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 Each Sunday, we assemble at church for the purpose of worshipping God. Every element of our 
worship service brings praise and honor to our God. Central to the work of the church is the preaching 
of the gospel. In a special issue on the church, therefore, it is fitting that we focus our attention on the 
activity of preaching.  

The world mocks the preaching of the word. The world calls it foolishness and “non-essential.” 
They tell us that our work as church is less important than the work of the local pawn shop, hardware 
store, and abortion clinic. As well they should. With the preaching God destroys their earthly wisdom 
and brings to nothing their understanding (1 Cor. 1:18–19). For us who believe, however, the preaching 
is the power of God unto salvation, and we are not ashamed of it (Rom. 1:16). 

The purpose of preaching is the glory of God in Jesus Christ. God is glorified when the faith of 
the congregation is strengthened and the members are drawn closer to God. This is done when the 
word is purely preached and when the object of their faith, Christ Jesus, is set before them (1 Cor. 2:2). 
We are saved through the preaching (Rom. 10:17).1 Preaching opens and shuts heaven (Heidelberg 
Catechism, L.D. 31). Preaching reveals to us the will of God (Acts 20:27). Preaching binds up the hurting, 
liberates the prisoner, and declares freedom to the slave (Isa. 61:1–3). It feeds God’s people so that 
without it, the people starve and die (Acts 20:28). 

Non-essential? We must never believe it. There is nothing that goes on in the world around us 
that is more important than the preaching of the word.   

The nature of preaching is the setting forth, not of a man’s voice, but of God’s voice. God chose 
to speak to his people through preachers. That means when you hear the preacher setting forth the 
word of God in its purity and power, you are hearing the voice of God. This is difficult for us to 
understand, because our old nature wants only to believe what it can see and hear. Although we hear 
our pastor’s familiar voice, we believe by faith that the voice we hear is the voice of God himself: 

John 3:34: “For he whom God hath sent speaketh the words of God.” 
1 Thessalonians 2:13: “For this cause also thank we God without ceasing, because, when ye 
received the word of God which ye heard of us, ye received it not as the word of men, but as it is 
in truth, the word of God, which effectually worketh also in you that believe.” 
Augustine—“Don’t listen to me, but together with me. There’s someone, you see, who says to 
us, ‘Come, children, listen to me,’ (Psalm 34:11). And let’s all come running, and stand there, 
and prick our ears.” 
Luther—“Would to God that we could gradually train our hearts to believe that the preacher’s 
words are God’s Word…As a matter of fact, it is not an angel or a hundred thousand angels but 
the Divine Majesty Himself that is preaching there” (Luther’s Works, Sermons on the Gospel of 
Saint John). 
Calvin—"God has willed it that we always receive his Word from the lips of men, as though he 
himself had appeared from heaven” (commentary on 1 John 4:1).  
It is for this reason that not only preaching, but also the hearing, has been described as “a most 

dangerous business” (Luther the Preacher, Meuser, 13). What makes the preaching dangerous is not the 
fact that some in the congregation might criticize it. What makes the hearing of preaching dangerous is 

 
1 “For the preaching is the mother who conceives and brings forth, and faith is the daughter who ought to be 
mindful of her origin” (John Calvin, Comm. on 2 Cor. 13:5). This reference and the Calvin and Luther references 
that follow were cited in Mark Beach, The Real Presence of Christ in the Preaching of the Gospel, Mid-America 
Journal of Theology 10 (1999), 77-134. I recommend this article to our readers for further study on this topic.  



not that a sermon might be difficult to listen to and follow through to the end. Those things are child’s 
play compared to the real danger. In the preaching and the hearing, we are dealing with Jehovah God 
himself, and what will you do with God in the preaching? (Heb. 4:13).2 

For the preacher, the danger is that he gives his work “a lick and a promise” and mounts the 
pulpit without being properly prepared. He brings up to the pulpit his own thoughts, ideas, and 
opinions. He sprinkles the name of Jesus throughout the sermon, and does not preach anything 
heretical, but it is not a carefully prepared, exegetical sermon that lays before the congregation the 
jewels which he has pulled from the mineshaft of God’s word the week before. John Calvin condemned 
this attitude when he said if he should ever climb up into the pulpit in this manner then he would be a 
“cock-sure charlatan and God would put [him] to confusion in [his] audaciousness” (on Deut. 6:16, cited 
in Calvin’s Preaching, T.H.L. Parker, 81).   

Worse, however, is that the minister preach as truth something that is contrary to God’s word.  
If the word were to be sinful or untrue, after what would or could men guide their lives? Then, 
no doubt, a blind man would lead a blind man, and both would fall into the pit (Matt. 15:14). If 
the plumb line or the T-square were false or crooked, what kind of work would or could the 
master-builder produce? One crooked thing would make the other crooked, without limit or 
measure. Life too can be sinful and untrue in the same way—unfortunately life is indeed very 
untrue—but doctrine must be straight as a plumb line, sure, and without sin. Therefore nothing 
must be preached in church except the sure, pure, and one word of God. Where that is missing, 
we no longer have the church, but the synagogue of the devil (Rev. 2:9) (Martin Luther, Against 
Hanswurst, LW, Vol. 41, 217). 
The danger for us in the pew, young reader, is threefold. First, it is that we treat the preaching 

as a light thing—as just something else that we do during the week. We go to school, we go out with 
friends, and we go to church. The devil whispers in our ears, “This is just like any other repetitious 
activity that you take part in—go through the motions, just show up and be present. This is not that big 
of a deal, nothing required of you here.” And we find that appealing. We think, “Finally after a long 
week, I can sit and relax and let my mind wander.” Readers of all ages, we must all recognize this as a 
temptation. Have we forgotten with whom it is we have to do? (Heb. 4:13). See the horror of it when 
you allow your eyes to close in sleep, or when you allow your mind to wander to things of the past week 
or things upcoming. Jehovah God is before you in his power, might, and glory, and you would despise 
him in this manner? 

Be an attentive hearer of the word. Listen carefully, with eagerness to the word you are being 
fed, and receive it with joy. Just another activity? Hardly! Here we have “all heavenly treasures so 
applied to us that they be no less ours than Christ’s himself” (Calvin, Summary of Doctrine Concerning 
the Ministry of the Word and Sacraments). 

Another temptation is that we do not listen with discernment. Prof. George Ophoff spoke of the 
believer in the pew having “Reformed antennae.” Just as some animals have antennae that are acutely 
sensitive to smell, touch, and even sound so they can pick up the slightest disruption around them, so 
the spiritually alert, well-trained believer is often the best suited to pick up theological distortions from 
the pulpit. This should not be a surprise to us, neither should this intimidate us. We have an anointing 
from the Holy Spirit and know all things (1 John 2:20).  
 For our example in fighting against both of these temptations, we ought to look to our Berean 
brothers and sisters: “These (the Bereans) were more noble than those in Thessalonica, in that they 

 
2 The two-fold response can be seen in the reply to the messengers Hezekiah sent out, bidding Israel to come and 
worship God in Jerusalem. Some “laughed them to scorn, and mocked them,” while others “humbled themselves, 
and came to Jerusalem” (2 Chron. 30:10–11).  



received the word with all readiness of mind, and searched the scriptures daily, whether those things 
were so” (Acts 17:11).  
 The third temptation we hearers of the word face is perhaps the most serious. We enter the 
sanctuary with pride. We sit down in our usual spots and feel comfortable. We are satisfied with our 
lives, our businesses, our family, our friends, our vacations, our church, our school, and our spiritual 
state. We would never say it out loud, but it is written all over us: “We aren’t so bad after all. Life is 
good.”  
 And then the rebuke comes.  
 A rebuke that hits a little too close to home.  
 We are okay with the minister pointing out the errors of the Roman Catholics or those of the 
Federal Vision, but how do we feel when the rebuke seems aimed directly at…me? Oh, how our pride 
rebels against this word of chastisement and will do anything to escape it!  
 Yes, chastisement is painful. It is meant to be (Heb. 12:11). It stings, cuts, and exposes us in our 
sin and misery: the misery of the sins which plague us now, but also the misery of the condemnation we 
bear in Adam. A mountain of sin and guilt, from which there is only one escape. The preaching of the 
gospel takes that sin and guilt and washes it all away in the blood of our Savior, so we stand before God 
now, and for eternity, as perfect and pure as Jesus Christ himself. 
 Chastisement is done out of love for you. I don’t mean by this that your minister loves you and 
therefore he rebukes you, true as that may be. No, it is God who chastens through the preaching, and be 
assured the minister felt the sting of that rebuke in his study while he prepared, and he feels it during 
the sermon as well. No, it is God who rebukes his children. If you receive no rebuke and no 
chastisement, then you are no son of God (Heb 12:6–8).  
 The instinct does well up in us to flee these rebukes. Before we try to run, however, consider the 
alternative. Let’s look to Calvin again for instruction:  

Those who cannot bear to be reproved had better look for another schoolmaster than God. 
There are many who will not stand it: “What! Is this the way to teach? Ho! We want to be won 
by sweetness”—These are our sensitive folk who cannot bear a single reproof to be offered to 
them. And why? “Ho! We want to be taught in another style.” Well then, go to the devil’s 
school! He will flatter you enough—and destroy you.  
What should our response be to chastisement? “Believers humble themselves and are willing to 

be treated severely so that they may profit in God’s school” (Calvin’s Preaching, 14). Rebukes come 
when God determines we need them, not when we think the time is right (2 Tim. 4:2).  
 The very real danger we face in this matter is that when we oppose the chastisements that 
come from the pulpit, it is not just the minister that we oppose, no matter how “base” he may appear to 
us (2 Cor. 10:1). We resist Jesus Christ, who is the word being taught, and we resist God who sent him 
(Luke 10:16).  

How then should we approach the sanctuary of God to hear the preaching? We must come with 
awe and humility—reverence for who God is and humility, knowing who we are in ourselves. Receive 
the word brought as from God himself. Give thanks to God for the faithful preaching that makes God 
everything and man nothing.  

What is the end of the whole matter? What makes for a God-glorifying, flock-edifying sermon? 
What should be the burden on the heart of the preacher and the demand on the lips of the 
congregation? Simply this—“Sir, we would see Jesus” (John 12:21).  
 

 


