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Prairie Pastors Conference, April 8-10, 2019 

Session 1 

2 Timothy 2: 15   “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved by him, a worker who has no 

need to be ashamed, rightly explaining the word of truth.” 

 

Tonight we’re going to talk about the discipline of sermon preparation and delivery.  Before we begin, 

though, I want to let you know how I plan to proceed.   Let’s start with what we know.  You know that I 

spent a long time as a pastor and after that as a seminary professor.  I know that you are working 

pastors.  I realize that you have varying levels of training but what we all have in common is that 

constant, ongoing, weekly demand.   One famous preacher wrote a book called “It’s Friday but Sunday’s 

coming.”  He was talking about the resurrection. But you and I know what he really meant was sermon 

time on Sunday morning.   This very week, when you get home, you have to preach. And Holy Week is 

staring you in the face.  That’s what I mean by discipline. 

 

Second, though, I know you already have a discipline of your own.  We’re not starting from scratch here. 

Whether you work three months in advance, or start your study on Sunday afternoon for next Sunday 

morning, or you do as I did and write your sermon every week on Thursday, or  you’ve gotten way too 

acquainted with the witching hour on Saturday night, everybody here has some kind of routine. Even no 

routine is a routine.  A bad one, but a routine.  

  

 So I’m not going to try to rebuild you from the ground up as a preacher over these three sessions. 

Instead let’s think of our time together the way you think of taking your car to Firestone for an oil 

change and a once over.  A bit of a tune up in whatever places you feel the most need.   Tonight we’ll 

talk about sermon prep and delivery.  The weekly discipline of what we do.  Tomorrow night we’ll take a 

step back and talk about ourselves as people of integrity. What self do you bring to the pulpit?  And how 

do you express your authentic self as a follower of Jesus in all the various situations the preacher must 

address? What does it mean, for example, to preach without manipulation?   And then Wednesday 

morning we’ll talk about preaching as caring for the congregation.  How does what you do in and out of 

the pulpit assure people week by week that God loves them unconditionally?    Discipline, Integrity and 

Caring.  If we make some progress in these three areas this next forty eight hours, you will have done 

good work, and I will have earned my outrageously generous honorarium.  In each session, I’ll make a 

presentation designed to get you thinking about how you do what you do. And then we’ll spend time 

thinking and talking together about how this works or doesn’t work in your particular setting.    
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To do this, though, I need to ask for one thing from you.  Please trust that I have your best interests at 

heart. And please don’t be afraid to engage, question, interact and argue.  There is lots of talent and all 

kinds of wonderful energy and love for the gospel in this room.   Let’s put that to work together, and see 

what the Lord will do among us in these days.   One final note before we start.  If you’d like us to touch 

on an issue in any area of preaching you’re interested in or struggling with, write it down and hand it to 

me anytime this evening or tomorrow.  I’ll do my best to work it in.  

  

So, Study, Prep. And Delivery.    The great Presbyterian preacher George Buttrick said “The only true 

preaching is Biblical preaching.”  We’re taught that in our homiletics classes. Those of us who follow the 

Lectionary assume we’re to use that nearly 1200 year old three-year rotation of texts, but the honest 

truth is there are lots of subjects you and I would like to preach about that don’t easily find a basis in 

either the Lectionary in particular or in Scripture as a whole.  And we all know the Joel Osteens of this 

world seem to have become wildly successful, which we tend to mistake for “blessed by God,” precisely 

by going completely topical.  So for a lot of us regular preachers our weekly routine of study seems way 

too often to start with having a subject we’d like to deal with anyway and then finding a text that we can 

shoehorn into undergirding what we want to say.  Therefore my first suggestion tonight is that you and I 

take another look at how we allow the text to speak into our preaching. This suggestion, of course, given 

the Trinity, comes in three parts.  

  

First, even though you think you know exactly what a verse says, read enough commentaries, get 

enough different perspectives to allow the text the chance to surprise you.  A few weeks ago my own 

pastor was preaching on the beatitudes from the Sermon on the Mount. And here I was, forty-two years 

ordained, having preached countless sermons on the beatitudes myself, sitting there, smugly, thinking 

“Oh, I’ve got this. No surprises left here!” Meek means teachable, blah, blah, blah.  And suddenly there 

came the curve ball.  “The Beatitudes,” he said, “are not aspirational .”  What?   “Think about the 

original audience,” he said. “These are average folk, living under Roman occupation, under the thumb of 

legalistic religion.  Jesus isn’t giving them the burden of higher standards of behavior.  He’s telling them 

God blesses them just the way they already are.  They’re ALREADY beaten down by life.  They’re 

ALREADY desperately grieving. They’re ALREADY starving for a more just and righteous world.”  And just 

like that I understood the Beatitudes for the very first time.  This isn’t scolding.   It’s comfort.  People 

aren’t supposed to feel worse when they’ve heard these words.  They’re supposed to feel better.  Now, 

maybe you got that a long time ago, and you’re sitting there thinking “What an idiot!  Who gave him a 

PhD?”   But my guess is there are plenty of texts you haven’t really understood yet either my friends.  

First, when you go to your study, be ready to be surprised.  

 

Then, second, be willing to change your mind.  Because we’re preachers and teachers, you and I tend to 

think of the Bible as largely prescriptive.   It tells us how to behave.  My own particular area of study in 

addition to preaching has always been Christian ethics.   So I love to argue, er, discuss what’s right and 
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wrong in all kinds of different situations.   If I were United Methodist, for example, I’d be right in the big 

middle of their discussions this spring over sexuality.  I’m not here to talk about that subject, thank God. 

But the thing I’ve noticed about myself and about others with regard to such conversations on all kinds 

of topics and the preaching that comes out of them is that it becomes way too easy for you and me to 

assume that texts we agree with represent God’s absolute eternal will and texts we don’t agree with 

need to be seen more in the light of gospel mercy.   Take divorce, for example, since that’s a discussion 

that’s basically behind us now.  For most of the church’s first two thousand years the Biblical prohibition 

of divorce was seen as absolute, inviolable. No preacher would think of saying otherwise.  But then in 

the past century as education has become more widespread, and as women have way too slowly been 

acknowledged as equals, marriage has begun to be seen much more as a contract for mutual love and 

fulfillment than as a vehicle for male dominance.  And divorce has begun to be seen more as a 

regrettable but sometimes necessary remedy for an intolerable situation.  No sensible preacher these 

days would pound the pulpit against divorce.  We’ve changed our minds.  And we’ve changed the way 

we read the text on that topic, just as we have on slavery and integration and women’s rights and 

dozens of other issues as the Spirit has taught us a better way.  Second, be ready to change your mind. 

 

And third, don’t forget to invite the Lord into your preparation process.  Why would I even bother to say 

that?   Of course we pray as we study, right? Lord, I need an illustration!   Lord, I’m so tired and I need to 

get this done!  Lord, this is a disaster! Help!     But that’s not the kind of prayer I mean.   In John 16, Jesus 

says “I still have many things to say to you but you cannot bear them now.  When the Spirit of truth 

comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own, but will speak whatever he 

hears, and he will declare to you the things that are to come.  He will glorify me because he will take 

what is mine and declare it to you.”  I’ve always found that text very comforting. Part of what it means, I 

believe, is that even with the words and events of Scripture, God is not finished with us yet.  This text 

suggests why and how the church has been able to adapt and grow and speak to all kinds of cultures 

with all kinds of customs and moral structures and to spread literally around the globe.  And it says why 

we preachers need to approach every text we preach from every week prayerfully with humility and a 

willingness to learn.  Again and again, using exactly the same texts I have always known and loved, the 

Spirit turns the kaleidoscope, and helps me see something new.   Third, be sure to ask for guidance as 

you study. 

 

But then the moment comes when you have to put it all together.  How many of you take a manuscript 

with you into the pulpit?   How many use some form of notes?   And how many preach with no notes 

except perhaps an occasional quotation or video?   My predecessor in Sioux Falls spent his entire time 

there arguing that no notes is the only way to go.  I’ve heard him preach and he is a great no notes 

preacher.  But not everybody is. Nor is everybody great with notes or with a manuscript.  What’s 

important about the way you craft your sermons for speaking is not what method you use. It is that you 

use the method that’s right for your congregation, your own personality, and the way your mind works. 

It’s that you choose the method that frees you best to make the best connection you can make with 
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your congregation.  In Aristotle’s work on rhetoric, he says that audiences usually listen first for one of 

three things from a speaker.  Here’s our trinity for this section.   They listen first for logos, the logic and 

content of a presentation, or they listen first for pathos, the emotional content and passion the speaker 

brings to the speech, or they listen first for ethos, how the speech connects with their own personal 

relationship to and trust for the speaker. In truth every sermon needs some of all three to be really 

successful.  Logos, pathos, ethos.  So here’s the question.   Given your preparation method right now, 

what changes would you have to make to free you up to make the best possible connection with your 

congregation every Sunday?        Think about your last three sermons. What worked well?  What didn’t?   

What would you change if you were going to give them again?  Would you, give them again? 

 

For your listeners who care about logos, your sermon has to be organized, structured, logical.  It has to 

have some information the listener cares about learning.   For that kind of listener a manuscript or a 

series of PowerPoint slides may work best.  Chances are some of you have in your congregations some 

of the most educated people in town. The doctors, lawyers, teachers, business owners.  A lot of those 

folk don’t have time or tolerance for listening to you wander around.  They want it clear, concise and to 

the point.   

 

Your listeners who care about pathos, on the other hand come into church hoping you’ll say something 

to touch their hearts.   A lot of people listen from story to story. They want to feel how what you’re 

saying affects the real lives of real people.  One of my own preaching teachers George Buttrick preached 

in some of the most prestigious Presbyterian pulpits (try saying that five times fast) in the country, but 

he always said he wrote his sermons for Mr. and Mrs. Jones in pew number three.  He knew he had 

somehow to touch you and me where we really live or his sermons were so much dust.   

 

But then you also have to prepare for your listeners who care about ethos. For them your preparation 

goes far beyond whatever you say or don’t say on Sunday morning.  It’s how you live among them.  How 

they see you treat your own spouse and family. Whether you show up at high school basketball games 

and community fundraisers.  Did you help when the floods came? How you handle the church’s finances 

and on and on.  Whether you come across as judgmental when you speak. Show up at the hospital when 

they’re sick.  Nobody starts out being a church’s pastor their first Sunday in the pulpit any more than 

some of you are going to automatically trust the things I say this week just because I say them.  We have 

to trust before we’re willing to listen.  Not long after I went to my last and largest church, an urban 

congregation in Louisville, Kentucky, one of the men of the church passed away one afternoon.   He lived 

with his wife and adult son a few blocks down the street from the church. So as soon as I got word of the 

death, I got in my car and drove down to their house to see how they were doing.  And after I’d been in 

the house about five minutes, the widow looked at me and said, “I’m so surprised you came!”  I said, 

“Well I’m sorry I don’t know you better, but I’m your pastor now so I wanted to check on you.”  And she 

said, “You don’t understand.  Your predecessor never came to see us.  We’re not important enough.”  
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Before they hear what you say, people hear loud and clear what you do.  Logos, pathos, ethos.   

Whatever you take into the pulpit with you these are the elements that matter. 

 

And then, of course, you have to open your mouth.   As we begin this final section for this evening, 

(that’s right, perk up!  We’re getting close to done!), I want to admit up front that given who you are as 

practicing pastors, I’m not exactly sure how I can best help you in this conference format.  I’ll say a 

couple of things that I believe are particularly important about sermon delivery in a general sense.  And 

then when I finish we’ll take a bit of time to give you an opportunity to surface any issues you may want 

to address. 

 

First and probably most important from a delivery standpoint are the things a sermon is not.  It is not a 

continuation of the announcements.  One of the biggest mistakes I see preachers make over and over 

again is failing to set the sermon apart as a distinct moment with a particular spiritual purpose.  For 

whatever reason, many pastors seem to want to ooze into the sermon rather than simply begin.  What 

you want instead is to create in your people a weekly sense of expectation.  When you stand up and 

walk to the place where you’re going to speak, you want them to sit up, take notice, and think to 

themselves, “This is important, now.  She’s ready to start.  We’re going to hear something special.”    

When I preach I make sure all the business of the service is over before I stand up to preach.  I read the 

text. I pray the preacher’s prayer – “Now may the words of my mouth…You know the one.  And I begin.  

And I make sure the first sentence out of my mouth makes a kind of promise I intend for the sermon to 

keep.  In that way the sermon becomes a contract between me and the people.  I show them I’m not 

going to waste their time.  And they, in return, are willing to give me the gift of their attention. If you’re 

not doing this now, I challenge you to try it for a month.  I promise it will make a difference. 

 

Second, the sermon is not an excuse to tell bad jokes.  It astonishes me that otherwise intelligent 

organized professionals have a tendency to walk into their pulpits or onto their platforms and 

immediately turn into standup comedians.  Hear me carefully sisters and brothers.  You are not Jimmy 

Kimmel or Mrs. Maisel.  Your goal is not to make people laugh. Your goal is to help them hear the word 

of God for their lives.   Humor can help in that process. But it helps only as it arises honestly from the 

realities of the human condition.  Life itself can be really funny.  It’s great to laugh with your 

congregation.  But a good preacher knows the difference between pointing out the humor inherent in a  

situation and telling a joke just for the sake of the laugh itself.   

 

And then my third pet peeve (And this is the last triad of the evening.) is one Baptist preachers especially 

tend to be guilty of.   It is far too easy for us out of our revivalistic, evangelical tradition to do exactly the 

opposite of what Jesus did when he preached. It’s far too easy for us to forget about giving folk good 
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news and go instead to scolding.  My wife and I both grew up in Baptist churches, she in the mountain 

West and I in the South.   They were not, thankfully, American Baptist Churches.  But the common 

experience we shared was that the overall effect of the preaching we heard  as children was to make us 

feel as though God must be really mad at us because the preacher always was. Hear me carefully, my 

friends.  People have hard lives.  They come to church, especially these days, desperate for hope.  If you 

look at the way Jesus deals with people, the only ones he ever seems to be angry with are the religious 

leaders, the ones who ought to know better.   For us he didn’t have a lot of tolerance.  For everybody 

else, he was unfailingly gentle.  If nothing else, try asking a six year old in your church, especially if they 

happen to live in your house, ask them if you sound angry when you preach.   But only ask them if you 

really want to know.   

 

Now we come to the fun part of the evening.  Break up into groups of three.  They can be people you 

know or people you don’t know.  And, thinking about some of the things I’ve said tonight, or something I 

may not have said at all, or something you may think I got wrong, share with one another one issue each 

of you has with delivering really consistent quality preaching to your congregation.  Take ten minutes, 

then we’ll come back together and take the temperature of the meeting.  Ready, set, share.   

 

 

 

 

 


