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Last issue of the Beacon Lights we noticed that sometimes the preaching in our churches 

is said to be too doctrinal, with the result that practical emphases are lost. We noticed that this 

happens in many churches today outside the sphere of our own, where the extreme is that the 

Word of God is no longer preached and all kinds of social problems become the subjects for 

sermons, and themes embracing every problem that arises in the world are substituted for themes 

taken from the Scriptures. But we have decided to examine once the criticism that our own 

churches go to the other extreme and only instruct in formal doctrine without telling people how 

they ought to live. We have no problem with much of modern preaching today. There is no one, I 

am sure, among us who would ever be in favor of preaching that strayed from the Bible and 

introduced in the pulpit sermons that were made by man and not Scripture. We have no difficulty 

with sermons so-called which are based upon divorce and juvenile delinquency as problems in 

America without any reference to Scripture or any of the truths of God’s Word mentioned. We 

have no sympathy for a minister that uses a text as a nail on which to hang a long discourse on 

the United Nations and our need to support that institution. 

But, is it true that our churches place too much emphasis on doctrine so that the practical 

life of the Christian is ignored? Is it true that we neglect to tell people how to live, and only tell 

people what they ought to know? Is it true that we do not preach God’s Word practically, but 

only theologically? That is the question before us. 

Before we go on, I would like to say that there is often a misconception about practical 

preaching. I think that it may sometimes be said that people do not know what they are talking 

about when they charge us with ignoring practice and clinging only to doctrine. They have an 

idea in their mind that practical preaching consists exclusively of a sermon in which either the 

whole congregation or part of it are severely reprimanded for some wrong that exists in the 

church to their mind. They have an idea that practical preaching is accomplished when the 

minister uses the pulpit to “get at” some certain sin which they have noticed in someone else. 

The result is oftentimes that they wrap their garments about them with an air of piety and think in 

their own minds concerning who and what the minister has in his mind. They do not apply what 

they hear to themselves but rather whisper, “I know who is getting it now,” and “It is probably 

about time.” Or perhaps they like to have their minister constantly talk about such problems as 

theatre attendance, card playing, television, cosmetics, and such like. If this is not mentioned, 

then the sermon is not practical, and therefore not to their liking. 

Yet this is hardly the case. And such a thing is certainly not practical preaching. I do not 

say that there is not a time in the ministry of a man when he cannot mention some of these things 

and warn against them and their dangers. But if his sermons are to be limited to them, he will 

soon have reached the end of the line, and he will have nothing more to tell his people after very 

few sermons. 

But at the heart of the matter lies the fact that to distinguish between practical and 

doctrinal preaching is a mistake. I do not think that sermons can be divided neatly into two parts 

and labelled either doctrinal or practical. It is impossible in my conviction to make a separation 

between the two so that the impression is left that doctrine is one thing, and practice another. 

One may make sermons which fall into either of two categories: doctrinal subjects or practical 

subjects, it is thought; and it is the minister’s calling to create a balance between the two. He 



should perhaps see to it that his sermons are divided about fifty-fifty, or maybe even forty-sixty; 

but these two groups embrace all the sermons a man can make. That, I think, is impossible. Such 

a division does not exist at all, and it is perhaps a mistake even to draw a line between the two 

and insist that such a line is in keeping with Scripture. 

That is true because of the fact that there is nothing more practical than doctrine; and vice 

versa, there is nothing more doctrinal than practice. That may sound like a conundrum, but it is 

nevertheless the case. Let me explain what I mean, and then perhaps give a few illustrations. In 

the first place, it goes without saying that Scripture is doctrinal. That must necessarily be the 

case, for Scripture is the revelation of God in Jesus Christ. And if God is revealing Himself 

through Jesus Christ in the Scriptures, then God is speaking of Himself — of His glorious being, 

of the infinite perfections of His attributes, of the power and sovereignty of His works. He is 

speaking especially of His great work of the salvation of His church through the blood of the 

cross of Christ and the perfected body of Christ which He creates to His own everlasting praise 

and glory. Now this is all doctrinal, and this is the main theme of Holy Writ. In fact, this is the 

only theme concerning which Scripture speaks. Every sermon that is preached off from every 

pulpit should have this same theme for its sermon. That immediately makes every sermon 

doctrinal. If the theme of Scripture is the sovereign salvation of the elect through Jesus Christ, 

this must also be the main theme of every sermon which is to be based upon the Bible. Another 

type of sermon there is not. If a so-called sermon is not a development of this theme, it is not a 

sermon at all, but a pretension. 

In the second place, this is also true of the life of the people of God in this world. Those 

churches which emphasize “practical preaching” and to talk only of all kinds of problems that 

arise in this world, usually also insist that salvation is nothing more than moral reform. If a man 

reforms his outward conduct, and tries to live as good a life as he possibly can, seeking the good 

of his fellow man, and of humanity as a whole; if he does not run amuck of the law and exercises 

his duties as a citizen; if he con tributes of his time and money to the wellbeing of culture and 

civilization, nothing more can be expected of him. Or perhaps it is sometimes stressed that what 

he needs to do is accept Christ as His personal Savior, make a commitment for Jesus, enter his 

name on the rolls of a church organization, allow Jesus to enter his heart as he kneels before his 

television set or radio, and everything will be well and good. He has a reserved seat in a future 

kingdom of peace. If this all were the truth, then I could well understand how that only subjects 

that deal with the problems of this world and society would be worthy of titles of sermons. 

But this is not true at all. In fact, it is against all this that our churches make their protest. 

They constantly warn against this in their preaching in the pulpit and on the radio. Scripture 

teaches us that not mere outward and moral reform is ever sufficient to save anyone at all. Nor is 

it possible for the sinner to open his heart to Jesus and to accept Christ as his Savior and 

Redeemer. This denies that man is sinful and wicked in all his way. This denies that man is 

incapable of doing any good and inclined to all evil. Scripture always emphasizes that God must 

make a radical change in the heart of His people by the Spirit of Jesus Christ. The Bible teaches 

that salvation is only possible when God creates a new creature by His grace and power and 

destroys the power of sin and death. It is not an outward and superficial change that is needed; it 

is an inward and radical change of the heart. The Bible never speaks of an acceptance of Jesus as 

a condition of salvation, but rather that Christ must Himself take up His abode within the hearts 

of His people even against their will first of all. 

But this must be continued later, if the Lord wills. 
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