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 He who has ears 
let him hear! Matthew 11:15

 A Bible study designed to help hearers define faithful preaching so they can listen with more informed ears and provide more informed feedback
Lesson #3 – March 7, 2010
“I have not hesitated to proclaim to you the whole will of God” (Acts 20:27).
How do pastors select portions of Scripture for preaching?
Review


From Lesson #1:  

What are the two main purposes for preaching we identified?

What are the Word’s two tools and how do they function in preaching?

Why do we generally want the gospel to predominate in our preaching?

What is the difference in emphasis between preaching and teaching?

From Lesson #2:

What is the simultaneous twofold way the Word works?

What is meant by the logos, pathos, and ethos of the sermon?
Introduction

What are the questions that the one who handles the cooking task for a household must ask as a menu is planned?
Scripture itself hints that we can make use of this very analogy when it comes to how a pastor determines what to “feed” the souls entrusted to his care. “Who then is the faithful and wise servant, whom the master has put in charge of the servants in his household to give them their food at the proper time?” (Matthew 24:45.)  Very much like a cook planning a healthy, balanced menu, so a pastor must plan carefully the preaching menu for the souls entrusted to his care.  
While not all preaching is based on one particular portion of Scripture, choosing one particular portion of Scripture that will be the prime focus of the sermon is by far the most common approach by preachers. We see Jesus use that approach in his sermon in the synagogue of Nazareth (Luke 4:16-27).  Preaching from a specific portion of Scripture keeps the preacher from merely relating general biblical thoughts and focuses him on a particular portion of the word.   This preaching/homiletical term for that selected portion of Scripture is text.  Here is how our current preaching textbook, Preach the Gospel, defines the meaning of the word text and explains the reason most preachers work from texts.
A preacher cannot treat all of Scripture in one sermon.  He dare not preach on only a few favorite parts of Scripture over and over again lest he neglect important teaching and encouragement from God’s Word.  He will want to be able to say with Paul, “I have not hesitated to proclaim to you the whole will of God” (Acts 20:27).  The most practical way to make our sermons scriptural without turning them into encyclopedic essays or collections of repetitious generalities is to preach from texts.  “Text” is a term denoting a sentence, verse, or portion of Scripture which by itself constitutes a complete unit of thought….
The word “text” derives from the Latin texere, to weave.  The word reminds us that the words, phrases, and sentences have been woven by the Holy Spirit into a fabric that presents an aspect of his truth.  It suggests, too, that this portion of God’s Word should provide the warp and woof of the sermon, that it should be the very fabric of the sermon. (15-16)
While choosing to preach on a text is the first and most basic decision a preacher can make, that still leaves him with a myriad of options when it comes to which text of the many thousands in Scripture to choose.  It is that next decision, “Which scriptural text should I preach on?” that will be the focus of this lesson of our study.
Part One:  Pros and Cons of Various Options for Selecting Texts
	Text Selection Method #1:  Free Texting

The preacher chooses unrelated texts week by week according to what biblical message he feels meets the spiritual needs of his people. 

	Pros of Free Texting
	Cons of Free Texting

	
	

	
	

	
	


	Text Selection Method #2:  Topical Series

The preacher chooses a selection of texts for a series of sermons on a particular topic or doctrine discussed in Scripture. 

	Pros of Topical Series
	Cons of Topical Series

	
	

	
	

	
	


	Text Selection Method #3:  Preaching Consecutively Through Biblical Books

The preacher divides up a book of the Bible into manageable pieces and preaches through that book of the Bible week by week. 

	Pros of Preaching Through a Book
	Cons of Preaching Through a Book

	
	

	
	

	
	


	Text Selection Method #4:  Preaching According to a Pericope

The preacher chooses a text from a pre-determined series of readings (pericope: “cut around”) that follow the annual pattern of the church year. 

	Pros of Preaching Through a Book
	Cons of Preaching Through a Book

	
	

	
	

	
	


No method of text selection has been mandated by Scripture.  This is an area in which God has allowed his church to exercise freedom with wisdom.  All four methods of text selection can be found from time to time among Lutherans.  Historically and predominantly, Lutherans have followed the pattern of preaching that was built off the ancient church practice of having a pericope based on the Sunday by Sunday pattern of the church year.  However, when it comes to “off-Sunday” preaching, there is also a long standing custom of topical preaching focused on doctrines of Scripture as well as topical series focused on the passion history of Christ during the mid-week services of Lent. 
Part Two:  The Relationship of the Church Year and the Pericope
Historical Origins

The origins of the concept of a church year and a series of readings that follow that pattern can be traced to the worship life of God’s Old Testament people.  God gave his Old Testament people a series of religious festivals that they were commanded to celebrate annually (for example: Passover, Tabernacles, Day of Atonement).  As the focus of worship shifted from the temple to local gatherings (synagogues) during and after the exile in Babylon, a pattern of readings also developed from Moses and the prophets (as well as the singing of psalms).  As the readings were heard, the rabbis would often offer commentary on one or more of those readings.  
The structure of the Christian church year developed slowly through the early centuries of the church.  While daily gatherings of believers can be found in the church of Jerusalem (Acts 2), already during the first century Christians thought of every Sunday as a reminder of Easter (“the Lord’s day” Revelation 1:10).  As the years passed, the every Sunday celebration of Easter also became an annual celebration in spring of the anniversary of Christ’s resurrection.  As the centuries passed, annual commemorations of other key events in the life and ministry of Christ began to form the backbone of the church year.  Slowly dates and patterns began to develop that remembered Christ’s birth, death, resurrection, ascension, and the giving of the Holy Spirit.  The Lutheran Reformation did not alter significantly the basic pattern of the church year that existed at that time, but saw in the basic structure of the church year a tool that could be used wisely to keep the church’s focus on Christ and the redemption won.  

Structure of the Church Year as We Know It Today
As we know it today, the church year is divided into two parts.  There is the time of Christ (also called at times the festival half, or the half year of our Lord) and the time of the church (also called at times the non-festival half, or the half year of the church).  The time of Christ stretches from the anticipation of Christ’s coming in Advent to the fulfillment of his promise of the Spirit on Pentecost Sunday.  The general focus during the time of Christ is on faith goals as the beauty of that which earned our salvation is paraded before us Sunday by Sunday. The time of the church begins with Trinity Sunday and concludes with the season of End Time.  The general focus during the time of the church is on life goals as the gospel empowers us to imitate what we have seen in Jesus.

Here are the major festivals and seasons of the church year and the focus of each:
Advent
Christ’s threefold coming to his people:  his promised coming to us in the flesh, his promised coming to us in Word and Sacraments; and his promised coming in glory at the end of all time

Christmas
God’s faithfulness in fulfilling his promise to send his own eternal Son as the offspring of the woman

Epiphany
The baby in the manger from his baptism on clearly reveals in his ministry that he is the powerful eternal Son of God and the gracious and compassionate Savior of the world

Lent
Sundays:  See the powerful clashes and victories of the Son of God as his ministry moves forward with boldness toward Calvary


Mid-week:  Ponder the days and hours of the last week of Christ’s life as he willingly and humbly submits to death on the cross for a world of sinners

Easter
The suffering Servant who willingly gave himself into death is the gloriously resurrected Lord who has conquered every enemy so that his people might live in that victory now and forever 

Ascension
The risen Christ who is still with us to the very end of the age also rules all things as the one who has been exalted to the right hand of the Father
(Here is where the time of Christ ends and the time of the church begins.)

Pentecost Sunday
Christ fulfills his promise of sending another Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on his first disciples and continues to pour out on his church to the end of time

Trinity Sunday
The God whom Christians worship and confess is the God who reveals himself as one God and yet three distinct persons within that unity of the God head

Sundays after Pentecost
The Spirit at work through the power of the gospel of the crucified and risen Christ empowers his church to imitate him as they live in this world 

End Time
God’s powerful Word will continue to do its saving work until it brings each of us safely home to heaven and until it ushers all who have ever lived to stand before Christ the King as the Judge of the living and the dead on the Last Day
The Historic Pericope and Modern Adaptations
As the church year developed over the centuries, so did a series of readings from the gospels and epistles that would focus each Sunday of the church year on a specific sub-theme of that season.  For centuries, those readings (often referred to as “the historic pericope”) would have been heard Sunday by Sunday year after year.  This was the series of readings the Lutheran churches maintained even after the Reformation.  In more recent times, an Old Testament reading was added to match the focus for each Sunday. You can find the historic pericope (with only a few changes) listed on page 166 in the front of Christian Worship (it is called there simply the “one year series.”).
There were also some alternate series of readings that mirrored the Sunday by Sunday emphases of the Historic pericope.  These were often developed to provide more variety in the choice of sermon texts.  None of these alternate pericope systems ever gained wide spread or common use in the Lutheran church or the broader Christian church.

In the last fifty years, a major shift has taken place in the broader church to move to a system of readings that maintains the Christian church year and the Sunday by Sunday emphases of the historic pericope but that adds a much greater variety of readings (and therefore also potential sermon texts).  This revision came into the Lutheran Church with the acronym ILCW (Inter-Lutheran Commission on Worship).  This revision provided a three year series that followed the church year with an emphasis each year on a different one of the first three gospels (Matthew during year A, Mark, during year B, and Luke, during year C).  The first lessons were typically from the Old Testament, although during the Easter season the first lesson comes from Acts as those lessons show the message of the risen Christ spread out from Jerusalem and around the Roman world.   While the ILCW readings have some unique features found only in Lutheran churches, it is very similar to the Revised Common Lectionary in use by other liturgical churches.  You can find the three year series of readings on pages 163-165 in the front of Christian Worship.  

Just this past year, our synod’s Commission on Worship produced the Christian Worship Supplement which offers some slight revisions to the ILCW series.  In particular, it chose more Old Testament narrative texts for first lessons and sought to offer some alternate second lessons (epistle readings) that fit more closely to the emphasis of each Sunday.

Looking Ahead to Lesson #4 

Next week we will walk step by step through the process that a pastor might follow as he works to produce and then preach his sermon.  

Continue to read and jot down questions and insights on the text (and its context) that we are going to work on together:  Philippians 3:8-14.   Next week will finally begin to use the fruit of your reading.
