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Expository Preaching, Part 1: Nature and Importance

George O. Wood, D.Th.P.
Geneal Secretary, Assemblies of God

| grew up as an MK, PK and EK
(missionay@®, pastor@ and evangdist@ kid)
in the Assemblies of God. My paents
moved often. | don® want to count the
number of different schools | attended. The
longest my family stayed in any one place
was abouttwo and a hdf years. Mog of the
other stopswere shorter.

Althoughcalled to the ministry myself, | did
not want an itinerant lifestyle. My god was
to find roots, locate oneplace and remain in
it.

While attending seminay, | picked up an
issue of Christianity Today The lead article
focused on W. E. Criswell and his twenty-
fifth anniversary as pastor of First Baptist
Church in Dallas. Asked the reason for his
longerity in one pastorate, Criswell replied,
(Expostory preaching.O Upon arriving at
First Baptist, he began preaching from
Genesis 1:1 and, throughoutthose 25 years,
had joumeyed straight through the Bible to
theend of the Book of Revelation.

| was amazed and intrigued. Criswell said
the Bible was inexhaudible and, if you
preached it, you wouldn®run out of things
to say. | thoughtto myself, If that® how |
can stay in one church for a longtime, 1Gn
goingto bean expostory preache also.

That was a poor motive for geting into
expostory preaching. | soon found thee
were many good reasons | did not try to
copy Criswell in joumeying through the
Bible from cove to cove. | took a Bible

book at atime, in a nonsequential order, as
| felt the Spirit leading me. Neverthdess, |
did stay 17 years in my one and only
pastorate.

| had an interesting beginning. Maybe 60
people were at my tryout sermon. | had my
best sermon all polished and ready to go, but
as | sat on the platform through the early
pat of the service, | felt the Holy Spirit
telling me to lay it aside (a rare event for
me) and smply step to the pulpit and quoie
Scripture. | had committed to memory about
45 minutes of the Gogd naratives on the
life, death, and resurrection of Christ. |
arguad with this impulse. | hadn®reviewed
my memorized passages in a couple of
weeks. What if my mind blanked out? They
would think me afool. On the other hand, if
| did successfully remember and ddiver my
memorized life of Jesus they would think |
was showing off.

| had to make adecision as| stepped behind
the pulpit. | opened my mouth and out came,
On the beginning was the Word, and the
Word was with God, and the Word was
GodO | coninued quoing the entire
prologue of John® Gospd. People opened
thar Bibles, expecting me to begin
preaching from tha text, but I was quickly
out of Johninto Luke 2, the birth narative.
From there, | went on to JesusObaptism and
temptation, the wedding at Cana and so on.
After about 10 minutes, a holy hush began
to descend on us People put away thar
Bibles and began to listen. (The power of
the spoken Word itselfBwithout explication



or explanaionExivets hearts.) | finished the
sermon with Isaiah 53, the interpretative
ovelay for the misson of Christ, and sat
down. In 45 minutes, | had never said one
word of my own. | had not greeted the
people. | had not introduced my family. |
had spoken only God® Word.

That tryout sermon was a prophdic tip-off
to wha the Lord wanted of me as a pastor to
thoe people. He wanted me to take his
Word and bresk it as the bread for life.

My first expostory seriessfrom John®
GogpdBlasted about sx months | was
straight out of a college classroom context,
and those dear people had to suffer greatly
from my bookish approach to Scripture. |
had 100 pecent good exegess,
hemeneutical aptitude and amos no
practical relevance! Thank the Lord for
good, gentle lay people who encourage
young ministers jug out of schoolEbold
confident preachers who have al the
answvers without knowing any of the
guestiond

My series in John did not draw crowds
Neverthdess, Criswell@ article remained to
me as north on the compass, a fixed
guiddine for assuring pastoral longevity. As
| drew near to the end of John | prayed
aboutthe next series and felt the Holy Spirit
impressing me to preach throughLeviticus |
mug say, at the time, | wasn® for sure this
prompting was from the Spirit or from
craziness. | protested: Qord, thisis aboring
book. When people make New Year®
resolutions to read the Bible through, ther
wagons of intention break down in the
wilderness of LeviticusOlIn addition, | am
not an alegorical preache and was not
about to get into fandful interpretations of
the color of threads in the tabernacle. How
could Leviticusberelevant?

Still, the impression remained, OPreach
through LeviticusO My trump card was
Leviticus15.1 said, Q.ord, | can®even read
tha chapter in public (it dedls with bodiy
emissiong, let aone preach from it.Ol felt

the Lord say to me, CBtart with chapter 1,
and when you get to chapter 15, 10 show
youwhda to dowithit.O

Reluctantly, | began. In introdudng the
series to the congregation | said, QVe are
going to find out practically if 2 Timothy
3:16 is actudly true @Al Scripture is God-
breathed and is wuseful for teaching,
rebuking, correcting and training in
righteousess. @Please don®fault me here.
My theological conviction is firm that 2
Timothy 3:16 is true regardless of my
expeience. However, our unwillingness to
preach from whole segments of the Bible
speeks loude about our confidence in
Scripture than our mental affirmation of
dodrine

The five offerings of Leviticus 1 through7
opened powerfully before me week after
week as they addressed human need and
God® answers. Inaredibly, the church began
to grow. | guess word mug have gotten
aroundtha ayoungpreache in this hard-to-
find A-frame church, was preaching from, of
al things the Book of Leviticus and it was
making sens. Monthslater, when | finished
Leviticus | was preaching to 300 people
rather than the 100 who were in the pews
when the series began.

Wha happened to Leviticus15?

My weekly pdtern of sermon preparation
was. Monday, day of study and exegesis for
the sermons to be preached tha week;
Tuesday morning, more study; Wednesday
morning, puting the outine togehe with
suppoting illudrations and finishing
Wednesday night® message Thursday, all
day completing prepaation for Sundy@
sermons In short, about 24 hours of every
workweek was given ove to sermon
preparation. The bdance of the time went to
pastoral leadership, administration,
vigtation or whatever. This pdtern amog
never varied over the length of 17 years in
pasturing, except for weeks | had guest
speakers.



If you do not spend a significant amount of
your time in preparation, you will not feed
your flock. And, if theflock is not fed, they
will start eating you and ther fellow church
members.

Scholar Richard Israel of Yae University
told of theelders of alittle Eastern European
community coming to ther rabbi to tell him
how conaerned they were about his hedlth.
Studying the sacred texts 20 hours a day was
jugt too much for him, they protested.

The rabbi responda, O redly have no
aternaive. If | study 20 hours a day, you
will study 14 hours a day. If you study 14
hours aday, the students in the academy will
study 12 hours a day. If they do tha, then
the housholders of the village will come to
the synagoguethree times a day to say ther
prayers. If our smple housholders pray
three times a day, then the merchants who
pass throughour villagewill be embarrassed
not to go to the synagogLe on the Sabbah;
and if the merchants go to the synagogue
every Sabbah, then | know tha Rothschild
will be in the synagogue for the Day of
AtonementtO This rabbi had wisdy
undestood the power of persond example
influenang the behavior of thoe to whom
he ministered!

My fundamental duty as a pastor isto preach
the Word. My seconday duties may indude
adminigtration,  promotion, overseeing
development of physca facilities and
visgtation. However, unless | give the
preaching of the Word my first priority, the
heart of the church has collapsed.

The heart is a punp. God has ordaned that
through the preaching of the Word, a
condant supply of spiritud life and power
be pumped into the church, His people.
Churches die when the pastor has nothing
from God to say to the people. The
congregaion may bein abeautiful building;
the educationd, sodal, and organizationd
emphasis may be supeb; but unless the
pulpit ringswith a vibrant word from God,
that church has atermind illness. Theillness

may be short or long but eventudly deathis
sure to result. The study of God® Word
mug be at the top of my persond priorities
if | expect members of my congregdion to
have it asoneof thears.

Back to Leviticus 15. 1 came to my office at
8 o@lock tha Monday morning, sat down at
my desk and opened my Bible to Leviticus
15. Before ever cracking the commentaries,
| aways take time to look at the Scripture
without any aids It is jug the Bible and I.
That morning | said, Q.ord, it the week of
Leviticus 15. You told me you would show
me what to do when | got here. Well, 1Gn
here.Olngantly, as | read the text, the Holy
Spirit droppeal this sermon title into my
heart, O\ Very Persond God.O Titles for
sermons are invaiably difficult for me and
usudly they never come untl the end of the
sermon prepaation process. However, hee
was thetitle before | had donethe exegesis,
sermon structure or illugrationd

That Sunday, | read Leviticus 15 to a very
quiet audience. | can assure you that if you
read tha chgpter publicly your audience will
also be quiet. | began, Vlany of you think
God is remote. He@ caled the Man
Updairs. You may think He is far removed
from your pesond world and cares. You
may feel He doesn® even know you exist.
WEell, this chepter tells you tha God knows
you rather well. He designed your plumbing
system. If He knows even thos ddails
aboutyou, you can be assured He knows the
rest of you life dlso.0

Why do | relate these persond experiences?
Because the best définition of preaching |
ever heard was CPreaching is youOlt is the
divine communication of truth throughyour
human persondity. None of us will preach
exactly the same way from any given text,
but those who (oreach the WordOwill find
the Lord at work in thar own life and the
lives of the people they pastor.

Wha is expostory preaching? It involves
taking a block of Scripture (a verse, a
paragraph, a chgpter, a bookK) and answering



two questions (1) Wha did it say? and (2)
Wha does it say? In answering those two
guestions the propostion, main points and
sub-points of the message are controlled by
the text itself. In topical preaching, the
preache can choo his or her own outine
In textud preaching, the main points are
controlled by the text, and the preacher can
fill in whaever he or she feels led. In
expostory preaching, the text totaly
controls the content of the message. One is
notfree to huntor pick wha heor shewants
to emphasize or ignore.

Let@ consde the two questions above. To
preach expostorily, | mudg answver both.
Question ong, QVha did it say?Qinvolves
exegesis and hemeneutics. | want to
undestand as best | can wha each word or
phrase meant to the biblical writer and to the
people of God to whomthis word first came.
Thus | hit the Bible dictionaies, lexicons
conmrdance and commentaries to better
undestand this text.

Too often we want to skip the hard task of
really undestanding the Scripturein order to
get immediately to the application. This is
onereason why we often skip difficult parts
in Scripture (such as Leviticus).

No sermon is complete, however, if we have
answered the first question only. We mug
also consider, QVhat does it say?0In order
words | mud move past exegess to
application. How does this andent living
Word relate to the contemporary needs of
personsto whom| will preach?

Preaching mug aways involve one foot
planted firmly in exegesis and the othe in
application. Sermonswill be dry as chipsif
only exegetic. Exegesis tells wha the
Scripture said; application, wha it says.

Many a congregaion has been put to eep
by a sermon tha never madeit into the here
and now of experience. It becomes a very
dry dull history lesson. However, sermons
tha neglect exegess for the sake of
application will eventudly produe a

biblicaly illiterate congregation, prey to
false winds of dodrine and the gdes of
satanic adversity. Generaly, if a sermon
fails to interest, ingire or chdlenge the
preache did not answer oneor both of these
guestions

Phillips Brooks the great American
preacher of another generation, so aptly said,
No exhortation to a good life tha does not
put behind it some truth as deegp as eternity
can seize and hold the congtience.O

Paul told Timothy to keep Qhe patern of
sound teachingd (2 Timothy 1:13).
Essentially, Paul was saying he followed a
system of teaching. His preaching-teaching
methodshad not conssted of isolated pieces
of information and scattered spiritud
exhortations One has only to read Paul to
detect how orderly heis.

In Bible study, a person is not well advised
to try a hop-and-skip method. If a person
readsa chapter in Romans oneday, switches
to a pat of Revelation the next, and goes
back to Exodus the following day and
continues this random procedure for long
periods heor sheis not going to profit from
his study.

If the above comments are true about
persond study, they also apply to preaching.
Does my preaching carry on the systematic
expostion of truth? Am 1 giving forth a
pattern of soundwords? Should there not be
a relationship between last week@ sermons
and this week®? Last month@ and this
month@? Or even last year® and this
year(®?

Some feel tha following a sermon plan
wherein the preacher takes weeks or months
to sequentially QvalkOthe flock through a
book in the Bible actually inhibits the Holy
Spirit. AAren® you ruling out the leading of
the Spirit?Othey ask. Not at al, unless your
view of the Spirit meanstha everything He
does mug beingantaneoudy sponaneous



| bdieve the Spirit can give me direction for
a whole series just as easily as He can for
onemessage Neverthdess, | mug never be
inflexible. If, in the midg of a series, the
Holy Spirit puts uponmy heart some special
word, | have no hesitation to interrupt the
series.

| have found great advantages in expostory
preaching for both the church and myself.

1. Over time, the congregation is exposed to
the totality of God® Word. If | preach just
how to do itOmessages (making a marriage
work, rearing children, bang finandally
secure, becoming a success, defeating
stress), | will completely omit essentia
truths upon God® heart. On the other hand,
if | faithfully preach theWord, | will address
al of people@ felt neads of people because
God®@Word is fantastically relevant.

Preaching throughmajor blodks of Scripture
forces me to address subjects | would not
choo®, but God has ordaned to be
congdered. Such expoaure of the people to
God® Word will ground ther faith, not in
the opinions of men, hobbyhose dodrines
or latest fads but in God® written
revelation. If you ge your people into the
Word, you will ga& the Word into your
people.

2. Spiritud maturity is built. In the past 20
years, the Pentecogal/Charismatic world has
been through extremes in discipleship
emphasis, fascingion with coughing up
demons hedth/iweath gogd, dominion
theology Byou name it. All during this time,
| kept preaching the Bible systematically to
our people. We log amog no oneto these
eements of Q@haismania® Why? Our
people had been groundel in the Word.
They had become accusomed to having
Scripture dealt with in context, line-by-ling,
word-by-word. They could smel a
Scripture-twister a mile off. They knew
when someone was lifting a text out of
context and distorting it.

In our emphasis on revival, we must never
forget tha thefirst hdlmark of an apogolic
church is commitment to the aposlesO
dodrine (Acts 2:42). How can people
become groundel in the teaching of the
apodles if al they get is someone3 latest
revelation? Expostory preaching hdps our
people not become prey to every wind of
dodrine

3. All the issues God wants dedt with are
dedt with in God@® time. | have never
ceased to be amazed a how God would
apply a sermon with a series at the just the
right time of nead for eithe the
congregaion or an individud in it. A
runavay found heself in our church one
Sunday evening. | Go happenedOto bein a
series on the Ten Commandments. Which
commandment did | preached from the night
tha girl wandeed into our midd and was
saved? (Honoryour father and mother.O

| think of the second series | did on
Leviticus ten years after the first. My text
tha Sundg was from chgpters 13 and 14ba
lengthy passage on leprosy. | explained to
the congregaion tha the biblica word
leprosy embraced many skin conditions
induding psoriasis. | didn® know tha a
local community college professor and his
wife were visiting the church tha morning
or tha he had a long-standing and panful
condition of psoriasis tha was untreatable
and inopeable. This couple comes in, and
hears a minister preaching on the theme,
QWVha Your Skin Is Telling You About
God.OHow odd butpeculiarly relevant

If | were smply selecting what | wanted to
preach on week by week, | would have
never chosen Leviticus 13 and 14. However,
the Lord knew this couple would be there
tha Sunda. They were so intrigued, they
came back the next Sunday. At the close of
the service, they responde to the altar call,
and God healed him ingantly.

Preaching expostorily gave me great liberty
to ded with sendtive matters. The
congregaion knew | wasn® pesondly



picking on them when | came to a text that
was uncomfortable to them. This wasn® a
preacher® opinion; it was God® The
preache hadn® singled them out the
passage smply fell open to them tha day
because tha® where the pastor was in his
joumey throughtha bookin theBible.

4. Expostory preaching builds a sense of
reliability. Personsin our congregaion knew
they could bring unsaved family and friends
to the service and they would not be
surprised by an unprepaed rambling
sermon. Often in Pentecoda circles, we
amog veneate unpredictability. | think we
need to place more emphais on
predictability. Our people knew where to
open ther Bibles when it came time for the
sermon.

In fact, as our church grew, people often
identified ther entry into the church by the
text | wasin that Sunday. GDh, pastor | came
to church first when youwere in Romans8.0

If there are advantages in expostory
preaching for the church, the plusses are
even greater for the preacher himself. There
is no fumbling for direction each week. |
don®know how many hours | would have
wasted over 17 yearsif every week | started
from scratch trying to figure out wha | was
going to preach on tha week. | aways
knew. The next chegpter. Or the next

paragraph.

This meant | was able to avoid the Saturday
night panic. In 17 years of pastoring, |
bdieve there were only two times when
Sunday®@ sermons were not ready for
ddivery by the end of the workday on
Friday.

Each Monda, | came to my office early in
the morning, opened my Bible and started
with God® Word for my life and our church
tha week. Never once did God fail to speak
to me from his Word. God is not silent when
we approach his Word. God always spoke to
me even though| was not aways a good
condut for His message Yes, even

expostory preaches lay an GeggOfrom time
to timel

5. Expostory preaching provided me many
oppotunities to develop sermonic resources.
As| entered anew series, | visited Christian
bookgores and libraries to cull out wha
tools | needed to purchase for the new
series. | boughtthose commentaries or hdps
tha assisted me in answvering well either of
my two founddiond questions (1) What did
it say? and (2) Wha does it say? Over the
course of years, | was able to develop agood
library as well as a rich resource of
illugrationsand applicationd materials.

6. Nothing foders persond spiritud growth
in a pastor more than expostory preaching.
Why? Oneis forced to study systematically
and inaulcate God® Word pesondly. |
always had more material than | could ever
ue in the preaching event. 1 was the
bendiciary of the oveflow. Expostory
preaching enables one to minister from the
ovaflow rather than a hdf-full or empty
cup.

7. Expostory preaching does promote
longerity in the pastorate. | lasted 17 years
and never felt that | had run out of preaching
material.

Why do so many pastors leave the ministry?
Surely, one reason is bumout Thee is a
depletion of the minister@ physcal, mental,
emotiond and spiritud energy. | foundthe
systematic study and persond spiritud
prepaation required for  expostory
preaching an irreplaceable source of
renewal. The congegaion never grew tired
of God®Word, and | didn®either.

As a pastor, you cannot be all thingsto all
people. Early on, | degermined my major
concentration would be uponthe ministry of
the Word and | would alocate the time
necessary to do that well. After al, we are
called to be Ga workman who does not nesd
to be ashamed and who correctly handles the
word of truthQ(2 Timothy 2:15). This meant
| had to give lesser priority to counsling,



adminigtration, visitation and other aspects
of theministry. This did not mean, however,
tha these other ministries were neglected.
As pastor, | can ddegae many things. The
onething | cannot ddegate is the preaching
ministry.

The apogles came to this conduson for
spiritud leadership long before I: QWVe . . .
will give our attention to prayer and the

ministry of the wordO(Acts 6:4). Keep your
priorities straight, and God will build His
church throughyou!

You do not have to be an expostory
preacher to prodaim God® Word faithfully.
The Holy Spirit blesses al kinds of
preaching styles and methods However,
expostory preaching will enrich your life
and the people to whom God has called you.



