of kerysso in the ESV (Mark 1:45) is translated as “talk.”
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v BaotAeiav, meaning “proclaim the kingdom,” e.g., Luke 9:2;
Acts 20:25); keérysso ton logon (knpioow 1Ov Adyov, meaning
“proclaim the message,” e.g., 2 Tim. 4:2 NRSV); kerysso Christon
estauromenon (KNpUoow XpLoTOV ECTOUPWHEVOV, meaning “pro-
claim Christ crucified,” e.g., 1 Cor. 1:23 NRSV); or just kérysso
ton Iesoun (knpuoow Tov Inootv, meaning “proclaim Jesus,” e.g.,
Acts 9:20). In all of those cases, it is clear that an evangelistic activ-
ity is being reported, and that meaning is not lost even if kérysso
is translated as “preach”—that would simply read “preach the
gospel/kingdom/etc.” A study of all of the instances of kérysso
on its own suggests that most often it is really just standing as a
shorthand for the fuller phrases that talk about evangelistic activ-
ity. This means that it seems best if both euxangelizo and kerysso
are generally translated as “proclaim” throughout the New Tes-
tament. Therefore, as a rule of thumb, we recommend mentally
substituting “proclaim” or “preach the gospel” each time we see
“preach” in our English Bibles. In most cases, this will better re-
flect the underlying meaning.

What does all this mean for our preaching? Should we, in
fact, not seek to systematically expound the Scriptures to church
members at all, but just redirect all of our energies to evangelistic
preaching? While it would be no bad thing at all to grow our
evangelistic activities, we do not think that the lack of overlap
between the words euangelizo and kérysso, and what we had often
understood preaching to be—pulpit ministry—means that we
should not bother working to preach through the whole Bible to
believers. This is simply because the New Testament talks of more
than just evangelism; it also has a strong emphasis on teaching
(516dokw/didasko) the Bible, and teaching in the New Testament
does largely seem to be an activity directed toward believers (e.g.,
Matt. 4:23; Mark 1:21; Luke 4:15; John 6:59; Acts 4:2; Rom.
2:21; 1 Cor. 4:17; etc.). Given that sometimes sermons can be
both for teaching believers and for evangelism (something we will
discuss more in chap. 12), and given that much teaching and much
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evangelism is not done via sermons, we can helpfully diagram the
relationship between evangelism, teaching, and what we know as
preaching as follows:

Fig. 1.1. Evangelism, Teaching, and Preaching.

Proclamation (kéryssé) /
Evangelism (euangelizo)

Teaching (didaskd)

We are comfortable knowing that what we tend to think of as
preaching is not the only possible way of fulfilling what the New
Testament calls for in evangelizing and teaching. Additionally,
we think that extensive works of evangelism and Bible teaching
could—and should—happen apart from the preacher’s weekly
sermons. In fact, theoretically, we believe it could be possible for
a church to be faithful to the Bible’s call to evangelize and preach
without any pulpit ministry whatsoever. However, we also believe
that preaching as we know it has become a great tradition of the
church over the centuries precisely because it is an excellent means
for both evangelism and teaching. There are several reasons why
this is the case.

First, preaching is a highly efficient way to teach many people
at the same time. Hundreds, and even thousands, can receive a
sermon all at once, meaning that huge economies of effort are
possible in preaching. This, in turn, means that preachers are able
to give more time to preaching more parts of the Bible. Second,
and following on, preaching has the power to shape whole com-
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munities of God’s people as members of local churches all hear a
common message. The corporate mind and will can be addressed
in preaching as the preacher brings God’s word to a gathered fel-
lowship of faith, and not just to many people individually. This is
critical for the healthy common life of a body of believers. Finally,
preaching enables the development of a sustained, detailed, and
well-crafted message that is meaningfully connected to previous
and following messages. Dialogue with individuals or groups can
have a tendency to wander from one topic to the next depending
on the particular questions and priorities of those involved. Peda-
gogically, this is both good and bad. It is good because people are
more likely to absorb information if they are engaged as conver-
sation partners and get to chase down their own interests. But it
can also be a problem because if people are prioritizing their own
interests and questions in conversations, they may be less likely
to allow the word of God to set the agenda and come to them
uninterrupted. Even some of the best group Bible studies have a
tendency to drift from topic to topic rather than tightly following
a single passage of Scripture from start to finish. But a sermon—
like any good prepared speech—can be carefully focused and can
deliver an integrated message that has been thoroughly thought
through from start to finish.

For all of these reasons, we believe that preaching sermons—
expository monologues—is perhaps the single best way to work to-
ward feeding the people of God with the word of God in its entirety.






The Canon of Scripture

Given that all Scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teach-
ing, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness,
the obvious question is, What should be counted as Scripture? At
one level, the answer is straightforward and nowadays assumed
among like-minded mainstream Protestant Christians. By “Scrip-
ture,” we mean the Christian Bible as it is commonly published, in
its various translations, as a collection of sixty-six books spanning
the two Testaments. And—to preempt our conclusion—we believe
that this assumption is indeed good and worthy, and based on
sound theology, history, and reasoning.

Below is a brief overview of how the church has come to its
settled position on the scope and contents of the canon (meaning
“rule,” or regulated collection) of Scripture. We will consider
both the internal evidence of the Bible itself, as well as some of
the relevant history.! Following this, we will give a brief overview
of the ways that the books of the Bible can be grouped, some-
thing that will become important when we start thinking about

how to plan preaching programs.

1. For a fuller discussion of canon, see Lee Martin McDonald, The Biblical Canon: Its
Origin, Transmission, and Authority (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2007), 80ff., 190ff.
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Jesus and the New Testament on the Old Testament

In several places in the Gospels, we see Jesus engaging parts of
the Jewish Scriptures—what we now call the Old Testament—and
these incidents teach us a great deal. It is quite clear that Jesus’s
default position is that these Jewish Scriptures are the true, un-
changeable, and authoritative word of God. This assumption is
primarily seen in the way Jesus calls on and uses these Scriptures
in his ministry. For example, in Luke 4:1-13, Jesus rebuts Sa-
tan’s tests by quoting from Deuteronomy and prefacing each of
his responses with the simple statement “It is written” or “It is
said.” For Jesus, whatever stands written in that part of the Jew-
ish Scriptures is the definitive and binding word of God, and it
is determinative for his own convictions and decision making. In
the incident following this wilderness testing (vv. 16-21), Jesus is
in the synagogue at Nazareth, where he reads publicly from the
prophet Isaiah. And while his comment on the passage he has read
is confronting for his audience—Jesus claims that he embodies the
fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy—his conviction about the nature
of Isaiah’s written prophecy is the same as that of the other Jews
in the synagogue: it is the God-given and authoritative “Scripture”
(v. 21). Therefore, within just a single chapter of Luke’s Gospel,
we see that Jesus considers two different parts of what we now
call the Old Testament to be Scripture.

From here, we would naturally ask whether Jesus’s view ex-
tends to the rest of the Old Testament, and this would seem to be
likely. By the first century, the Jewish Scriptures were a reasonably
well-defined collection of works, and every contemporary Jew
would have known that Deuteronomy and Isaiah were part of that
collection. Indeed, the authority of those two books (or scrolls, as
they would have been at the time) was recognized partly by virtue
of their being in the collection.

The collection of the Jewish Scriptures was, in fact, broken into
three main parts. The first was the Torah, or “Law of Moses,”
sometimes just called the “Law” or even just “Moses” for short
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(e.g., Luke 16:29). It was comprised of the first five books of our
Old Testament, Genesis through Deuteronomy—hence the fact
that Bible translators and scholars now also give these books the
collective title the “Pentateuch,” meaning “five scrolls.” These
books begin by recounting the creation of the world and of human
beings, who demonstrate themselves to be sinful and are there-
fore banished from God’s presence. The call of Abraham and the
promises made to him in chapter 12:1-3 then have the restoration
and blessing of all humanity in focus. After tracing the story of
Abraham’s family in Genesis 12-50, the rest of the Pentateuch re-
counts the history of the people of Israel from their time as slaves
in Egypt through their deliverance and extended wilderness wan-
derings, with the giving of the Law, the establishment of religious
practices, and censuses, right up to the point where the people
were stationed on the verge of the promised land.

The second part of the Jewish Scriptures was the “Prophets,”
and it included the historical books from Joshua through Kings;
the three Major Prophets, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel; and the
twelve Minor Prophets. These texts record the story of Israel from
its entry into the promised land through the establishment of the
monarchy and on to the long decline of the nation, including its
division into the two subkingdoms of Israel and Judah, which
were eventually defeated by Assyria and Babylon respectively. A
number of the prophets were from these times, while others were
from the later period when Israel returned from its exile in Bab-
ylon and was partially reestablished in the promised land.

The third part of the Jewish Scriptures was the “Writings,”
and although we are not sure that its contents were as tightly
defined as the Law and Prophets in the first century, it included
texts such as the Psalms, Proverbs, and Job; the five small works
of Ruth, Esther, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, and Lamentations;
the histories in the books of Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah; and
the book of Daniel. There is great variety in these writings, with
more of the history of Israel, spanning from the time of the judges
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to the restoration after the exile, and then some poetry and works
of wisdom, mostly from the time of the monarchy.

In the New Testament, in the many cases where the Law, or
the Law of Moses, is spoken of, the reference is to the whole col-
lection of the first five books. One clear example of this comes
in Mark 12:26, where Jesus refers the Sadducees to the “book of
Moses,” in the singular, and what it says about the flaming bush,
an incident found in Exodus 3. There are also a number of cases in
the New Testament where the Law of Moses and the Prophets are
referred to as a pair, and this is probably a shorthand way of refer-
ring to the entire Jewish Scriptures (e.g., Matt. 5:17; 7:12; 22:40;
Luke 16:29-31; John 1:45; Acts 28:23). That this is the case is
demonstrated in Luke 24:27, where the risen Jesus interprets the
whole Scriptures “beginning with Moses and all the Prophets,”
with the two named collections naturally leading on to a consid-
eration of the entire Scriptures. Similarly, in verse 44 of the same
chapter, Jesus reminds his disciples that “everything written about
me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be
fulfilled.” Here, Jesus may be taking “the Psalms” as shorthand
for all of the Writings, perhaps confirmed in verse 45, which says
that he “opened their minds to understand the Scriptures,” mean-
ing the Scriptures as a whole.

In addition to these examples, Jesus’s endorsement of the Jew-
ish Scriptures in their entirety is perhaps most famously known
from Matthew 5:17-19, at the start of his Sermon on the Mount,
where he says,

Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the
Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them.
For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not
an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accom-
plished. Therefore whoever relaxes one of the least of these
commandments and teaches others to do the same will be
called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever does them
and teaches them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven.
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All of this shows that what we now call the Old Testament
was both quite well established and considered to be authorita-
tive Scripture by God’s people, and by Jesus himself, in New
Testament times.

The New Testament on the New Testament
Second Peter 3:15-16 says,

And count the patience of our Lord as salvation, just as our be-
loved brother Paul also wrote to you according to the wisdom
given him, as he does in all his letters when he speaks in them
of these matters. There are some things in them that are hard
to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their
own destruction, as they do the other Scriptures.

This is a remarkable passage because it shows that the early Chris-
tians not only followed Jesus in upholding the Jewish Scriptures,
but that they had also started to take additional writings as Scrip-
ture, in this case, Paul’s letters. But while this was a very signifi-
cant development, it is perhaps not too surprising. Since the early
church considered Jesus to be the Messiah, it follows that they
would take very seriously those things written about him by his
appointed spokesmen, the apostles.

We again see this kind of dedication to the apostles’ teachings
in Acts 2:42, which says,

And they [members of the early church] devoted themselves
to the apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking
of bread and the prayers.

It is not clear that the apostles’ teaching had been preserved in
writing at this stage; the early church could have been committed
to the apostles” words as they were passed on verbally. But this
would not change the point that the first Christians considered the
words of Jesus’s apostles to be central to their understanding and
practice of their faith.
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Going a step further back, we see that the apostles wrote only
what they considered to be in accord with the teaching of Jesus,
and in some cases they closely echo, or even directly quote, his
teaching as it is now recorded in the Gospels. For example, in
1 Corinthians 11:23-26, Paul says, “For I received from the Lord
what I also delivered to you,” before going on to quote Jesus’s
words from Luke 22:19-20. Similarly, in 1 Corinthians 15:1-5,
the gospel that Paul has received and passed on lines up very neatly
with Jesus’s own teaching in places such as Mark 8:31 (and many
others). And in 2 Corinthians 1:17-20, Paul is clearly drawing on
Jesus’s teaching from Matthew 5:33-37. While it is true that most
of the apostles’ writings cannot be connected so directly to the re-
corded words of Jesus, it is nonetheless certainly the case that the
apostles’ special understanding of Jesus as Messiah and Savior is
unambiguously central in all of their preserved works.

And of course, behind all of this lies the most basic Christian
belief—that Jesus is the one who most fully reveals the truth about
God, supplying even more than Moses and the Prophets. This is
explicitly affirmed in the New Testament in places such as John
1:17-18, which says,

For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came
through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God; the only God,
who is at the Father’s side, he has made him known.

Likewise, Matthew 11:25-27 says,

At that time Jesus declared, “I thank you, Father, Lord of
heaven and earth, that you have hidden these things from the
wise and understanding and revealed them to little children;
yes, Father, for such was your gracious will. All things have
been handed over to me by my Father, and no one knows the
Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except
the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.”

Again, Hebrews 1:1-2a says,
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Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our
fathers by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken
to us by his Son.

This commitment to the revelation of Jesus himself and to the
teaching of his endorsed apostles explains why many of the writ-
ings in the New Testament came to be understood as Scripture.
There is, however, still a fair question of whether this ade-
quately accounts for the entirety of the New Testament. The first
thing to note in this connection is that more of the New Testament
has been recognized to have apostolic connections than might be
initially apparent. Matthew, John, Paul, and Peter are easily rec-
ognized as apostles, and together, their writings make up around
60 percent of the New Testament. Apart from these writings are
the works of Mark, Luke, the anonymous author of the letter (or
perhaps sermon) to the Hebrews, James, and Jude. Mark is com-
monly thought to have drawn much of what he includes in his
Gospel from Peter, and Luke is known to have been very close to
Paul (the switch to “we” language in Acts 16, 20-21 and 27-28
shows that Luke, the author of that book, was with Paul at these
times. See also 2 Tim. 4:11.) Therefore, Mark’s Gospel, Luke’s
Gospel, and Acts can be reasonably thought of as apostolic at one
remove. Then, for much of church history (although not so com-
monly today), the letter to the Hebrews was thought to have been
written by Paul and so was naturally included in the New Testa-
ment. That leaves only the letters of James and Jude, which have
indeed been among the most disputed New Testament books with
regard to their canonicity. However, both of the authors of these
letters also claim an exceptionally close connection to Jesus: they
are thought to have been his biological brothers (i.e., natural sons
of Joseph and Mary born after Jesus; see Matt. 13:55-56; Mark
6:3; Gal. 1:19; Jude 1). Even if these close connections to Jesus
are not all completely certain, the likelihood of them again shows
that the early church prioritized the writings of those people who
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were most intimately connected to him when considering what it
ought to receive as Scripture.

Beyond these authorial credentials, the character of the writ-
ings was also very important to the early church. It is not by
accident that all of the books of the New Testament are focused
on Jesus and address the life of his followers or those who are
being presented with his message. The first Christians were not
interested in simply gathering anything that the apostles wrote
(for example, their more private letters or shopping lists), but just
those writings that were intended by them to communicate to oth-

ers the faith they held (cf. John 20:30-31).

Formalization of the New Testament Canon

The best way to think of the formalization of the New Testament
is in terms of recognition rather than sanction. That is, it is not
that the believers in the earliest church decided that they wanted
a Bible and therefore went about establishing an official set of
criteria that they could use to determine whether or not various
texts should be included in it and thus granted the status of Scrip-
ture. Neither did they go about imposing any such criteria on a
wide variety of texts that had not formerly been of any promi-
nence among them. Rather, it was that they first began reading
and circulating the various apostolic, Jesus-centric documents,
and then, after those documents had been generally accepted as
authoritative by the churches for a considerable time, formally
recognized them as such. So having received the letters sent to
them by the apostles, the written accounts of Jesus’s life, and the
other New Testament writings, the first Christians began to share
them with each other, as indeed some of those texts directed them
to do (e.g., Col. 4:16;5 1 Thess. 5:27; Rev. 1:3). In time, many cop-
ies of these writings were made and bound together into what we
might call proto-New Testaments, although these collections had
no formally established and accepted table of contents for the first
generations of the church.
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After this, there were several points at which formalization
occurred. One of the early and famous moments was in the sec-
ond century, when a certain Marcion from Pontus (a region in
Asia Minor, modern-day Turkey) decided to significantly narrow
down the list of books that he would consider Scripture to only
those that would support his particular views of Jesus and God
the Father. It was in response to this that the leaders of the early
church began compiling their own formal lists of New Testament
books that better reflected their long-standing traditions of ac-
ceptance. There was some variation in those early lists, but much
agreement had been reached by the late fourth century, and so
it was relatively easy to come to a general consensus about the
canon.

In the fourth century, soon after Christianity had become
the state religion of the Roman Empire, a Latin translation of
all of the texts generally accepted as Scripture, both Old and
New Testaments, was made by the priest Jerome. This became
known as the Vulgate because it was in the universally common,
or “vulgar,” imperial tongue. While there were always other
versions of the Scriptures, in the Middle Ages, Jerome’s compila-
tion became the primary approved Bible of the Roman Catholic
Church, and therefore of the Western world—and it remained
so right through to the Renaissance and the Protestant Refor-
mation, as noted in the introduction. This meant that Jerome’s
canon was considered the canon for the church in the West up
until the sixteenth century, and indeed it was in the sixteenth cen-
tury that the Council of Trent turned this tradition into doctrine
for the Roman Catholic Church.

The good news in this is that all of the books that later scholar-
ship has recognized as being either apostolic or accepted as Scrip-
ture by the early church were included in the Vulgate. However,
the Vulgate also included the books that Protestant Christians
consider to be apocryphal. These are books that can be found in
the early Greek translations of the Old Testament, but not in the
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Hebrew Scriptures; they were additional to the established Jewish
collections of the Law, Prophets, and Writings. In fact, one of
the reasons that the early Protestant movement was considered
to be so subversive to Rome was not just that it was reclaiming
the Scriptures for the people by translating them into the native
languages of Europe, but also that it was separating out the apoc-
ryphal books from the Old Testament and openly questioning
their canonicity. Ultimately, this would become one of the major
dividing lines between Roman Catholics and Protestants, and still
today, the former include the apocryphal books in their Bibles
while the latter do not.

It is important to note that, in addition to these books’ pedigree
in the Old Testament, something that Jerome himself questioned,
the Protestants were also very troubled by parts of the Apocry-
pha that contain teachings that are nigh impossible to reconcile
with the New Testament. For example, the core Roman Catholic
doctrine of purgatory finds its best justification in the apocryphal
book 2 Maccabees, but it is very hard to defend from just the Old
and New Testaments, and indeed clashes with points they clearly
teach about justification. We believe that the Protestant judgments
were correct, and so we do not include the Apocrypha in either
our understanding of the canon of Scripture or in our preaching
programs. Ultimately, we do not believe that it is the word of God,
and therefore do not think it ought to be treated as though it were.
We do think, however, that the Apocrypha is worth reading for the
historical light it casts on the intertestamental period, and for the
awareness it brings to some of the beliefs, customs, and writing
conventions of the first-century Jews whom we meet in the New
Testament.

In addition to knowing about the Apocrypha, it is also impor-
tant to recognize that there are, in fact, some other parts of our
common English Bibles that should not be considered Scripture.
These include the so-called shorter and longer endings of Mark’s
Gospel (Mark 16:8b, 9-20), the “sweating blood” verse (Luke



The Canon of Scripture 61

22:44), and the story of the woman caught committing adultery
(John 7:53-8:11). Despite the long tradition of including these
texts in the Bible, they are all now recognized to be late additions
and not part of the original texts of the books into which they
have been inserted. Most modern English Bibles flag the dubious
nature of these passages with footnotes or with brackets around
the passages, but it is quite a shame that old habits have pre-
vailed over good scholarship such that we continue to have these
extra passages spliced into the original Scriptures in most of our
translations. Certainly it is worth keeping an eye on your Bible’s
footnotes for this kind of thing.

Finally, it is worth noting at this point that the newer transla-
tions of the Bible tend to be more accurate than the older, which
is exactly what we would expect to find as the discipline of bibli-
cal translation continues to advance over time. Therefore, even
though many Christians love the King James Version of 1611 for
its lovely English prose and classic turns of phrase, it needs to be
recognized as a translation that has some errors that have been
corrected in more modern translations. For example, when the
heavenly host appears to the shepherds in Luke 2:14 and praises
God, the King James Version has the angels saying, “Glory to
God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men.”
Newer translations, however, have recognized that there was, in
fact, one additional letter in one word of the original Greek text
that stands behind this verse. Accounting for the change that let-
ter makes (evdoxia/eudokia — elSokiac/eudokias, which makes
“good will”/“pleasure” not the subject of the clause, but a quality
of those to whom peace is directed), the more modern translations
render the verse as “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth
peace among those with whom be is pleased!” or similar. Clearly
there is a difference of meaning that results. In the King James
Version, we could be led to believe that the heavenly host are de-
claring God’s good will toward all people (assuming that “men” is
being used in its old-fashioned way to stand for men and women).
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The newer translations, however, make it clear that God’s peace is
a gift of his special grace toward those people who have found his
favor. Needless to say, we recommend preaching from a modern
translation of the Bible that is grounded in the most up-to-date
textual scholarship to avoid any unnecessary problems.



Failing to Preach the Whole Bible

Most Bible-believing Christians, and certainly most Bible-teaching
pastors, probably would not have found too much to disagree
with in the previous chapters. We evangelicals believe that the
whole of Scripture is the word of God to the people of his world.
We believe that the standard Protestant Bible, with its thirty-nine
Old Testament books and twenty-seven New Testament books,
is no more than and no less than the fullness of the Scriptures.
And we believe, at least in principle, that the entirety of the Bible
should be taught to all believers, and even offered to those who
aren’t yet followers of Jesus. But as noted in the introduction, we
all also know that too few churches make any serious attempt
to actually teach or preach through the whole Bible. In fact, we
would likely be quite taken aback (in a good way) to hear of a
church that was following a plan to achieve this monumental task.

Before we start sharing some frameworks and outlining an
approach to help more preachers work toward this worthy goal,
we will use this chapter to explore what preaching looks like in
many churches that do not actively seek to teach the whole Bible,
and what some of the consequences of this are. Our hope in this
is simply that preachers will recognize what preaching ministries
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look like when they offer less than the whole Bible, understand
their shortcomings and risks, and thereby be strengthened in their
resolve to commit to bringing as much of God’s word to his people
as possible.

Why Don’t We Preach the Whole Bible?

Given all that we have considered so far, the obvious question
arises again: Why on earth wouldn’t every church seek to preach
through the whole Bible? There are a few very obvious and very
good answers to it, and we will come to those. Being honest,
though, the first answer may be that some of us never have actu-
ally thought about the question very much. Like so many preach-
ers, the two of us took time to ensure that we were well trained
to preach biblically faithful sermons, but we were never taught
anything much at all about preaching series of sermons, let alone
constructing a program of preaching that would move through the
entire Bible. In fact, few seminaries teach anything about designing
preaching programs, even though many have a strong emphasis on
preacher training. Pastors tend to think about these things more
in the years after seminary, when they become senior leaders of
churches with the responsibility not just for the preaching, but
also for planning the preaching too. At that point, many just adopt
a pattern similar to that which they saw their own pastors follow-
ing in the past without giving extended thought as to whether it
should be changed, or how they might make the changes.

We would be remiss not to mention at this point that there are,
in fact, many churches that have inherited a very strong tradition
of paying attention to the Bible as a whole. Some of these are
the churches that have retained the use of a lectionary or other
program of seriatim Bible reading. The Church of England, for
example, has a relatively comprehensive lectionary in its authori-
tative Book of Common Prayer, which continues to be the source
of much Anglican liturgy around the world today. This lectionary
outlines a public Bible-reading plan that takes the church through
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the Old Testament once every year, the New Testament twice per
year, and the Psalms once per month. This is an incredibly rich
diet of Scripture.

Even so, the Anglican lectionary was established as a public
Bible-reading plan, so it has shortcomings when used as a preach-
ing schedule. One is that it does not actually cover the whole Prot-
estant Bible, but leaves out various passages for various reasons,
and even includes some readings from the Apocrypha. Another is
that it assumes readings will be done twice a day, not just once a
week in church, meaning that churches that meet only for a single
Sunday service would end up preaching only from every seventh
reading, which would be a very unhelpful staccato approach to
the Scriptures. Finally, less than one in seven set readings actually
would be preached by following this lectionary, as it offers mul-
tiple readings for each day, and these are not necessarily related
to one another in any specific way. This, of course, means that a
preacher would have to choose one of the readings as the focus
of his sermon, unless he were to attempt the almost impossible
task of preaching a coherent sermon from all of the set readings
each week. The bottom line with this lectionary, and most others,
is that while it may be a good daily reading guide, it is probably
not helpful for charting a weekly preaching program that seeks to
teach the whole Bible to a congregation.

Thinking about lectionaries does help us realize more of the
practical challenges in preaching the whole Bible. Even for those
of us who have recognized and embraced the ideal, the basic truth
is that we find it hard to imagine how we could possibly manage
the practicalities, as the task might seem completely overwhelm-
ing. The Bible takes a long time to read, let alone preach through.
When we start thinking about that, we know we cannot be work-
ing with time frames of just weeks or months, but need to be
considering what we will do for years or even decades.

In addition to the practical issues, other questions that we may
struggle with come to the surface when we consider preaching
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every part of Scripture. What would we do with those parts of the
Old Testament that seem to ban things we find acceptable, such
as eating pork, or endorse things we might find immoral, such
as holy war (e.g., Lev. 11:7; Deut. 20:10-18)? What about those
parts of the Bible that seem to give rise to so much conflict in the
church, such as its teaching on gender and gender roles (e.g., Eph.
5:22-33; 1 Tim. 2:8-15)? Then there are the parts that simply
don’t make quick sense to us, such as Paul discussing baptism on
behalf of the dead (1 Cor. 15:29) or Peter talking about Jesus’s
proclamation to the spirits in prison after his death (1 Pet. 3:18-
20). And, of course, we know that there seem to be inconsistencies
or even contradictions in the Bible, a good example being Jesus
teaching “Whoever is not with me is against me” (Matt. 12:30)
and “The one who is not against us is for us” (Mark 9:40). On top
of these issues there are the parts of the Bible that, being honest,
we just can’t see the value in, such as some of the long slabs of
Old Testament narrative (e.g., the accounts of the kingly reigns in
1-2 Kings) or the New Testament genealogies (e.g., Matt. 1:1-16),
which might appear to be interesting to a particular type of his-
torian, but of little help to rank-and-file believers. Lastly, there
are the challenges in facing not only the workload that would be
created by preaching through the whole Bible, but also those parts
of the Scriptures that we find personally confronting, unsettling,
or convicting (e.g., Ps. 137:7-9 or the language used about God as
enemy in Lamentations 2). In agreeing to engage the whole Bible,
we realize that we are opening up not just our congregations, but
even ourselves, to be examined by all of God’s word. Nonetheless,
even as we acknowledge these challenges, all this is as it should be
for those entrusted with the high calling of teaching and pastoring
Jesus’s flock. It is a difficult work.

Many of the issues flagged above will be addressed in the pages
that follow, with some encouragement on how they might be dealt
with. First, however, we will give some examples of what it looks
like to not preach the whole Bible.
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What It Looks Like

Preaching that does not work through the whole Bible can look
different in different churches and ministries. At worst, a church
could have no preaching or teaching of the Bible at all. This might
mean no teaching of any kind—as might be the case in some very
liturgically focused churches—or teaching that does not attempt
to explain or apply the Scriptures, but rather seeks to convey
other ideas or messages. It is actually possible that some churches
could employ these practices with some good intentions. They
may have concluded that teaching the Bible is too alienating for
the unchurched people they are trying to reach; too complicated
for congregations that just want practical advice for living; or
even too simplistic for their more sophisticated members. But even
with motivations such as these, we are of the view that a nonbibli-
cal ministry is ultimately a sub-Christian ministry. Moreover, we
believe that preaching God’s words in the Bible will do far more
to achieve a faithful church’s desired outcomes than any other
means. Unbelievers need to hear the good news about Jesus, and
they hear it best straight from the word of God. Those who want
practical guidance for day-to-day life can find an abundance of it
in the pages of Scripture. And those who think that the Bible is
too simplistic to stimulate their minds really do have some amaz-
ing surprises in store for them when they start to plumb the im-
measurable depths of God’s revelation to us that fills its pages.
The word of God is not inadequate or lacking for anyone in any
circumstance. Rather, it is always full of rich blessings.

There is another form of preaching that is not completely de-
void of a biblical basis, but it is still relatively thin in its use of
Scripture. We call this “springboarding.” A preacher starts with
a biblical text, but really just uses it as a platform from which to
dive into alternative, nonbiblical teaching. An example might be
a preacher offering a sermon entitled “God Is Love” and starting
by demonstrating that this truth can be found in 1 John 4:8. From
here, though, he might fail to explain the significance of John’s
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statement in its original context (where it is used to reinforce the
fact that anyone who fails to love does not know God) or as part
of the argument that John is unfolding in his whole letter, let alone
as part of the overall message of the Bible, which centers on the
death and resurrection of Jesus the Messiah. Instead, a spring-
boarder might simply turn this statement into a headline under
which he goes on to talk about his own experiences of love, to
recite a great love poem, to share a touching love story, or some-
thing similar. We can learn a lot from other people’s experiences
and appreciate much in good poetry, and there may be a place for
such things as helpful illustrations in a biblical sermon. But once
they come to dominate the message and so marginalize the exposi-
tion of the Bible passage on which the sermon is ostensibly based,
the preacher may well have failed his main purpose of faithfully
teaching and applying the Scriptures.

Of course, many churches do regularly teach from the Bible,
and there can be truly excellent Bible teaching in churches that
are not attempting to teach the whole Bible. That has certainly
been our most common experience in the churches we have either
visited, belonged to, or served in. The pattern we have most fre-
quently seen during the main weekly services includes a significant
portion of time given to the ministry of the word, which tends to
begin with the public reading of one or more Bible passages before
the preacher explains and applies at least one of those texts to the
congregation. It is important to be crystal clear at this point and
say that we are completely in support of this practice—it is what
we pray would happen every week in every church in every part of
the world! But the point we are continuing to make is not about
the biblical faithfulness of individual sermons, but about the place
that those sermons have in an overall preaching program that is
designed to communicate the whole counsel of God to a congre-
gation over a given period of time. And so, just as we have been
blessed by many, many great and faithful sermons in the churches
we have been privileged to attend, it is also true that many of the
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great sermons we have heard have been stand-alone. By this we
mean that a great sermon on, say, Romans 5 might have been
followed by a great sermon on Galatians 5 the week after, while
the week after that, the text being spoken from might have been
Isaiah 60. Each of these sermons might have been most excellent
in and of themselves, but they had no particular relationship to
one another, and they were not part of a program seeking to sys-
tematically teach the whole Bible.

Of course, churches often do preach sermons in meaningful
series such that the sermon on Romans § is followed by one on
Romans 6, then Romans 7, and so on. This practice makes much
more sense, as it helps regular attendees of the church learn more
than just what Romans 5 has to say; over time, with a long enough
series, it can help them learn what the book of Romans as a whole
says, and how each chapter says what it says in the context of
the whole. This is perhaps more important than we sometimes
remember because God gave us the Scriptures as a collection of
coherent works, not as a series of disjunct chapters or passages.
Paul’s letter to the Romans has a start, a middle, and an end, and
Romans 5 has a very particular place in its flow. The individual
chapters were not intended to be abstracted from the whole letter,
and ultimately they have their full meaning only in the context of
the whole letter.! There is a great Christian tradition of committing
individual verses of Scripture to memory, and this is no bad thing.
But there is a risk that comes with thinking about the Bible as just
a collection of verses, and it is that we fail to read each verse in its
right context. The same applies to Bible chapters taken out of their
books. Preaching series that move linearly through whole books
of the Bible reduce the risk of decontextualization or atomization
of any part of those books. In addition, the practice of preach-
ing in series also has enormous benefits for sermon preparation,
something we will return to in chapter 7.

1. Our current chapterization of the Bible was normalized only in the medieval period,
and versification was not standardized until the sixteenth century.
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As good as it is to preach sermon series that progress through
whole books of the Bible, even this is not enough because the
problem we noted above with stand-alone sermons applies equally
to stand-alone teaching series. That is, a church might have a series
preaching through all of Romans, and then follow it with a series
on, say, 1 Samuel, and then a series on Titus, but with no real ra-
tionale in place for determining which series will come when and
how they together will combine to build up the church’s overall
teaching program. We know of a congregation where the usual
practice was to preach coherent series of sermons from different
books of the Bible, but upon looking into its history of preaching
over almost a decade, we found that there had never been a single
series from any of the Old Testament history books, only one from
the Wisdom Literature, and just two from the non-Pauline New
Testament letters. Moreover, many of the series were abbreviated,
working through sections of longer books of the Bible, but never
making it through those books from start to finish. As good as
the sermons and sermon series were at this church, they were not
part of a master plan that aimed to methodically work through the
entire Bible, and a review of what the pastors had been preaching
showed how patchwork their overall approach had been.

In addition to congregations missing out on learning from
large parts of the Scriptures when no master preaching plan is in
place, a church or preacher can end up putting some standard or
favorite texts on high rotation. So it might be that over a ten-year
period, a congregation not only misses out on hearing anything
from the Writing Prophets, but hears three or four sermons on
Mark 4:1-20. The people may not have any teaching from Leviti-
cus, Numbers, or Deuteronomy, but get several series from Paul’s
letters. Given that Paul’s letters account for around 5.5 percent
of the Bible and those last three books of the Pentateuch take
up about 8.9 percent, it is at least worth asking whether some
churches have a bias that misrepresents the balance of what God
has given us in his revelation.
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Another thing that can happen without a master preaching
plan is that churches can be excessively reactive in deciding what
will be preached. They can focus on selecting texts or topics that
address immediate situations. Of course, in many cases, this is pre-
cisely what a church must do. There would be a most unhelpful,
and even unhealthy, disconnect from reality if major current world
events, local happenings, or congregational situations were never
appropriately engaged from the pulpit. This would only confirm
some people’s belief that the church’s message is largely irrelevant.

But while there is always the need to demonstrate the direct
relevance of God’s word to prevailing circumstances, it is also
important to let the Bible set our agenda and not just respond to
events. There is a significant difference between going to the Bible
with the question “What does God say about X?” and going to
the Bible just asking, “What does God say?” In the first case, our
minds are focused on a question or issue that we have decided we
want to learn more about. In the second, we come open and ready
to hear whatever God has to say, even if it ends up being about
matters that we are not much thinking about beforehand. There is
nothing wrong with the first approach; indeed, it is exactly right
that we should seek the answers to our various questions from
the Bible. But the power of the second approach is that it lets the
Bible set the agenda and shape our whole outlook on life. We do
not just look to the Bible to fill in the blanks or to add color to
our predrawn outlines, but we look to it to paint the whole canvas
of our worldview from scratch. This is actually a great gift to us,
because the best way to live is in line with the patterns that God
has determined for us. When we come to the Bible open to being
shaped by its concerns, priorities, and agendas, we not only learn
those patterns, but we may also be helped by having some of the
issues that otherwise consume us put into their proper perspective.
Our renewal as God’s people happens when our minds are trans-
formed not just by the absorption of new information, but by the
right shaping and prioritizing of all that we know.
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Sometimes churches work both to show the importance of
the whole Bible and to capture its emphases by preaching “over-
view series” or “highlights packages.” An overview series aims to
summarize a large section of the Bible without focusing on any
particular part of that section in detail. For example, an overview
series might try to summarize all of Exodus 21-40 in three ser-
mons, with the first explaining covenant laws, the second talking
about the design and construction of the tabernacle and the setting
aside of priests, and the third explaining the ongoing mercy of God
toward a people who failed to live up to the Ten Commandments.
Similarly, there could be a series on the early history of Israel in
the promised land that offered one sermon on the events of the
book of Judges, one on the lives of Samuel and Saul, and one on
David and Solomon.

A highlights package is slightly different in that it does not
seek to cover large swaths of the Bible quickly, but instead focuses
on a series of short passages that are considered to be the most
important in the large section. So an Exodus 21-40 three-sermon
highlights package might start with one sermon that zeroes in on
Exodus 31:1-11, where Bezalel and Oholiab are named as the
craftsmen who will fashion the tabernacle, its furnishings, and
the priestly garments. Its next sermon might then expound Exo-
dus 32-33, where the Israelites make and worship the golden calf,
and Moses intercedes to God for their forgiveness. The last ser-
mon might then be on Exodus 40:34-38, where the glory of God
fills the completed tabernacle. The highlights package of Israel’s
early history in the promised land might take its first sermon from
Judges 15-16 to tell some of the story of the famous Samson as an
example of one of the judges of Israel; its second from 1 Samuel 3
to introduce Samuel as a prophet; and its last from 1 Samuel 17,
where the young David defeats the Philistine champion Goliath.

Both overview series and highlights packages have value; they
can be very helpful in filling in the overall story of the Bible and
helping congregations learn about some of the most significant
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moments—or at least those we have deemed to be the most sig-
nificant. This is, of course, what most children’s Bibles do as a
way of familiarizing little ones with God’s big picture. Ultimately,
however, overview series and highlights packages alone are inad-
equate because their great benefit of showing so much so quickly is
countered by their great weakness of passing over so much detail.
They are a bit like watching a movie in fast-forward mode or just
catching glances at it while walking in and out of a room. Some
reasonable sense of it might be gained, but this is far removed from
the fullness of what its creator wanted to convey.

Beyond this, there is another significant cost of teaching in
overview series and highlights packages. It is that once they are
done, a church is very unlikely to ever go back and look more
closely at the detail that was skipped over because the leaders
mistakenly believe that all the text has been adequately covered.
How likely is a pastor to follow a three-sermon series on Exo-
dus 21-40 with a fuller series that looks at all that is in those
chapters in detail? The reality is that after a short summary se-
ries, the bulk of that text is unlikely to be revisited soon, if ever.
And so, when thinking about the second half of Exodus, this
means that no additional time might be given to learning more
about restitution, sabbath, celebrations, the presence of God,
the approach to God, the setting aside of leaders, daily wor-
ship, the manifestation of the glory of God, covenant renewal,
freewill offerings, or any of the many other things that we learn
from that part of the Bible—things that God had inscripturated
for the good of his people. We should note here that preaching
Exodus 21-40 well is unlikely to mean preaching one sermon for
each of those chapters; the text itself might require a different ap-
proach (we will discuss this more in chap. 8). Our point is simply
that the fullness of the texts should be preached, not skipped.

Finally, another two forms of preaching that are found in
many faithful (but not whole-Bible) churches are what might be
called “topical preaching” and “doctrinal-paradigm preaching.”
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In topical preaching, the preacher consciously seeks to cast bib-
lical light on a particular subject or issue for the congregation.
“Sex and Relationships” is perhaps one of the most popular
topics that is addressed this way, although there are countless
others: money, prayer, work, mission, science, faith, science and
faith, terrorism, refugees, or whatever is trending in the news,
just to give a few examples. When addressing one of these topics,
the preacher might choose to exposit just one biblical text, such
as Luke 21:1-4 for money, or might choose to survey a range of
scriptural texts that all interact with the topic in order to present
a more comprehensive biblical picture. Of course, these types of
sermons can actually be incredibly helpful to listeners, especially
if the topics addressed intersect with those that the Bible itself
prioritizes.

Doctrinal-paradigm preaching differs from topical preaching
in two ways. The first is that it always focuses on the one idea
that the preacher believes controls the whole Bible storyline and
teaching. For Protestants, this idea is commonly something like
justification by faith. To be completely clear at this point, we are
strongly of the view that justification by faith is an absolutely core
and indispensable doctrine of the Christian faith, and that it does
indeed run like a golden thread and supporting beam through-
out the whole Bible. If you fail to understand and embrace it,
you have really failed to understand and embrace something at
the very center of Christian belief. Having said that, though, we
are also of the view that justification by faith is not the sole or
main point of every single passage of Scripture. Therefore, if a
preacher ends up expounding the doctrine of justification by faith
in every single sermon, irrespective of which text he is preaching
from, there is a good chance that he is actually more committed
to preaching his doctrinal paradigm than the message of the text
before him. It is very important for us to be balanced in making
this point. We do believe that there can be, must be, and are con-
trolling ideas that prevent us from focusing on minor or esoteric
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points in the texts we are preaching, and again, an overarching
understanding of the priority and means of justification is a criti-
cal part of this. But at the same time, we want to say that preach-
ing that insists on always and only outlining the same doctrinal
paradigm over and over will never deliver the fullness of what
the Bible teaches.

There is another way that doctrinal-paradigm sermons differ
from topical sermons, and it is that they often go undetected.
While a talk entitled “Sex and Relationships™ is obviously topical,
sermons entitled “Jews and Gentiles,” “2 Peter 3,” or “Modern
Atheism” might all actually end up being doctrinal-paradigm ser-
mons in disguise. This is because some preachers are so deeply
convicted about their overarching doctrinal position that they
either consciously or subconsciously end up making it the main
point of everything they teach. In the Jew-Gentile sermon, the
main point becomes that both must realize they are justified by
faith. Similarly, though 2 Peter 3 points to the coming day of judg-
ment for those who scoff at the long-suffering hope of Christian
believers, the main point of this sermon can become that scoffers
need to turn to Christ and so be justified by faith. And the sermon
on atheism explains that they are trying to create an acceptable
godless morality, but what they really need is to be justified by
faith.

Once again, it is essential that we make our point well here.
We are absolutely not saying that justification by faith is a less-
than-primary part of the Bible’s message. In fact, we would prob-
ably include it in our own teaching on Jews and Gentiles, 2 Peter
3, and modern atheism in some of the ways summarized above.
All we want to say at this stage is that this controlling paradigm,
or any other, may not adequately exhaust the fullness of what
God wants us to know about given texts or topics. If we are
to faithfully preach every part of the Bible, we must do so in a
way that captures the unique emphases of every part, and even
when we rightly bring our doctrinal paradigm to a passage, we
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must not stamp it over the top of the text in a way that makes
the particular focus of the passage practically irrelevant. To put
it another way, we could say that there is a difference between
preaching the text doctrinally or theologically and using the text
as a vehicle for preaching our doctrine or theology. The former
is essential, but the latter, at worst, puts us at risk of not really
preaching the text at all.

Having thought about what it might look like to work from
a preaching program that does not attempt to preach the whole
Bible, we will now turn to thinking about some of the impacts of
such a failure.

Consequences of Not Preaching the Whole Bible

If there are a variety of ways that preachers can teach less than the
whole Bible, it is worth considering what effects that could have.
Ultimately, the common outcome is that congregation members
hear less than the whole counsel of God, and the following are
just some potential outworkings of this.

First, churchgoers who are not taught the whole Bible might
end up with a practical belief that there is a “canon within the
canon.” As canon is the term used to refer to the collection of
writings that are together understood to comprise holy Scripture,
so “canon within the canon” is used to indicate a portion of the
Bible that is considered to be more important—perhaps more
important to God—than the rest, with the obvious implication
being that the rest is less important and therefore optional for us.
Of course, few Christians would explicitly suggest or subscribe
to such an idea. But if, for example, a pastor were committed to
preaching one third of his sermons from Paul’s letters and never
preached anything from the Old Testament prophets, it would
not be surprising to find that members of his church came to sub-
consciously think that Paul’s writings are essential for Christian
life and faith, but that there is nothing of critical importance to
be gained from reading Obadiah or Habakkuk. There are two
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related issues here. One is the lack of formation that church
members might have as a consequence of their imbalanced diet
of Scripture, and the other is a low practical view of the Bible
as a whole.

A second and connected problem of not preaching the whole
Bible is that congregation members might end up with a narrow
or imbalanced theology. If we believe that God has something
useful to say to us in every part of Scripture and that it is not all
repetition of the same point (even though there certainly is some
purposeful repetition; see chap. 8), then we must conclude that
majoring on some parts of Scripture at the expense of others may
have the effect of amplifying some of the things that God is com-
municating to us while dampening others. There is absolutely
nothing wrong with wanting to turn up the volume on what God
has to say to his world through various parts of the Bible—unless
a result of doing so is that we mute the volume elsewhere. This
is like having a canon within the canon, but at the level of our
doctrine. We might say it is having a core theology within our full
theology.

Again, we must be careful to be balanced as we outline this
risk. It may well be right that we have a core theology or control-
ling doctrinal paradigm. Sometimes churches refer to things in
this category as “matters of first importance” or “gospel issues,”
and it is, in fact, necessary to make this distinction, as we will
discuss in part 2 below. But the risk is that we can focus so much
on the core theology or gospel issues that we ignore other matters
that may indeed be secondary, but which are not therefore alto-
gether unimportant. Unfortunately, humans can sometimes really
struggle with recognizing that some things are truly good when we
know other things are even better. Instead, we can tend to rightly
acknowledge what is best, but then clumsily contrast everything
else against it as being either bad or relatively worthless. This is
a terrible mistake when it comes to our theology because, while
the gospel may truly be the most important thing, there are yet
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many other very, very important things that God reveals to us in
his word, and we cannot justify giving them scant attention on
the grounds that they are only secondary matters. They are still
secondary matters revealed by the God of the universe himself for
the benefit of his people.

One of the most serious manifestations of an imbalanced theol-
ogy is a narrow gospel, and unfortunately, even some of the great
Bible-believing and Bible-teaching churches have at times failed
to teach the full gospel to their people because they have focused
their preaching around those parts of the Bible that highlight one
aspect of the gospel rather than another. The best example of this
in recent generations is the lack of emphasis on Jesus’s resurrection
in many Western churches. While it is abundantly clear in the Bible
that the gospel of Jesus includes the message of his resurrection,
some preachers seem to communicate that the gospel message is
focused on the cross alone, as though Good Friday is the sole heart
of the Christian story, with Easter Sunday just being something
of a curtain call. The cross is indeed absolutely central to the
Christian message, as countless biblical texts plainly show. But
preaching from these texts alone could have the effect of building
a gospel theology that does not include resurrection and eschatol-
ogy in any meaningful way, and which is therefore dangerously
imbalanced.

A final consequence of not preaching the whole Bible is that
members of the church might never grasp the overall message and
shape of the Scriptures. To continue using an example we have
already presented, if a preacher gave a disproportionate amount of
time to teaching Paul’s letters, the church might be impoverished in
its understanding of the great metanarrative of the Old Testament.
The people of that congregation might learn a great deal from
Paul’s understanding of the work of Christ and how his followers
should live together, but they could miss out on seeing how Christ
came as the climax of the story of Israel. It could even be that
from Paul they might learn lots of propositional truths, or Bible



Failing to Preach the Whole Bible 79

bullet points, but not the unfolding history of God’s work that is
recorded throughout the Bible. Like the other consequences, the
bottom line is that if the whole Bible is not preached, the people
of God might only learn a trimmed-down version of all that God
has for them in his word.

We want more than that for the church and the world, and
so we will now explicitly lay out the core challenge of this book.






The Challenge

So far in this book, we have presented our fundamental
beliefs about the whole Bible as the word of God, and we
have considered the various ways that even Bible-believing
preachers do not deliver the whole counsel of God to their
congregations, along with some of the implications of that.
To some extent, all of this has been preparatory for the core
challenge that we now want to put forward. Our challenge
is this:

All vocational preachers should set themselves the
goal of preaching through the entire Bible over a
thirty-five-year period.

By this, we mean preaching through every biblical book from
start to finish as a coherent whole. And that means every
chapter of every book, and every verse of every chapter—the
whole lot! The thirty-five-year period is a little arbitrary, but
it is an attempt to approximate a solid lifetime of preaching
in a concrete number; a time frame that is significantly long,
but not vague and open-ended. Of course, as outrageous as
this challenge might sound, it is really little more than calling
preachers to convert their basic beliefs about the Bible into a
practical commitment. We actually believe that the challenge
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issues itself: as preachers, if we really believe our doctrine of
Scripture, what else can we do?

As you digest this goal, you might be having one of a
number of reactions. Perhaps you feel very excited because
you love the idea of putting hard targets on big goals, as that
helps you to imagine really achieving them. If you are this
kind of person, your mind might be buzzing with excitement
and racing forward as you think about what this will look
like for the years of preaching that you have before you.
However, we recognize that perhaps you are not this type of
person and are feeling something quite different. You might
be feeling drained and exhausted at just the thought of tak-
ing on such a monumental task, especially if you are already
working hard in pastoral ministry and feel that adding even
small projects into the calendar is difficult. Perhaps you are
feeling dismissive because you think the idea of preaching
through the whole Bible is such a ri