Guide to Expository Preaching
This is a guide based on a book by Haddon Robinson called Biblical Preaching, which is a classic text on sermon preparation. This guide summarizes Robinson’s ideas and presents them as simple-to-follow steps. It is meant to help with the preparation of expository sermons, which aim to explain, clarify, and illustrate a particular passage from God’s Word, as opposed to topical sermons, which merely give an idea about a certain topic. However, this guide may contain helpful hints for topical sermon preparation as well.
Preparing sermons is a difficult and dynamic process that cannot be boxed in to a formula because it is part of our walk with God. God is a person who can and often does choose to do things in different ways sometimes, depending on where our relationship with Him is. So, the steps outlined below are merely a guideline—not a fixed, rigid process—meant to help with preparing sermons. It is flexible and adaptable and is based on principles that are generally considered to be important in sermon preparation.

Step 1: Choose a Passage

If you are following a given preaching schedule, then you will have no choice on what passage to preach from. However, if it is your job to choose the passage, prayerfully consider what message God may want to give to His people at this moment. What are the needs of the church? Do they need encouragement, vision for the future, or correction of erroneous thinking? Select your passage based on their needs but mostly on what you feel God leading you to choose through prayer.
It is highly recommended that you make a year-long preaching schedule for yourself to save you time in the long run. You can alter your schedule as the year goes on. Also, be careful about the length of the passage you choose, as it will determine the scope of your main idea.

Step 2: Do Your Research

Having a working knowledge of Greek and Hebrew is certainly an advantage, as it will allow you to look into the original language for yourself and pick out any details that others cannot see. However, there are many resources and tools available these days for lay preachers. 

The main tool would be commentaries. Find well-respected commentaries on the passage you chose and read up on what various scholars have said about it. You should also do a word study on key words in your passage. In other words, how are those key words used in other parts of the Bible? That may be important to your message later on.

Finally, find historical data about the culture, geography, economy, people, and places related to your passage. This data may play an important role in your sermon.
Step 3: Three Developmental Questions

Next, start to gather all your information and answer the following three fundamental questions:

- What does it mean? (Explain it)

- Is it true? (Prove it)

- So what? (Apply it)

Write out your answers to these questions, and as you do so, jot down other questions that people may have about the passage. It is important to address these burning questions, otherwise the people will not feel satisfied.

In the end, your sermon will focus more on one of the three developmental questions than the other two. Some passages require more explanation, others need to be proved and argued, while others need mostly to be applied.

Step 4: Determine the Main Idea

It is important to understand that this step isn’t about finding our own idea of the text, but to determine what the author’s main point in the text is. What is God trying to say here? A given passage may have more than one theme or idea developed within it, but it will almost always have one idea that is more important than the others. That is the idea you are trying to identify and capture.

The commentaries you read on the passage should help you find the main idea, as most of them should talk more about one thing than another. Also, if a certain word or phrase is repeated many times in the text, chances are the main idea has something to do with that word or phrase.

Always keep in mind the context of the passage. If you take it out of context, you are in danger of preaching what God did not intend the passage to say.
Step 5: Form the Exegetical Idea
The exegetical idea is a crystallized statement of the main idea of the passage. It has two parts, the subject and the compliment. The subject is a question about the main topic and the compliment is the answer. When the subject and compliment are put together, they form the exegetical idea.

The subject question is made in the following way. First, identify the word or phrase that is most important to the passage (you may have done this in Step 4). Every word or phrase has an implied question behind it. For example, if your word is “love”, then the implied question may be “What is true love?” If your phrase is “the people God justifies”, then the implied question is “Who are the people that God justifies?”
The compliment is found in the text itself. It is the answer to the question. The answer to the question above may be “They are the people who put their faith in Christ.” Then, when the subject and compliment are put together, you have the exegetical idea. In this case, it would be “The people who put their faith in Christ are the ones justified by God.”

Step 6: Make a Homiletical Statement

The exegetical idea is the central idea of the passage. In some cases, it may be easy enough for the congregation to grasp and absorb, but in most cases, it will be too long, too complex, or not memorable enough. So, turn the exegetical idea into a catchy homiletical statement (or slogan, if you will). This statement should be memorable and pack a punch so that it grabs people’s attention and makes the exegetical idea clear right away. For example, your exegetical idea may be:

“God did not remove the thorn from Paul’s side because He wanted Paul to remain humble and know that God’s grace was sufficient.” 
This statement is too long and not very catchy. So, a possible homiletical statement for this could look like this:

 “An unremoved thorn is not an unanswered prayer.” 
This is much catchier and captures the exegetical idea well. Be sure to repeat your homiletical statement at key points in your sermon to help drive the point home and make it more memorable.

Step 7: Determine the Purpose and Goal

This step is more for you than for the audience. It is to help you see the direction in which the sermon should head, and the shape the sermon should take. You do not necessarily have to state the purpose and goal of the sermon to the congregation, although at times there may be a place for that.

As you go on with the next few steps, keep the purpose and goal in mind and shape your sermon to meet them. This will also help you determine whether your message was a hit or a miss, based on the feedback and impact it has on the people. If your message accomplished what you intended it to do, it was a success.

Step 8: Deductive or Inductive

Sermons can take on three shapes or arrangements: deductive, inductive, or both.

A deductive sermon will state the main idea up front and then unpack the idea during the rest of the sermon. It looks like this:

Main Idea ( 1st major point ( 2nd major point ( 3rd major point ( Application/Conclusion

An inductive arrangement is a series of logical steps that lead to the main idea. It can use questions and answers or if-then statements. Inductive arrangements are good for keeping the mystery or tension up in a sermon to hold the audience’s attention. They look like this:

If point 1 ( then point 2 ( if point 2 ( then point 3 ( if point 3 ( then Main Idea!

Use a deductive arrangement when simply explaining something or going through a list. Inductive arrangements are good for narratives, dealing with difficult questions, or addressing skeptical or hostile audiences.

It is possible to use both arrangements in a sermon, which would look something like this:

If point 1 ( then point 2 ( if point 2 ( then Main Idea ( point 3 ( Application

It is recommended that beginning preachers stick with deductive or inductive arrangements. When you get more experienced, then you can try using a mixed arrangement.

Step 9: Gather Illustrations

Once you have your main idea and major points, it is time to find good illustrations to help clarify your points and make them more vivid. Take time to research books, the internet, and other sources to find illustrations to prove your points. Be careful when using illustrations from sermon illustration websites as many of them are overused and cliché. Original or new illustrations are best.

Sources of illustrations include recent news stories, statistics, studies, stories, biographies, testimonies, and even jokes from time to time (but use jokes tastefully and sparingly).

Step 10: Make a Strong Introduction and Conclusion
No matter how good the content of the body of your sermon is, if the introduction and conclusion are weak, the message will fall flat and not be received nearly as well as it could be. Now that you have collected your illustrations, save your best illustrations for your intro and conclusion. Start and end with a bang.

For deductive sermons, your intro should be related to the main idea or overall topic of the message and the main idea should be clearly stated somewhere in the intro. For inductive sermons, since you are not revealing the main idea until the very end, the intro should only be related to the first major point. If you give away too much in the intro, the purpose of the inductive arrangement is defeated.
It is common to pose a thought-provoking question or perplexing problem in the introduction of sermons, whether inductive or deductive. This question or problem may serve as a unifying motif throughout your message, as well as your homiletical statement.

Step 11: Create an Outline

Now it is time to put all of your material into a complete outline. Beginning preachers should write out their points in full sentences because it is all too common to become distracted on the pulpit and lose track of where you are or what to say next. Having a fully-scripted outline will help to avoid memory blanks. If worse comes to worse, you can always fall back on the outline and read it like a script. Once you are more experienced, you can make your outlines in point form.

You can choose whatever format you want for your outline, as long as it is easy to follow for you. Below is one possible format that you can use:

I. INTRODUCTION


A. Story/Illustration


B. Question/Problem


C. Main Idea and Homiletical Statement

(write out transitions in italics so they are easy to distinguish from the main text)
II. MAIN BODY


A. Major Point 1



i. illustration



ii. statistic

(transition)

B. Major Point 2



i. Bible reference



ii. historical insight

(transition)

C. Major Point 3



i. illustration

(transition)
III. CONCLUSION


A. Application 1


B. Application 2


C. Story/Illustration


D. Homiletical Statement

Step 12: Final Checklist

Your sermon should now be basically complete, but it would still be wise to let it sit for a day and meditate on it. Then, go over the following checklist and see if there is anything God may want you to tweak. It would be good to go through this final step the night before the message is to be given.

- Is the main idea made clear in the sermon?

- Is the main idea too broad or too narrow?

- Does the main idea of the sermon agree with the main idea of the passage?

- What is the good news about this passage?

- Have I internalized this passage? Do I feel what the passage is saying?

- Does this passage matter to me? Has it impacted my life?

- Is it relevant to the audience? Will the listeners wonder how I knew what they were going through or how they were feeling?

- Did I address all the questions the people might have about this passage?

Sermon Preparation Worksheet

Use this worksheet as you prepare your sermon. Fill out the following fields, taking as much space as you need. The fields below follow the steps outlined in the guide above.
Bible Passage:
Three Developmental Questions:

- What does it mean? (Explain it)

- How do you know? (Prove it)


- So what? What difference does it make? (Apply it)

Main Idea of the Passage:
Exegetical Idea:

- key word or phrase:


- subject (question):


- compliment (answer):


- completed idea:

Homiletical Statement:
Purpose and Goal:

Deductive or Inductive Arrangement:

Outline:
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