
The Idea of Preaching 
Herman Hanko 

 
Speech delivered by Candidate H. Hanko at his graduation exercises in Fourth Church. 

 

 In the American “church world” – and I put the term in quotation marks – there is a 

definite lack of emphasis on preaching. No longer does preaching occupy the place that it should 

in the church institute, and no longer is preaching understood as it really is in the light of God’s 

Word. 

 Everybody “preaches.” Every small group of people, every board, every society, 

everybody thinks that they have a right to preach the gospel. I need only cite one outstanding 

example to prove this. The noted evangelist Billy Graham with his retinue of people who prepare 

the way for his revival meetings, and with the retinue who follow up his work, seems to think 

that anyone who so desires to preach can do so. Though he is affiliated with the Baptist Church, 

yet he is not under their supervision control, and does about what he pleases.  

 Furthermore, even as it is true that anyone who feels like it preaches, so also it is true that 

no one knows any more what preaching is. A lecture on the need for better housing conditions, a 

sermon on the “get-out-and-vote” theme is considered preaching. And the more sensationally 

one can move his audience to tears, or cause them to rush to the front to accept Jesus as their 

personal Savior, the better preacher he is. 

 And this not only is true in the American world, but it is often quite characteristic of that 

which calls itself Reformed. In Calvin College, it has been my experience to hear a sermon on a 

difficult text, the theme of which sermon was, “The difficulty of understanding Scripture.” 

 It is the distinguishing mark of the Protestant Reformed Churches that they have and do 

lay the necessary emphasis on preaching. Preaching is the very heart and center of all the life of 

the church on this earth. All the life of the church stands subservient to it. By it Christ 

strengthens His people, feeding and nourishing them to life everlasting; through it Christ has 

determined to gather His church from all the nations of the earth, in order that the church may be 

completed and perfected; by means of it the saints are called to be saints in a world of sin and 

darkness. When a church no longer preaches, it ceases to be a church. 

 Let us discuss together this evening the Idea of Preaching. 

 I. What is preached. 

 II. Who preaches. 

 III To whom is preaching directed. 

I. WHAT IS PREACHED? 

 What is preached, and what always must be preached, is the Word of God. What is not 

the Word of God is not preaching. A mere discourse on the social problems of the day, or a 

homily on the need for better politics, is never and can never be preaching for the simple reason 

that it is not the Word of God. God’s Word alone must be the sole content of all preaching. 

 What is that Word? There are many ways in which we may speak of it. The Word of God 

is the Word which God speaks. God is eternally a speaking God. Apart from the creation, apart 

from the creature, God is a speaking God. Eternally in Himself, within the triune unity God 

speaks. And His speech is always about Himself to Himself. It is about Himself in the Son, for 

the Son is the eternal Word which God speaks and which is spoken. And it returns again to 



Himself in the Spirit. The Son through the Spirit is the perfect and eternally spoken Word of 

God. He is the perfect image of the Father for He is the Word which God speaks of Himself. 

 But God speaks of Himself and to Himself also in relation to this present creation. He 

speaks and the creation comes into being. He says, “Let there be light!” and there is light. 

Furthermore, He speaks the Word that fits every man to his particular place in this world so that 

he may serve the purpose God has decreed for him in His counsel. God continually speaks the 

Word that causes each man to walk in the way and fulfill the calling that serves his purpose in 

this world. Furthermore, God calls every man through the things that are made so that they stand 

before the obligation to serve God Who is God above all. And even though wicked man holds 

the truth of God under in unrighteousness, nevertheless God does not leave Himself without 

witness that he is the One that ought to be served. Also, God calls efficaciously through the 

Spirit of Christ to the hearts of the elect whereby He speaks the powerful Word that brings them 

out of death into life, out of darkness into light. 

 And centrally that Word is always Christ. For Christ is the effulgence of the glory of the 

Father, the express image of His being. And since God always speaks of Himself through the 

Spirit to Himself, He always speaks through Christ; or to put it a little differently, God always 

speaks Christ. 

 That Word is preached. It is the Word that is historically realized in Jesus Christ, and thus 

the promise and the gospel. It is the Word that was communicated through revelation and 

inspiration. It is thus the Word that is contained in the Scriptures in all its fulness. That is the 

Word that is preached and must be preached. Any speech which does not have that exclusively 

for its contents cannot possibly be preaching. 

 Therefore, no discourse on the need for better hospitals, nor a rousing oration on the need 

to accept Christ, can ever be preaching. Nor may one who preaches preach his own word. He 

may never say anything that is of himself; he must limit himself exclusively to the Word of God. 

Not even is it true that preaching constitutes a mere explanation of a certain passage of Scripture, 

if the commentator or expositor does not take into account the whole Word of God. Someone 

may talk at length about Samson the judge, but if he talks only of Samson, no matter how true it 

is what he is saying, he is not preaching. For preaching is preaching the whole Word of God. Or 

we may say, preaching is preaching the one Word of God. And That Word is centrally Christ. 

 The Word of God is the Word which is Jesus Christ as the full revelation of God, and that 

as the God of our salvation. All Scripture is that Word. A minister must not preach words 

therefore, but the Word, the Word of God – Christ as the revelation of God Who saves us in 

Christ. We may safely say that there is not one passage of the Bible which does not speak of that 

Word. As someone once expressed it, “Wherever the artery of Scripture is cut by the preaching 

of the Word, it flows with the blood of the Lamb of God.” 

 That does not mean that the minister preaches in general about the Bible. No, rather he 

selects one passage and proclaims that one Word of God as conveyed upon the vehicle of that 

particular passage. All the passages of the Bible speak only of Christ, but speak about Him in 

many different ways, because He is the full revelation of God. But centrally it is always that one 

Word only that must be preached. If that is not present, there is no preaching. 

 And it is well to bear in mind in this connection that God alone can reveal Himself. The 

creature can never reach out to God to learn of Him. God must reach down to the creature and 

reveal Himself if the creature is to know Him. That was true of Adam in Paradise and is 

therefore much more true of us who by nature are so dark in our understanding that we cannot 

even see the kingdom of heaven. And bear in mind that because of the perverseness of our will 



and the darkness of our understanding, we cannot see God in the creation about us, but neither 

can we see God in His Word in the Scriptures. In one word, we cannot see Christ even as He 

walked among us for 33 years, nor can we see Christ in the gospel except God reveal Himself to 

us and cause us to see Him in the face of His own dear Son. 

 And that takes me to the second question which we must answer: 

II. WHO IT IS THAT PREACHES 

 Everybody in our day claims to preach and to have the right to preach. Let it be a man 

who suddenly decides to go out, let it be a woman who claims to preach, let it even be as in some 

instances a small girl or youthful boy, let it be a group of people who band together or who are 

organized on their own, they all claim the right to preach. 

 But there is a syllogism based on Scripture that destroys all these false notions with 

relentless logic. We said a moment ago that preaching as to its content is always the revelation of 

God through Jesus Christ as the God of salvation. We also said that God alone can reveal 

Himself. It follows therefore that God alone can preach. That is true of all of Scripture. 

 It was God Who announced the protevangel in Paradise to Adam and Eve which was the 

seed of all the preaching in all the world in all ages. God it was Who preached through all the 

laws and types and shadows of the Old Dispensation, as our Heidelberg Catechism so beautifully 

expresses it. God it was Who preached through all the prophets, for it is striking that the very 

word for prophet in the Old Testament means that they received the Word which they spoke 

from another. And all the prophets culminated in John, that greatest of all prophets, who was the 

forerunner of Him Who was the content of all the preached Word, Who was the fulfillment of the 

Holy Gospel. And for three years Christ preached on this earth – preached about Himself as the 

full and complete revelation of God. And when His ministry on earth is climaxed and ended by 

His death and resurrection, He commits His Word to His apostles. But it is still God Who 

preaches. Only when Christ ascends into heaven, the Word of the Gospel is committed to Him 

and so He is the subject of the preaching in the name of the Father as the full revelation of the 

Father. That must be emphatically maintained. No one preaches except Christ.  

 That is true in the first place, because Christ alone is the revelation of the Father, and the 

content of all the Word that is preached. In the second place that is true because it is Christ alone 

Who can give to His people by His Spirit, ears to hear, hearts to understand, and an illumination 

of the mind in order to appropriate the fulness of the gospel. It is Christ alone Who can feed and 

nourish His people by the gospel unto everlasting life. It is Christ alone Who can call His church 

out of darkness into light by means of that preaching. And in the third place, this is the emphatic 

teaching of Scripture in Rom. 10:14, 15, where we read, “How shall they call on him in whom 

they have not believed? And how shall they believe on Him Whom they have not heard…?” 

They must not hear someone talk about Christ, they must hear Christ. They must not hear 

someone who claims to speak in Christ’s name alone, but they must hear the voice of Jesus say, 

“Come unto me and rest!” There is only preaching when Christ Himself preaches. 

 But Christ gives His Word to His Church. This also is emphatically taught in the passage 

of Rom. 10:14, 15, “…And how shall they hear without a preacher? And how shall they preach 

except they be sent?” 

 The truth that Christ gives His Word to His church implies three things. In the first place, 

it implies that by His Spirit He guides His church into the development of the truth of His Word 

contained in the Scriptures. In the second place, it means that by that same Spirit He preserves 

that truth in the church from generation to generation as we now have it in our creeds. And in the 



third place, it means that He commands His church and authorizes His church to proclaim that 

Word to the ends of the earth. 

 He commits His own Word to His church with the command to develop it, to preserve 

and keep it in all its purity, and to proclaim it. Directly to the apostles He gave this Word with 

that command. But no less to us and to the church of all ages, for He gave it to the apostles as 

representatives of that church. 

 Therefore, the church has the command to preach the Word. That means in the first place 

that it is only the church which can preach. Not everyone may preach, but only the church which 

is Christ’s body. And in the second place, that means that only when the church preaches that 

Word will Christ preach through that church to the hearts of His own people. 

 But the church preaches that Word through the teaching ministry. Therefore, in the name 

of Christ the individual minister must be called by the church, officially commissioned by the 

church, and sent by the church with the church guarding that Word which he preaches. For only 

then does Christ call, does Christ commission, does Christ send, and will Christ Himself speak to 

his people. The minister must be an ambassador of Jesus Christ Who is the official qualified and 

ordained to proclaim Christ’s Word, and under the direction and control of Christ to preach when 

he will and where he will. Thus through the official ministry of the gospel, and only through that 

official ministry, does Christ speak His Word to the hearts of His own elect. And then His 

promise is that He will minister His Word and give His Spirit to feed the hungry and thirsty souls 

of the saints. 

 Thus the minister must never try to persuade his audience that what he says is better for 

them to do. Nor must he ask them please to do what he says. But rather he must definitely leave 

the impression that the audience is under the necessity of doing what he says, for it is not he that 

is speaking, but it is Christ Himself. Christ Who through Him authoritatively demands that they 

keep His Word. He must always say, “Thus saith the Lord!” 

 Then the preaching will be distinctive and upbuilding. 

 That brings me to the third question. 

 III. TO WHOM IS THE PREACHING DIRECTED? 

 We may say first of all negatively that the gospel is therefore not a mere invitation. For 

an invitation implies that the one who hears has the right and the power to decline. 

 And also it is true that not even the external preaching is an invitation, for all who hear 

are placed under the obligation to heed the demands of the Word; and besides that, they have by 

nature no ability to hearken to it. 

 In the same sense, therefore, we may say that the preaching of the gospel can never be 

grace to all that hear, nor can be an objective promise to all that hear. 

 It is certainly true that the outward preaching of the gospel is heard by all who come 

under its administration. For the gospel comes in the organic development of the covenant, and 

all therefore hear the command to repent and forsake their wicked ways. And all hear that God 

saves those whom He has chosen eternally in the blood of the cross of His Son. 

 Yet even that hearing is a hearing in a limited sense of the word. For we can never 

separate the external and internal call of the gospel. Only in connection with the external 

preaching of the gospel does the Spirit of Jesus Christ operate. Never separately from it. And the 

contents of the promise even in the external call are always particular. That does not mean that 

the minister has to be able to distinguish when he preaches between the elect and reprobate. For 

all must repent, and must obey the Word of God. All hear the truth that God saves His own elect. 

But because the Spirit never operates separately from the preaching of the gospel, that same 



Spirit seals condemnation to the reprobate who refuse to hear that Word and who insist that they 

will walk in their own way. 

 And so also the Spirit seals to the hearts of the elect the promises contained in the gospel. 

He gives them hearts that understand the Word in a different way than the wicked understand it. 

For the wicked understand only its truth and its obligation, but refuse. But the Spirit of Jesus 

Christ gives to those that belong to Christ hearts that can appropriate that Word as their own, so 

that their souls are nourished. They hear the voice of Jesus, they see the revelation of God in the 

face of His own Son as the God Who saves them. They are called by that Word from death into 

life, from darkness into light, and eat and drink that Word unto life everlasting as the Spirit 

within them seals the faithful and sure promise of God to their hearts. 
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