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 Preface

How can preaching be taught? That question has provoked and inspired 
me for many years. My fi rst preaching class was made up of six men in 
Central Baptist Church, Hillsboro, Texas, in 1971. They wanted to learn 
how to preach, so I attempted to teach them. At the time I was a doctoral 
student at Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary in Fort Worth. I 
never thought I would teach homiletics full-time.

There is some doubt that preaching can be taught at all, or should be. 
Some feel sincerely that those who are to preach are born with the talents 
and supernaturally gifted by God at their call. It is, in that view, a near 
blasphemy to try to teach someone to do what God has already prepared 
him for.

I do believe that the gifts for preaching are from God, but I also believe 
that skills must be developed. We are all stewards of what God has invested 
in us. As in every aspect of this Christian life, God chooses to use us and 
holds us accountable for our stewardship. We are ever learning, growing, 
and sharpening our tools for this calling.

So I have persisted in trying to learn how to teach preaching, and I am 
still learning. In recent years I have come to a growing conviction that a 
skills development approach holds much promise in training for homiletics. 
In one sense all preaching classes must deal with the development of skills. 
But I am searching for better ways to identify and strengthen the specifi c 
skills needed for more effective sermon preparation.

Writers and teachers of homiletics of many generations have left their 
creative mark on these ideas. Seldom does anyone come along with a really 
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new perspective. Some of those who have, however, are cited in these 
chapters. Perhaps there is nothing essentially new to today’s preaching. 
But new combinations of ideas and new emphases for this day are being 
presented by contemporary teachers. It is a good and rich day to study 
preaching.

Many have had a hand in this present study. Hundreds of preaching 
students have evaluated class after class, made suggestions, offered good 
ideas for improvement. Student assistants and tutors have analyzed with me 
what we were doing, to offer their insights. It is not an exaggeration to say 
that every semester meant going back to the drawing board in some major 
area. Out of all this input these methods have evolved, step-by-step. They 
are still evolving.

I am also grateful, as ever, for the patient reading and advice of my wife 
and partner in ministry, Sharon. My son, Michael McDill, has given special 
help with this study and will continue to do so as we both teach from these 
chapters. My thanks go as well to the valuable counsel of colleague and 
friend, Austin Tucker.

My prayer is that this study will help some who are called to the greatest 
mission on earth, proclaiming the gospel of Jesus Christ to a needy world. 
I praise God for the privilege of making a small contribution to their 
ministries.

Wayne McDill
Wake Forest, North Carolina

August 1993
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  Preface to the Second Edition

There is something dynamic and fulfi lling about a second chance. We 
do not often get the opportunity to go back and fi x what at fi rst effort was 
inadequate, perhaps even seriously fl awed. We often say, “If I had it to do 
over again,” as a fond wish but with little expectation of fulfi llment. So I 
take it as a blessing and an opportunity to go back and rewrite 12 Essential 
Skills for Great Preaching. It is really not going back but rather taking the 
ideas in the book forward.

A lot has happened in the twelve years since the book fi rst came out. 
Many more books on preaching have been written, some of them making 
a new and signifi cant contribution to the fi eld. And my own thinking has 
evolved. Though my basic convictions about preaching have not changed, 
the way I express those ideas has grown.

In these dozen years I have had the privilege of interacting with hundreds 
of students as we labored over sermons together. They have often been my 
teachers, with the questions they ask, occasionally with a challenge to some 
idea in the textbook.

I am grateful for the reviews, personal letters, suggestions, and words 
of appreciation received from preachers across the nation and beyond. 
Especially helpful to me have been the suggestions of the professors who 
have used the text.

I have been helped especially by two sons, Michael McDill and Matthew 
McDill. They understand and practice these methods well in their preaching 
and have helped with the substance and style of the book. Also special 
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thanks to Mael Disseau, who has as keen an eye for writing style and clarity 
as I have seen.

Those who have contributed sample sermons, along with the spadework 
of the twelve exercises, have done so as part of an M.Div. course in expository 
preaching in the spring of 2005. This new feature for the second edition will 
allow the reader to see several examples, following specifi c texts through 
every step in the process.

I offer this second edition as “new and improved” but with no illusions 
that I fi nally have it right. I trust, by the grace of God, that it might be 
helpful.

Wayne McDill
Wake Forest, North Carolina 

McDill Skills-Preaching.indb   viiiMcDill Skills-Preaching.indb   viii 4/10/06   4:49:02 PM4/10/06   4:49:02 PM



Skill. This does not refer merely to style and 
delivery, but also to the collection, choice, 

and arrangement of materials. All who preach 
eminently well—and the same thing is true 

of secular speakers—will be found, with 
scarcely an exception, to have labored much to 

 acquire skill.1

—John A. Broadus, 1870
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Introduction

Strengthening Sermon 
Preparation Skills

Michael Jordan made it look so easy. The legendary basketball player 
could run headlong down the court, bouncing the ball on the fl oor, while 
several other men tried to get in his way, then leap into the air with others 
clamoring about him, and cause a pumpkin-sized ball to slip through a steel 
hoop as easily as dropping a lump of sugar into your coffee. We celebrated 
his skill by cheering and through him feeling some fl eeting sense of personal 
accomplishment. I wish I could do that.

I have also been a fan of Itzhak Perlman. Hearing him play a Mozart 
violin concerto, I marveled. He closed his eyes in his characteristic way, 
delighting in every note, his facial expressions animated as though he were 
singing through the violin. I was caught up in his performance and found 
myself moving with the fl ow of the music. I wish I could do that.

But I cannot play basketball like Michael Jordan or the violin like Itzhak 
Perlman. Neither can you. What did they have that I do not? Why could 
they perform the way they did while I am only skilled enough at their craft 
to watch? In the fi rst place they had the gifts for it. Built into the genetic 
formula for these two very different men was a treasure of giftedness few 
people have.

2
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 Introduct ion 3

Another difference between these two men and the rest of us is the 
time and effort they put into developing those gifts. While you and I 
were watching television as children, Michael Jordan at the same age was 
dribbling and shooting baskets. Itzhak Perlman was practicing his scales 
and double stops. They invested their freedom in disciplined practice of 
their skills while most of us were using up our freedom at something else. 
Ultimately they had the freedom to perform as one in a million can, while 
the rest of us are not free to do that.

My guess is that somebody, somewhere along the way, helped these two 
stars with their training. No matter what his gifts, everyone needs help. They 
were taught the basic principles of their craft, the technique for every skill 
they would need. And they practiced. They practiced hours. They practiced 
devotedly. They were driven to practice insatiably while other young people 
were making softer decisions about their time.

Not only am I not good at basketball and playing the violin, neither am 
I good at a host of other activities. Why? It takes not only the gifts but also 
the time. I heard a nationally known preacher say in a pastor’s conference, 
“I determined early in my ministry that I could not afford to be good at 
golf. I decided to be good at preaching. You have to choose what you will 
be good at because you can be good at only a very few things.” What have 
you decided to be good at? Whatever you would do well calls for some 
giftedness for that particular task. To do well you must develop the skills 
associated with those gifts.

The Focus of This Study
Preaching is not an easy assignment. In every generation someone 

declares that preaching as we have always known it is a thing of the past. 
Alternatives are suggested that will be much more effective—counseling, 
drama, audiovisual media, lectures using PowerPoint.

Words from the ancient book of Ecclesiastes are still true today for the 
work of the faithful preacher. “And moreover, because the Preacher was 
wise, he still taught the people knowledge; yes, he pondered and sought 
out and set in order many proverbs. The Preacher sought to fi nd acceptable 
words; and what was written was upright—words of truth” (Eccl. 12:9–10).

Many writers of homiletics books advocate expository preaching. They 
claim that real preaching is biblical preaching and that authentic biblical 
preaching must expose the meaning of a text of Scripture. Other homileticians 
claim that the sermon must be set free from the bonds of Scripture.2

In this study I am advocating expository preaching with a methodology 
based on four specifi c emphases that spell out the approach presented 
here.

First, our approach to the text will involve inductive Bible study. 
This technique aims at a careful examination and analysis of the text in 
all its details to discover what the writer intended to say. Though I would 
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encourage you to use the original biblical languages as you are able, we will 
work from the English text in these exercises.

Second, our method for getting from text to sermon is a traditional one 
called the key word method. This method keeps the preacher on track for 
allowing the text to speak through the sermon in its content and purpose. It 
is a classic approach to expository preaching.

Third, the selection and arrangement of sermon material uses rhetorical 
elements common to persuasive speech. With this approach we recognize that 
sermon material functions in four ways: explanation, illustration, argumentation, 
and application. Each of these elements contributes to a balanced appeal to 
the hearer for communicating biblical truths and persuading the audience 
to receive them.

Fourth, the method presented here for planning the sermon presentation 
focuses on an oral design for maximum audience appeal. This audience-
centered approach for presenting the sermon aims to communicate the 
biblical ideas in the most effective way. A sermon is by defi nition an oral 
presentation and must be planned for the ear of the hearer.

These four emphases are the basis for the four sections of the book.
Let me also say from the outset that this study will be limited in several 

signifi cant ways. For one thing this is not a book about preaching but a study 
on how to prepare expository sermons. Many of the topics often covered 
in homiletics texts will not be addressed: the history of preaching, the 
preacher’s personal life, various methods for sermon preparation, sermon 
delivery, among others.

Recent decades have seen a growing emphasis on narrative preaching 
and inductive preaching. These emphases have raised important concerns 
about how sermons can honor text forms and heighten audience interest. 
Though we do affi rm these concerns, this study will not be about how to do 
narrative and inductive preaching.

A Skills Development Plan
The premise of this book is simple: Preachers can improve their 

preaching signifi cantly by strengthening twelve specifi c skills used in the 
preparation of expository sermons. Here we concentrate on twelve tasks 
that are necessary to the most effective sermon preparation.

What do we mean by “skills development”? By skill we mean a profi ciency 
or expertness in a particular craft, gained by training and experience. Skills 
are developed through a step-by-step training program with suffi cient 
practice in the appropriate tasks. Skills development, then, is the gradual 
growth in one’s profi ciency in a particular craft. Skills development focuses 
on the practical application of the knowledge in a given fi eld. Here are six 
aspects of a program of skills development as we apply them to sermon 
preparation.

It is important to understand the basic concepts behind the skills you 
are learning. If you understand why something is done, you are more likely 
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 Introduct ion 5

to remember how it is done. The skills necessary to effective expository 
preaching are based on the principles of biblical interpretation, sermon 
structure and development, language use, and communication. As we 
understand those principles, the particular skills we need will make more 
sense and we will understand better the importance of those skills in the 
work of sermon preparation.

Skills development training requires hands-on experience working with 
the material of a given craft. You will never develop skills for a particular 
task just by hearing about it. You have to be a doer and not a hearer only. 
This will involve an understanding of the properties of the raw material 
with which you work. If it is basketball, you have to get a feel for the ball 
and the basket. In the case of sermon preparation, the raw materials are 
ideas and language, particularly in the words of the text and of your sermon. 
You are a word crafter in handling the words of Scripture and the words of 
your sermon. So you have to get a feel for words and for selecting them and 
combining them for the best results.

Skills are best learned when they are fi rst explained in step-by-step terms. 
The skills for any performance involve specifi c actions that must be taken in 
a certain order. This requires clear and concrete instructions. Learning how 
to do anything is much easier if the task is broken down into achievable 
steps that can be taken one at a time. Written instructions should be clear 
enough for reference and reinforcement as you continue to practice.

Skills development must take into account that different persons come to 
the task with varying experience and expertise in the particular skill. So 
it is with the development of preaching skills. You do best to work at your 
own pace and level. If you are already skilled in a particular task, you will 
want to move on to other skills you need to strengthen. Different preachers 
also have different levels of giftedness, creativity, and potential. It is best to 
deal with the basics while allowing plenty of room for creative freedom.

Skills development calls for modeling of the particular tasks so that the 
student can see how an experienced craftsman does it. No matter how clear 
instructions may be, good examples are necessary. It is best to have a coach 
present to demonstrate the particular task you are learning. As you work at 
strengthening sermon preparation skills, you will need not only instructions 
but also examples that show what the task looks like on paper. This book is 
designed to provide the instructions and examples you need for expository 
preaching.

In skills development there is no substitute for practice. Just because you 
think you understand something doesn’t mean you can do it. Practice is the 
only way to master a skill, even in sermon preparation. This means writing, 
writing, and more writing. Completing a task one time is not practice. At 
fi rst the work may seem tedious, and you are uncertain. But as you keep 
working with different texts, you will fi nd yourself more and more at home 
with each task. Do not work at one preparation task for more than three 
or four hours at a time. After that you may become mentally fatigued and 
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frustrated with the task. Regular and consistent practice over the weeks is 
better than too much at once.

Gifts and Skills
As preachers we come in all varieties. Some have dynamism in personality 

that others do not. Some are more passionate, more caring, and fi erier 
by nature. Some have clearer articulation by nature while others seem to 
mumble or stutter. Some are naturally dramatic and extroverted, relishing 
the spotlight, while others tremble with dread at standing before a crowd. 
But we are all gifted and can develop the skills appropriate to those gifts.

A call to preach comes with the gifts necessary to that calling. Though 
they are not completely developed, you have the gifts necessary for these 
qualities if you are called. John Broadus wrote in 1870 that the preacher 
needs “the capacity for clear thinking, with strong feelings, and a vigorous 
imagination; also capacity for expression, and the power of forcible 
utterance.”3 Many generations have passed since those words were written, 
but the gifts necessary for preaching are the same.

We use the word gift to mean a natural quality or endowment conferred by 
God himself, whether spiritual gifts or natural abilities. The New Testament 
discussion of spiritual gifts includes preaching as a distinct endowment 
from God given by the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 12:10, 28–29). Talent means a gift 
committed to one’s trust to use and improve. This use of the word comes 
from the parable of the talents. So talent has come to mean any natural 
faculty, ability, or power.

The idea of skills, however, is different from gifts and talents. A skilled 
person is one who has acquired ability, usually gained through special 
experience or a regular program of training. Though we may not be able 
to change our gifts or talents, we can work on the skills that express them. 
We can develop natural talents and spiritual gifts alike through training and 
experience.

We inherit these natural gifts from our forebears through complex and 
unique genetic patterns. I have been surprised at times at how much I am 
like my dad. I have made some gesture, stood in a certain way, or laughed, 
and felt the presence of my dad in it. That’s as it should be. That package 
of inherited traits is what I have to work with as I try to become the best 
preacher possible to me.

Moses complained as one of his many excuses, “Lord, I have never been 
eloquent. . . . I am slow of speech and tongue” (Exod. 4:10 NIV). But God’s 
answer was pointed: “Who has made man’s mouth? . . . Now therefore, go, 
and I will be with your mouth and teach you what you shall say” (Exod. 
4:11). Moses was not a “born preacher,” but God planned to use him 
anyway.

Jesus, in the parable of the talents, acknowledges that we are not all 
endowed with the same gifts (Matt. 25:14–30). God, in his sovereignty, has 
done as he pleased to give each of us what he chooses. The point of the 
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parable is not how much each receives but what he does with it. Whatever 
the level of giftedness, each is to account to his Lord for the use of what he 
receives. That is precisely where we fi nd ourselves today as preachers. God 
has invested in us all we need for the challenge of his calling. Now we are 
the faithful stewards of his gifts.

Preparation Skills
The preparation of sermons involves a series of tasks that the preacher 

must accomplish one at a time. Most preachers work out their own system 
of sermon preparation by trial and error. They just fall into certain study 
habits. The more organized sorts plan their work in better detail. The rest just 
muddle through. Most preachers fall into a pattern of sermon preparation 
based more on bad habits than good homiletics.

Twelve Skills for Preparing Expository Sermons

Section 1: Text Analysis

1. Diagramming the Text Structure: Charting the function and relationship of various ideas in 
the text.

2. Noting the Text Details: Recognizing and noting the signifi cance of details in the text.

3. Asking Research Questions: Asking questions for the best research to understand the 
writer’s meaning.

Section 2: Theological Interpretation

4. Naming the Text Idea: Naming from themes in the text the one idea that unlocks the text’s 
meaning.

5. Bridging from Text to Sermon: Constructing an interpretive bridge for bringing the truth of 
the text to its expression in the sermon.

6 Writing Sermon Divisions: Wording divisions clearly to state the teachings of the text on its 
subject.

Section 3: Sermon Development

7. Balancing Persuasive Elements: Planning support material for the understanding, 
acceptance and response of the hearer.

8. Exploring Natural Analogies: Finding natural analogies that precisely and vividly picture 
sermon ideas.

9. Drawing Pictures, Telling Stories: Using vivid language to create word pictures of biblical 
and contemporary scenes and stories.

Section 4: Sermon Design

10. Touching Human Experience: Tracing from Scripture truths to the hearer’s particular need 
for those truths.

11. Aiming for a Faith Response: Planning every aspect of sermon design toward the aim of a 
faith response in the hearer.

12. Planning the Oral Presentation: Determining the selection and arrangement of sermon 
materials for the most effective communication.
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What I have detailed in this study is a series of exercises you can use to 
strengthen expository sermon preparation skills at your own pace. Each 
task can become a part of your own sermon preparation system. Each 
one addresses a specifi c aspect of good preparation. Each skill is based on 
sound principles in interpretation or communication and results in specifi c 
benefi ts to your fi nal product. You can go through the book in the order of 
the chapters to get a feel for each of the exercises. Then concentrate your 
efforts on the skill you feel is your weakest point. After mastering that one, 
move on to the next area of need.

This study is designed around twelve specifi c skills necessary to effective 
expository preaching. These skills are divided into four sections of the 
book that focus on various phases of the sermon preparation process. First 
is the analysis of the text. Next is the interpretation of the theological meaning 
of the text. Third is gathering the support material needed to present these 
ideas persuasively. The fi nal section addresses the design of the sermon for 
communicating to the contemporary audience.

What Is Expository Preaching?
One of the specifi c focuses of this study is its emphasis on exposition. 

Among evangelicals, the term expository preaching has come to stand for 
authentic biblical preaching. However, exactly what constitutes expository 
preaching varies from writer to writer and preacher to preacher.

I have talked with preachers who described themselves as “expositors,” 
and I believed them until I heard them preach. For many, exposition seems 
to mean taking a text and preaching on the subject the passage seems to 
address. For others exposition means defi ning some of the words in the text. 
For others expository preaching seems to mean giving a history lesson on a 
text with most of the sermon in the past tense.

The word exposition is from the Latin, expositio, meaning “a setting forth, 
narration, or display.” As applied to preaching, the word has come to mean 
the setting forth or explanation of the message of the biblical text. In 
expository preaching the sermon is designed to communicate what the text 
says, including its meaning for the contemporary audience.

Here are seven qualities of authentic expository preaching gleaned from 
defi nitions of various writers through the generations.

In expository preaching the preacher’s fi rst aim is to discover the text 
writer’s intended theological meaning in the selected text. We preachers tend 
to search the Bible for a sermon. We hope for something to leap out at us that 
will preach. But a program of expository preaching calls for the preacher to 
aim for a clear understanding of the text writer’s meaning. Only out of that 
theological message can he properly preach an expository sermon.

Expository preaching is that in which the preacher seeks to let the text 
speak again through the sermon with the same theological message. God 
intentionally had the original message declared; now he wants it to be 
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preached again. The universal and timeless message clothed in the historical 
garb of the original writing is the message the preacher is to declare to the 
contemporary audience. He interprets that same truth from the text to his 
audience.

The preacher of expository sermons discovers the meaning of the text 
through a careful exegetical analysis of the text in all its particulars. The 
expository preacher comes to the text like a detective to a crime scene. He 
studies it for every clue to the meaning. The clues in the text are the words 
of the text writer. We know what he intended to say by what he wrote, but 
the details can easily be overlooked to the casual observer. The expositor 
will look carefully at every detail for what it indicates about the writer’s 
message.

Expository preaching calls for careful consideration of the contexts in 
which the text was originally written. Interpreting a text calls for a serious 
look at the literary context, the chapters and verses before and after the text, 
as well as the other writing of the author and the entire canon. Beyond that 
is the historical context of the original writing, including the local culture, 
politics, economic conditions, and other such factors. The original setting 
of the text not only shapes the message but takes part in it.

An expository sermon is organized with due consideration to the structure 
and genre of the selected passage. Basically the text writer’s treatment of 
his subject sets the pattern for the preacher’s sermon structure. The type 
of literature the text represents should affect the preacher’s sermon design 
as well. We should always tell the story when preaching a narrative text, 
though we will do more. The purpose of exhortative texts and teaching 
texts should be refl ected in the purpose of the sermon.

The expository preacher will seek to infl uence the audience through the 
use of the rhetorical elements common to persuasion. By defi nition a sermon 
is a persuasive speech. The preacher’s aim is to persuade the audience with 
the truth of his message and what they should do about it. We normally 
persuade by explaining, illustrating, arguing, and applying. These elements 
provide a balance for supporting material for sermon ideas and allow the 
preacher to expose the text meaning for the contemporary audience.

Expository preaching aims for a response of faith and obedience to the 
biblical truth on the part of the audience. In this study we will contend 
that the overarching aim of preaching is to call for a faith response in the 
hearer. The text writers believed what they wrote and communicated it in 
order that others might believe and obey. The preacher keeps this faith aim 
in mind from the fi rst look at the text to the fi nal design of his sermon. 
The sermon should be God-centered to point the hearer to the trustworthy 
object of his faith.

Assumptions for This Study
To conclude this introductory chapter, I want to go over a few basic 

convictions I have about learning how to preach. Most of these ideas will be 
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familiar to you. In fact, I hope you share these assumptions about what it 
takes to learn to preach at your best. Here are some of my convictions about 
strengthening preaching skills.

Sermon preparation is a supernatural endeavor. I am amazed that God 
has chosen to make himself known through preaching. If you were God, 
would you trust the kingdom into the hands of the preachers you know? 
Paul asked the right question, “Who is adequate for these things?” (2 Cor. 
2:16 NASB). Every aspect of preaching calls for earnest prayer. We preach 
by faith. It is God who makes it work for his purposes.

Effective preaching is not a mystery talent for only the most gifted. Of 
the hundreds of students in my classes through the years, there have been a 
few ten-talent ones, many fi ve-talent ones, and a few one-talent ones. I am 
uneasy with the idea that only the good preachers can be really effective. 
The keys to growing in this, as in any other skill, are desire, consistency, 
and hard work. Training in homiletics should be designed to equip the one-
talent person along with the more gifted.

Anyone can learn the methods used in the preparation of good expository 
sermons. Any reasonably intelligent person can learn to discern the truths 
in Scripture and declare them to the profi t of the hearer. Though we think 
of the homiletical heroes of old and the stars of today as our models for 
preaching, most Christians hear from rather humble and nondescript pastors 
week by week in the thousands of small churches across the country. While 
we thank God for those who preach to thousands, we thank him, as well, 
that those who preach to dozens can do so effectively.

Preaching is a science before it is an art, calling for discipline before 
freedom. At times these methods seem mechanical and wooden. It seems 
to be a “fi ll in the blank” approach to sermon preparation. These exercises 
represent a deliberate effort to break down into simple steps the normal 
process for preparing effective expository sermons. Since we deal with the 
canon of Scripture, we will be careful students before we can be inspiring 
faith builders. It takes hard work before the freedom comes.

Old habits resist new methods and require objectivity and discipline. If 
you have read this far, you are probably already preaching or plan to do so. 
Maybe you have been preaching for several years. If so you already have 
methods of preparation and delivery that work for you. It is diffi cult to 
set those methods aside to look objectively at a new approach, but that 
objectivity is necessary if this study is to do much good. You won’t learn 
much if you set out to defend and justify your own methods as over against 
those presented here. Just suspend judgment a while and take advantage of 
anything here you can use.

The great weakness of preaching is fuzzy, ill-defi ned ideas. Of all the 
weaknesses we might mention, I believe the great fault of preaching is fuzzy 
thinking. But we can recognize this failure and work at a correction. Unless 
the preacher is clear about his ideas, those who listen will surely not be.

The preacher is a word crafter who clarifi es his ideas carefully and 
precisely with the right words. There is little chance of really knowing what 
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you want to say until you put it into words. The verbalizing itself gives 
shape to the thought and distinguishes it from other ideas. Word crafting is 
as much a science and an art as any other craft. And this is the craft of the 
preacher.

Expository preaching allows the text to shape the sermon. There are many 
and various defi nitions of biblical preaching. Perhaps the simplest way I can 
describe it is to say that a biblical sermon is one in which the text shapes the 
sermon. The purpose, the theme, the structure, and the development of the 
sermon are to refl ect the text. That is expository preaching.

The Bible is a rich and unlimited source for fresh, timely preaching. I am 
not smart enough to think of something theological and helpful to say for 
half an hour three times a week for years and years. Neither are you. We 
must not follow the pattern of preaching in which the sermon is about 90 
percent the preacher’s ideas and about 10 percent biblical exposition. The 
Bible is the written record of the revelation of God. It is our source for the 
best, freshest, most meaningful preaching.

With these assumptions and the skills development aim, we will work 
our way through twelve skills for expository sermon preparation. The book 
is divided into four sections: Text Analysis, Theological Interpretation, 
Sermon Development, and Sermon Design. We begin with a careful inductive 
analysis of the Scripture text.

Study Questions
1. What does a skills development approach to preaching improvement 

mean?
2. What are some of the features of a skills development program?
3. What is the difference between talents, gifts, and skills?
4. According to the author, what is the greatest fault of poor 

 preaching?
5. What are the marks of expository preaching?
6. What are the author’s assumptions about your potential for 

 preaching? 
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Analyzing the Text

 Skill 1: Diagramming the Text Structure
 Skill 2:  Noting the Text Details
 Skill 3:  Asking Research Questions

Section 1

Text Analysis

They stood at the laboratory table, Harvard freshman Nathaniel Shaler 
and his professor, who was about to give him his fi rst assignment. It was 
1858. The professor was Louis Agassiz, renowned naturalist and opponent 
of Darwinian views. He opened a specimen jar. A foul odor escaped to 
worsen the already unpleasant smell of the lab. He removed an odd-looking 
fi sh and placed it in the pan.

“You are to examine this fi sh and record everything you see,” Professor 
Agassiz said, his Swiss accent adding to the aura of academia. Then he 
warned that the student was, on no account, to talk to anyone about it or 
read anything about fi shes. “When I return, I will see what you have ob-
served.”

As the professor left, the student looked around the otherwise empty lab, 
placed his paper and pen on the table, and took a tentative look at the smelly 
fi sh. He recorded a few observations, then a dozen, fi nally twenty. Though 
always within call, Professor Agassiz concerned himself with Nathaniel no 
further that day, nor the next, nor for a week.

Finally, on the seventh day, he returned for a report, sitting down on the 
end of the table, puffi ng his cigar. “Well?” he asked. After an hour’s report 
on the fi sh from the eager student, he turned to leave again, saying, “That’s 
not right.”

Mr. Shaler threw himself into the task anew, discarding his old notes. 
After another week of ten-hour days, he was able to give a report that satis-
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fi ed his professor. Next Agassiz placed a half peck of bones before him and 
said, “See what you can do with these.”

What was the point of it all? Observation. Louis Agassiz later said, when 
asked about his distinguished career as a naturalist, that his greatest con-
tribution was to teach students to observe, to look and really see what was 
there.1

Inductive and Deductive Thinking
The emphasis on a careful analysis of the available information is criti-

cal to the scientifi c method. Whatever the area of study, it is vital to let the 
data speak for itself. This approach is inductive, examining the particulars in 
order to come to conclusions about what you see there and what it means. 
Deductive thinking, on the other hand, begins with assertions of truth and 
moves to the particulars that might express such truths.

In this fi rst section of our study, we will emphasize the importance of a 
careful analysis of the text of Scripture for expository sermon preparation. 
This is the best way to study the biblical text if the preacher is to let the text 
speak through the sermon. We will discover the structure of the text, note 
important details in it, and raise questions about what we want to learn 
further.

One of the mental tendencies of preachers is a fondness for deductive 
thinking. We tend to think more in terms of general truths than particular 
situations. We look at the particulars in our world in terms of what we al-
ready think we know. As a result we may approach our biblical study with a 
head full of preaching ideas looking for a place to touch down. Contrast that 
with a research scientist who must work inductively. The scientifi c method 
requires him to examine every detail before coming to a conclusion about 
what it means.

& & & De´ ! n-i´ tion: Deduction and InductionDe´ ! n-i´ tion: Deduction and InductionDe´ ! n-i´ tion: Deduction and Induction

Deduction:Deduction:Deduction: Act or process of reasoning from the general to the particular, Act or process of reasoning from the general to the particular, Act or process of reasoning from the general to the particular,
or from the universal to the individual, or, speci! cally, from given prem-or from the universal to the individual, or, speci! cally, from given prem-or from the universal to the individual, or, speci! cally, from given prem-
ises to their necessary conclusions.ises to their necessary conclusions.ises to their necessary conclusions.

premise: All gray squirrels climb trees. premise: All gray squirrels climb trees.premise: All gray squirrels climb trees.
premise: This animal is a gray squirrel. premise: This animal is a gray squirrel.premise: This animal is a gray squirrel.
conclusion: This animal climbs trees. conclusion: This animal climbs trees.conclusion: This animal climbs trees.

Induction:Induction:Induction: Act or process of reasoning from a part to a whole, from par- Act or process of reasoning from a part to a whole, from par-Act or process of reasoning from a part to a whole, from par-:Induction::
ticulars to generals, or from the individual to the universal.ticulars to generals, or from the individual to the universal.ticulars to generals, or from the individual to the universal.

observed: Seventy-! ve gray squirrels are climbing trees. observed: Seventy-! ve gray squirrels are climbing trees.observed: Seventy-! ve gray squirrels are climbing trees.
conclusion: All gray squirrels climb trees. conclusion: All gray squirrels climb trees.conclusion: All gray squirrels climb trees.
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As a result of this deductive mind-set, preachers may not be as observant 
as they need to be of the particular factors that affect their preaching. One 
set of factors affecting our preaching is the complex world of the biblical 
text. It is too easy to glance casually at the surface appearance of the passage 
and make a quick evaluation based on our own ideas.

Another set of factors important for the preacher has to do with the 
life particulars of the people we address. Here is human nature on parade. 
But rather than carefully examining what we see, we may tend to respond 
deductively and make judgments too quickly, presenting our pat answers 
before hearing the questions being raised.

A debate has been joined in recent decades over inductive versus deduc-
tive approaches to sermon structure.2 The traditional sermon outline tends 
to be deductive, beginning with general truths and moving from there to 
particular illustrations and applications. This approach has long been used 
by preachers who organize their sermons in terms of “points” and try to 
persuade the audience as to the validity of those ideas. Those favoring ex-
pository preaching try to let the text give them these truths. Others have 
favored a topical approach in which the preacher outlines his thoughts and 
seeks out Bible verses to support them.

Those calling for inductive preaching say that modern audiences will re-
spond better to preaching that begins with the particular experiences of the 
hearer and moves from there to the universal truths of the faith. They advo-
cate allowing the audience to experience the search for truth. The preacher 
explores various experiences and situations and fi nally offers an answer at 
the end of the sermon for the questions that were raised.

Inductive or deductive movement in a sermon is quite a different matter 
from an inductive or deductive approach to the text. In this study we will 
demonstrate that sermons need to move deductively at times and at other 
times inductively. The issue before us at this point, however, is how we ap-
proach the text. The shape of the sermon is not to be determined until we 
understand the meaning and structure of the text. We will deal with the text 
inductively and design the sermon to follow text structure.

In the three chapters of this section, we will outline three key tasks of 
the preacher for an inductive study of the biblical text. The three skills in 
this section are for analyzing the biblical text. We begin with the structural 
diagram. Then we record our immediate observations. Finally, we write inter-
pretive questions about the text that lead to effective research.

Inductive Bible Study
What happens when we apply inductive thinking to our study of the text 

for preaching? Inductive thinking involves both movement and elements.3 

Inductive movement, as we have already seen, is from the particular to the 
general. Inductive elements are those particulars, as opposed to general and 
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abstract statements of principle. An inductive approach to the study of the 
text will focus attention on both the movement and the elements.

Inductive movement in the analysis of the text means we intend the par-
ticulars of the text to lead us to general understandings of its message. We 
do not bring our ideas to the text to seek support. Rather the movement of 
thought is from the details of the text to the truths indicated by those de-
tails. This movement from the particulars to the generals is inductive.

Approaching the text inductively calls for openness to the data in the 
text.4 It requires us to suspend judgment about the text’s message and let it 
speak. Of course no preacher comes to a text without any preunderstand-
ings. We already have theological knowledge. We have knowledge of 
Scripture. We come with our theological traditions informing us as to the 
basics of Christian doctrine. Since we cannot just “unknow” all this, we 
must intentionally set it aside and approach the text with as much openness 
and objectivity as we can muster.

Inductive movement in the ideas of the text analysis requires not only 
this intention to let the text speak but the methods necessary to receive its 
message. Since our natural tendency is to assess what the text says by what 
we already think we know, we need inductive methods to keep us focused 
on the text in all its particulars. Even if you choose a text because it carries 
a theme you want to address, inductive methods will still keep you honest 
in allowing the text to deliver its message so that the sermon can express 
that same message.

An inductive method involves careful and detailed analysis rather than a 
search of the text for support for your ideas. It involves discovering the text’s 
structure rather than imposing an outline on it. It involves allowing the con-
text to inform your understanding rather than taking the text in isolation. It 
involves discerning the writer’s intended meaning rather than  using his words 

&& & & DeDeDe´ ´ ´ fi n-ifi n-ifin-i´ ´ ´ tion: Deductive and Inductive Bible Studytion: Deductive and Inductive Bible Studytion: Deductive and Inductive Bible Study

Deductive Bible Study:Deductive Bible Study:Deductive Bible Study: Bringing your own or others’ ideas to the text in  Bringing your own or others’ ideas to the text in Bringing your own or others’ ideas to the text in
order to ! nd support and veri! cation for them in the text.order to ! nd support and veri! cation for them in the text.order to ! nd support and veri! cation for them in the text.

 subject: brought by the preacher subject: brought by the preachersubject: brought by the preacher
 aspects: determined by the preacher aspects: determined by the preacheraspects: determined by the preacher
 purpose: con! rm the preacher’s ideas purpose: con! rm the preacher’s ideaspurpose: con! rm the preacher’s ideas

Inductive Bible Study:Inductive Bible Study:Inductive Bible Study: Carefully examining the text for whatever infor- Carefully examining the text for whatever infor-Carefully examining the text for whatever infor-
mation it contains on the subject it addresses and seeking to discern the mation it contains on the subject it addresses and seeking to discern the mation it contains on the subject it addresses and seeking to discern the
universal principles thus revealed.universal principles thus revealed.universal principles thus revealed.

 subject: revealed by the text itself subject: revealed by the text itselfsubject: revealed by the text itself
 aspects: discovered in the writer’s treatment of his subject aspects: discovered in the writer’s treatment of his subjectaspects: discovered in the writer’s treatment of his subject
 purpose: receive the writer’s teaching purpose: receive the writer’s teachingpurpose: receive the writer’s teaching
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for your own intentions. It involves the research necessary to augment your 
knowledge rather than ignoring the unknowns in the text.

Inductive elements in the text are the details that call for your careful 
attention. Like a scientifi c investigation, Bible study for preaching focuses 
on the particulars. It is the small pieces that have the biggest contribution 
to make. The words of the text are your clues to its message. So you will 
pay close attention to the word choices of the writer. You will look at the 
form and function of the words. You will defi ne the words by their use in 
Scripture as a whole and in their particular context.

Expository preaching particularly requires an inductive approach to 
Bible study for sermon preparation. We will be tempted repeatedly with the 
“sermonizer’s trap,” the tendency to look for a sermon instead of examining 
the details for the meaning of the text. This results in a surface understand-
ing of the riches of the text.

The nature of the Bible itself invites inductive study. It is a book of par-
ticulars with the universal truths of the revelation of God presented in spe-
cifi c historical settings. The prophets and preachers and writers of Scripture 
communicate in particulars.

Advantages of Inductive Bible Study
Not only is the inductive approach to text study valuable because of the 

nature of the biblical materials; there are also a number of advantages to the 
preacher and the congregation. Let’s consider seven of the advantages of 
inductive Bible study.

1. With inductive Bible study you can get to work whether you are par-
ticularly inspired or not. Let’s face it. Most of us preachers are looking for 
something to light our fi re. We want an insight, a spark of inspiration, an 
angle on the truth that will get us moving with enthusiasm. We may spend a 
lot of time looking for something to stimulate us rather than actually study-
ing. The inductive method described here is somewhat mechanical. You can 
work at your Bible study, inspired or not. I promise you, however, that some-
where along the way the ideas you discover will ignite your enthusiasm.

2. In an inductive approach to Bible study, the preacher is a fi rst-hand 
user of the primary documents, the Scriptures. A basic principle for effective 
research is the use of primary documents. Inductive Bible study begins with 
what the text actually says and involves a careful and systematic examina-
tion of it. What someone else thinks it says is given consideration in a later 
stage, after the preacher has observed what is in the text and systematically 
raised questions that come to mind about it.

3. As a result of beginning with the text itself, the preacher is less depen-
dent on the interpretations of others. Preachers are often uncertain about 
their qualifi cations to interpret the Bible. They are suspicious that the mys-
teries of the text are known only by that exclusive circle of scholars able to 
discern its secrets. They do not realize that an inductive method of Bible 
study will allow them to open its meaning for themselves. The Bible was 
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given to reveal God, not to hide him. As we learn to examine the text care-
fully ourselves, we will be amazed to fi nd that our favorite commentators 
often note the same insights we have already discovered.

4. Inductive Bible study also allows the preacher to be more receptive to 
the Holy Spirit. Jesus promised, “When the Spirit of truth comes, He will 
guide you into all the truth” (John 16:13 HCSB). Not only did the Holy 
Spirit inspire the writing of Scripture; he also illumines the reader to un-
derstand its meaning. If our sermon preparation methods have us using 
Scripture merely to support our own ideas, we will frustrate this ministry of 
illumination. If we examine the text inductively, however, we suspend our 
own conclusions to let it speak, opening the way for the Spirit to disclose 
its meaning.

5. The inductive approach to Bible study means we have more enthusi-
asm for truths we have discovered ourselves. Oletta Wald named her book 
on inductive Bible study The Joy of Discovery.5 It is a most appropriate title. 
Inductive Bible study is a process of discovery. The preacher comes to the 
Bible with a commitment to let the text speak. A careful examination of 
every aspect of the passage leads to the discovery of insights never noticed 
before. We are eager to share those “new” insights in the sermon. Our en-
thusiasm is far beyond what we experience retelling some expert’s interpre-
tation, and the audience can tell the difference.

6. Using an inductive study method makes the preacher more creative in 
discerning the text’s meaning. Your joy in personally discovering insights 
from the text will get your creative instincts moving. Your mind will race 
to analogies, metaphors, descriptions, other passages, and contemporary 
meanings for textual insights. You will fi nd yourself writing as fast as you 
can to record the explanations, the images, the evidence, and the applica-
tions that come to mind. By the time you complete your inductive study, 
you will have more than enough material for the sermon, and it is the fruit 
of your own study.

7. Inductive Bible study assures that the preacher is better prepared for 
every kind of preaching. In this book are directions for preparing a theologi-
cal outline of the text as the sermon structure. This traditional structure is 
probably the most familiar way to organize an expository sermon. There 
are other varieties of sermons that can also be effective. The oldest form is 
the verse-by-verse interpretation and application, called a homily. You may 
want to try an inductive or life-situation structure. You may take a narrative 
approach. Whatever the organization of the sermon, however, an inductive 
study of your text will better prepare you with content.

Selecting a Sermon Text
You will choose a particular sermon text for any number of reasons. 

Whatever your plan, the beginning point is to select a legitimate text unit. 
You must not begin your selection of verses for a text just anywhere. The 
original writer wrote his material in units of thought that had beginnings 
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and endings. Your preaching text should follow those divisions of the writ-
er’s thought.

There are several ways of identifying a text unit. One of the most obvi-
ous is by the theme or topic that the writer is treating. The theme can be 
detected by the repetition of certain related ideas or words. As you observe 
the structural diagram of a text (which will be explained in the next chap-
ter), you will be able to see the main ideas and supporting ideas. Seeing 
these relationships of ideas also helps in identifying the theme and struc-
tural boundaries of the text.

There are other shifts that can indicate a move to a new unit. The author 
may change the grammatical subject, genre, time and location, actor, or 
verb tense, mood, person, and number. Some authors use words or ideas 
as bookends at the beginning and end of a unit. Others use certain words 
or phrases throughout a book to mark the beginnings of units such as ad-
dresses (“brothers”), commands, or connectives.6

Sometimes a writer will deal with a subject in several units. You can then 
plan to preach from one unit at a time or from a longer passage. This will 
depend on the density of the material. Is it mostly propositional assertions? 
Or does the writer include illustrative and application material with his 
theological statements? Is it epistle or narrative? Decide by the theological 
content how many like units to include in your preaching text.

Narrative texts are sometimes easy to identify by the recognizable quali-
ties of an episode. There are a beginning, unfolding action  and an ending. 
Even though one episode might merge into another, you can still identify 
the boundaries of each complete unit. Narratives often begin with time-
related connectives like “after this,” “then,” “the next day,” “immediately,” 
and so on. A change in location can also indicate a new episode.

If you are preaching an expository series, you will want to identify the 
text units for the whole book and decide in advance how you will calendar 
your series. This way you will know how many sermons will be involved 
and how long the series will take. You will also decide how short or long 
your texts will be on the basis of their theological content.

Preaching an expository series through a book of the Bible has a distinct 
advantage for your study. You are always aware of the context of the passage. 
The writer is the same. The circumstances of writing may be the same. The 
characters and themes may be constant. This kind of preaching is basically 
text driven. You are allowing the Bible to set the agenda and supply the con-
tent. This is expository preaching in its truest sense.

Planning Inductive Bible Study
If you are to take an inductive approach to your text study, you will have 

to plan it out in step-by-step fashion. The purpose is to let the text speak. 
Your aim is to understand the intended message of the text writer. That 
means you are not primarily looking for a sermon. You are analyzing the 
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text to understand it. An effective expository sermon will come only out of 
that understanding.

The aim of your study in this phase is to examine every aspect of the text 
in order to come to an understanding of the writer’s meaning. You are like 
Sherlock Holmes attempting to unravel a mystery. With his double-billed 
cap, his pipe, and his large magnifying glass, he explores every possible av-
enue of information. So it is with the expositor. Every bit of information can 
be helpful. You do not know at fi rst which particular details will turn out to 
be critical for an understanding of your text.

Here we will describe three tasks that will allow you to complete a fruit-
ful inductive analysis of the text: preparing a structural diagram of the text, 
recording your observations as to what the details in the text reveal, and 
raising questions that need answers for effective research. These three tasks 
are vital to an analysis of the biblical text and call for skill on the part of the 
preacher. They are tied together in a sequence of analysis in which each one 
is dependent on the previous one. At the close of each chapter will be an 
exercise to develop that particular skill.

Our fi rst task in analyzing the text will be to prepare a structural diagram 
using the exact wording of the biblical text. This diagram gets on paper 
what you are not likely to see by reading the text in paragraph and verse for-
mat. It provides a graphic display of the text, word for word, to demonstrate 
the relationships of various ideas in the text and identify how various words 
and phrases function in the text.

Second, we will record our observations from the details in the text. This 
immediate-observations exercise is done with the structural diagram before 
you. Much of what you note in the text will be visible in the diagram. You 
will look for indications in the particulars of the text that point to the writ-
er’s intended message. Writing these observations down will lay the ground-
work for sermon insights you would not otherwise notice.

The third task in the text analysis is to discern the questions for research 
that will fi ll in the gaps in your knowledge concerning the text. These ques-
tions will determine the quality of research you do into the historical, liter-
ary, and theological study of the text.

With this section is included a form to use for an overview of the text. 
The QuickLook Text Analysis sheet will allow you to note on one page a 
summary of information about the text. This form can be completed with 
the data you discover in your text analysis and theological interpretation of 
the text.

Now that we have considered the value of an inductive approach to the 
text, we are ready to move on to the structural diagram exercise, the fi rst of 
our tasks in the inductive study of the biblical text.
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Study Questions
1. What is the difference between inductive and deductive thinking?
2. Why is objectivity so important in analyzing the biblical text?
3. Distinguish between inductive movement and inductive elements.
4. What are the seven advantages of inductive Bible study?
5. What are three tasks for an inductive Bible study?

McDill Skills-Preaching.indb   20McDill Skills-Preaching.indb   20 4/10/06   4:49:07 PM4/10/06   4:49:07 PM



QuickLook
Text Analysis

Series:

Text:

Text Background:

Literary Context

Theological Themes:

Cross References:

Text Writer’s Structure:

Apparent Subject/Modi! er and Text Idea Sentence:
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