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Homiletics

Study Three  Preparing the Sermon

Choosing the subject

When deciding on what subject or text to preach from, always remember that the message must be from the Bible, the Word of God. Our preaching must also be balanced, in other words we must not take one subject or theme all the time, but we must preach the whole truth, the whole counsel of God (Acts 20:27). The following are guidelines to help you choose a subject when the choice is yours - sometimes we are required to minister on a particular theme or subject and so the choice is not ours!

1. Ask God! First and foremost, ask the Lord. Let the Holy Spirit guide you in this matter. The Lord may want you to share in different ways at different times - the key to the anointing is having the right word at the right time, and this only comes by knowing or having a conviction in your heart about what God wants you to share.

2. Be much in prayer. He who would speak much to man for God, must speak much to God for man. Following on from the first point, it is one thing to ask the Lord, but the answer will often come in prayer, so be much in prayer. Look for that thought or subject that grips your heart and is even confirmed through other means. When you spend that time in prayer, it gives the Holy Spirit the opportunity to guide your thoughts and preparation, perhaps even giving words of knowledge without you realising. Sermon content that has been developed as much in prayer as in research and study carry a weightier anointing.

3. Do much Bible reading. The mind of the preacher must be rooted in the Word of God, not in the philosophy of man (Col 2:8). Everything we share must be firmly rooted and grounded in the Word, it must be the Word that flows out of us, and that can only happen if the Word is flowing into us (Matt 12:34-35)

4. Consider the needs of the People. Particularly important for the pastor of an assembly, that he consider the needs of his people. The pulpit is not the place to “get” at people for their faults. But it is the place from which needs can be met by the pastor who knows and understands his flock. When I recently visited South Africa, I thought of ministering on a  topic, but when I got there I felt the Holy Spirit tell me that the people really needed something to encourage them. Though I really wanted to minister otherwise, because I spoke on what was an important need, the Holy Spirit was able to minister mightily and many were significantly blessed. 

5. Remember that it is GOOD NEWS!! I’ve heard too many messages that “thrash” and condemn people. It’s so easy to do that, so easy to pick on our faults and failings. It is much better to always be positive, to encourage. Ask yourself the question “If I listened to this message, what would I be feeling when I left - encouraged? Condemned? Uplifted? Downtrodden? Hopeful? Despairing? I know there are times we have to pick on sin and be up front and honest about what is wrong, but always point positively to Christ and the solution, or people will be left feeling beaten.

6. Consider your previous themes. Don’t preach what you don’t know, and always consider the overall content of your sharing - for instance, a pastor should regularly take time to think about whether there are basic doctrines he’s neglected over the course of time. 

7. Trust God! When all else fails, trust God. Sometimes I have spent hours preparing and then felt God wanted me to change the message at quite literally the last moment. Now either I wasn’t hearing in the first place, or perhaps God wanted it that way, I don’t know. But you can only do your best, and trust God to do the rest.

8. Prepare in good time. As much as possible, prepare in good time. I don’t always find this easy, I often spend days meditating on and praying about and contemplating my message and only write my notes at the last moment. But as a general rule, it is better to prepare early, but leave room for change and/or addition. 

Gathering the material

Much can be done in the way of material gathering that will enhance your preaching and give you a wealth of ideas and illustrations.

1. Notebook. I use a notebook for my quiet times, and when reading Scripture or praying, I jot down notes about any inspiration or good thoughts. If you don’t, it’s amazing how quickly they slip from your mind and are lost. Most of my best inspiration has come from jotting down notes when reading the Bible or praying. 

2. Good books. The Bible is the first and best book to read, but having said that, it is vital to read good books, particularly biographies of great saints. Not only can we learn much from such books, but their experiences can also serve as wonderful illustration material. 

3. Avoid odd texts. Someone once preached on “the Medes, Persians, Elamites, and the dwellers of Mesopotamia”. Always remember that background to a text is important, and can be a rich source of illustration and even a key to unlock its meaning. A bit of research into secular history and/or contemporary context goes a long way to enriching your message.

4. Meditate on your subject. Once you have a subject, meditate on it. I like going to sleep at night contemplating the subject of my next sermon. Sometimes I have had to jump up from bed and quickly scribble revelation that has started to flow as I have begun meditating. Ask yourself such questions as:

· What have I ever read on this subject?

· What have I noticed that will throw light on this subject?

· What have I ever thought on this subject?

· What have I gathered on this subject?

Interpreting the text

When considering your text, always remember the main rules of hermeneutics (interpretation of Scripture - this was dealt with in “Introduction to the Bible” ) such as language used, meaning of words, background and context, Scripture comparison, different translations, and of course make use of commentaries, concordances, handbooks and other authorities. 

The Theme

The theme of your sermon is the main thought you are trying to get across from the text you have chosen. Bear in mind the following:

1. Know your theme well. Run it around in your mind for days, or even weeks and you’ll understand it better than if you preach on it immediately.

2. Pitch it right. Don’t preach over people’s heads. Do much involved research by all means, but at the end of the day, what you share must be easily understood. In fact it takes much work to make something simple, practical and relevant.

3. Preach for a verdict. In other words, have a clear aim to your message, a clear mission to convince people of the truth of the subject. Don’t ramble. 

4. Tie up with experience. To make your message as relevant as possible, you should have experienced it yourself in some way. In other words, walk the talk!

5. Tune in to the occasion. Be aware of times, seasons, festivals, occasions. Easter is an obvious time to minister on the crucifixion and so on. More important if you are going to be ministering at weddings, funerals, baptisms, dedications etc - that your word is suited to the occasion.

Finally, don’t panic. If all this seems too much to remember just to prepare a sermon, remember that they are just guidelines to help you. God is gracious and for most of us who have the desire, call or compulsion to preach, much of it will come naturally. These guidelines can help you polish and improve the Word you give.
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