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Homiletics

Lecture Two

Sermon Lay-out

The purpose of homiletics is to try to enable us to communicate clearly to others the word of the Lord. We will cover actual sermon preparation in the next study, but the arrangement of that material, or lay-out, is vitally important, and will be covered in this study.

The preacher must begin by knowing exactly what he wants to say, he must say what he intends to, and having finished, must know what he’s said. All material should be arranged so that it points to the theme, the main purpose or subject of the sermon. Careful arrangement benefits your own understanding and memory, makes it more effective, and hearers too can better understand and remember a well laid out sermon. Waffling or divergence is not good as it detracts from your main theme. Every sermon ought to have three main divisions: Introduction, Body, Conclusion.

Body

When laying out a sermon, always begin with the body first, so that your main theme or subject is clear in your own mind before you consider an appropriate introduction or conclusion. The body is most important for it ought to contain the substance and main arguments of your sermon - your entire theme, all that you are saying, ought to be explained and developed in the body. Points to remember:

· You must have a clear idea of what you’re trying to say.

· Use points to sub-divide the theme (keys, steps, alliteration etc)

· Progress from weaker less significant points to stronger more significant points, keeping real crunch or clincher towards the end.

· Bring people to a place of response.

· Explanation and argument come before appeal and persuasion.

The main thought of a sermon must be approached in such a way that people understand it, they must see its value, they must see its relevance to them, and also what they need to do about it. The body is the heart of the sermon, once you have the body in place, the conclusion ought to be obvious and an introduction can be formulated to arouse interest. In developing the body of your sermon, there are four questions that can be asked, that the body ought to answer:

WHAT? 

Explain what you are talking about, your theme or subject. This is vital. After doing this, there should be no question in hearer’s mind as to what your theme is. “What?” can be answered in four ways: Definition of subject; Explanation; Comparisons and contrasts; Illustrations.

WHY?
Having defined what your subject is, now say why it is true, why we need to believe or accept it. Sources for answer why: Cause and effect; Testimony; Authority; Refutation; Experience; Necessity.

HOW?
Here we are answering the question “how does it take place - what’s the process”. For example, if your theme was sanctification, first you define what it is, then you say why it is necessary, now you are saying how it takes place. The three main thoughts normally found in this section are: God’s part, Man’s part, the means available.

           WHAT THEN?
A vital element to every sermon - the bit that makes it personal and effective. This is the action or application section - what God wants us to do about the theme we’ve just been hearing about - how it is to apply in our lives. It’s important because we may have convinced the hearers and awakened a feel in their hearts, but we now need to show application, what they must do. Two elements here: Instruction - the nitty gritty of what must now be done; Persuasion - a man may see his duty and still neglect it. We need to persuade people to something, not just procrastinate.

Introduction

Now you have laid out the body of your sermon and you know your subject, it should be easy to prepare an introduction. This should be closely related to the theme and lead naturally into the main body. A good intro needs to get people interested in the theme, to gain their attention and to prepare them for what will follow. 

There are various sources that can provide good intro material: Topical events (showing their connection); Title and text (always announce your title and read your text clearly); Newspaper clippings; Statistics; Problem areas in the world; Global or geographical context; Historical context; Stories or illustrations etc. 

Conclusion

The conclusion should bring the message to an end, perhaps briefly recapping the outline or points, or the thrust. It should drive the main point home, appealing to or challenging hearers, perhaps even closing with an appeal for folk to respond. 

Be careful of promising to close but never doing so. If you say “finally” - make sure it is finally! Time? Intro and conclusion should be about five minutes each, and the main body about 15 to 20 minutes. Remember it is far better to leave people wanting more than to leave them looking at their watches.

Use of Illustrations

Good illustrations are absolutely vital to a sermon. Jesus used them continuously, always speaking in parables and saying for instance “The Kingdom of God is like...” The Kingdom of God is a difficult concept to grasp, but so much easier to get a grip of when you remember the illustrations Jesus used. People will often forget your intro, body and conclusion, but they will remember a good illustration, which will in turn help them remember the truth it illustrated. Illustrations have been described as windows that let light into the building. The purpose of an illustration is to bring home, in a special way, the truth of what you are saying, helping people to see it, literally. 

Illustrations help:

Throw light on a subject;

Explain. You should not have to explain an illustration, it should itself explain the point you are making.

Prove. Through analogy, such as servants, slaves, soldiers etc.

Present the truth in “life”. Truth worked out in life, living.

Bring conviction - as in David and Nathan. 

Sources of illustrations? 

Look everywhere - observe people, situations, everyday life.

Do much reading, particularly of biographies, newspapers, history, science.

Use imagination, but make sure people know fact from fiction.

Modern day parables - use your own.

Use personal experiences to illustrate. 

Use graphical, live action stuff! Door, bags, pots, telephone etc (i.e. props)

Use poems, hymns, humour, stories, in fact almost anything can be used if it illustrates the point. The best illustrations are those that people are able to easily identify with, perhaps experienced themselves, or know well.

Use of illustrations?

Must not be overdone

Must not be over complicated, simple enough for a child to understand.

Must not be forced, i.e. don’t look for a sermon to fit around a good illustration.

Must be truthful (clear distinction between fact and fiction)

Must not contain rude or cheap humour.

Must not be too long.

Must never betray confidences or be embarrassing.

Must know the story well. 

Next time you read the Gospels, notice how profuse is our Lord’s use of illustrations (and even in the epistles for that matter). Jesus used everything from gnats, camels, bushels, gates, paths, salt and yeast to sheep, seeds, bread, water etc etc. 
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