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  Prologue


  Something Always Happens


  Something always happens.


  Whenever a human being, Bible in hand, stands up before a group of other human beings, invites the gathered assembly into a particular text of the Bible and as faithfully as possible tries to say again what the living God is saying in the text, something always happens. Something transformative, empowering, life-giving happens.


  I know it is a bold claim. Some might say overly bold, even audacious. Some might say too simplistic, even naive. I understand; I often feel the same way myself. Nevertheless, I take my stand in this claim. It is the glory of preaching.


  I believe the preaching of the Word of God changes the world. I believe individuals, neighborhoods, cities and nations are changed by the preaching of the gospel of Jesus Christ. For in preaching the good news of Jesus Christ (which is ultimately what any biblical text preaches), it turns out that we are participating with the living God in God’s ongoing transformation of the world. Not that preaching is the only means God employs. God clearly also effects divine transformation through intentional small-group ministries, through one-on-one mentoring ministries, through music ministries, through social-justice ministries, through healing ministries, through counseling, through worship and through intercessory prayer. Yet God has certainly chosen to change the world through the ministry of preaching, through the exposition of biblical texts in the power of the Spirit who inspires the text. “God was well-pleased,” writes the apostle Paul, “through the foolishness of the message preached to save those who believe” (1 Cor 1:21). God saves the world through the cross and through “the word of the cross” (1 Cor 1:18). God saves the world through the event of Jesus’ passion and through the preaching of that event. It turns out that preaching itself is a saving event.


  Again, I know it is a bold claim. Nevertheless, I stand on it. Through the never-perfect speech of an always-imperfect speaker, the triune God works the miracle of transformation.


  The following story will help you understand why I have written this book.


  A friend and I were making our way out of the chapel. I had just preached the Jesus of John 2:1-11, the Jesus who turns water into wine at a wedding in Cana of Galilee. We were rejoicing in the wonder of what the Spirit of God had worked in and through the sermon. It appeared that most of those present that day had been deeply moved, and were alive with fresh hope.


  The sermon had emphasized that what Jesus did at the wedding turns out to be the most miraculous of the deeds done by Jesus, surpassed only by the deed done to Jesus on Easter morning. It is the most miraculous because unlike every other mighty deed done by Jesus, in this one he does not merely change what was there but brings into being what was not there. In all his healing deeds, for example, Jesus touches what is there, what is not working correctly, and puts things back together again.[1] For instance, in the feeding of the 5,000 (the one mighty deed recorded by all four Gospel writers) Jesus takes what is there—five loaves of bread and two fish—and makes a whole lot more bread and fish. It is a very impressive deed. At Cana, however, Jesus does not make more of what is already there; he brings into being what was not there. The way I kept putting it in the sermon was “The ingredients for the wine were not in the water pots.” I noted that many preachers of John 2:1-11 have been accustomed to quoting Saint Augustine, who when wrestling with the miraculous in this deed, said something like, “The Creator is always turning water into wine, usually through a slow, natural process; at Cana, the Creator now in our flesh and blood, simply sped up the process.” But, as I argued, that is not the case, not at all. The Creator is always turning water and grapes into wine through a slow, natural process, but not turning water alone into wine. At Cana, Jesus does not speed up a natural process. No natural process would ever bring wine out of water alone. The ingredients for wine are not in the water pots; no grapes are there, only water. Jesus is not simply transforming what is there. He is bringing into being something new.


  I wish you could have witnessed the joy springing up in the room from the text! I sensed it especially as we came to one of the implications of the text. “When Jesus promises to do a new work in you, the ingredients of the new work do not have to be there,” I said; “He can bring into being the new work without the ingredients being there.”


  So then, she and I were making our way out of the chapel, our hearts once again alive with hope, aware that nearly everyone present that day was now moving into “an alternative reading of reality” which engenders such hope.[2] Knowing that I had for some time been praying about responding to requests to write a book on preaching, she said to me, “Darrell, I do not think you can put down on paper what just happened in that preaching moment.”


  “Why?” I asked.


  “Because what just happened is beyond what you as the preacher were doing, something almost ‘other’ than what you were doing.”


  My heart leapt with joy. And I asked her, “Are you saying that I should not even try to articulate what happened?”


  “No,” she responded in her gracious southern manner,[3] “I am saying that it may not be possible. I think you convey it well in person as you interact with students and other preachers face-to-face. But I do not think you, or anyone else, can convey it on paper.”


  You hold in your hands my attempt to do what may not be possible to do. You hold in your hands my attempt to explore and articulate the glory of preaching.


  I do not write as an expert on preaching; given what I say about preaching in this book, you will appreciate why I think no one can completely be an expert. I have, at the time of writing this book, been preaching for nearly four decades (since the spring of 1970). So you could think of me as a seasoned preacher (and teacher of preaching); you could think of me as an experienced preacher, but do not think of me as an expert. The term expert suggests mastery of a subject, exercising a degree of control over a subject. I have not mastered preaching; and, as you will learn as you read this book, I certainly do not think I have control over the preaching moment (no human does). I would rather you think of me as a coach or an encourager. I write as a fellow student of preaching, as one who is still learning. I think of myself as, by God’s grace, a disciple of the great Preacher, Jesus himself. I am his student, and always will be.


  Let me lay out, in preliminary form, some of the foundational convictions from which I am working in this book.


  
    	
When the living God speaks, something always happens. “Let there be light.” And there was—lots of it. “Be still.” And the waves and winds died down. “Lazarus, come forth.” And a dead man walked out of the tomb.


    	
When the preacher speaks God’s speech, God speaks. Here I paraphrase Martin Luther’s words.[4] This assertion lies at the heart of the Reformed tradition, of which I am a part. “Praedicatio verbi Dei est verbum Dei”: “The preaching of the Word of God is the Word of God” (The Second Helvetic Confession).


    	Therefore, when the preacher speaks God’s speech, something always happens.

  


  Always?


  I will develop and defend these convictions as the book unfolds. These convictions will be the particular subjects of chapters one, two and three.


  It might be helpful to say just a bit more, again in preliminary form. Something happens. What happens? I believe that whenever human beings leave a preaching moment[5] (a preaching-of-the-Word-of-God moment), they will do so with


  
    	a clearer vision of the living God in Jesus (who, according to himself, is the subject of any text, and therefore, of any sermon on any text)[6]



    	a better understanding of the gospel of Jesus, the good news of what God has done, is doing and will do in Jesus


    	an “alternative reading of reality,” a different, more redemptive way of understanding the concrete circumstances, challenges and fears in their lives


    	a new way of thinking, feeling, acting and re-acting shaped by the clearer vision, better understanding and alternative reading


    	a new power enabling them to walk in the new reality into which the preached text has brought them

  


  I will unpack and apply these convictions as the book unfolds, especially in chapters three, four and ten.


  The key term in the title of this book is participating. I have chosen it for two reasons. First, because the gospel of Jesus Christ is the good news that, because of what Jesus has already accomplished (“It is finished,” Jn 19:30), he can, and does, invite us to participate in his life (which, it turns out, is the inner-life of the triune God). Every time I write or speak those words I feel like dancing, or at least saying, “Amen.” Because of Jesus, because of his work on the cross, because of his resurrection and ascension, we mere humans, and sinful humans at that, are included in the very life of the Trinity. We are included in Jesus’ own filial relationship with the one he calls Father. We are included in the relationship he has with the one he calls Paraclete, the Spirit of truth and life. We are included in his status[7] as “Son,” and, therefore, in his ministry[8] as “Son.” He invites us to join him in his ministry as Prophet, Priest and King (or, if you prefer, Revealer, Redeemer and Ruler).[9] To be called to the intercessory prayer ministry is to participate in his intercessory prayer ministry; to be called to the healing ministry is to participate in his healing ministry; to be called to the teaching ministry is to participate in his teaching ministry; and on it goes, encompassing the totality of Jesus’ ministry in and for the world. And to be called to the preaching ministry is to participate in his preaching ministry.


  I have chosen the word participate for another reason, a liberating reason, an empowering reason. In the final analysis, the burden for the success of preaching rests on the Preacher’s shoulders, on Jesus’ shoulders. (I know that the term “the Preacher” in the Bible usually refers to the author of Ecclesiastes; but I trust you would agree that we can more rightly use it of Jesus of Nazareth.) What makes preaching work is the Preacher, who, by his Spirit, is at work in and with the text, in and with the preacher, in and with the listeners. Preaching works because somehow the risen and ascended Preacher being preached is actually doing the preaching himself. We do not stand up before others, Bible in hand, alone; we stand up in and with Jesus. We participate in the activity of another.


  It gets better than that. For it turns out that as we preach, we participate in Jesus’ preaching of his Father; in the preaching moment, Jesus himself is pointing to and revealing his Father. And as we preach, we participate in the Father’s preaching of his Son; in the preaching moment, the Father himself is pointing to and revealing his Son: “This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well-pleased” (Mt 3:17); “This is My beloved Son, with whom I am well-pleased; listen to Him!” (Mt 17:5). And as we preach, we participate in the Holy Spirit’s preaching of Jesus; in the preaching moment, the Spirit is pointing to Jesus, bearing his own witness to Jesus, and doing so in a way that brings conviction and faith (Jn 16:8-15). We participate in a divine work, in a trinitarian work, the end results of which are not on our shoulders.


  Now, this is not to say that the human preacher is of no significance. That would overspiritualize this liberating, empowering participation. Preachers do play a role, and are called to play it as competently and faithfully as they can. This I will seek to develop in chapters five through nine.


  And after I do, I will bring us back to basics, in chapter ten, where I will define preaching as “standing in the mystery.”


  I have had many mentors in preaching, too many to try to name in this introduction (you will meet them as the book unfolds). I want, however, to name here, in alphabetical order, those who have most taught and encouraged me thus far: F. Dale Bruner, Maxine Hancock, E. Stanley Jones, Walter Luthi, G. Campbell Morgan, Earl F. Palmer, Fleming Rutledge, James S. Stewart, John R. W. Stott and Rod K. Wilson. I have often thought if I could just preach with the exegetical precision of John R. W. Stott,[10] the literary imagery of Maxine Hancock,[11] the joyful creativity of Earl F. Palmer,[12] the love for the Bible of F. Dale Bruner,[13] the skillful order of G. Campbell Morgan[14] and Walter Luthi,[15] the rhetorical flare of James S. Stewart,[16] the compassion for humanity of Charles Swindoll,[17] the cultural awareness of Fleming Rutledge,[18] and the “reality” awareness of Rod Wilson,[19] I could finally preach! Of course, I am wrong. Although I can, and do, learn from each of these mentors, I had to discover what all of us have to discover: I have to preach the way I am created and redeemed to preach, speaking with my own voice.[20] Which is to say that there are as many ways to preach as there are preachers. (I will say more about this in chapter eight.)


  As you have already likely discerned, I am approaching the meaning and task of preaching from a robustly Reformed orientation. I come to the theory and practice out of the deep conviction that, as the apostle Paul put it, the word of God’s message is not just the word of humans, but is “the word of God, which also performs its work in you who believe” (1 Thess 2:13). I gladly embrace a high view of preaching.


  When I accepted the appointment at Regent College (I began in September of 2000), Dr. Robert Meye, former dean of the School of Theology at Fuller Theological Seminary (and, at that time, professor emeritus), sent me an email. In it he expressed his sadness that I would be leaving the Los Angeles area, but wanted to bless me in the new call. He told me of a book he had read and reread over the past years, which he was encouraging me now to read and reread (which I have subsequently been doing). The book is Princes of the Church by W. Robertson Nicoll. It is a collection of eulogies Nicoll wrote on the occasion of the passing of significant preachers of his day, who were, for the most part, also his friends. In his letter to me, Dr. Meye quoted what Nicoll wrote about Charles Edwards, principal of University College at Abery­stwyth, England and author of a classic commentary on 1 Corinthians:


  Principal Edwards was thoroughly convinced that preaching came before everything else, and he believed that preaching would never have its due unless it dealt with the profoundest mysteries of the Christian faith. One memorable sentence he used more than once—“A great preacher is Christ’s last resource.” He meant that when faith was decaying, when the Church was cooling, the hope was in the sudden appearance of a great preacher. Preaching, he said, would continue in the Church to the ages of ages, for Christ would not leave His people to die.[21]


  Dr. Meye then wrote: “Darrell, I think that is your particular challenge, to make this truth known in and to the church.” It is in that spirit that I offer this book.


  I surrendered to the call to preach late in the evening of April 4, 1968, the day Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated. All evening long, radio stations were playing Dr. King’s sermons. I can still hear his thunderous voice declaring, “I have been to the mountain—I have seen the Promised Land—I am not afraid to die”; “I have a dream.”[22] Around midnight, I rolled out of bed, got down on my knees, and said, “Lord, that is what I want to do with my life—preach your Word in such a way that not only individuals, but nations, are changed.” In the morning I called my grandmother Alina Johnson (1900–1987) to tell her what I had done. She began to cry. And then she told me that when I was a small boy, about three years old, I stayed with her for a few weeks. On a Sunday afternoon, she had scooped me up on her lap to listen with her to The Old Fashioned Revival Hour with Charles E. Fuller.[23] After the message, she led me in the prayer of response. According to my grandmother, I then climbed up on top of the radiator by the front window, and announced, “When I grow up I am going to preach Jesus!” She told me that from that day on she prayed that my words would come true. That April morning in 1968 she was crying because her prayer had been answered. It is to her memory that I gratefully dedicate this book.


  And I dedicate this book to a man who, more than he knows, set the trajectory for the last forty years of my life. While studying (physics) at the University of California, I began to worship at Solana Beach Presbyterian Church in north San Diego County. The associate pastor at the time was H. Hollis Allen. It was he who called forth in me the gift of preaching. It was he who saw in me that I was gifted to teach and preach the Scriptures and who then gave me my first opportunities to exercise the giftings. He saw in me what I could not see myself. He has believed in me ever since.


  Since I am a preacher by calling and by training, you will find me in this book often moving into the preaching mode. I have tried my best to not write like I speak; I have tried to not use one word exclamations, sentence fragments, repetitions and other rhetorical devices geared for oral communication. Where I have not made the shift to literary art form please indulge me; please press on. After all, I spend most of my time helping young graduate-school-educated preachers move from writing for the eye to writing for the ear. (More on this in chapter six.)


  I want to thank a number of people who helped me with this book. A retired professor of education, Ken Nixon, and three very fine preachers of different denominational backgrounds, Brian Buhler, Mike Lee and Dick Wiedenheft, each read the entire manuscript and gave very helpful critique. Mary Romero read every page helping to correct spelling, grammar and syntax errors. Doug Hills, Regent faculty secretary, stepped in many times and helped me find bibliographical data I simply could not obtain on my own. Two anonymous authors of books on preaching, at the request of InterVarsity Press, carefully combed my work and offered insightful criticism and challenge. Emily Varner graciously and creatively helped tone down my propensity for writing for the ear. Gary Deddo, senior editor at InterVarsity Press, guided me along the way, encouraging me with his own questions and suggestions. Of course, any mistakes left in the book are mine.


  I am convinced that nothing will ever take the place preaching has in God’s work in the world. No matter what changes in communication theory or practice, nothing will ever take the place of a human being, Bible in hand,[24] standing up before other human beings, inviting them into a particular biblical text, and saying again what the living God is saying in and through the text. Preaching may not get the attention other forms of communication or discourse get; so be it. Preaching may be judged just as foolish and weak as the apparently foolish and weak message of the apparently foolish and weak Savior and Lord; so be it, or “not to worry,” as the Canadians say. For this message turns out to be the wisdom and power of the living God (1 Cor 1:18-25); and the preaching of this message turns out to be the wise and powerful way the Creator and Redeemer changes his world.


  A Chinese pastor has said, “Dare to preach . . . and watch what happens.”


  Something always happens.


  PART ONE

  


  Theoretical Foundations for Participating

  


  1
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  Why Does It Happen?


  A Vision: Ezekiel 37


  “Preaching works before it is understood,” writes Richard Lischer of Duke University Divinity School.[1] I agree. Like all communication between persons, preaching works before it is fully understood. Yes, the better it is understood, the better it works, as any married couple that has worked at communication can testify. Yet in the mystery of things, preaching works long before we fully understand what the preacher, the hearers, the text and the Holy Spirit are doing.


  The Vision


  In this first chapter, I invite you to give careful attention to a text of Scripture that helps us understand why what happens in preaching happens. It is the commonly called “Vision of the Valley of Dry Bones” given to and recorded by the prophet Ezekiel (592-570 b.c.) in the thirty- seventh chapter of his magnificent work. The longer I preach, the more I find that I throw myself on this text. What is revealed in and through Ezekiel 37 gives me courage to stand up in front of other human beings, read a text of Scripture, say again what the living God is saying in it and expect something to happen in the lives of those who hear.


  Before I work with Ezekiel 37, please read it carefully, taking note of what leaps out at you and what questions you would like to ask Ezekiel.


  The hand of the LORD was upon me, and He brought me out by the Spirit of the LORD and set me down in the middle of the valley; and it was full of bones. He caused me to pass among them round about, and behold, there were very many on the surface of the valley; and lo, they were very dry. He said to me, “Son of man, can these bones live?” And I answered, “O LORD GOD, You know.” Again He said to me, “Prophesy over these bones and say to them, ‘O dry bones, hear the word of the LORD.’ Thus says the LORD GOD to these bones, ‘Behold, I will cause breath to enter you that you may come to life. I will put sinews on you, make flesh grow back on you, cover you with skin and put breath in you that you may come alive; and you will know that I am the LORD.’”


  So I prophesied as I was commanded; and as I prophesied, there was noise, and behold, a rattling; and the bones came together, bone to its bone. And I looked, and behold, sinews were on them, and flesh grew and skin covered them; but there was no breath in them. Then He said to me, “Prophesy to the breath, prophesy, son of man, and say to the breath, ‘Thus says the LORD GOD, “Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe on these slain, that they come to life.” ’ ”


  So I prophesied as He commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they came to life and stood on their feet, an exceedingly great army. Then He said to me, “Son of man, these bones are the whole house of Israel; behold, they say, ‘Our bones are dried up and our hope has perished. We are completely cut off.’ Therefore prophesy and say to them, ‘Thus says the LORD GOD, “Behold, I will open your graves and cause you to come up out of your graves, My people; and I will bring you into the land of Israel. Then you will know that I am the LORD, when I have opened your graves and caused you to come up out of your graves, My people. I will put My Spirit within you and you will come to life, and I will place you on your own land. Then you will know that I, the LORD, have spoken and done it,” declares the LORD.” (Ezek 37:1-14) [2]


  This text ignited hope, even in the face of utter hopelessness. For the God of this text need only speak and something happens.


  Recall the hopelessness of what Ezekiel faced. It is not unlike what many of us preachers face every time we stand up to speak in our time. It was the sixth century before the birth of Jesus, before the Word became flesh and dwelt among us (Jn 1:14). Israel had been taken captive by the superpower Babylon. Jerusalem, “the city of the great King” (Ps 48:2), lay in ruins. The Solomonic temple, the center of worship of the God above all gods, was a heap of stones. The economic, social and moral infrastructure was not only in danger of collapsing; it was gone. The nation expresses its assessment of the predicament this way: “Our bones are dried up and our hope has perished. We are completely cut off” (Ezek 37:11).


  Have you ever felt that way? Have you ever felt that hope has perished? I have. And I do, regularly. It is one of the most suffocating of human experiences.


  While facing that hopeless situation, God brings Ezekiel, by the Holy Spirit, into the middle of a valley. Whether such a valley actually existed or was in the mind’s eye of the prophet does not matter for the purposes God intends.[3] God portrays Israel’s predicament using a picture of the decaying bones of a defeated army. God heightens (or should I say, deepens) the sense of hopelessness by speaking of graves. See the graves, Ezekiel? Israel was decaying, defeated, dried up. Israel was dead.


  Have you ever felt that way? Have you ever stood up before a group of human beings who felt that way? Nearly every time we preach, wouldn’t you say?


  As Ezekiel surveys the valley and realizes it portrays him and his people, God addresses the prophet as “son of man,” which in this context simply means “mortal.” “Mortal, can these bones live?” (Ezek 37:3). What do you think? Can dead bones live?


  Ezekiel responds, “O LORD God [literally, ‘O LORD Yahweh’], You know” (Ezek 37:3), meaning, “You alone know the answer to Your question.” As far as Ezekiel is concerned, the situation—when considered only from the human standpoint—is utterly hopeless. There is no way he or any other Israelite, or the whole nation combined, could possibly bring those dry bones to life. Left to their own resources, they would remain dry and dead.


  Is this not the nature of the human predicament? And is this not what preachers face every time we stand up before a group of other human beings? If it is all up to me to live a consistently whole and healthy spiritual life, then the dry bones of my dry soul will not live. If it is all up to preachers like you and me to keep a local congregation alive in community and ministry, then we may as well close the doors right now. If it is all up to you, me and all the other preachers alive today to bring about a moral revolution breaking the chains that bind us, then our world is doomed.


  “Mortal, can these bones live?” Not by themselves. Not on their own. Left to themselves they will remain dry and dead.


  “But You, O Yahweh . . . You know if they can live.”


  So the living God commands Ezekiel to prophesy. In this context I take the word to mean “Speak forth the word of God.” Preach, Ezekiel. Yes, preaching means more than prophesying, and not all preaching is prophesying (as we will see in chapter four, which concerns the verbs of participating). For now let us assume some inherent correlation between what Ezekiel is commanded to do and what we in our time and place are commanded to do. Preach, Ezekiel, preach to the bones.


  I can imagine Ezekiel saying, “But what good will that do? What possible impact can the word of God have on a national crisis? What possible effect can preaching have on dry bones? On your city and nation, on my city and nation? We are talking about a crisis of major proportions, LORD. We need more than preaching. What good can preaching do in the face of such overwhelming disintegration and decay and death?”


  Yet Ezekiel obeys the strange command. Ezekiel speaks to the dry bones. He speaks to bones! “O dry bones, hear the word of the LORD!” I wonder if Ezekiel felt silly. Do you ever feel silly speaking words of life to “dead” people? I do, regularly. Yet Ezekiel does it. “Thus says the LORD God to these bones, ‘Behold, I will cause breath to enter you that you may come to life’ ” (Ezek 37:5).


  Next the text tells us to look what happened when Ezekiel did it, when he spoke the word of the living God. “And behold” (Ezek 37:8). It is the imperative form of the verb to see. That is, it is a command. Ezekiel is startled by what happened, and exhorts us to join him in his astonishment. “Look! Look! There was a noise, and look! A rattling sound, and bones came together, bone to bone. And I looked, and look! Tendons and flesh appeared on them and skin covered them” (Ezek 37:7-8 NASB modified).


  Why did prophesying have that effect? Why did preaching have that effect? Was it because of something unique about Ezekiel, because of some great rhetorical and oratorical skill? No. Was it because of the responsiveness of the dry bones? Linger with the question—it is critical for preaching in our time. Did preaching have that life-giving effect because of the responsive condition of the bones? No. The bones could not respond. They had decayed. They were dead. Please mark that. The bones were dead. How could they possibly hear, let alone respond?


  Then why did speaking the word have that effect? It was because of the nature of the word. The word of the LORD is living and active, powerful and creative. The word of God not only informs, it performs, it transforms. The word of God makes things happen.


  This is the insight of the Roman centurion in a story Matthew tells. The text is Matthew 8:5-13, another text that encourages preachers. The centurion had gone to Jesus on behalf of a servant. He says to Jesus, surprisingly, “Just say the word, and my servant will be healed” (Mt 8:8). Who told him that? How did he know that? “Just say the word!” And Jesus says, “I have not found such great faith with anyone in Israel” (Mt 8:10).


  The centurion reasons from his own experience. As a soldier he is under authority and exercises authority over others. He simply says to one of his soldiers, “Go,” and he does. He says to another, “Come,” and he comes. He says to a servant, “Do this,” and he does. The centurion recognizes that the compassionate teacher need only say, “Be healed,” and it would happen. The centurion recognizes that just as he has authority over a hundred troops, so Jesus has authority over life and death. John Calvin paraphrases the centurion’s insight this way: “I have soldiers under me, as You have spiritual powers, healing angels, disease and death under you.”[4] The centurion gives orders, and they are instantly obeyed. He somehow grasps that Jesus can give orders affecting the welfare of human beings which are obeyed whether he is present or not.[5]


  “Just say the word.” How did the centurion know this? How did he know that Jesus of Nazareth has that kind of authority? He came and threw himself on that authority, and Jesus responded, “I have never seen such great faith.” And the man was not disappointed. Jesus spoke, and the servant was made whole. It is crucial to observe that the servant was nowhere near the place where Jesus and the centurion were talking. A person he does not see who spoke a word he does not hear makes the servant whole. Such is the performative power of Jesus’ word.


  “Just say the word.” We preachers need to say that to ourselves and to one another regularly. For, as I see it, one of the greatest needs of the preaching ministry, in any era in any cultural setting, is the continual recovery of confidence in the word of Jesus Christ. Jesus need only speak and something happens. We know the power of our words. One word can change the atmosphere in a room; one word can create a whole new perspective. If our words have such power, think of the word of the Word made flesh. I know I am repeating, but I think I must: Jesus’ word not only informs, it performs; his word not only announces, it accomplishes what it announces. “Be clean,” and the leper is clean. “Be still,” and the sea is calm. “Be gone,” and the demons flee. “Lazarus, come forth,” and a dead man walks out of the tomb. I believe the authors of the Gospels want us to hear in Jesus’ word the echo of the original creative word, the echo of that moment, when into the darkness and chaos of nothingness there came, “Let there be light.” And there was. Jesus’ word is the word of the Creator come into all the mess, the word that accomplishes what it announces.


  Which is why we can put our weight on his promises. What he speaks will come into being. Remember the first word to Simon the fisherman? “You are Simon . . . you shall be called Cephas,” Rock (Jn 1:42). And it happened. Remember Jesus’ word to the early church? “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be My witnesses” in all the world (Acts 1:8). And it happened. What Jesus speaks comes into being.


  This is also how we are to understand his commandments. For example, most of us read the Ten Commandments (Ex 20; Deut 5) this way: “I am Yahweh your God, who took you out of the house of slavery. Now get on with it and have no other gods before me, keep the Sabbath, do not murder, do not covet.” That is, we take the weight of fulfillment of the commandment upon ourselves. We do so because we fail to grasp the performative nature of God’s word. But this, I think, is the way we are to read the commandments: “I am Yahweh your God, who brought you out of the house of slavery. You shall (not just will)[6] have no other gods before me. You shall (not just will) keep the Sabbath. You shall not murder. You shall not covet.” The word empowers the obedience it commands. “You shall be holy, for I Yahweh your God am holy” (Lev 19:2 NASB modified). Most of us read it this way: “I am holy; therefore, get with it and make yourselves like me.” That is not the way to read it. God’s word brings into being what it commands. “You shall be holy . . . just like me.” “You are to be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Mt 5:48). Most of us read it like this: “Here is the task of discipleship—work at becoming like the Father.” That is not the way to read it. God’s word brings into being what it commands. “You shall be perfect.” What he speaks will one day be.


  Always? That is the question for preaching, is it not?


  When the Word is heard, something happens. That is, when the Word is understood and received and surrendered to, something happens.


  But I ask, only when heard? Does his word perform only when it is heard? Did the centurion’s servant hear the word Jesus spoke?


  Go back to the valley in Ezekiel’s vision. “Prophesy to the bones,” says God. “Speak to the bones.” Speak to dry bones, to dead bones. And when he did what he was commanded to do, the bones came to life. Is this because they heard? Is that why they came to life? Linger with the question—it is crucial to ask and answer. Did the bones come to life because the bones heard? No. The bones had no life in them. They represent the Israelites who are spiritually dead, spiritually unresponsive. Then why did they come to life? It was because of the performative power of the word.


  Turn in your mind to Genesis 1. There we hear the litany: “God said . . . God said . . . God said.” Ten times, “God said.” God creates by speech. Now, have you ever wondered to whom God was speaking? Speech is usually directed to someone. Right? To whom was God speaking in the beginning? It was to no one, to nothing. And that is the point. As Don McCullough put it: “So powerful is the word of God that nothing had to hear to be something.”[7] The word of God creates what it announces.


  It is happening this very moment. Do you realize that? Do you realize that you and I, along with the whole universe, are being held together, sustained, by the word of Jesus Christ? That is the claim of the author of Hebrews: “The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word,” or, “upholding all things by the word of his power” (Heb 1:3 NIV). We are not, in the final analysis, being held together by some impersonal natural law. A person and his performative speech are holding us together. There is a sense in which natural law merely articulates the normal speech pattern of Jesus Christ the upholder. Were he to stop speaking, everything would crumble into chaos, into nothingness. As G. K. Chesterton suggested, each new day is not just the product of an inexorable mechanical process; rather, each new day is also the result of God saying, “Do it again!”[8] To the sun, “Do it again!” To the moon, “Do it again!” To my heart, “Beat again!” To your lungs, “Breathe again!” Which is why “thank you” is the most appropriate response for human beings to speak at the beginning, middle and end of the day.


  Something always happens when God speaks.


  Ask Matthew. One day he was sitting in his tax office. Jesus of Nazareth walks up to him, looks at Matthew and says, “Follow Me” (Mt 9:9). And Matthew gets up and follows. He has to—the word Jesus speaks brings into being what he speaks.


  Ask Andrew and his brother Simon Peter. They were mending their fishing nets by the Sea of Galilee. Jesus walks up to them and says, “Follow Me” (Mt 4:19). And they do. They have to. The word Jesus speaks brings into being what he speaks.


  Ask Zaccheus. Jesus came to Jericho. As he enters the city, he sees the rich man sitting up in a tree. Jesus looks at him and says, “Zaccheus, hurry and come down” (Lk 19:5). And he does. He has to. The word Jesus speaks brings into being what he speaks.


  Ask Lazarus. He had died. His body had been in the tomb for four days. Jesus stands in front of the tomb and cries out with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come forth” (Jn 11:43). And the previously dead man does. Lazarus has to come forth. The word Jesus speaks brings into being what he speaks.


  What of the times when nothing seems to happen? I will wrestle with this more in the next chapter as we work through Jesus’ parable of the sower, which addresses this very question.


  But for now, let us take our stand here: the word of the living God is a performative word. It is the ground for confidence in preaching. Thus says the LORD:


  
    As the rain and the snow


    come down from heaven,


    and do not return to it


    without watering the earth


    and making it bud and flourish,


    so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater,


    so is my word that goes out from my mouth:


    It will not return to me empty,


    but will accomplish what I desire


    and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.


    (Is 55:10-11 NIV)


    For I Yahweh will speak,


    and whatever word I speak will be performed.


    (Ezek 12:25 NASB modified)

  


  And the bones came together, bone to bone, and skin covered them.


  But something is missing. More needs to happen. Ezekiel notices that although the assembled bones look like human beings, they are not yet breathing. They are like Pinocchio, the puppet who looked like a little boy but was not yet the real boy who could personally and intimately relate to Gepetto, Pinocchio’s creator.


  So, God commands Ezekiel to prophesy again, to speak God’s performative word again. But this time he is to speak to the breath, to the wind, to the spirit. Prophesy to the ruach.


  What does God mean? Does the noun refer to human spirit, to the breath of those who had died? Is God commanding the human breath to return and enter once again into the revived humanoids? Or does the noun refer to the divine Spirit, to the Spirit of God, whom God told Ezekiel he would put “within you and cause you to walk in My statutes” (Ezek 36:27)? I think the latter is the case. “Prophesy to the Spirit of God.” “Speak to the Holy Spirit.”


  If it initially seems silly to speak to the bones, it seems audacious to speak to the divine breath. A mere mortal, prophesying to God’s breath? Talk about the glory of preaching!


  Once again the prophet does what he is commanded to do. Ezekiel obeys. Ezekiel speaks. Ezekiel preaches—to the Spirit. “Thus says the LORD God, ‘Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe into these slain, that they may come to life’” (Ezek 37:9). Ezekiel does it. He speaks, strange and audacious as it may seem.


  Look what happens this time. “And the breath came into them, and they came to life and stood on their feet, an exceedingly great army” (Ezek 37:10). Not just revived individuals, as wonderful as that is, but a new community, so bound together they constituted a great army, ready to be deployed by the living God for his purposes among the nations.


  O breath of God, breathe on us in our time.


  I trust you feel encouraged by this brief engagement of this text. You probably have a host of questions, some of which I will respond to in the following chapters. Nonetheless I trust you are encouraged by this vision. The word of the living God brings into being what he declares. Not because of anything in the hearers. I want to stress this as firmly as I can. The decaying, dying bones come to life not because of anything in them. They come to life because of the inherent performative power of God’s word and the breathing forth of the Spirit.


  Word and Spirit. They are always together. A word cannot be separated from the breath that carries it. “By the word of the LORD the heavens were made, / And by the breath of His mouth all their host” (Ps 33:6).


  When we preach, when we dare to say again what the living God says, the Word and Spirit make something happen. The going forth of the Word and the breathing by the Spirit are God coming to make something happen, to make salvation happen. As the Dutch pastor and theologian Jacob Firet put it, “The word of God is not just a vibration in the air: it breaks into a situation and creates a new one.”[9] Bone came to bone, breath came into them, and they came to life.


  There are many factors at work in the preaching moment, and we need to take all of them into consideration. There is no doubt that the degree to which the preacher has been and is being affected by the text plays a role in the effectiveness of the sermon. There is no doubt that the degree of the preacher’s faithfulness to the text plays a role in the effectiveness of the sermon. I realize that the more people are open to the Word and Spirit, the more impact the sermon can have. Certainly the relationship between preacher and hearers affects what is happening during a sermon. Attention to technique also helps. Cultural dynamics surely affect the moment, either serving as a bridge to the text or as a barrier to the text. Sin and evil are clearly at work every time we preach. But the two most fundamental, essential, overriding, undergirding factors are the inherent power of God’s Word and the work of God’s Spirit. God’s Word gives life to those who cannot hear, who are not open, who are blinded by culture and sin and evil. For God’s Word brings into being what he speaks.


  That is the glory of preaching. And it is the reason why we can even use the word miracle of the preaching event.


  So I repeat the convictions I laid out in the prologue.


  
    	When the living God speaks, something happens. Always.


    	When the preacher speaks God’s Word, the living God speaks. Always.


    	When the preacher speaks God’s Word, something happens. Always?

  


  Gerhard Ebeling gave a series of lectures on the life and work of Martin Luther (later collected in his book simply titled Luther). Ebeling asked the question, “Why did Luther’s Reformation, in contrast to all prior attempts at reformation, become a reformation in deed and not just in words?” How would you answer the question? Ebeling answered it this way: “Luther’s Reformation became a reformation in deed and not just in words because Luther trusted only in the Word and not at all in deeds.”[10]


  The great Preacher puts it even more boldly: “Truly, truly, I say to you, an hour is coming and now is, when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and those who hear will live” (Jn 5:25).


  What’s that rattling sound I hear?


   


  2
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  Does It Really Always Happen?


  A Parable: Matthew 13


  In this chapter I want to wrestle with the question raised by the last. What about all those times when preaching does not seem to have any effect? Did the Word and Spirit not work in those cases?


  The question takes us into the mystery of the preaching event, a mystery in which preachers have no choice but to stand.[1]


  Yet we have to ask the “always” question. For it does not appear that something always happens when God speaks. Indeed, it often seems that for many people, nothing happens.


  In a chapter titled “Preaching as the Word of God,” Richard Lischer helps with this question. He shares a number of stories about people’s lives being turned around through preaching. He then writes, “Having seen the Word in action, we now return to a theological rationale for its truth and power. In doing so I shall try to avoid the usual hyperbole that attends to Word-of-God talk (here I am thinking of Barth and Barthians)[2] in which the Word takes on such mystical and objective properties that it fails to keep touch with reality, especially mundane realities of inept preachers and recalcitrant listeners.”[3] We know those realities all too well.


  The best way I know to wrestle with the “always” question is to turn to another biblical text that does, as Lischer puts it, keep touch with reality. Along with Ezekiel 37, the more I preach the more I find myself turning to this text for perspective and hope.


  The text is Matthew 13:1-23, where Jesus, the great Preacher, speaks of his own preaching using the word mystery. “To you has been granted to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 13:11). In this text Matthew the tax-collector-turned-evangelist gathers a number of Jesus’ parables on “the kingdom of heaven.”[4] As we read the record of Jesus’ preaching, we cannot miss the fact that his preaching is all about the kingdom: the inbreaking of the kingdom, the nature of the kingdom, the God of the kingdom and the mystery of the kingdom.[5] In Matthew 13, Jesus opens up the mysteries.


  First, let us step back and look at the Gospel of Matthew as a whole. Matthew, using accounting skills he learned as a tax collector, gathered five sets of Jesus’ teaching and preaching. Five times in his Gospel we find the phrase, or some variation, “when Jesus had finished these words” (Mt 7:28; 11:1; 13:53; 19:1; 26:1—the last time with the addition “all these words,” signaling that with the fifth section Jesus has finished his teaching/preaching ministry). Each time the phrase refers back to a body of teaching/preaching material. One could think of these five sections as five books, like the five books of Moses. Matthew portrays Jesus as the new and greater Moses. One could also think of these five sections as five sermons,[6] Jesus’ preaching compiled so that the church could preach his message. The five can be titled:


  
    The Sermon on the Mount I—Matthew 5–7

    What happens when the kingdom breaks into our lives


    The Sermon on Mission—Matthew 10

    Disciples in the world


    The Sermon on the Mystery—Matthew 13

    Understanding how the kingdom works


    The Sermon on Management—Matthew 18

    Disciples in community


    The Sermon on the Mount II—Matthew 24–25

    How to live awaiting the full inbreaking of the kingdom

  


  (You can see that Matthew laid out for us a very full preaching program; we would do well simply to start in with the first sermon and preach our way through Jesus’ preaching.)


  Seven parables are gathered together in Matthew 13, each opening up and developing “the mysteries of the kingdom.”


  
    The Parable of the Sower (Mt 13:3-9)

    Jesus’ own interpretation (Mt 13:19-23)


    The Parable of the Two Sowings (Mt 13:24-30)

    Jesus’ own interpretation (Mt 13:36-43)


    The Parable of the Mustard Seed (Mt 13:31-32)


    The Parable of the Leaven (Mt 13:33)


    The Parable of the Hidden Treasure (Mt 13:44)


    The Parable of the Pearl of Great Price (Mt 13:45-46)


    The Parable of the Dragnet (Mt 13:47-50)

  


  Now, whenever we study or preach any of Jesus’ parables we need to do so in and from the context in which he first spoke them. That context, of course, involves the life of the first century and in particular life in first century Palestine: the Roman dominance of the world, the tensions within Judaism between Pharisees and Sadducees, the differences between life in the cities and life in the agricultural villages, the struggle to put food on the table, and all the dynamics of sin and evil with which we also live in our time.


  But two contextual facts are crucial for understanding what Jesus is teaching us preachers in Matthew 13. Jesus’ own gospel preaching frames Matthew 13, and a second context arises from his preaching’s apparent ineffectiveness. This is why I as a preacher keep coming back to this chapter.


   


  Jesus Preaching His Gospel


  What is Jesus’ gospel? What is the gospel he himself preached?


  It was, in most basic form, “The kingdom has come near.” “From that time Jesus began to preach and say, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand’” (Mt 4:17). Matthew clearly states what he thinks Jesus means. Just before recording Jesus’ first, very short sermon, Matthew quotes from the prophet Isaiah:


  
    This was to fulfill what was spoken through Isaiah the prophet:


    “The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali,


    By the way of the sea, beyond the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles—


    The people who were sitting in darkness saw a great Light,


    And those who were sitting in the land and shadow of death,


    Upon them a Light dawned.” (Mt 4:14-16)

  


  Matthew sees in the coming of Jesus the advent of light in the darkness and life amidst death. Thus for Matthew, when Jesus preaches that “the kingdom has come near,” he makes the great declaration that in him and because of him, the reign of light is invading and displacing the reign of darkness, and the reign of life is invading and overcoming the reign of death.


  Mark makes all this even clearer. He tells us that after John the Baptist had been put in prison, “Jesus came into Galilee, preaching the gospel of God, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel’” (Mk 1:14-15). The gospel according to Jesus is that the long-awaited time—the time for the living God to radically intervene in history—has arrived. This implies that Jesus moves the world into a new era in history. “The time is fulfilled.” Time for what? For the kingdom of God to break into the world. It is time for God’s new world order to invade and pervade all the world orders advocated and established by human beings. As David Wenham paraphrases it, Jesus “was saying, in effect, ‘The longed-for revolution is now underway.’ ”[7] What the prophets had hoped for at the end of time was now breaking into the world in the middle of time. As George Ladd writes, “Jesus came preaching the presence of the future.”[8] It is time for the future to spill over into the present; it is time for heaven to invade the earth.


  Thus, immediately after recording Jesus’ short but explosive announcement of his gospel, both Matthew and Mark record the mighty deeds of Jesus. Jesus heals all kinds of sickness, frees people from demonic oppression and possession, repairs broken bodies. Why? These actions prove that his gospel is true: God’s new world order of light and life is breaking in. But Jesus’ deeds also provide a picture of his gospel.[9] God’s new world order is all about healing, liberating, restoring. As Hans Küng put it, the kingdom of God is “creation healed.”[10] Jesus comes into Galilee preaching his good news, and because what he announces comes into being, the kingdom starts happening.


  But things do not happen in the way most people expected. This is especially so in the mind of John the Baptist. John is disappointed in Jesus and his preaching. In John’s mind, Jesus’ preaching is simply not effective enough.


  You see, John too announced Jesus’ gospel, before Jesus did: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Mt 3:2, my translation). John had spent years out in the wilderness, away from all the distracting arrogance and chaos of human kingdoms. Out in the wilderness—where we can gain new perspective—John came to realize that there was something cataclysmic in the air; the coming of his cousin meant the coming of a new day for the world. And John spells out what he expects to see happen. As people flocked to hear him preach, he said, “As for me, I baptize you with water for repentance, but He who is coming after me is mightier than I, and I am not fit to remove His sandals; He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire” (Mt 3:11). Moreover, John expects Jesus’ baptism to involve clear signs, “His winnowing fork is in His hand, and He will thoroughly clear His threshing floor; and He will gather His wheat into the barn, but He will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire” (Mt 3:12).
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