Mark Minnick (Frontline Jan/Feb 2003):

"The One Right Theory of Preaching"
I want to use this issue’s column to discuss the right theory of preaching the Bible. There are not several “right” theories. Only one. This is the stated conviction (though in various ways) of nearly every enduring writer on homiletics since the Reformation. One example is Robert L. Dabney.

Robert Dabney (1820–1898), six feet tall and powerfully built, was a graduate of the University of Virginia and Union Seminary, Richmond. After pastoring six years he joined the faculty of the Seminary where he served as its professor of systematic theology, ecclesiastical history, and homiletics for thirty years. Declining health, attributed by his physician to Virginia’s climate, prompted a move to Texas, where he taught Moral Philosophy at the University of Texas for the last eleven years of his ministry.

Dabney was a methodical, tireless worker. He was said to work with the speed and power of an engine, whether he applied his considerable skills to preaching, teaching, writing, farming the little tract of land nex

t to  his home, or designing and constructing his family’s furniture.

But it was as a champion for truth that Dabney towered above his day. He had no patience whatsoever with any philosophy which contradicted or questioned the Scripture. For him it was enough that the Bible spoke. He reverenced whatever it said as the word of the Almighty God and loathed what was called the “saintly villainy” of dressing up in a preacher’s garb and then like a wolf in sheep’s clothing standing in a pulpit to question its teachings.

He stood in the front rank of nineteenth-century American preachers. Few viewed themselves as his pulpit peers. If truth were at stake, the torrent of his argument and passion was said to flow fused like the iron and the white heat from the crucible of a furnace.

When, toward the end of his life, he became stone blind, he continued to teach a full load. He did it so cheerfully that a friend remarked that his example vindicated the grace of God.

After twenty years of teaching preaching, Dabney published his lectures under the title Sacred Rhetoric. It remains one of the classics in the field of homiletics. Dabney wrote in its preface that there were two things that he especially desired to emphasize. The first was the necessity of “eminent Christian character” as the whole foundation of a preacher’s power. Eloquence may dazzle and please, he wrote, but holiness of life convinces.

The second emphasis had to do with this matter of the theory of preaching. He wrote that he wished to assert his view with all the force which I could command. In a sentence, it was that only expository preaching honours God’s inspired word and limits the preacher most strictly to its exclusive use as the sword of the Spirit.

I should clarify that Dabney’s explanation of expository leaves room for topical or textual preaching. But it must be actually Biblical—that is, it must handle topics as the Scripture itself does, unfolding texts, be they long or short, within their contexts. He also acknowledged the legitimacy of various styles of sermon construction.

But what Dabney taught against was preaching that reshaped texts in order to give the preacher a thinly veiled pretext for saying something he had on his own mind. Or the approach, unfortunately still popular, of preaching isolated words out of their contexts and using them for what he called mottos. As an example he related, I have heard more than one Presbyterian minister derive from the words of God to Moses (Ex. xiv. 14), “Speak unto the children of Israel that they go forward,” the

proposition, that it is the duty of the Church to make ecclesiastical and spiritual advancements. Dabney called this a species of sober punning. As the corrective, he insisted that the text must be accepted and discussed only in the very sense which it had in the mind of the Spirit as he uttered it. The preacher has no concern with, and no right to, any other.

I’m going to condense over 70 pages of really superb instruction into less than 2500 words. But I’m worried that what Dabney teaches may prove offensive to some of my brothers whom it is the furthest thing from my intention to wound. After prayerfully weighing the danger, I don’t know what else to do but plead, “Who among us is above correction?” Personally, I’ve learned more from my critics, even some who were obviously intent on hurting me, than from my supporters.

We’re all on the same side here. We’re all wanting to promote the glory of God through the transformation of His people by the faithful handing of His Word. We all decry the man-centered preaching of contemporary Christianity. We all warn our people about the Bible mutating done by “seeker sensitive” and Charismatic preachers. Why not listen and yield if a reasonable man such as Dabney can prove that we’re sometimes guilty as well? Why bristle if we’re found defective, when we demand of our people every Lord’s Day that they be humble and teachable?

As we read and digest what Dabney wrote, we’re going to be sitting at the feet of a man whose life was above reproach, who was revered by his fellow preachers, and who is saying something that we desperately need to hear. If it happens to touch a nerve, well, faithful are the wounds of a friend (Prov. 27:6).

Let me plead for a patient hearing for this good brother. He’s talking to us from the distance of over one hundred and thirty years (1870), so his vocabulary and syntax are not as elementary as our own. But let’s give him a chance. Read slowly. Don’t pass on to the next paragraph until you understand what you’ve just read. You’ll find that nearly every paragraph contains something profound. Unless I’m mistaken, you’re going to find that many lines deserve highlighting. Some unquestionably ought to be scribbled off on cards and wedged up against something on top of our desks to catch our eye and conscience while we prepare to preach this week. Here are Robert Dabney’s convictions regarding our commission and our texts.

The Preacher’s Commission
The preacher’s task may be correctly explained as that of (instrumentally) forming the image of Christ upon the souls of men. The plastic substance is the human heart. The die which is provided for the workman is the revealed Word. The impression to be formed is the divine image of knowledge and true holiness. God, who made the soul, and therefore knows it, made the die. He obviously knew best how to shape it in order to produce the imprint he desired.

Now the workman’s business is not to criticize, recarve, or erase anything in the die which was committed to him; but simply to press it down fai thfully upon the substance to be impressed, observing the conditions of the work assigned him in his instructions. In this view, how plain is it, that preaching should be simply representative of Bible truths, and in Bible proportions!

The preacher’s business is to take what is given him in the Scriptures, as it is given to him, and to endeavour to imprint it on the souls of men. All else is God’s work. The die is just such, so large, so sharp, so hard, and has just such an “image and superscription” on it as God would have. Thus He judged in giving it to us. With this, “the man of God is perfect, thoroughly furnished unto all good works” (II Timothy 3:17). This is enough for us. . . .

But there are many who shrink with fear from what they regard as so confined a walk of ministerial instruction. They think it necessary to take a more ample range in preaching than simply showing the people what the Bible means and imprinting that meaning on their souls. The secret feeling is, “This would not allow variety and interest enough. There would not be verge enough for the preacher to display his own powers.” . . .

Now what is this but the very spirit of unbelief and self-seeking. The selection of such forms of truth is evidently not guided by the lowly, self-devoted “servant” of the Church, but by a single eye to self-display. God puts the “sword of the Spirit” into this man’s hand and tells him that with this he shall conquer. He distrusts it; he will add something more trenchant. God tells him that the “Word is quick and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing even to the dividing asunder of the soul and spirit, and of the joints and marrow, and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart” (Hebrews 4:12). “No,” says the unbelieving servant, “I can devise truths more piercing.”

Expository Preaching
I would urge that the expository method (understood as that which explains extended passages of Scripture in course) be restored to that equal place which it held in the primitive and Reformed Chu rches; for, first, this is obviously the only natural and efficient way to do that which is the sole legitimate end of preaching, convey the whole message of God to the people. I point to the fact that no one ever thinks of teaching the text-book of any other science in any other way. What would be thought of the master who professed to teach a system of geometry or mechanics by commenting in a brilliant way on one and another apothegm selected from the author?

If you will recall the scriptural theory of preaching which was stated at the beginning, you will see that it gives us no other conception of the work than the expository. It is to unfold to the hearers the counsel of God for their salvation. To accomplish this it is not enough to dwell with disproportioned fullness on some fragments. A continuous exhibition must be made at least of those important books of the Scripture which present the system of redemption, with reference to the remainder for illustration.

Let us recur to the just simile of the die impressing its image and superscription on a plastic substance. To produce a fair transcript the artisan must press it down equably and place the whole outline upon the wax. This is accomplished by the exposition in the course of the chief parts of the Bible. But our fragmentary, modern method of preaching without context is as though the servant to whom the die is committed should divide it into small pieces, and then, selecting favourite letters of the legend or features of the carving, should force them into the wax at a high temperature and with extravagant pressure. But the remainder is scarcely brought into the faintest contact with the surface. What can one expect save a cluster of rude, shapeless indentations rather than the symmetrical imprint of the Redeemer’s beauteous image on the soul?

You may ask, “Will not this unconnected series of theological lessons yet form in the end a complete outline of scriptural doctrine?” I answer, nothing short of the regular expository method will give assurance of   this. The same impulses which have caused us to prefer the fragmentary method will be very certain to limit our range of subjects. . . . Our caprice, our fondness for some topics rather than others, our indolent reluctance to grapple with those heads of doctrine of which we are less informed beforehand, the exigencies of pastoral interruptions, always ensure a partial range of instruction. . . .

This remark suggests a second, not less important. The connections of truths among themselves are as essential to the system as the separate propositions. No man understands the system until he comprehends these relations. Now however complete may be the circle of points presented by the faulty, modern mode, their scriptural relations are not taught to the people. Expository preaching is necessary to show them how truth affects truth and how to connect the parts of their creed.

We have found no better description of the preacher’s work than that given by Nehemiah of Ezra’s: he “read in the book of the law of the Lord distinctly, he gave the sense, and caused them to understand the reading.” A prime object of pastoral teaching is to teach the people how to read the Bible for themselves. A sealed book cannot be interesting. If it be read without the key of comprehension it cannot be instructive. Now it is the preacher’s business in his public discourses to give his people teaching by example in the art of interpreting the Word. He should exhibit before them, in actual use, the methods by which the legitimate meaning is to be evolved. Fragmentary preaching, however brilliant, will never do this. The pastor must teach his flock how to expound for themselves by frequent practice in company with them. Do not these observations explain much that is imperfect in the Christian character of our day? There is a profusion of preaching and public exercises, yet there is far less scriptural intelligence among our church-goers than among our ruder forefathers. The religious opinions of the Church reflect the narrow, partial and exaggera ted traits of the pulpit. The people are not grounded in the Scriptures. There is little symmetry or stability in their religious character. . . .

Two Obstacles
The real obstacles to the adoption of this mode of preaching are two: the fear that it will not interest the people and the preacher’s indolence. To the first I would reply that the popular caprice is no safe rule to the gospel-minister in choosing his methods of pastoral instruction. . . . Good expository preaching is always permanently attractive, and always most attractive to those who it is most important to attract.

All popular readers of the Scriptures have a strong consciousness of their own blindness of mind to much that they read there. They feel that in many places they have not the key of knowledge. Hence, he who proposes to open the meaning of the Scriptures meets the most serious desire of their religious nature. If this work is done successfully, without undo pedantry and prolixity, but with a plain and honest mastery of the task . . . in [the hearer’s] judgment is convinced that the preacher has indeed given him the clue of correct understanding, nothing can be so attractive to him. He feels that this is precisely what he needed.

There is yet higher reason which guarantees the power of good expository preaching over the souls of the hearers. It presents divine truth in those aspects and relations in which it was placed by that God who knew what was in man. We, in our selfsufficiency, detach a cardinal truth from its context, we exactly define our proposition, we discard the argument by which the Holy Ghost has seen fit to sustain it, we construct another, recasting the elements of proof in forms dialectical or theological, according to the rules of our human science. The effects always disappoint us. . . .

But now let the preacher humbly take the same gospel proposition in its context. Let him make all his human learning ancillary to the simple work of ascertaining and explaining the argument of the Holy Spirit. Let him drink into the very meaning and temper of that inspired discussion. And let him do nothing else but place it, without change or addition, in contact with the souls of his hearers. He will find with delight that he has now opened a way to their hearts. God’s sermons will tell upon them as men’s sermons never do.

Your conceit and ambition may persuade you that your human arrangement is more regular, more logical, more complete than his. He knows better, for he is omniscient. Have faith and humility to trust his truth in his own biblical forms and you will find your sermons clothed with a true power and unction. If you thus honour his word, he will honour your ministry with success.

The Text
The text must be accepted and discussed only in the very sense which it had in the mind of the Spirit as he uttered it. The preacher has no concern with, and no right to, any other. It is nervously remarked by the Rev. Richard Cecil that “the meaning of the Scripture is the Scripture.” The propriety of my law is plain from the fact that the preacher is a herald, and that it is God’s word which is committed to him as his instrument for the redemption of men. If his task is to deliver and commend God’s message, what right has he to change it or to represent it as other than it is? Besides the risk of giving a fatal and specific wrong guidance to some soul in the very perversion of that particular proposition of Scripture, such a custom confuses the minds of the hearers in their efforts to understand the word and cultivates irreverent feelings toward its authority. . . .

I would impress you with the solemn awe of taking any liberties in expounding the word. I would have you feel that every meaning of the text, other than that which God expressly intended it to bear, is forbidden fruit to you, however plausible and attractive—fruit which you dare not touch on peril of fearful sin.

One may ask, “Am I not justified, provided the meaning I give, although not actually placed in that text by the Holy Ghost, is still a scriptural truth taught elsewhere in the Word?”

I answer, “No, this is only a palliation [excuse].” This secures you from positively destroying the souls of your hearers by giving them, then and there, false directions as to the way of life. But the license still does mischief because it confuses and misleads them in reading the Scriptures and undermines their reverence and confidence toward you and them.

The exact mind of the Spirit in the text must then be ascertained before you presume to preach on it. The methods for doing this, by the grammatical study of the original with all accessible learned helps, and by meditation on the context and the connection of thought in which God has placed the passage, belong rather to the science of interpretation than to sacred rhetoric. I need only add that a proper apprehension of the preacher’s mission will make him intensely honest and prayerful in his study. . . .

Conclusion
The quality of textual fidelity will be easily comprehended if you recall the preacher’s position as the deliverer of a message. The people roughly but accurately express it by the phrase sticking to one’s text. It is simply a strict fidelity throughout the discussion to the subject and teachings of the text. . . . Our business with it is to commend God’s own meaning in it—nothing more, nothing less, to every man’s own conscience in his sight. Our task is to impress God’s own die, as he has engraved it, upon the plastic soul, that we may produce his image.
