The Sermon is a Cooperative Effort
by Richard Balge
The worship service is not simply organized activity to occupy the congregation before and after the sermon. Its sacramental and sacrificial aspects, that is the proclamation of God’s forgiveness (sacramental) and the praise of our gracious God (sacrificial), are of a piece with the church’s preaching during the worship hour.

Similarly, the sermon is not an interruption of the congregational worship. Through the work of the preacher, in the words of the preacher, the congregation continues to offer its sacrifice of praise in response to the gospel that is being proclaimed. The sermon, too, is part of that dialogue between God and man that began with the opening hymn and will conclude with silent prayer at the end of the service. 

When your pastor preaches, he speaks for God to you, answering your question, “How can I find a gracious God?” At the same time, as your called representative, he proclaims God’s forgiveness in Christ. Through the preached word, God give the answers, gives the grace to believe them, gives himself. Thus, the sermon shares in the sacramental aspect of worship.

In creating or renewing faith, the sermon calls forth the response of believing hearts. It evokes inward prayer and praise, and the resolve to live a new life that God has given. The called servant of the Word speaks for the people to God, even providing them with suitable words for their response to the good news of salvation. Thus the sermon shares in the sacrificial aspect of worship. 

Is it necessary to say that the preacher, who leads this part of the congregation’s worship, is also — is first — a worshiper? In his hours of preparation for preaching, he has not only applied himself to the Word; he has also applied the Word to himself. In planning and writing the sermon, your pastor has preached to himself first. In the pulpit he is addressing himself as a damned sinner rescued by God’s grace in Christ, a new creation fitted out to be a living sacrifice to his Savior God. The sermon is his confession of sins, his acknowledgment of God’s love. He, too, is worshiping. 

On more than one occasion, Dr. Martin Luther observed that the sermon is corporate worship and a cooperative effort. Preaching is worship. One of his more concise statements on the subject is found in his comments on Isaiah 60:18. Lecturing in 1530 on the words, “You will call your walls Salvation and your gates Praise,” he said. “Praise and thanksgiving and sacrifice of praise are nothing else than minimizing our own selves and confessing the grace of God alone. This is the preaching of the Gospel” (Luther’s Works 17.p.324).

Together, preacher and people proclaim “Salvation” and offer “Praise.” Together you minimize self and magnify the Lord. The sermon is corporate worship and a cooperative effort. To recognize this can make for more attentive and active listening. Perhaps, it can make for better preaching, too. 
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