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A High Calling – conversion and commission

As a boy, sermons were associated with incredible boredom and abject irrelevance.  I can remember spending many Sunday mornings in the choir stall of my local Anglican Church.   One way to wile away the, what seemed like, hours, was to count the number of times our bumbling Vicar “erred”!  We passed notes along the choir stalls and spent our time adding up the hymn numbers on the board to see which week had the highest total!  With youthful irreverence, it seemed to us that our Vicar had mastered the art of speaking for a long time without actually saying anything. 

Many of my views of preaching were shaped by this popular perception.  It was not until I left this particular Church and our family joined another local Anglican Church where the Vicar, a family friend, had recently been installed.  He was self-confessedly disorganised and prepared many of his sermons as he climbed the pulpit steps!  I often wondered what the effect of increasing the height of the pulpit might have had upon his preaching!  He was a very caring guy and occasionally shared some very insightful things.  In fact, my memories of him have more to do with his desire to encourage me as a preacher than anything which he said. 

At the age of 17 I was a very new convert.  I think that, largely through him and a couple of other friends, I pretty much welcomed the Gospel when I first heard it.  It was a blessed relief from the formal liberalism with which I had been brought up and which left me laden with guilt and feeling that I must “try harder”.

The Gospel, on the other hand, came as a tremendous relief!  No longer did I need to try to make myself acceptable – and I wanted the world to know it.  I wanted to preach!  For me, there was never a separate “call to ministry”.  I just assumed that anyone who had come to faith would be equally desperate to tell others about it at every opportunity.  My poor family got the left overs of my enthusiasm over meal times!  

A favourite text was Philippians 1:21.  “For me to live is Christ, to die is gain!”  I passionately believed it (and still do).  Here at last was something to live for!   Here is something to die for!  Finally something motivated me to think, to learn, to study and to have a focus for my idleness.
My new Vicar was keen to encourage me to preach and he gave me a first opportunity as a new Christian.  I wrote the sermon out long-hand and practiced it in front of the mirror.  I reckoned it took about 15 minutes.  Come Sunday, I read through my notes – and rather hastily in my nervousness.  It was over in 5 minutes, so I decided to turn the page over and do it all again, and sat down after 9 minutes!

Now, as a Vicar of a local congregation, I often think about how careful I am about “guarding the pulpit”, but I am grateful to have had the opportunity to preach at a young age.  I am very aware too, that for all his foibles, my Vicar had seen in me what I hadn’t yet even seen in myself!  A call to preach.

The old saying is a great encouragement to me: “God had only one Son and He made him a preacher!”  Indeed, as John tells us: “No-one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made Him known” (John 1:18).  In John’s Gospel, the eternal Son, the second person of the trinity, is introduced as the Word.  God’s self-expression is in the form of word, yes, word made flesh, but nevertheless word.  And He has made Him known – or has “exegeted” (preached) the Father.  

What a high calling!  He has entrusted preachers with the daunting task of following in the Son’s footsteps!  “…These are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name” (John 20:31).  We preachers share with the apostolic role: “we proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us.  We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us” (1 John 1:2b, 3a).
A Formative Year – learning to love the Word

A high calling indeed!  But, I was very aware of how “green” I was.  As a new Christian, I was painfully aware of my ignorance.  I felt myself very fortunate that my Church Warden was also my Careers Master at school!  How many people have their Careers Master praying for their pupil’s future ministry?!  Through a friend of his in the City, I ended up as “The Slave” at St Helen’s Church, Bishopsgate.

I had never heard of Dick Lucas until then, let alone the amazing lunchtime work and training ministry based in St Helen’s in the heart of London’s square mile.  Rather arrogantly, I can remember saying to myself:  If I can learn the Bible through this man, I shall listen to him.  It was a test which Dick Lucas would unfailingly pass, of course!

Dick’s unique ability is to enable the hearer to go away from the sermon and to hear the message of the passage.  I can remember him taking the most famous verse of the Bible, from John 3:16:  “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life”.

Many preachers, myself included, find that preaching on the most familiar passages can often be the hardest.  What can you say that the congregation has not already heard?  But decades later I can still recall Dick saying words to the effect: “This is probably the most famous verse in the Bible, but the problem is, we don’t believe it do we?  No longer do we believe that Jesus is God’s one and only Son.  No longer do we believe that if you don’t believe in Him, you will perish.”  Just by coming at the text from another angle, those old truths came home with fresh force and power, as we saw how the impact of modern challenges over the uniqueness of Christ and the reality of eternal punishment are addressed by this ancient text.

Whilst in later years Dick was to form the Proclamation Trust – a marvellous aid to clear biblical preaching that has influenced many Evangelical Pastors, possibly more than any other theological education – I learned more about preaching from hearing him do it, weekly at the Tuesday Lunchtime Service and on Sundays.  It is often the case that those who preach well, whilst they can explain what they do to prepare and deliver their sermons, still do not exhaust the marvel of hearing them actually do it!

I was also very struck by some of his preaching habits.  After the Tuesday lunchtime meeting I would have the task of stacking chairs, tidying away books and generally clearing up the Church.  I would often go into the pulpit and retrieve Dick’s notes and Bible.  Learning from his notes never helped me much – I couldn’t possibly read his writing!  However, I do recall taking them into his study for him, and being surprised that he ripped them out and hurled them into the waste paper basket!  It was a great lesson of the need to prepare fresh each time one preaches.

I was also very struck by the way in which Dick would often preach and repreach the same passage until he felt that he had got it clear in his mind.

I also know that he would blush at my sincere admiration for him, but I do think that I owe more to Dick’s preaching than almost anything else subsequently.  I often read a passage and can hear a Dick Lucas sermon in the back of my mind as I prepare my own sermons.

Formal Education – a hunger for truth 

Academically, I was a very late starter!  At the end of winter term, the year of my “O” levels, it looked like I was going to crash out of school.  Nothing motivated me for study – even the financial inducements which my father tried!  The carrot was too far in the future.

In the first year of the 6th form, I became a Christian.  All of a sudden I had a motivation to study.  Life had a meaning and a purpose.  Of course, it takes more than three years in the 6th form to make up for five years of idleness!  However, the appetite was there, at last.  My mind was now opening, not just to spiritual realities, but with a general hunger and motivation for living.  Yes, for me to live is Christ!

In my early 20’s I was accepted as an ordinand in the Church of England.  At first, Oak Hill theological college in North London was an eye-opener for me.  I enjoyed the academic study.  This was my first degree, and I had quite a lot of catching up to do.

Things have changed quite a bit at Oak Hill now, but at the time, I was surprised to find that there was no formal classroom training in preaching.  The danger to my preaching was that sermons turned into essays.  Too much was crammed into the sermon and the congregation must have suffered with spiritual indigestion!  I was torn much of the time, because the teenage models of preaching I had been brought up with had had left me feeling hungry and unsatisfied.  Consequently, I often counter-balanced by putting too much in my sermons.

After ordination, I did an M.Th.  More academic study.  However, I did not, and do not, consider myself an academic.  Consequently, I opted for a Doctor of Ministry Degree as my final course of part time study.  This involved writing an extended thesis in applied theology.  It also required attending intensive classroom time, having spent time in advance with prepared reading.

A memorable class for me was one taught by Dr Richard Pratt on the whole post-modern environment in which we minister.

He pointed out the post-modern environment is quite a challenge for the preacher.  People are suspicious of truth claims.  There has been an increasing disintegration of the traditional western Judaeo-Christian world-view.  Consequently, there is no meta-narrative (a story which under girds all others).  People in the pews are often starting with a much more subjective framework than the more systematic, objective biblical framework we preach from.

He also warned, though, of the danger of assuming that modernity is right!  Many of us have been brought up with a “John Wayne” style of preaching whereby the lone hero rides into town with truth on his side, shooting down every doctrinal error!  As the old preacher joke goes: “My job is to speak; your job is to listen.  If you feel that you have finished your job before I have finished mine, please try to be patient with me!”  It isn’t only in the dictionary that monologue and monotony find themselves side by side!

Yes, I have many concerns about post-modernism, but there are a few positives which the post-modern mindset is able to teach us.  The first is the reminder that people learn best in community.  Now, that sounds very biblical to me!  How often Paul addresses the horizontal dimensions of the life of the Church (see 1 Cor. 1:2; Titus 2, for example).  The command here is to “teach one another” and to learn together, acknowledging the corporate environment in which we learn.  This is not to underplay the clear exhortations to herald the word of God, to correct, rebuke and encourage with the word, and to equip the man of God for good works with the holy Scriptures which are able to make us wise for salvation (see 2 Tim 3:14-4:2).

Sermons need to engage with the corporate agenda of the church community and at least pose and answer the rhetorical questions which are on people’s minds.  There surely has to be a combination of dialogue as well as monologue in the dynamic of preaching. 

The Bible is made up of many different types of literature which contribute to the overall big picture, meta-narrative of the Bible.  Each individual ‘story’ helps us understand one aspect of God’s great work of redemption.  In any given sermon, we tell a part of God’s grand salvation scheme, each small part of it colouring the overall picture. 

Storytelling is such a general term which can mean many different things.  I take it that it at least includes the following:

· Storytelling involves helping the congregation imagine they were with the disciples when Jesus told them: “you give them something to eat”; they can picture themselves scouring the crowd and returning with nothing more than a boy’s packed lunch; they empathise with the scepticism or even cynicism from the disciples when they are told to distribute it among the crowd; they too feel amazed when all eat and are satisfied; and they grow in faith as they see that Jesus can do it!

· Storytelling involves a seamless movement from text to application by earthing the message in human realities.  No discernable change of gear is required to move from an explanation of what the text meant to how the text applies.  As you meet real people in the sermon who illustrate, commend or in-flesh biblical truth the application does its own work.

This was the marvel of Nathan’s parable about a rich and a poor man in 2 Samuel 12.  The rich man had large flocks and wanted for nothing.  Yet he slaughtered the poor man’s prized family pet, a small lamb that even ate at their family table!

David was indignant!  He raged at the injustice of the rich man’s behaviour, but did not yet see himself in this little story until Nathan gave the clincher: “You are the man!” (v.7).

The story, brilliantly told, appealing to David’s sense of justice, highlights how we can relate to the objectification of the account.  But there is a sting in the tale!  David did not relate this story to his act of deceit and adultery with Bathesheba until Nathan brought it much closer to home!  And, in our storytelling, we want to drive the nail home, so that the congregation realise that they are there in the narrative!

Preaching as Bridge-building

I don’t consider myself to be an academic theologian, although I am sometimes criticised for preaching sermons which are “too academic”.  This is not always my fault, for we do live in a peculiarly anti-intellectual age.  Preaching is only thought to be worthwhile when the sermon speaks to “me and my need, in the here and now”, whereas the biblical themes are much wider than that.  However, I do realise that often my preaching is abstract and unearthed, and it is only the power of the story which enlivens and makes it real.

The bigger temptation, however, is to give up on preaching altogether.  In part this is the sheer busyness of parish life.  Sermon preparation is hard work and it requires time.  How easy, it seems, it is to fill one’s week with everything else!

However the more subtle temptation to give up on preaching is one which I think the Apostle Paul hints at in Romans 1:16: “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes, first for the Jew, then for the Gentile”.  Would the mighty apostle have written these words if he had not felt the temptation to be ashamed?

How often the devil whispers in the preacher’s ear “you’ve got nothing!  Do you really think that this message will change lives?”  But the Gospel is the power of God for salvation.  God has said that “anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame” (Romans 10:11).  So, Paul goes on: “How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in?  And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard?  And how can they hear without someone preaching to them?”  (Romans 10:14).

The preacher is engaged in a spiritual battle.  At times we are detracted from the task through sheer busyness and over preoccupation with other good things.  At other times, the temptation comes in the form of an accommodation to the modern, or post-modern mindset, or the desire to titillate the itching ears of our audience, or an embarrassment over the starkness of the claims of the Christian faith.  All of these are the reality of the environment in which we find ourselves preaching, and they do make the task of building bridges with our audience, all the more important.

Preaching that changes lives – go for the heart!

One analogy which I have often used with the congregation at St Luke’s Church in Wimbledon, is the idea that preaching is rather like eating.  It is not for nothing that Jesus refuted the devil’s temptation with the words “Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God”.

In 1 Peter 2:2 we are encouraged to be like new-born babies: crying out until we get fed!  I often pray on a Sunday morning:  Lord, incite in us an appetite for you!  Using a rather different metaphor, the writer to the Hebrews exhorts the Christians to mature by feeding on God’s word.   The more one eats, the more one’s appetite grows.  Not only should we long to be fed by the word, but our palate and appreciation for the fine, mature food of the word should grow.

Preachers are charged with the task of feeding God’s flock with the word of God.  Most of us tend to eat several times a day… breakfast, lunch, dinner… plus snacks, biscuits, cakes and everything else in-between.  Just occasionally, you go out for a very memorable meal, or a particular dish stands out in your mind, and merely thinking about it causes you to salivate!

So too it is with feeding on the word of God.  Much of our feeding on Christ is through “bread and butter” preaching.  It may be that the sermon that week has not grabbed you.  It may be that it felt pedestrian and distinctly unmemorable.  But, I remind myself, and the congregation, that the Gospel is nevertheless the power of God for the salvation of all who believe.   It is a great relief that, even if my preaching has made it appear rather unpalatable, so long as I am preaching the Bible, it is feeding the flock.  We are probably all familiar with the problem of “grilled preacher for Sunday lunch”.  But, just occasionally the sermon includes a memorable insight into the text; a well-earthed illustration; a particularly clear application.  On such occasions, we delight to savour that which has been dished up, and such a sermon stands out in our memory.  But the daily and weekly routine of consuming the Scripture is the “bread and butter” of our ministry is no less nourishing.

I remember sitting on a bus (in my bachelor days!) and watched a long-suffering mother placate her bawling baby.  She patiently removed a Farley’s Rusk from her bag.  In my pre-parenting days, all I could think of doing would be to ram that thing in the toothy hole and plug the noise!  Being far-wiser than I, she put the Rusk in the baby’s hand and allowed the child to raise it to its mouth!

Nobody likes having “the bible rammed down their throats” by overzealous preachers!  Rather, the great challenge is to put an open book in people’s hands so that they may feed themselves.

In recent years I have benefited greatly from the preaching of Doctor John Piper, pastor of Bethlehem Baptist Church in Minneapolis.  He has memorably encouraged us to make God the centre of our worship.  God is to be our delight!  For the sake of joy, we forsake all other pleasures in this life.  His provocative comment about Christian Hedonism, namely that the Chief End of Man is to Glorify God by Enjoying Him Forever has led me to a fresh exploration of Jonathan Edwards, the great New England Revivalist preacher of the mid 18th Century.

What Edwards, and subsequently Piper, have taught me is that the word has not done its work until it has been applied to the heart or the affections.  Hence, Edwards says:

The religion which God requires, and will accept, does not consist in weak, dull and lifeless wishes, raising us but a little above a state of indifference: God, in His word, greatly insists upon it, that we be in good earnest, “fervent in spirit,” and our hearts vigorously engaged in religion…

The goal of preaching is nothing less than heightening our God-consciousness, so that we come to worship God with heart, soul, mind and strength.

John Piper in The Supremacy of God in Preaching says that the vision of Isaiah 6 is our goal every Sunday: Through preaching we unveil the glory of God for our hearers.

This involves us in stirring up holy affections, for true faith is not a matter of knowledge and thinking but in the affections.  In other words it does not involve just the head, but the heart, in the biblical sense of that word, as the seat of our being, including all the range of emotions and understanding.  To do this, we need to saturate our sermons with Scripture.  Piper advises us to keep quoting the text so that the congregation appreciate that this is the source of our authority.

We should “preach for a verdict”, looking for and expecting a response from our hearers as we open up God’s word.  We should also yield to the Holy Spirit in prayer.  The tools of our trade are the ministry of word and prayer (see Acts 6:2-4).

It was said of Jonathan Edwards that he “he had the power of presenting an argument and with such intenseness of feeling, that the whole soul of the speaker is thrown into every part of the conception and delivery; so that the solemn attention of the whole audience is riveted, from the beginning to the close, and impressions are left that cannot be effaced”.

Conclusion

As far as my story goes, it has been a growing appetite for God’s word, with a desire to feed others.  But this has, all along the way, been shaped and moulded by people who have invested in my life, either in their pulpit ministry, or in their encouragement. 

This relationship between the eternal word and living Christians shapes my attitude to the week-in-week out sermon preparation with which I am involved.  For me, there is a direct relationship between three things.  “Seeing it done well” makes me want to emulate good preachers.  Hearing challenging and convicting truth from the Scriptures is enlivened by people who “get on and live and do it”!  And, finally, time spent labouring over the text, ruminating and masticating on the word, results in an overwhelming desire to let the word out and do its own work!  

God, then, is the only audience which matters.  And Paul’s strong words of encouragement, motivate me to simplicity, intensity and integrity in this role:

Since, them, we know what it is to fear the Lord, we try to persuade men.  What we are is plain to God, and I hope it is also plain to your conscience… We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us.  We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. (2 Cor. 5:11, 20).

This is a great privilege and a high calling!

The following article is an edited version of a chapter written by Simon in Pulpit Journeys (Ed. Geoffrey Stevenson, published by Darton Longman and Todd, 2006)
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