Preliminary Reading and Samples of Sermons
Reading for Learning Task #1a 
A Lutheran Theology of Preaching

a brief essay to spark discussion 

originally prepared for the faculty of Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary

presented with some minor changes for the National Conference on Worship, Music & the Arts 
Rich Gurgel

Introduction


“There is nothing that attaches people to the church as does good preaching.”  So writes Melanchthon in Article XXIV of the Apology.   Every genuine reformation of the church (theological, that is, not merely organizational) has always sprung from a restoration of the gospel accompanied by a restoration of preaching (Lischer, A Theology of Preaching, p. 11).  The Lutheran Reformation was no different.  Therefore, as those who are heirs of that particular reformation of the church, we do well to give careful attention to our task as preachers.  Perhaps that is why the editors of Liturgical Preaching were apparently not afraid of too much argument when they wrote in the first sentence of their introduction, “The preaching task is arguably the most important work of the Christian pastor” (Grime and Nadasdy, p. 7).   Dale Meyer speaks of an “implicit contract” with which our people come to worship Sunday after Sunday “looking for mercies, for words that bring and illumine the loving kindness from the God of their baptismal covenant” (Grime and Nadasdy, p. 11).  With such importance riding on the preaching event, and with the winds of change blowing strongly in homiletics, it is crucial that we are constantly at work to articulate a clear theology of preaching as a strong backbone to help us understand why, as we stand in the pulpit, we do what we do the way we do it.  As we study alternate styles of preaching at our conference,  this essay offers a brief Lutheran theology of preaching with considerations about content, preacher, communication skills, people, and context.

Content


There is (or at least should be) little doubt about what a Lutheran will list as priority number one when it comes to the content of preaching.  Preaching that deserves the name Lutheran must be Christocentric.  The final thesis of Walther’s Law and Gospel captures the essence of Lutheran preaching when it speaks of our teaching and preaching as having a general gospel predominance.  In keeping with the character of apostolic proclamation so clearly evidenced in the book of Acts, Richard Lischer refines our Christocentricity even further by urging that the heart of our gospel preaching is the empty tomb.  “Let the reminder for preachers be:  only because of the resurrection does Christian preaching assume the significance and importance so desperately claimed for it” (p. 16).  Even a quick reading of apostolic preaching in the book of Acts will find the reader again and again standing before Christ’s empty tomb.


Standing close behind the cardinal principle of gospel predominance, and, in a sense, standing guard over it like an angelic sentinel, is the proper distinction of law and gospel.  The gospel will not long retain its luster in our preaching – or its preeminence in our proclamation – where a clear distinction of law and gospel is not maintained.  Yet here, as Lischer warns us, Lutheran preaching is all too often desperately in need of being rescued from itself.  “[Preachers] do not lay a dogmatic stencil over each text, but with the people and on their behalf, they open themselves to the healing power of the Word of God” (p. 40).  We dare not reduce Lutheran preaching to a caricature of itself by repeating mindless law/gospel clichés that not only bore our people, but long before already have bored us!  Similarly, careful law and gospel distinction in our preaching also becomes a predictable caricature of itself when that careful distinction is reduced to a routine that typically, for instance, places almost all law in part one of the sermon followed by almost all gospel in part two.  We can easily and subtly shift from a law and gospel distinction which primarily governs sermonic function and turn it into that which primarily governs sermonic form (Schmitt, p. 42).  Dragging texts kicking and screaming into a formulaic straightjacket distorts the beautiful distinction and interplay between law and gospel, often producing a sermon that becomes a disfigured shadow of the text it so roughly sought to capture.  

In addition, when it comes to law preaching specifically, we must refuse to remain on the surface.  We must dig deeper to show the heart of sin as utter rebellion against God (Were the contemporary readers of Psalm 51 stunned when David said that he had sinned against “you, you only”?).  We dig deeper, as Nadasdy urged us to do as he quoted Eugene Lowry.  “Why?  Why?  Why?” the preacher keeps asking until the sinful heart grudgingly reveals its motives in all the depth of their lawlessness (Nadasdy, p. 34-35).  
When it comes to the gospel, we must guard against the careless procedural mistake about which David Schmitt reminds us. 

In sermon preparation, preachers tend to start working on the Law section first.  That is where they spend their time.  That is where they set out their most compelling illustrations.  After clearly and solidly proclaiming the Law for an extended period of time, they have little time left both in preparation and in the pulpit for proclaiming the Gospel.  Gospel proclamation occurs, but with little development (p. 49).

What a stunning reversal of the pattern of Scripture, which, while certainly not afraid to let Mt. Sinai tremble under its dark cloud, saves its finest pictures and most compelling descriptions for the beauty of the wedding supper of the Lamb.   

The third essential aspect of Lutheran sermon content flows from the first.  We do not know the gospel by nature.  It is foreign foolishness to the dead and would-be damned.  But God has revealed the gospel to us – and taught us to know and love it – through the pages of God’s inspired Scriptures.  Therefore, the Lutheran preacher speaks his message from a very high view of Scripture that takes all its words seriously as the very words of God.

Yet especially for confessional Lutherans who have fought the battle for an errorless Scripture, the order here is important.  What teaches us to love the Scriptures is that from them we know Christ (John 5:39).  What teaches us to love the doctrine of Scripture, and every single one of its articles, is that through that Scripture the Spirit  has made us wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus and has prepared us for every good work by which we honor Christ in thankful service (2 Timothy 3:15-17).  There is grave danger if, in our preaching, the principle of sola scriptura rises above the Christocentric nature of our proclamation.  If we begin to lose sight of the heart and core of preaching (Christ), then we may still be Scriptural, but preaching will easily degenerate into the kind of moralistic and legalistic preaching so common among religious “conservatives” outside the Lutheran church – and at times within her!  Does the following comment of Richard Lischer, a Lutheran who teaches at Duke Divinity School, ring all too true also in our midst:  “At least half the sermons I hear are moralistic.  These sermons usually preach Jesus-our-example and think that by mentioning his good behavior they have preached the gospel:” (Lischer, p. 45).  How surprised many of those preachers would be to know that their sola scriptura preaching is, in fact, fighting against the cardinal article of faith of those very same Scriptures!  

Pastor


So much of what is often wrong with preaching has nothing to do with what happens in the pulpit – at least not at its root.  It has everything to do with what happens in the preacher’s study.  As we turn to the “pastoral” element of a theology of preaching, nothing is more crucial than what happens in the many hours of thorough, and often agonizing, prayerful wrestling with the scriptural text.  Especially in a postmodern society, grown callous to thousands of empty slogans and sales pitches, the authenticity of a preacher who has been captured himself by the text before him has never been more vital. What many jaded postmodern hearers are asking as they listen to and observe the preacher is this:  “Brother, do you believe what you are preaching?  Does this mean anything to you?  Does what you are preaching make a real difference in your own life?  Does it matter?”  
It is not in the pulpit - or in the last stages of sermon work in preparing to enter the pulpit – that these questions find the core of their answer.  These questions must be answered in the one-on-one meeting of the preacher and his God as the law and the gospel of that text strike him with all the power only the Holy Spirit can bring to bear upon a human heart and life.   Being cut and healed by the law and gospel of our text prevents us from proclaiming God’s truth as dispassionately as the evening news personality brings us the story of the latest convenience store robbery.  “Pastors cannot take a neutral, distant posture in the presentation of the sermon.  Sides are chosen, and a pastor’s loyalty, belief, and conviction can only be evident in this war” (Nielsen, “No Longer Dinosaurs,” p. 24).
But this is so much more than simply putting a sign in our pulpit that says “Be Authentic!” or “Be Passionate!”  If that is all we do, then we are using authenticity as a gimmick to manipulate the hearts of God’s people.  Most hearers in a cynical postmodern world will see right through that empty charade!  But once we have seen the battle being fought in our own soul as we prayerfully wrestle with that text, we will not be reduced to trying to weave authenticity out of some synthetic man-made fibers.
However, right here there is at least one more barrier remaining to authenticity in our sermons.  That is a stereotype that imagines that a Lutheran preacher who displays his emotions is somehow suspect in his orthodoxy.   We must not let a fear of emotionalism rob us of a genuine expression of emotion in the pulpit.  We are preaching on matters of life and death.  That is not something we can discuss as if we were nothing more than disinterested observers of life.


At this point, we must make explicit what has been an unspoken assumption lurking behind the encouragement to thorough study of the text.  We must continue to encourage  Lutheran preachers to make use of (or refresh) their skills as exegetes of the Scriptures through the use of the original languages.  These tools are essential for the preacher to carry out an extensive and intensive study of the Word before him.  “If coherence (between theoretical disciplines of theology and preaching) is to be achieved, we need not only exegetes who take preaching seriously but preachers who take exegesis seriously, for whom sermon preparation is more than a Saturday’s expedition into The Interpreter’s Bible, Proclamation, or a host of disreputable sermon ‘services’” (Lischer, “Cross and Craft,” p. 3).  

There is one final key ingredient as we look at the preacher himself.  That final ingredient is an ever maturing confidence that the gospel preached and taught is indeed “the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes” (Romans 1:16).  So often, the preacher has the feeling that he has cast his words into the air and, instead of taking flight, they have fluttered lifelessly to the ground.  How important that we remember that we are God’s co-workers (Lischer, A Theology of Preaching, p. 54) as we preach.  We speak that boldly, even though we must also confess with Paul:  “What, after all is Apollos?  And what is Paul? [A little known manuscript, heretofore undiscovered adds, “What is Richard Gurgel?”], only servants, through whom you came to believe – as the Lord has assigned each his task….We are God’s fellow workers” (1 Co 3:5, 9).   Yet notice that through the proclamation of Apollos and Paul and every other fellow worker God has called to preach, people come to believe and are strengthened in that belief.  We have God’s promise that he is using us to make an eternal difference in the lives of eternal souls, in ways beyond which we can ever measure, through the power of the means of grace entrusted to us.  As we proclaim the gospel, God is always at work in the here and now in the hearts and lives of his people.  

Communication Skills

But such confidence in the content by a preacher convicted by God’s law and comforted by God’s gospel does not make good communication skills in preaching a moot point.  I may be bubbling with genuine enthusiasm for the awesome law and gospel truths nestled in my text, but if I fail to communicate in such a way that the congregation can grasp the point, they may realize that I am being authentic – but only authentically foolish.
Here a quotation from our Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary senior systematic theology notes is very helpful.  “The mode of operation of the Word is both psychological and supernatural” (p. 32 in the “old” Senior Dogmatics notes and p. 112 in the “new” notes).    This simple statement guards us from errors in two directions.  Remembering that the Word works supernaturally – that the birth and growth of faith is the Spirit’s doing through the gospel – guards us from arrogance when the fruit is a bumper crop and guards us from despair when stubborn hearts prove to be a hardened path.  But remember that the Word also works psychologically!  In its outward working it works like other human language as it appeals to the whole inner nature of man: his intellect, emotion, and will.  That guards us from the opposite foolishness of assuming that the power of the Word means that we don’t need to put significant time and effort into crafting how we speak that message to our hearers.
On the one side of the divide are those who forget all about the content and lose themselves in the form of preaching.  “When preaching is spoken of exclusively in terms of technique, one is tempted to reduce preaching to communication, as if communication – and not the truth – were an end in itself.  As we know, however, there is no lack of communication in the Information Age.  But truth is as scarce as it ever was” (Lischer, “Cross and Craft,” p. 6). 
However, with our high view of the means of grace, the greater danger for Lutherans is more often on “the other side” of the equation.  At times we feel a strange commonality with Karl Barth who “excluded rhetorical considerations by definition.  Their use simply indicated an attempt to introduce some aspect of human assistance to God’s activity.  Barth would have nothing of that, and even took the position of not using sermon introductions” (Nielsen, p. 15).
But there is plenty of room in the middle.  We don’t need to give away even one ounce of the biblical truth that faith is only the work of the Holy Spirit from beginning to end.   But while it was God himself who ordained that faith comes only through the powerful means of hearing the word of the gospel – God has made no promise to work directly on human hearts - it was also God himself who ordained that those means, ordinarily, are communicated through human jars of clay to other human jars of clay.  He has thereby cradled his Word in the midst of the forms of human communication.

It is right there, in a ministerial, not magisterial use, that confessional Lutherans find a place for skill in the communication of divine truth.  “Rhetorical skill employed well may allow for the Word to be diligently and earnestly heard.  The role of the preacher thus necessitates a careful consideration of not only what will be said in faithfulness to the Word but also how the sermon will be heard so that the people may listen and meditate upon it” (Nielsen, p. 21).  The foolishness of what is preached does not excuse foolish preaching!
People


As we turn to the hearer – the people of the flock to whom our sermons are primarily addressed – we must look at those people scripturally.  We dare never forget that they are simul justus et peccator.  If we forget that they are peccator, our law preaching easily begins to indict society’s idolatries “out there” and fails to see the subtle seeds of those same idolatries lurking within the hearts of those in the pew (and pulpit!).  Thereby we either nurture pharisaic pride for those we help blind to their inborn depravity or create despair for those who know that what we describe as being “out there” is deeply rooted also within them.

If we forget that they are justus, we fail to grasp the glorious sight that John saw when he wrote, “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God!  And that is what we are!” (1 John 3:1).  If we do not see our people in the light of Jesus’ cross and empty tomb – as new creations in Christ with the new self as the real “I” of the Christian - we fail to see our people as our Father sees them.  Once again we are in danger of fostering either pride or despair.

But it is not enough to know (οἶδα) our people as generic saints and sinners, we must know them intimately (γινώσκω) to see where their grasp of law and gospel needs a clearer understanding and a fuller joy.  Dale Meyer captures this beautifully as he contrasts homiliai (the daily small conversations that are of the warp and woof of ministry) and homilia (the one grand conversation between pulpit and pew) (Grime and Nadasdy, p. 16-17).  Day after day as pastor and people interact and mingle in living and personal ministry, homiliai take place.  The pastor learns through personal contact with his people what their understanding of law and gospel is as it is lived out in the struggles and joys of their daily lives.  Not only does this give him opportunity informally to teach and instruct at those moments, but such informal homiliai informs the formal homilia which takes place in the pulpit on Sunday.  The pastor who knows his people is not addressing a generic flock of stereotypical sheep.  He’s addressing people whose needs and concerns are more and more an open book to him.  

Context

Finally, we discuss the context of preaching.  By context, this author understands the cultural setting in which we and our people live.  Allowing context to be last in this essay does not mean that it is nearly meaningless in a theology of preaching.  What it may reflect is the degree of difficulty we find in defining and dealing with it.  The content of preaching remains unchanged (though the words we use to preach it need to be ever fresh!).  The preacher – aside from the fact that our natural heart is so deceitful that we can ever fully understand it - is a more known quantify to us as well.  We live with him every day!  When it comes to the people – so much like us in their struggles in many ways – we have familiar ways to learn to know and understand them.  But together with communication skills, it is the context that is most difficult for us to get our theological hands around.  

Perhaps especially because of this complexity, we as preachers are tempted to ignore the implications of the culture in which we are preaching.  Once again, our high regard for the power of the means of grace can subtly and unintentionally betray us if we draw the conclusion that the power of the means makes a study of culture superfluous or even essentially dangerous.

But we ignore culture at great peril to our preaching.  More than we know – and the more powerfully the less we are aware of it – the culture is constantly at work on us and our people.  We cannot ignore, for instance, that
the mass distribution of words by means of television and the publishing industry has devalued language and denatured the world.  Flashing neon words have corrupted the winding streets of mountain villages and ruined the handsome boulevards of seaside towns.  Even the sky is no longer free of them.  At the beach, words trailing behind airplanes crisscross the sky to advertise nightclubs and remedies for athlete’s foot.  The only mystery in all this is why we do not hate words more than we do (Lischer, A Theology of Preaching, p. 65).
When you consider that Lischer wrote those words before the ever-present indulgence of the Internet was commonplace, how much more true his words are today!  How hard it is to communicate through all that noise!  “We who…preach to be heard need to be aware of …how difficult it is for people to listen to a fifteen to twenty-minute monologue” (Nielsen, p. 28).
The path ahead is not to bury our head in the sand but to engage our culture so that we can understand where it is sapping us of spiritual vitality and where it offers us open doors for proclaiming law and gospel to a dying world.   The rediscovery of the beauty of the narrative portions of Scripture – as if the Scripture had not always been full of them! – and their use in preaching and teaching to reach a postmodern culture, is only once such open door.
Conclusion


Please understand that this author is aware that this is only the beginning of what deserves far more extensive and thorough work.  This essay, in its present state, can do little more than serve the purpose of sparking discussion among brothers committed to confessional Lutheran proclamation of the Word.  Someday, God willing, a truly Lutheran and much more thorough theology of preaching will become the foundation of an updated textbook for homiletics for the students and alumni of Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary.
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Reading for Learning Task #1c
Excerpts from:

The Web of Preaching:  New Options in Homiletical Method
Richard L. Eslinger

Abingdon Press, 2002

Preaching is in the midst of a remarkable renewal in the churches.  The number of books on preaching has exploded in volume and in quality and diversity.  Theological schools that just a few decades ago had severely reduced their offerings in preaching and eliminated faculty positions entirely in many cases are now expanding both course offerings and faculty positions.  Most important, the insistent voices from local congregations regarding the priority of competence in preaching is increasingly heard and acknowledged in judicatory settings ecumenically.  Even Time magazine featured a cover story on preachers in America several years ago.  The scene in contemporary homiletics is one of ferment and even argument, yet it is remarkably productive with regard to the church’s ministry of proclamation.  The strong emergence of women’s voices in pulpits and positions of homiletics has richly contributed to the renewal of preaching.  Moreover, the field of homiletics now is wonderfully multicultural, with ethnic minority preaching valued as a gift for the entire community of faith.  Studies in African American preaching, for example, have multiplied at an astounding rate over the past two decades.  This harvest of resources related to the African American preaching tradition is, likewise, serving to propel the renewal of preaching across the churches.  Preaching is in renewal.

Of course, it is important to place some qualifications on such a judgment – we are not yet where we need to be as those called to preach.  First, we might locate ourselves with regard to the old orthodoxy of discursive preaching, the model built upon argument and organized by points and propositions [the “old homiletics” RG] .  The “new homiletics” began to emerge in the late 1960s and early 1970s, with early pioneers including Charles Rice, Fred Craddock, Edmund Steimle, and others.  “A Copernican revolution in preaching” is the way I described the situation by the middle of the 1980s.  (11)

A frequent critique of narrative preachers and homileticians is that of the inherent limitations built into their methods by the Scriptures themselves.  After all, the critics point out, biblical texts come in all sorts of literary forms – poetry, apocalyptic, discourse, Wisdom sayings, as well as the rhetoric of the Epistles and, of course, narrative.  Can it not b the case that narrative approaches to preaching work well with narrative texts, but fail the preacher and people when the text at hand derives from a source other than narrative?  The issues raised by this evaluation of narrative preaching’s adequacy, of course, need to be aligned with the critique that narrative homileticians have raised regarding the adequacy of the old discursive preaching to deal with most any biblical texts.  The latter approach  - preaching’s modern expression in points and themes and main ideas – is perhaps best conceived as a spatial kind of activity in which the preacher constructed sermons from static themes and propositions.  Recall, as Eugene Lowry observes, that most of us “were trained to think space and not time, unconsciously of course, when we sit down to begin sermon preparation.”  Lowery continues, “The result is that without conscious consent we immediately set about to order ideas.” The alternative, dong “time” in the pulpit, is to take up a narrative model of preaching with its mobility and emphasis on plot rather than outline.  So the question may be sharpened somewhat regarding preaching methods and diverse literary forms of the Scripture:  How can the dynamics of narrative biblical texts inform our preaching whatever the literary form we preach?  More simply put, we ask about methods in preaching that can “do time” no matter what the lesson or occasion.

Colleague Eugene Lowry put it this way:  “When Fred Craddock’s work As One Without Authority was published in 1971, a new era in North American homiletics was born.” And as is the case with the other pioneers in preaching’s new era, Fred Craddock began his revolution by critiquing the old homiletic orthodoxy.  The prior era in preaching was beholden to a deductive methodology that has held sway for centuries, having its origins in Aristotle.  The method derives its name from an internal movement and logic, beginning with a general truth, its goal is to lead to specific applications for a particular situation.  Within homiletical tradition, this deductive method has long been established as normative for preaching regarding both the structure of the sermon and its exegetical underpinnings.  Structurally, a recognizable form is consistently detected:  The thesis of the sermon is stated and broken down into its constitutive “points”; these subtheses are then expanded, illustrated, and applied to some particular life situation.  This approach is immediately familiar, expressing “the main stream of traditional preaching.” 

If the formal characteristics of this mainstream approach to preaching are familiar, so, too, are its uses of Scripture.  Deductive preaching has exemplified a minimalistic and often arbitrary relationship to biblical material throughout its history.  The theses or topic may or may not be drawn from the Bible, biblical warrant being by no means essential to the deductive method [Please realize he is describing preaching broadly across many “mainline” denominations. RG].  Rather, Scripture can be found within the range of illustrative material, or may contribute “a governing image or basic vocabulary.” Deductive preaching’s use of Scripture, however, most often constitutes genuine misuse.  Passages evaluated for employment within the deductive preaching model are first boiled down, revealing a thematic residue.  Otherwise, serving as illustrations, biblical texts are viewed as merely ornamental to the argument to be presented.  Such use, according to Craddock, only offers “the illusion rather then the reality of listening to the text.”

Beyond deductive preaching’s exegetical deficiencies, two other serious problems have flawed this mainstream tradition.  Craddock notes that the thesis of the sermon first is expounded and only later is related to particular situations.  He then adds that such an approach is “a most unnatural mode of communication, unless, one presupposes passive listeners who accept the right or authority of the speaker to state conclusions which he then applies to their faith and life.” There is, therefore, an inherent bias in the whole project of deductive preaching, which assumes authoritarian address of God’s Word and passive reception.  What is lacking in such a downward movement of truth is any possibility of dialogue or democracy.  There is “no listening by the speaker, no contributing by the hearer.  If the congregation is on the team, it is as javelin catcher.” Such an attitude is seriously out of touch with contemporary American congregations, Craddock believes.  Some other, less autocratic method of preaching should replace the deductive sermon’s condescending manner.

A second major flaw in deductive preaching relates to issues of structure and movement.  As the main thesis is broken down into subsidiary points, a structure emerges that presents almost insurmountable problems regarding homiletic movement.  The hearers of a traditional three-point sermon frequently experience three sermonettes instead, since the transition form the end of one point to the beginning of the next is usually unsuccessful.  “There may have been movement within each point,” Craddock observes, “and there may have been some general kinship among the points, but there was not one movement from beginning to end.”  Points that are conceptually equal in force cannot evoke a sense of sermonic movement and unity.  Attempts at communication through such a static system are experienced by people in the church today as unnatural and as a violation of a sense of community.  (15-17)

Excerpts from

Patterns of Preaching:  A Sermon Sampler

Ronald J. Allen

Chalice Press, 1998

A tremendous new energy has captivated the field of preaching.  Preachers are generating new patterns of sermons.  Many preachers are rediscovering freshness in older ways of preaching….

With respect to movement, a sermon tends to be deductive or inductive.  While philosophers use these terms in tight definitions to refer to specific forms of logic, preachers use the words more generally to describe patterns of movement.

In a deductive sermon, the preacher makes the major point of the sermon near the beginning of the sermon.  The preacher then develops that point.  The preacher can do so in any number of ways, e.g., by drawing out the implications, by considering its effects in different spheres of life (e.g., in the world, in the nation, in the state, in the community, in the church, in the home, in the individual life), by articulating reasons that the major point is compelling.  Directness and clarity are major strengths of deductive preaching.  A deductive approach is particularly useful when the congregation already agrees with the major point but needs to expand its implications.  Such preaching is also helpful when the preacher needs to spell out in precision the reasons for a point of view.  Deductive sermons can help the preacher respond to a question or issue that is burning in the congregation’s heart, and for which the community wants a straight response.

However, since the congregations knows the direction of the sermon from the very beginning, deductive sermons run the risk of being dull.  They do not create suspense and tension that keep many congregations involved in inductive sermons.  Deductivity may not serve occasions when the congregation is at odds with the point of view of the sermon.  At the beginning of the sermon, the congregation may hear a viewpoint with which they disagree and simply stop listening.

In inductive preaching, the pastor does not come to the major point or conclusion until the latter part of the sermon.  The message begins with questions or issues that need to be interpreted from the viewpoint of the gospel.  The sermon then gathers and evaluates resources from the Bible, from Christian theology, and from other arenas that help the community understand the biblical text, situation, or issue that is the focal point of the sermon.  The sermon is a journey of exploration and discovery.  Inductive preaching creates tension:  The congregation recognizes unresolved qualities in understanding a biblical text, doctrine, or practice, or situation and seeks to know how those tensions can be resolved.  Inductive preaching is itself an experience of discovery.  The congregation joins in the preacher in exploring the text or topic and arriving at a conclusion.  In this respect, inductive movement reflects the movement of many human experiences.  Inductive preaching is especially useful when the congregation is bored by a text or topic.  The inductive movement creates tension that helps the congregation want to be involved in the sermon.  Inductive preaching can particularly serve occasions when the congregation is at odds with the viewpoint of the sermon or when the sermon needs to help the congregation change its perception of a text, topic, or situation.  The preacher does not alienate the congregation by voicing at the beginning of the sermon a perspective with which the community disagrees.  The sermon attempts to develop trust in which the pastor and people think together about a vexing text, topic, or situation (ix – xi)

Excerpts from:
What and How of North American Lutheran Preaching
Thomas G. Rogers

Associate Professor of Homiletics at Pacific Lutheran Theological Seminary 
Dialog:  A Journal of Theology, Volume 43, Number 1, Winter 2004, 263-271.
From the very beginnings of Christian preaching, concern existed over how much importance should be placed on what to preach as opposed to how to preach. The first Christian preachers, the immediate followers of Jesus, had a wealth of rhetorical tools readily available to them. Nonetheless, good information on how to speak effectively was utilized little,

if at all, by early Christian preachers. There were two major reasons for this: the emergence of the second sophistic and the influence of the Apostle Paul. 

At the same time Christian preaching was beginning, freedom of speech in Rome was ending. A line of emperors, beginning with Tiberius in 14 CE to the accession of Trajan in 98 CE, virtually eliminated the opportunities for oratory in deliberative and forensic settings. With the lack of meaningful situations for public speaking, an era of emphasis upon oratorical art for art’s sake developed. During this time, known as the second sophistic, rhetorical theory,

with its frivolous taste for verbal conceits and self-display was largely considered to be unsuitable for preaching of the gospel.

Alongside this concern, St. Paul spoke with disdain against the supposed ‘‘wisdom’’ of the sophists (rhetoricians) of his day (1Cor 2:1, 4; 1Cor 4:20). Even though Paul’s own addresses such as his sermon on Mars Hill or his defense before Aggripa can be analyzed in terms of the rhetorical theory taught in the schools of the day, Paul advocated a disregard for tools dealing with how to preach. [This is a simplistic misreading of Paul’s point.  RG], Efficacy was dependent upon the Spirit of God that pervaded the essence of the message preached. Employing rhetorical techniques was considered redundant. Paul’s influence in the beginning years of the Christian movement was profound. Murphy notes, ‘‘One practical result of this principle was that for a dozen centuries the Church was almost exclusively concerned with what to preach—not how.’’

The initial rejection of resources for how to preach lessened over time as leaders and teachers within the Church, particularly Augustine, recognized their validity and importance. What followed was an ongoing waxing and waning of appreciation for the rhetorical tools of arrangement, style, and delivery (basically, the how of preaching). Throughout the history of preaching, emphasis on the what and the how aspects of proclamation has continued to swing back and forth like a pendulum. This essay focuses upon some of the implications of how the most recent swing in emphasis has impacted the way Lutheran preaching is understood and taught in North America. However, before looking at an aspect of the current swing, it may be helpful to consider some of the factors precipitating it.

What to Preach vs. How to Preach in Theological Education

The roots of today’s teaching of preaching are found in the academic model of the quadrivium (the Latin term implying the meeting of four roads). Students of theology were taught Bible, systematic theology, history, and practical or pastoral theology. Paul Wilson

writes, ‘‘Historically, the meeting [of these four roads]was in preaching, which theological education and the university itself initially existed to serve.’’ 

Over time, a fragmentation occurred within theological education, and preaching was no longer considered by all to be the acknowledged center. Even today, European seminaries still tend to follow the German Wissenschaft model in which pastoral matters (including homiletics) are addressed in a final, separate year of practical training. In North American

seminaries, work done in pastoral and practical theology was slow to emerge into identifiable areas of academic integrity.  While, as Friedrich Schleiermacher correctly notes, all theological disciplines assume that ‘‘they exist in service to the life of the church,’’ the long-lasting influence of the traditional quadrivium allowed the Bible, theology, and history to be taught for decades without a great deal of practical regard for preaching in the life of the

church. The teaching of homiletics often fell to an available member of the faculty, who of course was formally trained in one of the more recognizable disciplines or to an experienced preacher—often a parish pastor.

It is important to note, while rhetorical tools dealing with organization and delivery were not

ignored by those who taught Lutheran homiletics courses, such tools were not typically viewed as the central focus for the preaching task. The rhetorical tool of invention (what there is to say) was center-stage. Teachers of preachers placed a good deal of emphasis on exegeting the text correctly and making sure that the theology contained in the sermon was sound. In particularly, and appropriately so, training for Lutheran preachers emphasized the

clear proclamation of Law and Gospel.

The New Homiletics
During the second half of the 20th century, the what vs. how pendulum began to move. Homiletics began to achieve increased stature as a discreet academic entity in North America. In the last quarter of that century, homileticians (some of whom had advanced

training in rhetoric) began to pay particular attention to issues of delivery and form—particularly form. The pendulum of emphasis in homiletics classrooms began to swing seriously toward the how to preach side of things. This shift in emphasis even came to have a name—the ‘‘New Homiletics.’’ Prominent textbooks of the period focused less on what the preacher needs to say and more on how something gets heard in a sermon. Homileticians explored strategies related to inductive design, the role of the hearer, experience versus knowledge, the influence of orality, and, most significantly, use of narrative and an appreciation of plot.

Analysis of form in preaching was now centerstage, with much talk about movements within a sermon. Lots of descriptions and models emerged: Lischer’s Analysis, Transition, Integration; Haselden’s Peril, Promise, Alterant; Ott’s Wretchedness, Redemption, Gratitude; Crum’s Symptomatic Behavior, Root Cause, Resulting Consequences, Gospel Content, New results; Lowry’s Conflict, Complication, Sudden Shift, Unfolding—and the list goes on.

In each there is a common thread: a belief that sermons that enable hearers to experience God

often function in the same way a good story does. In each of the theoretical models there is: 1) Some kind of initial conflict; 2) A resolution; and 3) A final movement that is tied to implications for the future. I have discovered that many of my homiletics students seem to make sense of this best when I label the moves simply: Problem, Solution, and What

Now?

Admittedly, the picture I have drawn is an oversimplification of a complex and ongoing conversation within the academy. Nonetheless, this simple picture does reflect an actual, current trend in North America, as the pendulum of homiletic emphasis swings in the direction of how. I also acknowledge that some Lutheran preachers may be concerned

with this development, perhaps fearing some kind of vague repeat of the second sophistic in which form eclipses content. I wish to argue that such a fear is unfounded. The current focus on form positions homiletics instruction among North American Lutherans for a particularly healthy interplay between the what and how of preaching.

Narrative preaching

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

Over the last few decades in the United States, some homiletical theorists and preachers have questioned the hegemony of the traditional rhetorical approaches to preaching. Many alternative styles and approaches have been developed, many of which are called "narrative" in either style or content.

Narrative Preaching (also known as "the New Homiletic") is a branch of homiletics that developed in the the 20th century. The term "Narrative" refers to the style of the sermon, not its content; many Narrative Style sermons contain no stories at all. Narrative Preaching is a deliberate break from "the Old Homiletic," the traditional style of Christian preaching derived ultimately from Augustine of Hippo's championship of using Greek forms of rhetoric derived from Aristotle's Rhetoric and Poetics. "The Old Homiletic" was based on reasoning in which a general thesis is stated which leads to particular applications and proofs. "The New Homiletic," in contrast, is based on reasoning in which particular details lead both the preacher and the congregation to new ways of thinking.

Narrative Homiletics: Common Characteristics
The New Homiletic is a reaction against propositional preaching. It requires the preacher to take an expectant, imaginative stance before the biblical text. The goal of the sermon is a transformative event, often requiring a strategic delay of meaning. In other words, the preacher does not give the congregation the thesis or point at the beginning of the sermon; they are required to follow along as the preacher explores the text and its meaning. Language is used carefully to produce the desired effect; what language does is considered more important than what it says. Poetic and metaphorical language is privileged. Stories and metaphors are points; they do not illustrate them.

The sermon is structured in such a way that an early imbalance or disconnect leads to some sort of resolution by the end of the sermon; a story is not required. Stories function as the structure and logic of the sermon, not necessarily its content.

The Old Homiletic
The majority of Christian sermons have historically been preached using rhetorical and logical styles derived from Greek philosophy and rhetoric. The preacher would start with a thesis and prove it using a variety of techniques including Scriptural citation, story, and a series of logical deductions. This was the model used, for example, by John A. Broadus in his 1870 text on preaching, A Treatise on the Preparation and Delivery of Sermons, which was the standard homiletics manual in English-speaking non-Catholic seminaries for over seventy years and shaped generations of preachers. Proof-texting, in which small pieces of Scripture are taken out of context to "prove" the speaker's point, is a particular hazard of this style of preaching.

Definitions of common alternate sermon styles of the new homiletic:

(These definitions are taken from a survey soon to be sent to a randomly selected group of WELS pastors who have been out in the ministry for 5, 15, or 25 years.)
Inductive:
Instead of stating a proposition/biblical principle early in the sermon (often already in the introduction), the sermon proceeds first to wrestle with the malady of the text and only later uncovers the gospel’s answer to that problem (telic note).  The movement of logic is inductive rather than deductive since the specifics (of the text and/or our lives) are dealt with first, and only later more general principles/conclusions of law and gospel are drawn from those specifics.  The goal is to lead listeners along the same path of discovery that the preacher followed as the text first cut and healed him.  

Narrative (biblical):  The preacher seeks to honor the narrative quality of the text and designs the sermon flow more like the progression of a story than logically outlined points. It uses extensively in the sermon the specific story of human sin and divine grace at work in the lives of those described or first addressed in the text.  While this is more easily done when preaching from “narrative” texts from the Old Testament or Gospels, even Paul’s epistles (or other less “narrative” portions of Scripture) often can be approached in a more narrative way. This sermon attempts to draw the hearers into the original story line before moving too quickly to appropriation/application.

Narrative (contemporary):  This type of sermon has much in common with the previous, but the design of the sermon revolves as much if not more around a contemporary story (or stitching together several such stories) that parallels the biblical story found in the text.  

First-person: This type of sermon can have much in common with either of the two types of narrative preaching listed.  The preacher assumes the role of someone within the text (or contemporary story) and speaks the sermon as if he were witnessing the activity of the text (or contemporary story) from that perspective.  This can be done with or without props.

Dialog:  Two or more presenters participate in the sermon.  The sermon takes the form of a discussion/argument/conversation that revolves around the key point of the text.  This style of sermon tends to have much in common with elements of the inductive sermon listed above as questions that arise during study of the text become issues in the dialog.  It also may have something in common with the narrative styles (biblical or contemporary) if used with a narrative text.  It may also be very similar to a first-person sermon if each person involved in the dialog is a different person in the biblical or contemporary narrative.

This final definition really does not fit under the new homiletic:

Homily (Verse by verse exposition):  This is a type of preaching is not organized so much into “theme and parts” but instead follows more a verse by verse expounding of the text in the order that it appears.  Often within each verse immediate appropriation/application is made to the hearers.  The sermon may still have a general theme, but division into “parts” is not strictly followed.  

One Additional Reading to Be Read Before Wednesday’s Second Session
You should have received with the initial email a pdf file that contains an excerpt from the book The Homiletical Plot by Eugene Lowry.   You may choose either to read this before the conference or after our first session and before our second.  There is a table in which to take notes included in the presentation outline that you can use whenever you do this reading.

Appendix
 Samples of WELS Sermons Preached in a More Narrative/Inductive Style
Unless we are ahead of schedule, these sermons will not be discussed directly during the presentation.  The first two sermons are examples of some inductive/narrative elements incorporated into what are still quite deductive sermons.  The last two sermons are examples of a more fully narrative style called the “Lowry Loop.”  
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Text: Psalm 23

Theme: The Lord Is My Shepherd - I Shall Lack Nothing!

(A sermon incorporating a least some elements of inductive/narrative style)
Is this not one of the most beautiful chapters of Scripture!!!  I would say that this psalm is the favorite chapter of Scripture for a significant percentage of those of you here today.  David by inspiration speaks for each one of us as he boasts before the world of the unending faithfulness and perfect mercy of our God.   He’s really said it all in these six short verses.  There is really nothing left for us to do but to step up like so many  John Hancock’s and add our signature at the top of the Psalm.

But before you sign, there’s one little question I should ask you first.  Do you believe what David said?  Do you believe that there is not now nor every will be anything lacking that you need?   Do you really believe that day in and day out in good days  - and especially in bad ones -  your Savior is right there by your side?  Do you believe that you never need to be afraid to glance back over your shoulder because there is absolutely nothing chasing after you in life other than goodness and mercy trying to bless you?  Do you believe that???

You do?!?!?!  Then tell me, why do you worry and fret so often about yourself or your loved ones or about the situations of your life?  Why do bitter words of complaint tumble over our lips - always really mumbled at God -  or if we don’t say them, why do bitter thoughts rumble through our minds?  Why do we so often act as if we must depend on our own wits and efforts and strength to see us through?

Why???  Because we are still bothered by the remnant of our unbelieving sinful nature with which we were born.  The very essence of that nature is to refuse to trust God - to refuse to believe that God is faithful to his promises and loving toward all he has made.

So what does that mean?  Again and again the confession of our hearts and of our lives is a sad and sullen reversal of the 23rd Psalm.  We could call it the “Anti-23rd Psalm” or the “Un-23rd Psalm,” and it goes something like this:

The LORD is my shepherd????

Come on - I’m always in need of something!

             He’s forever keeping me from having rest            

by allowing one difficult situation after another.

He pushes me down paths that I don’t want to go -      

just for the sake of causing me more trouble.

Just when I’m in the most deep & discouraging valleys

  it seems like he’s nowhere to be found - 

except for his punishments and chastisements

 which rob me of any remnant of comfort still remaining!

Yet, God, you allow your enemies to feast and prosper – 

while those who acknowledge you, you permit to be laughed at and scorned.  

Too often my cup seems empty!

Surely trouble and hardship overtake me all my days

 until I lie in the dust of death forever!

What Psalm is closer to how we all too often think and live when we aren’t sitting here in the pews?  As our family and those who know us best watch us, which Psalm are we confessing?  Which is closer to the psalm of our most secret thoughts?  Is not this “Anti-23rd Psalm” again and again the confession of our lips and lives - or at least the confession of our hearts?

And yet, every word of this “Anti-Psalm” I just spoke, is really a lie and a deception of Satan and our unbelieving flesh.  The only part that is true is this: if I succeed in fully convincing myself that the “Anti-23rd Psalm” is true, then I will indeed dwell in the agony of  death forever.

But it is David’s Psalm 23 that is still the truth - the glorious and wonderful truth about our God - our real state because of him in whom we hope and trust.  

For remember who this LORD is in whom David delights.  This is the one who in John 10 - our gospel lesson for today - calls himself our great Good Shepherd, who tells us that he came to give us life - and to give it to us abundantly!  This is he who in Matthew 11 tells all those who are weary and burdened to come to him alone as the one who gives us rest.  The Shepherd of Psalm 23 is our God, in particular, the second person of the Trinity, who is also our brother.  This Shepherd about whom David speaks is none other than our Lord Jesus who proved his dying love for us - we who are so often such foolishly unbelieving sheep - by taking on our flesh and blood.  This is the Shepherd who laid down his life for sheep who loved to wander - who would not even allow the agony of  hell to dissuade him from the task of being our Savior.  This is the one who in the water of our baptism claimed us as our own.  This great crucified and risen Good Shepherd is my Shepherd and yours  - and in him we truly lack nothing!

Therefore, to spite Satan - and to gall our own sinful nature - listen again to what is true for all those who run for refuge to him who is their Good Shepherd.  Let’s revel in the beautiful truths about our Good Shepherd so that we join David in shouting about his love before the world.  “The LORD is my Shepherd, I shall not be in want.  He makes me lie down in green pastures, he leads me beside quiet waters, he restores my soul.”  Since I don’t believe there are any sheep farmers among us at Calvary, the beauty of this particular comparison can easily be missed by us.  Being rather defenseless and helpless creatures in many ways, sheep are very skittish.  They do not lie down in pasture unless two things are true: they have had plenty to eat and drink, and they are certain that they are safe and well protected by their shepherd.  Only then, calm and contented, can they rest.

Do you see the beauty of the comparison?   If we only would fully realize it - we who are such skittish sheep by nature - we have every reason to lie at peace - calm and contented.  All around us is the new fresh grass of our Good’s Shepherd’s Word and Sacraments by which he feeds us with himself  - the Bread of Life - and gives us to drink of the quiet waters of eternal life.  Those word and sacraments assure us that his love is wider, higher, deeper, and longer than we can measure.  It promises us that he who suffered death for us is not about to leave us now.  It urges us to lie down and find rest for our souls - it allows us to lay our head on the pillow at night at peace - for he has truly taken care of the deepest needs of our hearts.

And our Good Shepherd doesn’t stop his blessings there.  “He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.”    Here the picture is that of the shepherd who knows where the best pasture land is - and the safest most secure paths for getting his sheep there.  He knows when to lead them out and when to bring them home to the fold.  But of course, sheep can also be very stubborn and willful creatures - they prove to be unruly, and begin to wonder off in directions they perceive to lead to pastures of better and greener grass.  However those self-chosen paths lead only to the wolf or to brambles and briars that will ensnare their wool and tear at their skin as they try to escape.  But the shepherd does not abandon them!  He leaves the 99 safe in the flock and hunts down the missing sheep.  He then gently but firmly guides the wayward sheep back to the path that is safe.  All this he does only because he is the shepherd who loves them.  

And so it is with our Good Shepherd.  Our Lord knows the best paths that keep us safe and secure as he leads us home to heaven.  And yes, we, being the stubborn sheep we often prove ourselves to be, are often second guessing our shepherd and begin to head off on self-chosen paths we believe lead to greener pastures.  Sadly, those self-chosen paths simply make us easy prey for Satan.  Those self-chosen paths lead us into temptations that grab us just like those briars and thorns grab the wool of the sheep.  And who of us here from just this last week does not have the scars to prove that - even if we don’t fully see them, the Good Shepherd, who knows his sheep, sees them.  Yet our Shepherd does not abandon us.  He hunts us down in love.  He gently but firmly redirects us down paths that lead us home safely.  He leads us to repentance and comforts and heals us with his forgiveness.   All this he does because of his name  - his name of mercy and compassion - love and tenderness - grace and peace.  

How especially important it is to remember that when the path grows particularly difficult!  “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.”  Here we see the sheep - again naturally quite timid - being led by their shepherd down through some particularly dark and treacherous paths.  Perhaps it is a particularly narrow and winding path down a steep ravine that must be crossed before they arrive back safely home.  The sheep are nervous - danger lurks at every step - and the predators against which the sheep have no natural defenses can be hiding around every sharp bend in the path and behind every boulder.  But the continue on still.  How come?  They see their shepherd ahead of them.  Remember: Middle Eastern shepherds don’t drive their sheep ahead of them (“Get going you dumb sheep!!!”), they lead their sheep.  They walk ahead of them.  The sight of their shepherd ahead of them gives the sheep courage even on dark and difficult paths.  And as they see him ahead of them, in that shepherd’s hand are the tools of his trade.  He would have his rod - a short club that every capable shepherd knew how to hurl with pin point accuracy to strike a predator.  In his hand is also his shepherd’s staff - that which he could use to gently guide the sheep or pull them close to himself.  Even in such deep dark valleys the sight of their shepherd with his rob and staff comfort them.

Such also is true for us with our Good Shepherd.  Now when it speaks of the valley of the shadow of death - that could also be simply translated a very dark valley - death indeed being the deepest and darkest that we will face - unless we live to the Last Day..  But that doesn’t change the point.  As we face the darkest and most difficult days of life - as we are tempted to grow fearful and afraid - then look and see your Good Shepherd.  He is right where he has promised always to be, just ahead of you, right by your side - “and surely I will be with you always, to the very end of the age.”  The rod of his protection keeps every enemy from truly hurting us.  And the staff of his promises are a comfort to us.  Remember: this is the Good Shepherd who did not shrink back from facing hell itself on his cross for you - forsaken by his own Father for our sin - so that he would never need to forsake us.  This is he who was willing to be laid in a grave for us - and three days later gloriously stepped out alive and victorious - he knows the path through even that last dark valley of death.  He’s been through it already.  Your Lord Jesus will never, ever, lead you down a path that he hasn’t walked before.  Just watch your Shepherd who leads you, and you have nothing to fear.  

And there is one last picture for our comfort before King David by inspiration abandons all pictures and speaks quite literally.  “You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies.  You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.”  Many who study this psalm believe David now abandons the picture of shepherd and sheep for a picture of host and guest.  And that may be!  But the picture of shepherd and sheep still fits beautifully as well.  In the presence of the predators of the sheep - those who would most like to those their supper - the shepherd in his love spreads a wonderful meal before his sheep.  The enemies can do nothing but watch and drool.  The sheep will feast, and the enemies will have to find sheep of a more careless shepherd for their meal.  Any wounds the sheep may have received along the path are also treated with that most ancient medicine - as the shepherd anoints their heads with oil.  Perhaps a young and well loved lamb is even allowed to drink out of the overflowing cup of its shepherd.

As the Apostle Paul reminds us in Romans 8, our enemies are all around us.  We are sheep marked for slaughter by Satan and all who hate Christ and his gospel - which dear Christian, is more of the world around us than you and I may often realize.  The world will never be a friend to those who openly declare that heaven is ours by grace alone, through faith in Christ alone, through the message of salvation found in Scripture alone.  But though we are marked for slaughter, as sheep of the Good Shepherd we are not victims but victors.  He spreads his table of blessings before us right in the presence of the world that hates him and us.  In particular, as one of the most beautiful assurances of this, this day again he spreads his table of his Supper before us, and there in the presence of an unbelieving world he feeds and nourishes us with the cup of salvation that overflows for each of us his sheep - one by one.  

And now, David seems to drop all pictures, and speaks plainly and simply for us all.  “Surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever.”  May I give you a more literal translation of the first half of this verse that may reveal even more of its beauty?  “Surely goodness and faithful love will chase after me all the days of my life.”  What is it that is running after us in life as sheep of the Good Shepherd?  Oh, indeed, troubles and difficulties will come through which Satan hopes to destroy us and lead us away from our Shepherd.  But nothing can reach our lives without getting past our Good Shepherd and being turned into that which can only bless us.  Therefore, what is really chasing us down is nothing but goodness and love.  As we rest in his care, he turns everything that follows us into nothing but goodness and love for us.  Oh that we would but grasp that!  We don’t need to look over our shoulder in life in fear - but can walk with our eyes on our Shepherd with confidence.  Already now by his goodness and love we belong to the family of God.  And forever, in our Father’s house, we will live as his cherished sons and daughters - Christ’s dearly loved brothers and sisters.

All of that - dear Christians - not the “Anti-23rd Psalm” that we so easily and so often replay in our minds - is the truth of our existence as sheep of the Good Shepherd.  What King David by inspiration confessed is true for each and every one of us who have been baptized into our Lord Jesus.   Despite all the times our doubts and fears as skittish sinful sheep deceive us, this is the truth to which we can sign our names with King David:  THE LORD IS MY SHEPHERD: I SHALL LACK NOTHING!  Amen.   
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Text: 1 Peter 3:15-22

Theme: How Is It Possible to Be Ready to Speak of Our Hope without Fear? 
(A sermon incorporating a least some elements of inductive/narrative style)
Does it ever bug you when in the middle of life’s real challenges people naively offer you simplistic cliches that are supposed to make everything better?  “When the going gets tough, the tough get going.” That may have some truth in it, but where does one find the strength and ability to get tough when life seems to have tenderized you?  “Every cloud has a silver lining.” That might again carry with it truth but it seems to offer no specific help when the thunder clouds approaching us top out at 50,000 feet and the rotation of a potential tornado appears to be the only thing hidden.  

In the Word of God before us this morning from our second lesson, is the apostle Peter throwing at us just such an empty cliche when he writes, “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope you have”?  Doesn’t Peter realize how hard it can be to speak up in a society that has little tolerance for the real message of Christianity?  Don’t Peter’s words almost make you want to say to the author, “Peter, don’t you realize how hard that can be to speak of our hope in Jesus in the midst of an unbelieving world that does not want to hear about it!  Come along with me to work, Peter, and see how cold and icy things get when I talk about ‘Christ’ and ‘religion.’ They are fine if we talk about things ‘spiritual,’ but as soon as the talk moves to human sin and divine grace, everyone gets nervous.  They would much rather shift the conversation to the Brewers or NASCAR or anything else other than Jesus.  Don’t you realize that I’ve got to work with these people, Peter?  I can’t afford to jeopardize my job - in this economy who can afford to take such risks?   

And it can be just as hard with my family, Peter.  Sure - its easy to say that I should speak up to family members whose lifestyle choices are pushing them further and further from Christ - but Peter, you don’t need to face them every holiday.  I don’t want to become the one accused of ruining every family get-together because I make everyone uncomfortable.  Come on, Peter, get real!  

Or consider my friends or classmates, sure there are some whose spiritual life seems to be on the rocks, or worse, but how long do you think they will want to be around me if I suddenly sound more like a preacher than a friend?  Guess who will be sitting at home alone on Friday and Saturday nights!

You see, Peter, you just don’t understand what is happening in our society today.  Let me explain, Christianity once did have a somewhat favored spot in American culture.  Some have used the analogy of having a favored spot ‘on the bus.’  But now, many people figure Christianity should be pushed to the back of the bus - if we are allowed on the cultural bus at all.  Peter, just understand what would happen to us in such a cultural climate if with co-workers, family members, or friends, we boldly insisted that Jesus is the only way, truth, and life - that there is no other path to salvation.  Don’t you realize that ‘closed-minded’ and ‘intolerant’ might be some of the nicer things they would think - or say - to us?

Get real Peter, you just don’t understand at all how difficult it can be and how great the pressure often is to just keep quiet about what we believe.  Don’t you understand that sometimes we just want to fit in?”  

Oh...that’s right...he does, doesn’t he?  Peter was no stranger to situations in which the pressure is on.  Peter is not even a stranger to the shame we feel when we know we have failed to confess our Savior.  Peter knew what it was like to allow the pressure of the unbelievers to lead him to just want to be just like them. 

And you know what else?  Peter and his first readers lived at a time when they knew full well what it meant in their culture not to be allowed on the bus at all - they weren’t even granted a safe place to exist by Jewish or Gentile society.  In fact, it’s rather humbling to note that Peter and his first readers faced the very real possibility of being hauled before the authorities simply because of their Christian faith.  In fact, much of Peter’s terminology in this section uses terms for giving a defense in court when an accusation has been hurled at you.  Such open and obvious challenges Peter and those Christians were facing for their convictions.  They knew what it was like to live in a culture in which urging people to live in repentance for sin and to hope in Christ Jesus, crucified and risen, often seemed to create more hostility than faith. 

Peter also knew that if his first readers - and you and I - do not find strength to boldly confess our faith, chances are very great that the pressure will finally destroy our.  That which is hidden away in shame in our lives is soon discarded.  To refuse to learn how we can be ready to be unafraid to speak of our hope is a matter of spiritual life and death for us all - every bit as much as it may be a matter of spiritual life and death for those who need to hear of our hope.  In Peter’s bitter tears for his own failure and the offense he gave to those who needed to hear a clear confession on Maundy Thursday, he saw up-close and personal what is at stake for us all here.

“So what’s the answer Peter?  How are your words about always being ready to give an answer to the hope that we have more than just a nice sounding cliche with no strength to accomplish it?”

When we are tempted to cower under open or subtle persecution, or by implied or stated threats - at home or work or school or neighborhood, Peter does have an answer for how we can be ready to give an answer.  He is not speaking empty cliches.  He has real answers for how God’s grace doesn’t just make this possible - but realistic.  

Did you hear how that is so?  “In your heart set apart Christ as Lord.”   To “set something or someone apart in our hearts” means to give that thing or person a special, unique or favored place in our hearts.  Peter urges us to give the place of prominence in our hearts not to the fears that want to silence us, but to our LORD and Savior.  It is not our fears that deserve that favored spot in our hearts, but our Savior.

This setting apart Jesus for that favored spot in our hearts rather than our fears begins when we remember that no one has known greater unjust suffering than Jesus himself.  “It is better, if it is God’s will, to suffer for doing good than for doing evil.  For Christ died for sin once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.”  Who suffered more unjustly than Jesus?  And no, by that I am not primarily talking about what the will of Pharisees and Roman soldiers inflicted upon him in mocking and spitting.  I am talking about what the will of his own Father inflicted upon him!  It was his own Father’s will to allow his own eternal Son - the only perfectly righteous one who ever lived - to suffer the shame and humiliation and judgment that all the sins of all the unrighteous ones - that, of course, includes you and me - had deserved.  He suffered that he might bring us to his Father’s presence, cleansed of all sin and welcomed home.  Our Lord Jesus willingly assumed in our place all that God’s holy judgment should have rained down upon us.  Yes, that included all the shame and humiliation that should have been ours for all the times we have been too ashamed to be openly known as his own.  Setting Christ apart as Lord in our hearts means remembering how he suffered unjustly for us that we might belong to him.  Is it really so fearful to speak of our hope in him?  

But there is more beauty and power to what it means to set apart Jesus as Lord in our hearts.  Peter reminds us not only of Jesus’ suffering unjustly to make us righteous before God - but he also reminds us of his resurrection.  “He was put to death in the body, but made alive by the Spirit.”  Here our NIV, just as almost every translation, misses the point Peter is making.  Allow me to offer a very wooden translation of Peter’s meaning: “He [Jesus] was put to death in a humble way,  but he was raised to life in a glorious way.”  What this is talking about is the difference between Jesus’ time of humbling himself up to his death, and his exaltation that began with his resurrection.  On Easter morning he who was buried in such humility stepped out of his grave glorious.  There on that first Easter Sunday the Father declared that his Son’s perfect life and innocent death on behalf of the guilty had been accepted.  And with that, the Father thereby declared all of us for whom he died not guilty along with him.  And so this Lord whom we set apart in our hearts is not just the unjustly crucified Savior, but the gloriously risen Lord.  Is it so fearful to speak of our hope in him?

But there is more beauty and power to what it means to set apart Christ as Lord in our hearts..  Is it Satan and the unbelievers who knowingly or unknowingly serve his purpose who seek to make us afraid to speak of what we believe?  Well, then, Peter next traces the beauty of what it means that Jesus Christ is our Lord by taking us to hell itself.  “[As the gloriously risen one] he went and preached to the spirits in prison who disobeyed long ago when God waited patiently in the days of Noah while the ark was being built.”  Now Peter takes us to one of the first appointments the risen Christ kept  on that first Easter morning.  As the victorious Lord, Jesus, with body and soul gloriously reunited, made a sudden appearance in the only prison for spirits that exists.  He appeared as the victorious one in hell itself.  And Peter tells us he was there to proclaim a message.  No, it was not to give the unbelievers in hell a second chance after wasting their time of grace on earth.  But it was to announce before Satan and all his demons - and all those who had died without putting their hope in him as the promised one -  - that he had been victorious even in the midst of all the suffering and the death of Good Friday.  

Peter in fact mentions one group of those unbelievers in particular as far as those who heard this proclamation of the risen Lord.  He mentioned those who at the time of Noah had refused to listen to the one Peter calls in his second letter “a preacher of righteousness.” Instead, the unbelievers of Noah’s day had mocked and ridiculed him whose hope was in God’s promise of deliverance from judgment.  

Don’t you see the point for Peter’s first hearers and you and me?  We have a Lord who has conquered death and hell itself.  Satan with all his might cannot undo what Christ has done.  We are not on the side of a humiliated loser - that would be Satan - we are on the side of the glorious victor - that would be Christ.  Our destiny is not among unbelievers who, though they scoff and ridicule us now, will eternally weep and gnash their teeth at a gospel message they rejected.  Our destiny is in heaven where what was proclaimed here will still be our great joy there.  It is not we as believers who have something to fear and be ashamed of. It is those who continue to stand in unbelief against the risen and victorious Savior. It isn’t so fearful to speak of our hope in him, is it?

And just in case we need one more proof of how glorious is this Lord Jesus Christ whom we set apart as Lord in our hearts, Peter gives us another glimpse of his glory.  “[Jesus Christ] has gone into heaven and is at God’s right hand - with angels, authorities, and powers in submission to him.”  Can you picture what Peter is sharing with us here?  There at God’s right hand is our glorious God and brother, our crucified and risen Savior.  And remember, God’s right hand is not a place that can be measured with a universal version of a GPS finder.  God’s right hand is not a place.  It is a position of ruling authority that is everywhere.  What Peter is telling us is that this one he urges us to set apart as Lord in our hearts is the glorious and powerful ruler of all things!  Even the powerful angels are subject to him.  He is the one who from that position of power and authority will judge all people on the Last Day. Why would we fear to speak of our hope in the one before whom everyone will stand?  The hope we have makes the eternal difference whether someone will stand before him in great fear, or great joy.  It isn’t so fearful to speak of our hope in him.

Yes, yes, we might be thinking, all of this sounds wonderful - but if only each of us could be sure this was true for you and me.  If only we could have some way personally of being assured that what Peter shares about our Savior is truly for our personal comfort and strength.  That would be so much more helpful when it comes to setting him apart as Lord in our hearts and not giving way to fear.  

Well, dear Christian, that’s precisely what our Lord has done.  For as you may have noted, I skipped something pretty important in our lesson.  Did you notice?  Peter assures us that just as the water of the flood floated the ark in which Noah and his family were and provided their personal rescue from the destruction of an unbelieving world all around them, so the water of our baptism is God’s personal rescue for you and me.  Allow me to give a very literal translation of Peter’s words, “That water of the flood is a picture of baptism that now saves you also. Baptism is not the removal of dirt from the body, but it is the guarantee that we have a good conscience before God. Baptism saves you by the resurrection of Jesus Christ.”  Do you catch Peter’s point?  In the water of our baptism, we have been connected personally to all that our Lord has done.  His perfect life becomes our righteousness.  His death suffered for sin becomes our death for sin.  His resurrection, a promise of our own.   His declaration of victory over Satan our declaration of victory over Satan.  His ruling at the right hand of the Father, a promise that we are secure now and that one day we will rule with him forever.  In our baptism we have God’s own guarantee that we can appear before him without fear - with a good conscience, not a blemish remaining on our record.  Is it not so fearful to speak of our hope in him!

Dear Christian - with such a glorious, crucified, risen, and ruling Lord as the Lord of our hearts - with such a guarantee that he has made us right before our heavenly Father - of what do we need to be afraid as we speak of our hope?  How important that is to remember so that we do not grow so ashamed that we toss our Lord away.  And how important for others who need to hear from us the only hope this world has! 

Who in your life needs you to find that confidence and courage to speak unafraid the hope that you have?  Is it a co-worker behind whose  proud exterior is someone who knows - despite all apparent earthly success - that his life is empty and meaningless?  Is it a family member or friend whose sinful choices have walled him into a prison of pain and regret, of shame and guilt from which only Christ can release him?  I’m convinced that every one of us here this morning, can  think of one or more of the people in our lives who may be blessed forever because our gracious Lord prepares our hearts to speak of our hope without fear!  And just think of all the people we don’t even know yet, whom God may bring into our lives today, next week, next month, or next year, for the purpose that they may hear from our lips the hope we have that is also their hope.    

How is it possible to be prepared to speak of our hope without fear?  There will always be pressure in this world to keep quiet about Christ.  That will never change.  But look at the glorious one whom you heart has been taught to know as your Lord and Savior.  The crucified, risen, and gloriously reigning Lord of the universe is your Savior and brother.  In the water of baptism he has connected you to himself.  He guarantees you that now and forever you have nothing to fear before God.  Speak up!  You have nothing to fear before men either!  Amen.




Daniel 7:13-14
See Sights Unseen

(A sermon preached in the narrative style called a “Lowry Loop”)

For just a moment I thought about asking if this could be printed on the front of your service folders.  

There may be some of you who are familiar with holusions.  Holusion.  You can’t tell what it is from a first glance.  This happens to be a picture of dolphins.  Now it’s true, dolphins have little to do with the festival of Christ the King.  One good reason not to take up front-cover bulletin space.  It’s also true that it could take up a lot of chapel time, if each of you had your own copy, for all in the group to figure out how to see the dolphins in this picture.  Also possible?  Your day may be ruined—frustration, exasperation—when, after looking and staring and blinking and squinting and hurting your head, you still can’t figure out how to see the dolphins.

They’re here.  On this piece of paper that appears to be nothing more than the repetition of a random pattern of shapes.  Seen as you let your eyes unfocus and then, oddly, focus again but now somewhere, almost, behind the picture.  A three-dimensional image of swimming dolphins.  Four of them.

To see it, focusing past the picture.  Behind the picture.  Behind the scene.

Like life?  That to understand what’s really going on, you must have to see behind the picture?  Behind the scenes?  Because on its surface life appears troubled.  A jumble.  Confusion.  Violent.  Lonely.  Full of disappointment, pain.  Overwhelming.  It can appear, on the world stage and in the small details of your life, that God has lost control.

Some days we wish we could see behind the scenes.  To see with our eyes how God’s plan is working out for our best.

Would you like to see?

You can through the eyes of Daniel.  A dream.  God caused visions to pass through his mind.  Daniel wrote them down for you.

A frightening picture at first.  Huge winds.  Massive waves crashing in the sea.  Suddenly a beast up from under the water, like a lion, but with wings of an eagle.  Then a bear about to eat flesh.  A leopard, with four wings and four heads.  Then something beyond description.  Huge iron teeth, ten horns, one horn with eyes and a mouth that ridiculed God.

Then God appeared.  A throne flaming with fire.  A river of flame flowing from in front of him.  Thousands and thousands gathered around.  A court into session.  Books opened.  The one horn with eyes kept boasting with its mouth, until the beast to which the horn was attached was killed and thrown into the fire.

This, just the first part.  When the vision finally ended, Daniel’s mind racing.  His face, pale.  Troubled in his thoughts.

Daniel had just witnessed God predicting the future.  Nations rising, then falling.  Institutions opposing God and all who love God.  Power and fire—God, the eternal judge.

Overwhelming.  Daniel, troubled in his thoughts.

Troubled?  Is there a part of us that wonders, “Well, to be able to see such a vision almost seems intriguing.”  A longing on our part to be amazed.  Imposing our Hollywood blockbuster template over Daniel chapter 7 and imagining ooohs and aaahs at entertaining images and displays.

Is there something a little less than humbling, jaw-dropping awe on our part?  In fact, can we, on the other hand, hear such words while working to stifle, almost, a yawn?  Oh, so he saw some beasts.  Oh, so he saw something bright seated on a throne.  Then moving right along almost as if we’ve heard a nice story—no, it’s not pretend, we’ll insist, but it seems at the same time to strike us as something less than real and power and supremacy and dominance and control and crushing and awe and overwhelming and . . . and leaving one with thoughts racing and skin paling.

What might it be that we so easily miss?

Have we forgotten the power?  Without considering at all just yet the facts that God painted for the eyes of his prophet, is it possible that we have grown to forget the greatness of the only true and living God?  So we read the Bible.  So we memorize passages for a dogmatics test.  So we work, so carefully, to address issues of interpretation.  But, somehow, can all that contact with words from God who is in fire and is bright and ancient and surrounded and sitting in court over even the nations . . . can somehow our contact with God become to our minds little more than day-after-day exercises in a special piece of literature?  We do our work.  But can it seem like something less than the touching of greatness?  So that God doesn’t seem so great.  Is God really great?  A vision of God?  Sure, show me a vision.  And I don’t think I’m going to be troubled.

Because the thought of God as great and powerful may be some distance from our minds.  To live with something less than awe is to understand, then, how so easily we can be thrown for a loop when the things we can see and are most up-front in our minds seem to be in such turmoil.  When we face life not thinking about the greater, about the real, about the things our eyes cannot see which are more permanent than the things we can see.

By miraculous power Daniel saw behind the scenes: kingdoms rising and falling, false prophets rising and attacking; God knowing what would happen, staying in complete control the whole time.  Now think: if God knew and predicted the rise and the fall of empires—Babylonian, Persian, Greek, and Roman . . . if God knew and predicted the rise and the fall of a proud horn, the antichrist . . . if God knew and predicted and controlled these massive events in human history with certainty yet also with calm, do you think that he knows and is in control over the events in your life?

God is the King of history.  Never does he lose control.  Never is the ending in doubt.  Even when the wicked for centuries appear to be winning, they are losing.  Yet because of what our human eyes can see, we can grow fearful when forces in a nation are trying their best to incite internal ethnic and tribal violence.  We discover doubts when seeing so many who take to themselves the name of Jesus teaching things wrong, yet from the same Bible.  We will dare question, then complain against God when a tiny moment in my personal history does not go the way I want.  

We may conclude that because we do not naturally see behind the scenes, perhaps there is no picture with certain shape.  Maybe there isn’t a divine order or purpose behind events that occur.

Have you ever concluded that because things seem to be going badly, perhaps God isn’t in control?  Have you suffered for a long time, and you’re beginning to feel that you have a right to be only sad?  Have you so far failed to gain a dream you’ve longed for and feel like you have less reason to serve God with joy?

The Lord is just asking if you have ever assumed that what your eyes can see is all there is to see.  

So perversely we question his care.  So boldly our flesh dares to doubt God’s greatness.  At times we almost dare him to prove himself.  To show himself.  To be seen, if really he is real.

How fair if he did.  If at this moment God would show himself: a throne of flaming fire, his hair white like wool, a river of flame out from under, thousands upon thousands surrounding.  The court seated.  Books opened.  Making it evident that he stands in judgment over the greatest of nations and the greatest of spiritual enemies.  Does he stand in judgment also of me?  Of the history of nations, both past and into the future, he knows all.  Of the history of my life he knows everything.  In a moment he brings the greatest of spiritual enemies to destruction and fire.  In a moment should he take me, so often thinking like an enemy, into the river of the fire of pain, and eternal?

At such a moment you wish you could take back all the doubts you’ve ever had.  “I see you now.”  You wish you could swallow all the complaints you’ve ever voiced.  You wish you could erase every thought that questioned God’s loving control.

Too late?  The crime already committed.

“But in my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven.  He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into his presence.  He was given authority, glory and sovereign power; all peoples, nations and men of every language worshiped him.”

At that moment, as Daniel was witnessing the awe-filled glory of God on his throne, his just judgment of the nations, his fiery destruction of the antichrist . . . as Daniel witnessed raw power and overwhelming majesty, he suddenly saw someone that looked like him.  In the presence of God, in a vision with horrifying beasts, Daniel sees someone that looked like him.  This one every nation worshipped.  This one came safely into God’s presence.  This one given all authority and power.

This one, like a son of man.  

In Daniel’s vision, those intending to hurt looked scary.  The Ancient of Days on a throne, fiery.  But this was different.  Like a son of man.  Words that leap off the page and down through centuries to describe the same one, then seen not in a vision but on the earth.  “Jesus replied, “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head” (Matthew 8:20).  “The Son of Man is going to suffer” (Matthew 17:12).  “The Son of Man is going to be betrayed” (Matthew 17:22).  “He began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and after three days rise again” (Mark 8:31).  “The Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins” (Luke 5:24).  Over 75 times.  In the gospels.  The Son of Man.  The name for Jesus.

The one who came now into Daniel’s vision looked like you, a human.  The one who came to this earth to help looked like you, a human.  How beautiful, that the almighty God sitting on his throne wanted Daniel, you, to see your Savior first as someone not scary.  Powerful, yes, but Jesus is here to help, to help those who’ve made the mistake of making judgments based only on what human eyes can see.  The Son of Man came to make our doubts and complaints his own.  The Son of Man came to make our humdrum dismissing of God’s greatness his responsibility.  The Son of Man came to be thrown into the river of the fire of your judgment, torment excruciating, to die willingly as your substitute.  The Son of Man came to rise again for you, to announce that you are innocent.  Your sins put away.  To make you a member of his family.  To make you a citizen of his kingdom.  To assure you that you are safe.  To rule over everything for your benefit.

Yes, he came to die, to rise.  He rose to rule.

See Jesus the King.  In a special way on the Last Day.  But already now ruling.  With power.  Raw power.  The ability to move mountains, if necessary, for your good.  With honor.  We praise him now.  One day all will see he is the winner.  With authority.  He has the right to make determinations, to make judgments.  You know of his sacrifice for you.  What a one to have in authority when you stand before him at the end.

Authority.  Honor.  Power.  The king.  Christ is the King.  

To place one’s confidence in this king is never to wonder if he might let you down.  There may be moments when your eyes see in life a repetitive pattern that appears to be filled with confusion, and pain . . . even the temptation to give up.  

Let human eyes see trouble.  Let human eyes witness confusion.  But let your eyes look behind the picture.  Let your eyes see God in complete control.  Let your eyes see the final, bottom-line, last-word saving Son, Christ the King.

Let your eyes join the eyes of Daniel and see sights unseen.  Amen.

Text: Luke 16:1-13

Theme: What Can be Learned from a Scoundrel?

(A sermon preached in the narrative style called a “Lowry Loop”)
Were you baffled and bewildered after hearing the Gospel reading? Maybe confused? Left lost, not sure the lesson from this earthly story with a heavenly meaning? Truth be told, I preached these same verses three years ago and was disappointed with the sermon. Even as I studied the text again, it left me wrestling. This parable isn’t the easiest; in fact, it might be the hardest of Jesus’ parables to understand. Perhaps because we’re left dissatisfied with what Jesus seems to be saying.

When you think of heroes of the Holy Word you turn to Hebrews 11. There you find generous Abel; persistent Noah, trusting Abraham, Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jepthah, David or Samuel. People we wouldn’t think twice of or bat an eye over if someone talked about their exemplary attitude or actions, born in faith. There’s no hint of a cheating and corrupt, cunning and conniving crook. But here in Luke it seems like Jesus is elevating that character as a hero, right? Even placing him on a pedestal? And you’re left scratching your head to wonder, “Jesus, what could I possibly learn from this guy? What are you saying? What can I learn from a scoundrel?”
Let’s take a look at it. It’s a rather disturbing story, isn’t it? A rich man with many possessions has hired a manager to handle his personal property. We’d hope to hear of the manager’s excellent work, right? That he would receive acclamation and admiration for a job well done? Maybe even the applause of approval? But instead of receiving an award, an accounting is asked for. You see, the master discovered his estate was escaping him. Instead of bringing further prosperity, the manager had sent the estate spiraling toward financial failure, squandering the money that was entrusted to him. What is this I hear about you? Give an account of your management, because you cannot be manager any longer. As if he’s sitting in the board room on the Apprentice, across from a disgruntled Donald for a poor job performance, the words, “You’re fired!” poured out of his master’s mouth, traveled across the open air into the cheater’s ears.  

But unlike the fired Apprentice contestant, whose bags are packed and exits the board room immediately, the manager is granted the gift of time to make a final accounting before being labeled ex-employee. Instead of standing up and stomping, rolling a suitcase behind, the manager starts thinking. “Oh, no! What am I going to do now? I could do some demanding and grueling ditch-digging. Ah, no, I’m too weak for that. I could stand at the corner with a coffer clanging for coins. Ah, no, I’m above that.” But he had a better idea.   

The cheater was creative and crafty. Granted the gift of time, and knowing the clock was ticking, the shrewd manager moves quickly. He calls in those who owe lots of money to his boss. He [the manager] asked the first, 'How much do you owe my master?' "'Eight hundred gallons of olive oil,' he replied. "The manager told him, 'Take your bill, sit down quickly, and make it four hundred.' "Then he asked the second, 'And how much do you owe?' "'A thousand bushels of wheat,' he replied. "He told him, 'Take your bill and make it eight hundred.' Slashing bills by 20% and 50%? He’s just the manager of his master’s possessions, not the price-slasher. Talk about a friendly favor! That’s a way to make friends who will take care of him when he’s loses his job. That’s like the Coca-Cola executive feeding information to Pepsi that if Coca-Cola fires the exec. he’ll find a home with Pepsi.

On the Apprentice, Donald Trump is not a warm and welcoming man if dollars dwindle because of a poor marketing scheme or if an indecisive individual’s important role interferes with success. Watch out! Just imagine the master’s reaction when he hears about unauthorized price-slashing. No congratulatory remarks for being cheated out of 450 olive trees. Loud laughs won’t echo through the air as payment of 100 acres worth of wheat is withdrawn! In fact, you’d think the master might breathe fire from his nostrils as he fumes with anger. What’s been done by the almost ex-employee isn’t commendable but condemnable, right?  

But listen: The master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly. Hold it! Commendation instead of condemnation? You’re kidding me! What are you teaching Jesus? The ends justifies the means? If slashing prices makes friends then full speed ahead? Is that it? Or is Jesus promoting self-focus? Be shrewd through cunning and conniving trickery that leaves your boss with less before you’re left jobless? Who cares about the master! No, that’s not what’s being commended. Well, what is? The shrewd manager is commended for his single-minded focus to accomplish his goal in the short amount of time given him. The manager had a goal. He marshaled all of his master’s resources to accomplish it.  

Jesus says to us: The people of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own kind than are the people of the light. People of the Light, you need to hear this. Jesus is calling us on to the carpet with a single, stinging, striking, shaming, guilt-bearing statement. How long must the people of this world be more shrewd than you and me? How much longer must their single-minded focus surpass and show themselves more wise and diligent in accomplishing their goal? How much longer must the world in its unbelief stand as our teacher? How odd that the world calls us to repentance for our double-minded focus. 

If the people of the world are commended for using their heads, though they don’t worry if what they’re doing is right or wrong. If the people of this world are so good and wise at getting their own stuff and accomplishing their own temporary goals. If the people of this world are commended for using, yes, even dollars so that people will welcome them into their homes. Yes, even if the people of this world are wiser than people of the light, should not the children of light turn that upside down? Should not we, children of light, be extremely excellent at using earthly mammon to make an eternal difference? To gain friends for God who will last forever? 

Oh yes! We want to! We’d like to! But how well have we learned from the people of this world and their single focus? While the people of this world marshal all their resources and march towards their one goal, the child of light is clumsy – painfully plagued by performing for two masters. 

If God were to demand an accounting of me, like the master did his manager, what would he find? Is everything in my life focused fully on what Jesus wants it to be focused? If he says, “Hand over the checkbook register so I can see your spending?” Would he commend or condemn me? If he were to look at a daily log of how I’ve spent my time would he commend or condemn me? If he were to look at how I’ve used my abilities and talents would he commend or condemn me? 

I’ve succumbed to that dishonest plan as the day is long that I can serve God and money. I stand condemned for not being focused in the way that God intends. I haven’t marshaled all my resources and marched toward the goal of using worldly wealth to gain friends for [myself], so that when it is gone, [I] will be welcomed into eternal dwellings. I haven’t focused everything on the eternal goal…on developing relationships to relay the story of God’s rescue mission - to rescue us from darkness and bring us to light. How sad! I, a child of the Light, stand condemned by the world for my double-minded focus. I deserve to be fired and as Amos says, that the Lord…never forget anything [I] have done (8:7b). 

But my God does something different than the master or even the Apprentice’s Donald Trump. Instead of saying, “You’re fired,” he says, “You’re forgiven!” He doesn’t point me to my double-minded focus, but to my Savior’s single-minded focus. The perfectly shrewd steward who, knowing his time was limited, set his face like flint (Is. 50:7), to accomplish one goal. 

Everything in Jesus’ life – what he said, thought, did – had a single focus, the salvation of souls. Consider his single minded focus as the cunning and conniving father of lies tempts Jesus one day with all the money and splendor of the world. “Ah, Jesus just bow down and worship me and it will all be yours.” Our single-minded Savior silenced Satan, not because the world with its entire splendor wasn’t intriguing and inviting, but more intriguing and inviting was the work of saving you and me. 

When protesting Peter objected to the suffering our single minded Savior soon would endure, Jesus said, Get behind me Satan. You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of man. So set on serving his Father’s purpose, not man’s ideas or the earthly mammon. Our single-minded Savior resolutely walked to Jerusalem, knowing the time had come, and then beyond its walls to a cross to pay the full price for double-minded men and women like you and me. He saw our selfishness instead of shrewdness, wastefulness instead of wisdom, our double-minded instead of single-minded focus. And his focus was on paying the price for all of it so that “forgiven” is credited to your account. Your debt is cleared. You owe nothing. That’s Jesus awesome grace at work for us.

And that same grace at work for us is now at work in us – enabling and empowering us to a life of single-minded focus of service and sacrifice. No more serving two masters, just one! Instead of firing us, he fires us up to be shrewd managers of our master’s possessions. Instead of taking them away from us, he says take them and use them: Use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed to eternal dwellings. 
He who was perfectly focused for you, empowers you with that same single focus to mean it as we sang before: Take my silver and my gold: Not a mite would I withhold (CW 469:4). It’s with that God-given focus, there’s no withholding money like Ananias and Saphira but claiming they were giving all they had received. That doesn’t exist. Instead, it’s seeing that every penny God has placed into my possession is spent to the glory of God. Using all my resources to make an eternal difference, in the limited time I have. How so? 

It’s generously supporting the Lord's work in Myrtle Beach and around the world to gain friends for heaven. It’s sacrificing dollars and cents to continually support our Building Fund so that a permanent facility might provide ministry enhancement and expansion. Continued opportunities through which your abilities might be used to strengthen old and build new relationships with people so Jesus can be shared.  

It’s wisely providing for my family, in godly service. Not giving them everything under the sun, but what they need for body and life, for this world is not all there is. And everything in this world comes from the wonderful hand of our faithful God who provides for us.   

It’s my service to my government as I provide for them through my taxes. Not just to support a bunch of men in nice suites on Capitol Hill in Columbia. It’s my service to them that provides service to us, ensuring a peaceful environment in which the message of God’s peace can be told. 

Just picture what it will be like as heaven’s doors open to you. Greeted by your Savior and all believers. There some will stand, eager and excited to greet you because God used you! Maybe directly or indirectly! The powerful Word of God went to work somehow or someway – through your contributions or conversations, you actions or abilities. The message of our single-minded Savior was shared with them. A message that creates faith and promises life. And there your fellow believer stands to welcome you. 

Dear people of the light use everything, not withholding a single mite. Everything we possess is passing away and so is the time. But in the time we have, God allows you, no better said, he tells us to use everything in order to share the good news that Jesus is the Savior. That’s my single-minded focus. That’s yours too! It’s that single minded focus – God grant to each of us! What a Lesson Learned From a Scoundrel!
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