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Preface for the Reader

 

 

 

As an adolescent, I experienced one of God’s promptings to enter the ministry through a magazine advertisement, which I still have, inviting people into the service of God. However, I mightily resisted following that path. Even at that early age, I was a discerning person and a seeker after truth. I listened intently to many Sunday school teachings and sermons that did not make sense or that simply seemed wrong. I went into the ministry reluctantly because I didn’t want to be like the ministers I heard who spoke academically or with too little truth. So I resisted becoming one of those people who would spout inaccuracies. I did not want to teach or preach imprecise or erroneous messages. I surely failed sometimes but it has always been my intention to spend much time researching and crafting sermons so they would be helpful to the person sitting in the pew. I wrote The Sermon Series in order to continue to be helpful.

 

All faithful Christians have favorite scripture verses, which can easily be committed to memory and recited instantaneously. We consider our recitations to be absolute truth. But this is God’s Word that we are talking about. So instead of proclaiming what we have felt to be a clearly true doctrine, it is imperative that we first try to understand what God was communicating in the written word. Afterward, we can recite our favorite passages in its full context and meaning. Given that there were no chapters and verses included in the original translations, the arbitrary use of selected verses can be dangerous outside of the proper context.

 

The classic example of this principle is seen in John 3:16 which is typically used to convince people what they need to do to receive eternal life. “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only son that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” (NIV) When the verse is used this way, it is usually interpreted as being meant for the individual in a personal way – so that I am saved. Often times the moral implication is that only those who have already accepted Jesus are good and all the rest are doomed.

 

However, the context and meaning of John 3:16 cannot be fully understood without John 3:17. “For God did not send his son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.” (NIV) First, John 3:16 is about God’s desire to save the entire world not individuals. Although individual people are part of the world, the intent of God is much larger. Also, verse 17 makes completely clear that God does not condemn people for not accepting the gift of Jesus but generously and continuously offers him in order to have eternal life. While some Christians employ the full understanding of these verses and understand God wants the world to become like it is in heaven and do so without guilt or shame, others do not approach the message as such.

 

The Sermon Series is designed to help ordinary Christians understand the context and complete meaning of Bible books and topics. As we understand, we can best apply the scripture to our lives. The Sermon Series deliberately intends to help Christians grow in their personal spiritual faith and its application.

My hope is that this happens for you.

Richard A Haynes, M. Div., D. Min

Pentecost, 2025


 

 

A Personal Note for Pastors

 

 

 

As people called into the Christian ministry, we pastors have a particularly heavy responsibility – to speak the truth of God and to help people under our care to grow in spirit and in truth. The Sermon Series is my attempt to share how I did that through my preaching ministry.

 

The Sermon Series is the publication and commentary on a variety of the series of sermons I have written. I believe that preaching via a series of messages is both practical for the busy pastor as well as helpful for the laity.

 

First, the continuous theme from Sunday to Sunday provides a roadmap for what is coming. It gives the preacher and other congregational leaders a heads up and time for preparation. How many times did I hear the organist or music leader ask, “Do you know on what you’re preaching? I need to select music to go with the service.” With a sermon series that problem was solved because the scriptures and themes were known ahead of time. In the long run, writing a series saves time since most of the biblical research is done at the beginning and not repeated each week. When pastoral emergencies happen and siphon time from sermon preparation, the sermon is mostly ready. 

 

When I entered the Christian ministry, I vowed I would not “lead people wrongly.” Although I surely failed with that intention, it has always been my goal. Accordingly, I spent excessive time, especially in my ministry’s early years as a solo pastor, researching, comparing commentaries and reviewing the sermons of others. I typed every sermon; and I was constantly rewriting them before the Sunday’s delivery. The majority had many hand-written corrections and even fully re-written or inserted paragraphs. Even though I had a precise text to read, when possible I learned, nearly memorized and dramatically presented every sermon. 

 

In addition, I made a conscience habit of “preaching to God.” I would do this verbally, aloud, on Saturday evenings. This effort far too often revealed inconsistencies and unclarified thoughts which I would correct. But far worse, “preaching to God” exposed my hidden agendas and raw prejudices included in the oratory. As a minister of the Gospel, I was duty-bound to bring God’s truths the best I could not my own biases and judgments. In the final analysis, “preaching to God” taught me much about myself and made me better. Every minister should “preach to God” and receive God’s feedback before indoctrinating parishioners. Furthermore, I believe that every sermon should evoke a response from the listener toward God. Thus, following each sermon I have invited people to respond with an invitation of Christian discipleship. These invitations follow each sermon text so the reader may also reflect on God’s call to them.

 

The ideas in most sermons are not new or even original. That is certainly true of those included in these volumes. During my first solo pastorate, I read and listened to many sermons written by others as well as commentaries about the scriptural texts I was using. My attempt was to accurately clarify the meaning of each topic and scripture. Because the time constraints in pastoral ministry as well as writing fifty to sixty sermons each year made difficult proper referencing, I compiled weekly messages with little concern to give full credit to those who had written before me. In the cases where I specifically used the formative ideas of others, I made references to those authors. In no way do I want to take original credit for these sermons, only for messages that help others learn the truth and apply the Christian faith. (I do value making proper citations as I did in my doctoral thesis and my first book, The Spiritual Road: Helping Others Grow Spiritually with hundreds of end notes included.)

 

Prior to being a solo pastor, I was an Associate Minister in my first congregation. I only preached a few times each year when the Senior Minister was absent. Because I remained throughout the worship service, I learned by listening to the messages of five different preachers who had entirely different approaches. 

 

For example, a traditional propositional style sermon posited a question and then proceeded to answer it – clear, simple, organized, candid and sometimes boring. On the other hand, a narrative style sermon always began and employed great, memorable stories or examples – passionate, personal, creative and sometimes disconnected from the truth of the passage. I would best remember the sermons with the stories. On the other hand, the more academic approach provided solid life guidance and straightforward truthfulness. I knew that a story that (which) contained little or no truth was ineffective and even erroneous. And having truthful assertions without stories or examples that applied them to life was inadequate and even useless. I intentionally decided to use as many great stories as possible while clearly answering questions often posited by the scriptures. On many occasions, I would begin a sermon saying, “Once upon a time in this true life story…”

 

Primarily, a series of sermons helps the listener. Verses can easily be taken out of context. However, preaching on an entire topic, section of scripture or a biblical book requires a comprehensive biblical and historical background as well as a clear overview. This framework enables listeners to more accurately understand the intention of the writer and the meaning of the message. Thus, each series is a valuable educational opportunity that enhances believers’ fuller understanding and helps them more accurately receive the biblical purpose. 

 

In addition, somewhere along the way, I heard that parishioners wanted two things from a sermon: to know what is right and to know what to do. This adage seemed wise to me and I used it as a guide in addition to writing propositional sermons with great stores.

 

I have designed The Sermon Series with seven volumes to cover the breath of Christian teachings. In addition, after each sermon I have included Bible study questions so the sermons can also be used in that context.

 

Volume One takes on the moral and ethical underpinnings of the Ten     Commandments and the Lord’s Prayer. 

Volume Two is a snapshot into primary teachings of Jesus with the Prodigal Son, six parables and questions that Jesus asked. 

Volume Three considers books of the New Testament to describe how Christians are to live. 

Volume Four focuses on spiritual growth including prayer, spiritual practices and scripture reading and how they are the best ways to relate with God and God’s world.

Volume Five unpacks the Life of Faith by understanding how to approach the Bible, explores the church as the Body of Christ plus some questions I have personally been asked. 

Volume Six is about relationships as revealed in the person of Mary, the Mother of Jesus, and various couples in the Bible as well as the effect of addictions. 

Volume Seven delves into the difficult biblical topics of War in the Bible and the Book of Revelation. 

 

All of the sermons begin with scripture as their basis. The biblical text, which is listed but not printed herein, is typically from the New International Version.

 

I hope you find The Sermon Series helpful.

Richard A Haynes, M. Div., D. Min

Pentecost, 2025 


 

 

Group Bible Study Questions

 

 

 

After each sermon, I have provided Bible study questions that can be used individually but are most effect if used in a group. When I wrote my May 1995 doctoral thesis, Designing Small Groups for Church Renewal, I learned that the value of a good Bible study came through its questions and its design. This thesis, which caused me to graduate “With Distinction,” is available at the Northern Baptist Theological Seminary library, 660 Butterfield Road, Lombard, Illinois, 60148. Using good Bible study questions in small groups significantly helped revitalize three different congregations I served. They work!

 

Small groups, including traditional Bible studies, need to be “a church” within the church. Every small group needs to have three elements to develop and function as a true Christian community. 

 

These elements are Friendship, Faith, and Focus beyond self.

 

Friendship – includes getting to know each participant in order to provide understanding, empathy and caring. Friendship bonds people together and if done well creates a deep level of trust.

 

Faith – is learning the subject or text in ways that increase a person’s faith. Faith is much more than accumulating biblical facts. Group participants need to claim the importance FOR THEMSELVES not what they are told by some authority figure. They need to make faith their own.

 

Focus Beyond Self – is based on the truism “Love is not love until you give it away.” Participants are invited to choose how, when and where they will apply what they have gleaned from the small group study. That may be to make a change in their life that makes their life different in the world. It may be to invite others who might benefit from the Bible study. It might be to provide help or support for others. It is faith in action.

 

The Bible study questions after each sermon are designed with these three elements. If practiced correctly, they will connect participants as Christians. They will allow participants to grown in faith because they are not told what to do but decide for themselves. They will strongly suggest that whatever people learn in the group will be used to make a difference in the world. In other words, the Bible study questions are designed to make the church and its faith become what Jesus hoped it would be. 

 

pray you will find that true for you and your group.

 

Richard A Haynes, M. Div., D. Min

 

Pentecost, 2025
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INTRODUCTION TO 
THE SERMON SERIES VOLUME TWO – JESUS, THE CHRIST.

 

 

 

In an effort to summarize the basic teachings of Jesus, I have selected seventeen sermons. First, I begin with the Prodigal Son. This classic story expresses the interchange between God, believers and non-believers in a way that only Jesus can deliver. Kenneth E. Bailey provides deep insights using his personal experience of the culture in which this parable was conceived. A solid understanding of this teaching sets the parameters for Jesus’ entire ministry.

 

Secondly, the Parables of Jesus sermon series includes commentary of this teaching method that Jesus used. I have illustrated seven of Jesus’ parables by interlacing them with modern day stories. The reader is invited to interpret anew these parables by not revealing what biblical teaching on which they are based until the end. 

 

The third set of sermons revolves around seven of the over three hundred questions that Jesus asked those who showed interest in and followed him. Interestingly, asking questions, rather than dogmatic preaching, was Jesus’ preferred ministry methodology. Likewise, shouldn’t we bring questions to our listeners? 

 


 

 

 

Introduction to the Prodigal Son

 

 

 

The parable of the Prodigal Son is essential to the understanding of the Christian faith as expressed in all of its three branches especially in the Eastern Orthodox Church. My thoughts and preaching are principally informed by the works of Rev. Dr. Kenneth E. Bailey who, as an Arabic speaker, spent forty years researching and teaching in Egypt, Lebanon, Palestine, Israel and Cyprus. He paid particular attention to the cultural and social mores of the near-eastern worldview. Accordingly, his explanation of the Prodigal Son and other parables use the historical and ethnic insights that bring this beloved story alive and forms the solid basis to interpret Christianity.
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