THE PRIMACY OF PREACHING

The Influence of the Pentecostal-Charismatic Movement

Nobody more than I am grateful for the ministers, mentors and pastors who have fed me with God’s word since I can first remember hearing a sermon more than half a century ago.  Nobody’s heart beats faster than mine when I realise I am sitting under an anointed minister and his team. Nobody would condemn more strongly than I anyone who ‘lifts up his hand against God’s anointed one.’

But ministers, pastors and preachers are, like their congregations, human and therefore fallible. Scripture exhorts us to ‘Test everything. Hold on to the good’ (1 Thessalonians 5.21). In a day and age when the Christian message is propagated not only from so many different pulpits, but also by every means of modern communications, it is vital that all pastors are in the business of ‘correctly handling the word of truth’ (2  Timothy 2.15) and ensuring that nothing either in the content of the service or its presentation distorts the Gospel. 

During the last 30 years I have watched a whole new spiritual culture grow up in the worldwide church of God. Through a new emphasis on the work of the Holy Spirit it has brought joy, vibrancy and enthusiasm to church life perhaps as never before. Others have written of the tremendous blessings that the Pentecostal-Charismatic movement has brought to individuals, congregations and even cities. But this movement, undoubtedly of God, does not have the roots of the more traditional main-line denominations. It therefore lacks checks and balances. Today anybody can start a community church, and many have done. Anybody can start a Bible School and teach theology. Anglicans have their Thirty-Nine Articles, the Presbyterians their Westminster Confession, and other traditional churches their own creeds and liturgies and catechisms. Of course tradition can be dangerous; Cyprian of Carthage in the third century is credited with the epithet ‘An ancient tradition may be an old mistake,’ but few Christian believers would deny the wisdom of learning from the past. The great tradition of main-stream Christianity (what Jim Packer of Knowing God calls ‘great-tradition Christianity’), with its creeds and liturgies which have been honed by godly men over many centuries, are surely of enormous value in setting the parameters of church teaching and practice, and thus preventing error or imbalance creeping in.

The Charismatic movement of the last 30 to 40 years does not have the benefit of such a tradition, although it would be quite wrong to say it has no historical precedents; it is therefore, I suggest, more prone to error. At the same time the great danger for the more traditional denominations is being so attached to the past that they miss what the Spirit is doing today.

Undoubtedly the greatest bastion against error is humble but critical listening by the congregation. And I am deeply concerned that, increasingly, a part of today’s preaching culture does less than justice to the minds of the congregation. Of course I generalise; not all preachers thump the tub and dogmatise; but too many do. Not all congregations switch off their minds when the sermon comes; but some do, and worse, some are encouraged to do so. (Recently I attended a service where the preacher began by asking us to put one hand on our heads, and the other on our hearts; he then asked us to remove our hands from our heads, and led in a prayer asking that the Holy Spirit would switch off our minds so that we would listen only with our hearts!) 

Charismatic services have attracted to church those of all ages who had never previously been church members, and the modern idiom of worship has ministered particularly to the young. Coupled with the ‘time of worship’ there are often ‘words of prophecy’ (from the congregation as well as the pastorate), testimonies, and a separate ‘word’ encouraging the congregation to give. Then, usually but not invariably, there is the preaching of the word. In some churches however the sermon may be replaced  by a time of prayer, a video, a talk by a missionary, a ‘time of ministry’ or something else. On other occasions the sermon is truncated to a short ‘word’ to allow more time for the ministry of laying on of hands, prayer or healing that is given priority.

The question I want to pose is whether the pendulum has swung too far; have we forgotten the sacred trust imposed upon every minister and pastor to preach and teach the Word of God? Are we more concerned to provide a service that is popular with the congregation rather than one which is nutritious? Have we lost our zeal for preaching? Are we too busy to prepare a sermon?

Are we consciously or unconsciously seeking to pander to the emotions rather than feed the mind? Are we concerned for the feel-good factor at the expense of the know-God factor? 

Have we become conformed to the pattern of the entertainment world? Are we using weapons of a worldly, rather than a spiritual nature? (Romans 12.2, 2 Corinthians 10.9).

Or is it that quite simply we have failed to preach the truth, replacing proclamation of the word with other things? Has the good become the enemy of the best?

If any of these questions requires an affirmative answer the church may be unwittingly presenting a distorted Gospel. Paul warns:

We do not use deception, nor do we distort the word of God. On the contrary, by setting forth the truth plainly we commend ourselves to every man’s conscience in the sight of God. (2 Corinthians 4.2)

Paul is drawing a contrast between ‘setting forth the word of truth plainly’ and ‘distorting the word of God’. And it is only the plain proclamation of the truth that reaches the consciences of the hearers, says Paul. Why the conscience? Because it is the conscience (part of the mind) that is impacted with conviction of sin. Is not Paul saying that conviction of sin, and the repentance that follows, requires the plain unvarnished proclamation of the truth?

Do not a multitude of other ingredients in the service sometimes obscure the truth (so that it is no longer plain), even if eventually it is preached? Is there not a danger of an excess of emotion or emotionalism, detracting from the plain truth? 

The Primacy of Preaching

After 44 years of preaching, towards the end of his life in 1971, the man considered by many to be the greatest preacher of the 20th century, somewhat reluctantly (according to the Preface) published a book called Preaching and Preachers.1 The first chapter is entitled ‘The Primacy of Preaching’, and with the warning that you may find what he says either reactionary or revolutionary, I want to extract a number of quotations from it:

To me the work of preaching is the highest and the greatest and the most glorious calling to which anyone can ever be called. I would say that the most urgent need in the Christian Church today is true preaching; and as it is the greatest and most urgent need in the Church, it is obviously the greatest need of the world also.

We are concerned about certain attitudes in the Church herself, or certain reasons in the Church herself which account for the decline in the place of preaching. I would not hesitate to put in the first position: the loss of belief in the authority of the Scriptures, and a diminution in the belief of the Truth. If you have not got authority, you cannot speak well, you cannot preach.

Still worse has been the increase in the element of entertainment in public worship – the use of films and the introduction of more and more singing; the reading of the Word and prayer shortened drastically, but more and more time given to singing. You have a ‘song leader’ as a new kind of official in the church, and he conducts the singing and is supposed to produce the atmosphere. But he often takes so much time in producing the atmosphere that there is no time for preaching in the atmosphere! That is a part of this whole depreciation of the message.

Then on top of this, there is the giving of testimonies. It has been interesting to observe that as preaching as such has been on the decline, preachers have more and more used people to give their testimonies; and particularly if they are important people in any realm. This is said to attract people to the Gospel and to persuade them to listen to it. If you can find an admiral or a general or anyone who has a special title, or a baseball player, or an actor or actress or film-star, or pop-singer, or somebody well-known to the public, get them to give their testimony. This is deemed to be of much greater value than the preaching and the exposition of the Gospel. Have you noticed that I put all this under the term ‘entertainment’? That is where I believe it truly belongs. But this is what the Church has been turning to as she has turned her back upon preaching.

Well now the great question is – what is our answer to all this? I am going to suggest ………… that all this at best is secondary …….. and that the primary task of the Church and the Christian minister is the preaching of the Word of God.2

Make of that quotation what you will. Some will say the Doctor was unbalanced, over emphasising the gift of teaching to the exclusion of the other gifts. But no, he is making a point by painting in vividly contrasting colours; and if that is a fault, he is in good company. St Paul did the same over and over again in his letters. For example, in 1 Corinthians 2.2, he writes, ‘I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.’ Obviously such a statement cannot be taken literally; but it nevertheless speaks volumes as to Paul’s priorities.

The Preaching of the Lord Jesus and the Apostles

We have already looked at Jesus’ early ministry immediately after his temptation in the wilderness, as recorded by St Luke in chapter 4 of his Gospel. The chapter ends with sunset on one day and dawn the next. At the end of an exhausting day Jesus is surrounded with a big crowd of people who have come with the sick for healing. Jesus laid his hands on each one and healed them; he cast out some demons as well (verses 40,41). At daybreak the crowds come back and try to prevent Jesus leaving. Here is his reply:

I must preach the good news of the kingdom of God to other towns also, because that is why I was sent. (verse 43)

Luke rounds off the chapter with these words:

And he kept on preaching in the synagogues of Judea. (verse 44)

Throughout his three years of ministry Jesus always gave the primary place to preaching. The miracles of healing, and his other signs, wonderful as they were, invariably took second place. The Master never allowed the good to become the enemy of the best.

What about the Apostles? Immediately on the day of Pentecost after their empowerment with the Holy Spirit, they began to preach. In chapter 3 of the Acts, the beggar was healed as a prelude to preaching. In the next chapter Peter and John were preaching before the Sanhedrin. In the next, they proclaimed the Gospel again in answer to interrogation, and included the Cross, resurrection, repentance, forgiveness and the Holy Spirit! The chapter ends with these words:

Day after day, in the temple courts and house to house, they never stopped teaching and proclaiming the good news that Jesus is the Christ. (Acts 5.42)

In chapter 6 the tasks of administration threaten to overwhelm the apostles, a crisis every minister has experienced. One solution would have been to cut back on sermon preparation, or replace the sermon with something else – at least occasionally! No one would have blamed them for that. But they did not do that; Luke records:

So the Twelve gathered all the disciples together and said, ‘It would not be right for us to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order to serve tables. Brothers, chose seven men from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom. We will turn this responsibility over to them and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word.’ (Acts 6.2-4)

In refusing to curtail their preaching, the Apostles were simply sticking to the priorities set for them by Jesus.

In chapter 7, Stephen preaches before his martyrdom. In chapter 8, after Stephen’s death, a great persecution arises. Most of the Church is scattered. What do they do? Luke tells us they ‘preached the word wherever they went’(Acts 8.4). Philip sets off to Samaria and conducts a mission. Certainly there were miraculous signs, but why? Luke tells us that the result was ‘they all paid close attention to what he said.’ Again the emphasis is on Philip’s preaching.

And so the pattern continues. Paul adopted it. His testimony to the Ephesian elders is, ‘You know I have not hesitated to preach anything that would be helpful to you but have taught you publicly and from house to house.’ (Acts 20.20) When he is arrested, in chapters 21- 26, Paul goes on preaching, to the public, to the Sanhedrin, to Felix, to Festus and to Agrippa.

And when, in the final chapter of Acts, Paul at last arrives in Rome, ‘from morning to evening he explained and declared to (the Jews) the kingdom of God and tried to convince them about Jesus….(Acts 28.23). How does the narrative end?

For two whole years Paul stayed there in his own rented house and welcomed all who came to see him. Boldly and without hindrance he preached the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ. (Acts 28.30,31).

The shadow of death could not silence the great apostle; he would go on preaching to the end. And he would do everything he could to ensure the priority of preaching was maintained after he had gone. So he wrote from his house in Rome to Timothy:

Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage – with great patience and careful instruction. For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather round them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths. 

(2 Timothy 4.2-4).

Is this a word in season for the Church at the beginning of the 21st century?

Martyn Lloyd Jones reminds us that the priority of preaching is based not only on the evidence of the Scriptures, but also the evidence of Church history. He ends the opening chapter of his book on Preaching with these words:

Is it not clear, as you take a bird’s-eye view of Church history, that the decadent periods and eras in the history of the church have always been those periods when preaching had declined? What is it that always heralds the dawn of a reformation or of a revival? It is renewed preaching. Not only a new interest in preaching but a new kind of preaching. A revival of true preaching has always heralded these great movements in the history of the Church. Luther, Calvin, Knox, Latimer, Ridley – all these men were great preachers. In the seventeenth century you had exactly the same thing – the great Puritan preachers and others. And in the eighteenth century, Jonathan Edwards, Whitefield, the Wesleys, Rowlands and Harris were all great preachers. It was an era of great preaching. Whenever you get Reformation and Revival this is always and inevitably the result.3 

What is ‘true’ Preaching?

We live in a television age when ‘chat-shows’ and discussions with a studio audience have replaced serious debate between distinguished people and lectures by those with the credentials to speak with authority. Dialogue is ‘in’; authoritative utterance is ‘out’. Has the church squeezed itself into this mould too, and thereby abandoned its duty to proclaim with authority the Gospel and the scriptures? Forty years ago I was taught that to attempt to preach without beginning with a scripture was the surest way to undermine the preacher’s authority. Today it is not uncommon for a sermon to be preached without reading any scripture at any stage! And instead of expounding God’s word the sermon is often a series of homely and humorous anecdotes. Of course there is a place for humour; of course every sermon needs to be illustrated; but do we honour God by treating the congregation to a succession of stories about our children, or even worse, to examples of our own failures during the week? Of course people will identify with a pastor who is fallible, but does it glorify God to describe how I lost my temper with the girl at McDonalds who took so long to process my order and then brought the food cold? By and large as ministers of the Gospel we should be drawing a veil over our own shortcomings. Have we forgotten the high calling we have as ministers of the Gospel and teachers of the scriptures?

Testimony in a measure is good, but only if it turns the spotlight on Jesus and genuinely glorifies him. When a minister of God’s word leaves his congregation with memories of anecdotes of personal failure he does neither.

Os Guinness sounded a warning after the second Lausanne Congress on Mission. In a paper entitled ‘Mission in the Face of Modernity’ he wrote:

Under the influence of the ‘terrible trio’ (advertising, television and pop culture), modernisation has caused profound changes in public discourse; above all a shift from word to image, action to spectacle, exposition to entertainment, truth to feeling, conviction to sentiment and authoritative utterance to discussion and sharing. Most of these wider cultural shifts have been well exemplified here (Lausanne II) and the general diminishing of any sense of ‘Thus saith the Lord’ has been marked.4
Again I turn to Dr Lloyd-Jones for a description of what true preaching should be. Because our job is to expound God’s sacred word, it is properly called expository preaching. This is how Lloyd-Jones’ biographer sums up the Doctor’s view:

It was not enough in his view, that its content be biblical; addresses which concentrated upon word-studies, or which gave running commentaries and analyses of whole chapters, might be termed ‘biblical’, but that is not the same as exposition. To expound is not simply to give the correct grammatical sense of a verse or passage, it is rather to set out the principles or doctrines which the words are intended to convey. True expository preaching is, therefore, doctrinal preaching; it is preaching which addresses specific truths from God to man. The expository preacher is not one who shares his studies with others (my italics – what would the Doctor have made of the current fad of ‘sharing’ rather than preaching?!) he is an ambassador and a messenger, authoratively delivering the Word of God to men. Such preaching presents a text, then, with that text in sight throughout, there is deduction, argument and appeal, the whole making up the message which bears the authority of  Scripture itself. If this involves a staggeringly high view of preaching, it was nothing more, Dr Lloyd-Jones believed, than is required of the ministerial office.5
Even more authoritative than the Doctor, is of course the Apostle Paul! I set out the verses that describe how he publicly spread the Gospel:

“…but we preach Christ crucified;” (1 Corinthians 1.23)

“I have not hesitated to proclaim to you the whole will of God” 

(Acts 20.27)

“A minister of Christ Jesus with the priestly duty of proclaiming the Gospel of God” (Romans 15.16) 

“Paul entered the synagogue and spoke boldly there for three months, arguing persuasively about the kingdom of God” (Acts 19.8)

“…we try to persuade men.” (2 Corinthians 5.11)

“We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors as though God were making his appeal through us.” (2 Corinthians 5.20)

The four ‘Ps’ of Paul’s Preaching are instructive:  

Preach

Proclaim 

Persuade

Plead

Is  ‘share’ an appropriate word to describe this great calling?

The Mind Matters

Let not the wise man boast of his wisdom, or the strong man boast of his strength, or the rich man boast of his riches, but let him who boasts boast about this: that he understands and knows me …… (Jeremiah 9.23,24)

Jeremiah reminds us of the bottom line; its not my possessions, or my influence, or even my education and intellect, but rather my understanding and knowledge of Christ which is all important to God. God has given us minds and they are the primary medium through which he imparts spiritual understanding and knowledge. So my first definition of a Christian mind is one that wants above all else to understand and know the Lord. Without such a desire in some measure at least we cannot enter the Kingdom of Heaven and receive salvation.

Secondly, a Christian mind is one that desires to love God and keep his commandments. The first of Jesus’ two great commandments directs us to ‘love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your mind and with all your strength.’ In John’s Gospel Jesus tells the disciples that to love is to obey the commandments (John 15.10ff) and the apostle reiterates this in 2 John 6. It is a matter of the will, and the will is controlled by the mind.

Thirdly, the best definition of a Christian mind must surely be the ‘mind of Christ’. Paul’s magnificent chapter on the centrality of the Cross, and spiritual wisdom, ends with the remarkable assertion ‘But we have the mind of Christ’ (1 Corinthians 2.16). To grasp something of that truth will surely protect us from the error of minimising the importance of the mind.

Finally, I suggest that a Christian mind is one that is learning to grapple with secular issues in a spiritual way. Romans 12.2 is such a key verse that we must quote it in full:

Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is – his good, pleasing and perfect will.

Only as our minds are renewed are we transformed out of the world’s mould into a whole new paradigm of thought and understanding. It is knowing the truth that sets us free from the shackles of worldly thinking:

If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth and the truth will set you free. (John 8.31,32)

That is why teaching is so essential. Teaching imparts knowledge of the truth; and the truth sets us free. Jesus prescribed no other route to freedom. We have no liberty to by pass the minds with which he has ennobled us. 

John Stott tells the story of a woman who wrote to her minister asking him not to make her think. ‘When I come to church’, she said, ‘I want to unscrew my head and put it under the pew in front of me.’

Such an attitude is actually an appalling affront to a God who has made us in his own image and promised us as believers nothing less than the mind of Christ.

Integrating Mind and Emotions

Emotion of course has a vital place in our worship and service of God. God made us emotional beings. The old-fashioned British ‘stiff-upper-lip mentality’ finds no place in the Scriptures. Tears came easily to Jesus even in public. He wept over Jerusalem, and wept with Martha and Mary at the death of their brother Lazarus. Jesus looked on the rich young ruler and loved him; he turned on  hypocrites with anger; he was often moved with compassion; he rejoiced in his spirit, and in the garden of Gethsemane sweated great drops of blood at the prospect of the Cross.

True worship, whether public or private, inevitably involves the emotions. Jesus spoke to the Samaritan woman in John 4 of the day when ‘the true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and in truth, for they are the kind of worshippers the Father seeks.’ He went on, ‘God is spirit, and his worshippers must worship in spirit and in truth.’ He was not here speaking specifically of the Holy Spirit, but rather of the attitude of true worship which must involve our spirits (or emotions) as well as our minds. Jesus commended the prostitute who anointed him in Simon’s house with precious ointment and with tears; he explained to Simon that because she loved much she could be forgiven much (Luke 9.36-48). Especially as we glimpse the crucified one we are moved with emotion. Isaac Watts expressed it thus:

When I survey the wondrous Cross

On which the Prince of Glory died

My richest gain I count but loss

I pour contempt on all my pride.

Forbid it Lord that I should boast

Save in the Cross of Christ my Lord

All the vain things that charm me most

I’d sacrifice them to his word.

See from his head, his hands, his feet,

Sorrow and love flow mingled down

Did ere such love and sorrow meet

Or thorns compose so rich a crown.

Were the whole realm of nature mine

That were an offering far too small

Love so amazing, so divine

Demands my soul, my life, my all.

Indeed it is surely the Cross that motivates our worship, our preaching, our compassion, our giving and all that we do in the name of Christ. So to be Christ-like is to be free to express our emotions. 

Emotionalism, on the other hand, is mindless emotion, often false emotion, a contrived display of emotion or emotion for its own sake. Sometimes emotion becomes emotionalism simply because people get ‘carried-away’. Emotions are vital; emotionalism is dangerous.

How then do we keep the balance between mind and emotions? How do we avoid emotionalism? John Stott gives us two very helpful rules. First ensure that the mind controls the emotions. Secondly, use the mind to stimulate the emotions.6  Because our human nature has been tainted and twisted by sin, a Christian cannot subscribe to the prevalent teaching that our emotions should be given free rein. Our minds must discriminate between the helpful and correct use of emotions and the wrong use of emotions. For example the command ‘In your anger do not sin’ (Ephesians 4.26) recognises two kinds of anger, a righteous anger and a sinful anger. It is our minds under the direction of the Holy Spirit that enable us to sieve out the bad and express only the righteous. Ephesians 4.31 obviously speaks of a type of anger that we must suppress, not express. John Stott’s second example is that of a married man who falls in love with a woman, not his wife. His emotions will want to pursue that relationship; his Christian mind on the other hand will tell him: ‘Wait a minute; that cannot be right; you have committed yourself to a life-long relationship with your wife.’ The mind must prevail over the emotions. In support of his second rule, John Stott quotes FW Faber, ‘deep theology is the best fuel of devotion; it readily catches fire, and once kindled burns long.’ I would add Psalm 45.1: ‘My heart is stirred by a noble theme as I recite my verses for the king; my tongue is the pen of a skilful writer.’ And Lloyd-Jones put it this way when asked for his definition of preaching:

What is preaching? Logic on fire! Eloquent reason! Are these contradictions? Of course they are not. Reason concerning Truth ought to be mightily eloquent. Preaching is theology coming through a man who is on fire!7
Nothing stirs the emotions like scriptural truth! And nothing protects us against emotionalism like the scriptures and the truths they contain! The mind both censors and directs the emotions. We live in a day of catchy epigrams, so may I give you one:

All emotion, we blow up

All theology, we freeze up

Both together, we grow up.

