
 

 

 

 

 

“Please! No more boring sermons!” 

An Introduction to the Application of Narrative to Homiletics. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adrian Lane 
 

Lecturer in Ministry Skills and Church History 

Ridley College, 160 The Avenue, Parkville, Vic 3052, Australia 

13 January 2006 



 1 

 

“Please! No more boring sermons!” 

An Introduction to the Application of Narrative to Homiletics. 

 

Adrian Lane 

 

The Problem 

 

Evangelicals have a strong commitment to the Bible. They believe it to be God’s 

word: authoritative, powerful, life-bringing, life-sustaining, and life-determining. 

They are keen to study it; to work hard at determining its meaning. They seek to 

submit to it, claiming that by doing so they find peace, joy, and favour in God’s sight. 

And they work hard at bringing the Bible’s message to others, claiming that only by 

submitting to the Bible will the world find life, both in this world and the next. 

 

Why then are so many sermons so boring? Why do so many sermons fail to engage 

their audience? Why do congregations go home with a ‘ho-hum’ response, rather than 

experiencing and being transformed by the Bible’s re-creative and life-giving power? 

After all, it does claim to be ‘living and active!’ (Heb 4:12).
1
 And why do so many 

preachers lack a confidence in their preaching, turning instead to liturgical practice or 

counselling, for instance, to find the heart of their ministry? And why is there such a 

loss of confidence among large sections of the Christian community in the ‘talking 

head’, with corresponding arguments for multimedia productions? Unfortunately, the 

handling of the word of God has not won a love for that word in many sections of the 

church and wider community. 
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Sometimes the issue is that the preacher has not spent enough time with the text, 

unlocking its sophisticated content and crafting; understanding the power in the 

passage. Sometimes the issue is that the preacher has not allowed the text to transform 

him or herself afresh; so that its life-changing dynamism is not infectiously 

communicated, since it remains to be caught by the preacher! Sometimes the issue is 

that the preacher has not sought out or wrestled with the ‘Fallen Condition Focus’
2
 of 

the text, and then ‘exegeted’ the audience and their needs, thereby determining how 

the passage applies to those listening. Sometimes the issue is that the preacher has not 

given enough time to determining the aim, content, shape and sound of the sermon, so 

that all that the text tells us of God, and its implications for us, are not communicated 

in a manner which begins to do justice to its power and pertinence, – and justice, of 

course, to the very ones who first ‘spoke’ it (2 Pt 1:21). 

 

Each of these issues: text, preacher, audience and sermon, and their interactions could 

be further investigated. However, in this article I wish to focus especially on the last: 

the sermon: the fourth component of the classic homiletical quadrilateral. I am 

constantly encouraged by the faithfulness of many in working at understanding the 

text, by their longing to submit to it personally, and by their longing for their listeners 

to be transformed by it. But I cannot help noticing the common difficulty many have 

in moving from text to sermon. And, in particular, I cannot help noticing the trouble 

many have in moving from the Biblical text to an engaging sermon. Indeed, it is a 

hard, creative work, taking time, skill and experience. Ideally, competence in a wide 

range of disciplines is required: the Biblical disciplines; History, Theology and Ethics; 

Language and Speech Communication; and the Human and Social Sciences – 
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including a good knowledge of oneself. And all of this, of course, needs to be 

immersed in the hard and faithful work of prayer. But unfortunately hard work does 

not guarantee an engaging sermon. Why? 

 

Some Complicating Issues 

 

Some preachers consider that when they have understood the passage, their sermon is 

completed. For them, the explained text is the sermon. And we are given an exegetical 

sermon, not too dissimilar from some commentaries. Their sermons are didactic and 

propositional: strong on the teaching dimension. While this approach does not fare too 

badly with parts of Romans and Hebrews, for instance, it stumbles over and distorts 

other Biblical literary forms, such as are found in the Wisdom literature. Furthermore, 

this approach often does not give enough attention to the hearers and their modes of 

learning. It also requires a high level of listening commitment from the audience, and 

generally will only attract the keenest of seekers. Such preachers have a high regard 

for exegesis, even for the hermeneutical process – meaning here, that process of 

understanding the passage in the context of the whole Bible. However, these 

preachers see no need for, or are even unaware of the homiletical process - that is, the 

process of creating a sermon. Such a process is effectively regarded as superfluous. 

Some of these preachers may have been unduly influenced by modernism and the 

historical-critical method – itself a reaction, in part, to sloppy handling of the 

scriptures by some, and an attempt to commend the scriptures to a liberal academy, 

church and community. 
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Other preachers spend all week working on their passage, so that by Saturday night 

they have a good understanding of its meaning. Saturday night is then used – while 

watching the football, or while driving home after dinner with friends – to move from 

text to sermon. These preachers also know the importance of exegesis, maybe even 

hermeneutics, but they are cursory with their homiletics. Instead, they rely on 

experience, their ‘gift of the gab’, the good grace of their congregation, or the good 

grace of the Spirit! These preachers plateau at a certain level of competence and their 

efforts only irritate congregations in the longer term. 

 

Yet other preachers do realise the need to give appropriate time to the crafting of a 

sermon. Their exegetical and hermeneutical work is completed with due time to 

prepare a sermon, which in my experience is generally at least two days and two good 

nights of sleep before delivery. However, sometimes these preachers lack the creative 

tools for such work and are consequently frustrated as they seek to move from text to 

sermon. In other words, they know the importance of the homiletical process but are 

incompetent in its application. 

 

Some who do not move well from text to sermon do so for ‘theological’ reasons. 

Belief in the divine authorship and power of the word – the seed ‘growing secretly’ 

(Mk 4:26-29) – may mean belief that its simple declaration is enough. Therefore, any 

development or application can only detract from its effect, especially as most 

preachers are all too well aware of their own sinfulness and limitations. Indeed, to 

move from text to sermon may only be adding inappropriate – perhaps even wrong! – 

encrustations. While this issue may present as a theological one, it may mask an 

underlying personal issue of one’s role and place as a preacher: “Who am I to tinker?” 
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Similarly, there are some preachers who have understood Paul's words in 1 

Corinthians 2:2-5 to mean that any process of crafting a sermon from a text is 

contradictory. It is, in fact, being worldly! When Paul came to the Corinthians, his 

message and his preaching ‘were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a 

demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so that [their] faith might not rest on men’s 

wisdom, but on God’s power’ (1 Cor 2:5). Thus, in this view, any attempt to add to 

the text is regarded as disbelieving in its inherent power, and turning instead to the 

world’s ways of persuasion. Many preachers can identify with this position to some 

degree, having sometimes been faced with a text which is so powerful, so crisp and 

clear that to preach it only seems to sully its integrity and power. Furthermore, we 

have all heard sermons where the text is obfuscated by the surrounding rhetoric! 

However, for those who take this position, there is an ambiguity or half-heartedness 

about even having a sermon. Often, the sermon is just a restatement of the text, or, 

alternatively, the read text becomes the sermon. This view clearly places the focus on 

the text and its proclamation, and the audience is to, ‘Take it or leave it’. 

Unfortunately, this perspective has led to much frustration on the part of hearers, who 

are yearning for more. Indeed, it is a surprisingly common criticism from lay people 

about their preachers, who may be somewhat aware of the discipline of homiletics – 

but who have effectively rejected it. 

 

There is, however, a deeper, sometimes unconscious reason why some are hesitant 

about moving from text to sermon, and it has to do with the relationship between the 

self and the sermon. Some feel that the creation or crafting of a sermon may lead to a 

focusing by the listeners on the preacher, rather than on God. We have all heard 
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sermons more about the preacher than the text! While this reason presents as pastoral 

it may, instead, be an excuse for laziness, or indeed have psychological roots. Many 

preachers are shy, whether naturally so, or because of trauma. Many preachers are 

fearful of affirmation and find it hard to objectively own and steward their gift.
3
 

Therefore they consciously or unconsciously seek to divorce their person from their 

work by, for example, not including any personal illustrations or application, or, more 

significantly, not applying a crafting or shaping process to their work, lest attention be 

drawn to this work. At its most extreme, this position can sometimes lead to preachers 

deliberately making themselves unattractive and/or unavailable, as they mistakenly 

think that this will lead to a greater focus on, and appreciation of the word. These 

preachers have not come to terms with the fact that preaching is ‘truth through 

personality’
4
 and pretend that this corner of preacher in the homiletical quadrilateral 

does not exist. For them, the sermon is a text from God to a congregation. Their role 

as preacher is simply that of messenger. For them, a faithful messenger is independent 

of the message. He or she participates in it and experiences it as minimally as 

possible. And so they seek to expunge their personality and their experience of the 

word from the sermon. Alas, their very self-consciousness and attempts to attend to it 

only draw attention to their self and make for a skewed homiletic. 

 

A Way Forward 

 

There may be a place for the read text to be ‘the sermon’, such as at a Christmas 

Service of Lessons and Carols. There may be a place for the explained text to be the 

sermon. Indeed, there will often be occasions where the word needs to be brought and 

taught very simply and plainly, especially to unbelievers or in a multicultural setting. 
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And, of course, when handling the word of God, indeed in all our speaking, we should 

do so as ‘one speaking the very words of God’ (1 Pt 4:11).
5
 All of us should be 

faithful messengers and ambassadors. But even the most cursory examination of 

God’s enscripturated word finds a wide range of oral and written communication 

modes: poetry, narrative, law, command, prophesy, song, proverb, apocalyptic, 

epistle, and argument, amongst others. And of course God has also communicated and 

continues to communicate in an amazing display of other modes, such as dreams, the 

creation, the Son and the Spirit. Furthermore, Scripture’s claim of double authorship 

(2 Pt 1:21) recognises the great variety of persons, giftedness and contexts in the 

human aspects of its delivery. Indeed, Paul’s claim in 1 Corinthians 2:1-5 that he only 

spoke in plain words when he first came to Corinth has to be read in the context of his 

carefully crafted speeches and letters. In fact, this very crafting calls on the 

communicator of the word to ask humbly to what extent they should be following 

Paul’s example. 

 

Just as ‘God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in 

various ways’ (Heb 1:1), so now will those in the prophetic tradition also 

communicate in a variety of ways, being made in the imago dei and empowered by 

his Spirit.
6
 Led by the Spirit, there should obviously be a dynamic interaction between 

text, speaker and audience which will determine the most appropriate communication 

mode. As speakers grow in maturity and ability, a greater range of communication 

modes will be available to them as they continue to seek wisdom from God as to how 

best to bring a particular text to a particular congregation. Importantly, an application 

of insights from the study of narrative at all four points of the homiletical 

quadrilateral: text, preacher, audience and sermon, will greatly enhance understanding 
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of each of these points and ultimately lead to more effective communication of God’s 

word. Furthermore, it should prevent the possibility of any more boring sermons! 

Indeed, it could be argued that many boring sermons are an affront to God’s 

wonderful creativity, giving the wrong message about God, and testifying to the 

laziness, rather than the created creativity in his people. 

 

Narrative 

 

Narrative is being rediscovered in all manner of places, including the unexpected. We 

are probably familiar with the amazing popularity of Harry Potter, Lord of the Rings 

and Star Wars. We may read the ‘15 Minutes of Fame’ in The Age, or the 

advertisements with surprisingly long narrative texts, such as the story of 

R.M.Williams, or the blurbs on bottles of wine. Tim Winton’s epic narratives have 

made him Australia’s most popular author – the Sydney and Melbourne productions 

of Cloudstreet were 5-6 hours long! And packed out! And the TV soap operas, serials, 

mysteries and reality shows continue to addict. Not just at popular levels, but also in 

the academy, many disciplines are applying narrative tools, such as the oral history 

movement and women’s studies. In psychology, for instance, autobiography is 

increasingly used therapeutically in clinical work. 

 

Why is there this increased interest in narrative? Part of the interest may be due to 

reasons Christians are uneasy about, such as a rejection of modernism’s propositional 

absolutes. For what remains? To some, it is only my perceived experience. And 

inasmuch as the interest in narrative opposes the notion of any objective truth or 

overarching metanarrative, Christians can only beg to differ.
7
 However, narrative is 
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not necessarily all there is to the story. Rather, narrative can evidence more 

foundational truths, being the form rather than the essence. 

 

Indeed, much of the interest in narrative is for reasons Christians should welcome. 

Modernism in essence is anti-spiritual, even anti-cognitive, such as is exemplified by 

classical behavioural psychology, which is only interested in ‘objective’ measurable 

behaviour. Furthermore, modernism emphasises the proposition, or order, of the 

whole, often to the detriment of the individual, such as is seen in ‘modern’ 

architecture. On the other hand, narrative affirms the person, as an individual. 

Narrative is interested in the person’s story. It recognises the person as a whole, 

including their own internal narratives, that is, the deliberations and workings of their 

mind and psyche. And it is also interested in their spirituality. Yet narrative is also 

interested in how the individual’s narrative relates to the narratives of others, and 

larger, more complex narratives. 

 

Furthermore, narrative reflects God’s revealed style of working: his creative and 

redemptive plan. God is the first story maker and teller. He had a plan for the world 

before the world was made, and the creation and salvific history reflect God’s 

narrative nature. All is implemented and sustained by his word. So narrative is no new 

thing. God’s creativity is notably seen in his re-creation of each individual believer 

(Eph 1:4-14; Col 1:13-23; Jas 1:17-18). He who created sun and stars is now through 

his word creating a new people, and ultimately, ‘a new heaven and a new earth’ (Rev 

21:1). More generally, narrative is seen in all human beings, reflecting one aspect of 

the creativity God has given to us, made in the imago dei: we are continually making 

and telling a story. 
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So communicators of God’s word neglect narrative to their great cost! In the first 

instance, we need to wrestle with the revelation in the Scriptures of God’s great 

narratives, and the particular narratives within them. We need to understand them. In 

other words, communicators need to understand the narrative aspects of the text. In 

the second instance, preachers need to learn how to communicate God’s great 

narratives. Part of learning to communicate will be understanding the interaction 

between God’s great narratives and the stories of those to whom we minister – for this 

is the work of curing souls. In other words, preachers need to understand the narrative 

of their audience. And, of course, preachers need to be highly aware of their own 

narrative and how it impinges on their task. Otherwise we find a dynamic work 

constrained by an unwillingness to be changed and shaped by the word and God’s 

people, through his Spirit. We find, in fact, an obdurate heart. Fourthly, an 

understanding of narrative will be key for the effectiveness of the sermon. Indeed, not 

giving due consideration to narrative may trap us in those approaches to 

communicating the gospel which have been unduly influenced by modernism – such 

as regarding the gospel as a set of objective propositions alone, rather than the good 

news of re-creation and eternal relationship with God and his people. Of course I am 

not suggesting that narrative is the only mode through which God communicates and 

works. Rather, a better appreciation of narrative heightens our understanding of other 

forms of God’s communication and work. For so often God speaks and acts in a 

wonderfully creative mixture of form such as narrative and apocalyptic (e.g. Daniel 

and Revelation) or narrative and argument (e.g. Parables). Thus facility in identifying 

and wrestling with narrative and some of its key components at all four points of the 
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homiletical quadrilateral will be imperative for preachers, but let us especially focus 

on its application to the sermon. 

 

Some Key Components of Narrative 

 

Perhaps the best and simplest working definition for narrative is story. Obviously, 

many stories are made up of stories and may be part of a larger story, and the study of 

their dynamic interaction will often bear much fruit. Thus, 

‘As I was wrestling with this sermon, I had a dream, in which I went to the 

shop,’ 

contains at least three stories. A fourth and fifth would be the metanarratives of God’s 

work with me, within the larger story of his people. 

 

Stories have characters, heroes and ‘antiheroes’: 

‘I was followed.’ 

As the story develops, listeners identify with various characters and come to have 

‘relationships’ with others. In effective stories no character is unrealistic: ‘too good’ 

or ‘too bad’. Further, what is said about a character is just as important as what is not 

said, leaving room for the imagination and appropriate ambiguity. A single engaging 

phrase or image is often all that is needed to describe a character: 

‘by a suspicious weed of a man.’ 

 

Tension and conflict create interest and development, and are the mark of all engaging 

stories. Sometimes questions, or a problem is used. The rope or wire is slowly twisted 

during the story, creating energy ‘about to burst’, or break. We have all listened to 
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boring stories: whether travelogues or a child’s circuitous account, which fail to 

engage because of a lack of tension. 

‘I recognised the man from the market. My colleagues had said he was from 

the religious police.’ 

 

Stories are very ‘time-aware’, with suspense, anticipation and delay key to their 

purpose. Thus the fig tree is cursed in Mark 11:14, but the result delayed until after 

the cleansing of the temple and Jesus’ return from the city, with clear metaphoric 

intent. In the birth narratives, for instance, timing is critical. We see its importance in 

relation to the announcement and illegitimacy question and the subsequent question of 

the nature of Jesus’ humanity. We see its importance in the relationship between Jesus 

and John the Baptist. In prophetic fulfilment, John must come ‘before’ (Is 40:3; Mal 

4:5). However, John is surpassed by Jesus because Jesus was ‘before’ (Jn 1:15,30), 

even though, in incarnate form, he comes ‘after’ (Jn 1:27). Thus a clear claim to 

Jesus’ divinity (and humanity) is made. We also see perfect timing in the census and 

the prophetic fulfilment for humble Bethlehem (Mic 5:2; Mt 2:6). And we also see 

fateful timing in the visit by the Magi, Herod’s response, Joseph’s dream and the 

prophetic fulfilments in the consequential flight to Egypt and Slaughter of the 

Innocents. Jesus’ words in John 2:4, ‘My time has not yet come,’ reek with 

anticipation. Indeed, all the gospels carefully move to the climactic events in 

Jerusalem, with heightened awareness of the timing of the Passover and the stages to 

the cross. Back to our story: 

‘I tried to shake him off, all morning, but he just kept following.’ 
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From the Biblical examples noted above, we can further see that not only are stories 

time-aware, but also space-aware. They have a crucial interest in geography, scene 

changes or the stages of a journey, for instance. 

‘Oh, I forgot to tell you, I was in Peshawar, in Pakistan, one of the homes of  

al-Qaeda.’ 

This seemingly incidental information completely changes the nature of the story and 

adds significantly to its engagement through tension and suspense. 

 

Related to these elements of story, character, tension, time and space is the key 

component of escalation. As the story develops, it gathers momentum and ‘carries 

more freight.’  In particular, the story will carry more ‘emotional freight’. This 

escalation will be evidenced both in content, that is, the story becomes more complex 

and sophisticated, and in form, through various devices such as language, grammar, 

syntax, repetition, parallelism, climax and reversal. Tension is built. More is at stake. 

Engagement and participation grow. 

‘I arrived at the shop and the shopkeeper welcomed me, saying, “I’m so glad 

you’ve come. I’ve been wanting to ask you some questions about Jesus.” But 

the man following had also entered the shop. What would you do? Would you 

compromise your interlocuter?’ 

 

Dialogue therefore is obviously another key component, both intra- and inter-

personal. It defines, connects and builds relationships, simultaneously developing 

characterisation. 

‘I wrote on an old receipt the word, “Police”; but the shopkeeper brushed it 

aside, “No matter.” So we began to speak.’ 
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Language: Good stories have colourful and vivid language. It is crisp and pruned, 

with nothing wasted and nothing unnecessary. Language will often work at numerous 

levels so that the story also works at numerous levels: for the child and the adult; for 

the theologically trained – such as the Pharisee, and the theologically untrained – such 

as the humble in the crowds. It is specific rather than general, unless deliberate 

ambiguity or breadth of application is purposed. English, and particularly Australian 

English, is a wonderful language in this regard, with one of the largest vocabularies 

and a wealth of idiom. Rather than say, ‘He lived by the water’, the able storyteller 

tells the listeners, ‘He lived in a house, a weekender, a caravan, a tent, a shed, a 

mansion, a hotel, a hovel, or a humpy, by the sea, the harbour, the lake, the river, the 

creek, the swamp, the marsh, or the billabong.’ All these characters ‘live by the 

water!’
8
 Over the course of a longer narrative, or a collection of shorter narratives, the 

language will resonate with all five senses, thereby drawing in those who are more 

naturally visual, auditory or kinaesthetic. Australian English’s colourful collection of 

idioms often have a strong visual component – ‘Flat out like a lizard drinking!’ – 

although care needs to be used in multicultural settings. 

 

Related to language use is grammar and syntax: the placement of words. Again, 

English is a marvellous language for preachers in this regard, with its wide range of 

constructions, moods, tenses and voices. Furthermore it is highly flexible, often using 

‘law-breaking’ to powerful effect: ‘He ain’t heavy’ or, ‘Stop or get stopped!’
9
 

Narrative is highly alert to the particular strengths and limitations of the language 

available. Much is communicated, for instance, by being able to say, ‘I was sanctified, 

I am being sanctified and I will be sanctified.’ Yet the so-called ‘limitations’ of a 
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language are also important, especially for ambiguity, such as the lack of precision in 

Hebrew tense. Storytellers are also alert to the roles of the active and passive voice. 

While the active focuses on the protagonist and his or her actions, thoughts, etc. and is 

typically more engaging, through identification, Christians however need to be 

especially careful of the ‘grammar checkers’’ disqualification of the passive. An 

‘active voice’ view of the world encourages the perspective that humans are self-

determining, independent beings. Reformed Christians, however, are greatly aware of 

God’s sovereign work in election, creation, redemption, regeneration, renewal and re-

creation, so that we are elected, created, redeemed, regenerated, renewed and re-

created. We are saved! All this work is expressed in the passive! And the agency is 

rightly focussed on God. Thus the current shift to the active, as exemplified in some 

software’s grammar checkers, is not just a technical issue: it is indeed philosophical, 

psychological and theological.  

 

Given narrative’s interest in timing and order, the location of ideas and images is key. 

This, when coupled with grammatical and syntactical considerations has considerable 

implications for the length and relationship of ‘speech units’. For instance, for written, 

read text, dependant phrases and clauses can easily precede their referents. However, 

for oral-aural texts, the primary clause is usually best first, followed by dependant 

phrases and clauses. Otherwise the text is too confusing and hard for the listener, as 

the listener has to work at ‘storing up’ dependant phrases and clauses before hearing 

their referent. Similarly, with a range of ideas – whether words, phrases or clauses, it 

is far easier for the listener in the oral-aural context to move from the accessible to the 

less accessible. Thus we move from the house to the humpy, the sea to the billabong. 

Nonetheless, there will be times when these general rules are highly effective in their 
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breaking. In the case of the principal clause first rule, the principal clause is usually 

left to the climactic end in its breaking; and in the case of the accessible first rule, 

putting the least accessible first can raise interest through curiosity. 

 

Related to language and syntax, another key component of narrative is repetition, 

parallelism and contrast, both in actual words and ideas. In addition to aiding 

memory and working summatively, repetition builds tension and engagement, often 

with a single word or phrase change. In the perennially favourite European folklore 

story, we move from the baby goat, to the nanny goat, to the billy goat, as they each 

attempt to cross the bridge guarded by the troll. And in the traditional Australian joke 

form, we move from the Englishman, to the Scotsman, to the Irishman (or the 

reverse!). The repetition may be parallel, as with the goats, which happens also to 

contain escalation; or contrastive, as with the jokes. More sophisticated arrangements 

abound, such as the chiastic structures: ABCBA (as found in Hebrew poetry) or 

ABB’A’ (as in English or Greek, such as 2 Cor 5:21).
10

 Looking ahead, these 

narrative arrangements are key to exegesis and hermeneutics, and, of course, will be 

critical for homiletics. Exegetical examples include the escalating poetic form of Gen 

1; the careful structure of Hebrew lament; the escalating parallelism of the Parables of 

the Tenants and the Soils; or the contrastive repetition in the Parable of the Good 

Samaritan; the careful escalating structure of the ‘I am’ declarations and their 

associated miracles in John’s gospel; and the parallel letters in Revelation 2-3. 

Hermeneutical examples include the parallelism between the Songs of Hannah and 

Mary; and the crowning of Solomon in 1 Kings 1:32f. and the entry of Jesus into 

Jerusalem in Luke 19:28f. So, back to our story, 
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‘The shopkeeper’s wife then came in from out the back and asked me all the 

same questions! But I was becoming increasingly anxious, as through all this 

my shadow had also been listening, albeit in a vaguely disguised manner.’ 

 

As narratives progress, they generally move toward a climax. This is not the same as a 

conclusion, though it may be. Sometimes the climax is in fact anti-climactic, or sub-

climactic. Soap operas are an example of a narrative genre that uses these devices 

well to ensure continuing engagement: the pregnancy test turns out to be wrong; or 

the baby is finally born, but with red hair – more like the neighbour than the husband! 

Billy Graham’s preaching moves to a climax in a call for decision. However, the 

climax of Whitefield’s sermon, ‘The Method of Grace’, remains unresolved until the 

hearer repents. Thus the ‘climax’ is effectively after the sermon, and may be long 

delayed, if reached at all.
11

 

 

A key theme in narrative is ambiguity. Naturally this relates to issues of tension and 

conflict and is plainly seen, for instance, in the mystery genre. All the protagonists 

end up having a motive! This ambiguity, when clarified, often leads to a surprise, 

twist, or reversal.
12

 This reversal is usually the climax of the narrative, and is often 

indeed its point! Thus the flood in Genesis 7-8 is a reversal and ‘fresh start’ to the 

escalating sin of the previous chapters. Thus Nathan says to David in 2 Samuel 12:7, 

at the climax of his parable about David’s escalating sin, ‘You are the man’. Thus 

Jonah is called to, of all places, Ninevah, and changes direction on more than one 

occasion! Thus the Prodigal Son returns and it is the older, supposedly faithful son 

who ultimately remains at odds with his father. Or it is the widow who has ‘put in 

more than all the others’ (Lk 21:3). Similarly, the single mina is taken from the lazy 



 18 

servant and, unexpectedly given to the one who ‘already has ten’ (Lk 19:25). So, ‘To 

everyone who has, more will be given, but as for the one who has nothing, even what 

he has will be taken away’ (Lk 19:26). Or, the good news is for the leper, the blind, 

the Samaritan, the prostitute and the tax collector. Or, ‘God made him who had no sin 

to be sin for us’ (2 Cor 5:21). Or, in our story, 

‘The shopkeeper said to me, “I must hear you more on this”. On my way 

home, rejoicing in this opportunity to share the gospel, I felt a presence beside 

me. I turned and saw my ‘shadow’. A shot of adrenalin rushed through me as I 

thought of the consequences - for my listeners and me - of my conversation. 

Without even looking at me, this man quietly said, “I am not who you think I 

am. I would like to become a Christian.” I had hated and feared this man. The 

‘policeman’ was in fact the seeker, while it transpired the shopkeeper and his 

wife were informers looking for extra cash on the side.’ 

 

We identify with the ‘good guy’, only to find the ‘good guy’ is in fact the one 

who has not yet found mercy. We think we know who the ‘good guy’ is, who 

the ‘righteous’ are, and the way to righteousness – works. Whereas, in fact, the 

‘good guy’ and the ‘righteous’ are not justified, for righteousness is found by 

faith.’ 

 

Thus, understanding the nature of reversal in narrative is absolutely key to 

understanding the narrative itself, and not only understanding it, but experiencing and 

communicating it. For the preacher, such understanding will often unlock the meaning 

of the text, will enable the preacher to begin the process of being renewed and 

transformed by the text, and will be determinative in communicating the text. For 
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isn’t reversal intrinsic to the nature of the gospel itself? Do we not gain our life by 

losing it? Do we not become mature by being children? Is not our impurity washed 

into purity by the pure Christ’s taking on sin? Is not faith itself a sure hope of things 

not seen, since what is seen is passing away? Understanding, no, more than that, 

experiencing reversal is therefore not just key for the preacher, it is integral to the 

Christian experience, and particularly to the experience of repentance and faith. 

Furthermore, it is not just integral to an individual’s faith commitment, but to the 

commitment of God’s people: God himself became a servant (Phil 2:7); what was 

‘dead…is alive again; [what] was lost…is found’ (Lk 19: 24, 32); the humble are 

lifted up, and rulers brought down from their thrones (Lk 1:52). 

 

This leads us to the final element of narrative to be considered here: narrative form. 

All cultures have various narrative forms, reflecting underlying presuppositions and 

world-views. In English literature, we are familiar with tragedy, where the narrative 

form moves in greater complexity to a pitiful nadir, such as in King Lear, Romeo and 

Juliet, Animal Farm or 1984. On the other hand, we are also familiar with the form 

that is technically called comedy, where a descending disequilibrium is finally 

arrested by a reversal which resolves all beforehand, and is followed by celebration. 

This is evidenced in, say, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, The Pirates of Penzance or 

Agatha Christie mysteries. In The Homiletical Plot
13

 Lowry argues that it is this latter 

form or shape that is intrinsic to the gospel, and as such is most appropriate 

homiletically. So, for Lowry, the sermon begins with an ‘Oops!’ – an upsetting of the 

equilibrium, such as a problem, conflict or question.
14

 This problem or discrepancy is 

further analysed and developed in the next stage of the sermon: the ‘Yuk!’ When the 

problem or conflict is ultimately displayed at its most irredeemable, the clue to 
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resolution is revealed: the ‘Aha!’, leading to a reversal. So, for example, the billy goat 

conquers the troll, David repents, the pirates turn out to be wayward Lords, and the 

death and resurrection of Christ reverses the decline of human history. Resolution 

leads to the final stage of the sermon: the ‘Wow!’ or ‘Whee!’ – a celebration of this 

resolution. So all the goats triumphantly cross the bridge, David praises the Lord, the 

pirates are consequentially eligible for marriage to the Major-General’s daughters, 

and in the first fruits of the new creation, the Spirit is poured out ‘on all people’ (Ac 

2:17). Lowry argues that the ‘Aha!’ and ‘Wow!’ need to be experienced by the 

listener, such experience in fact being the experience of grace found only in the 

gospel. So the problems of forgiveness or suffering, or the pain of loneliness or death, 

or the questions of meaning and identity - all ‘Oopses!’ - which problems are only 

even more despairing on further examination - ‘Yuks!’ - find their resolution in the 

unlikely death and resurrection of God himself and in the astounding knowledge that 

God adopts us as his children and uses us eternally for his purposes - ‘Ahas!’ Praise 

God! ‘Wow!’ 

 

Lowry argues that this narrative form need not only be used for what he terms ‘story’ 

style sermons, that is, sermons styled as a story.
15

 Rather, ‘argument’ style or ‘image’ 

style sermons, or sermons using a mixture of these styles, can also reflect this form. 

‘Argument’ style sermons wrestle with an issue or problem propositionally, and can 

also be worked through using this narrative form. This would be exemplified, for 

instance, in an ‘argument’ style sermon or sermons on the first eight chapters of 

Romans. ‘Image’ style sermons are styled as a visual metaphor, such as bread, wine, 

water, cup, shepherd, or rescue. Again, these too can follow Lowry’s narrative form in 

the sermon, such as a sermon on the triumphant templeless city of Revelation 21. 
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Indeed, this very article has attempted to follow Lowry’s narrative form in an 

‘argument’ style. 

 

So, back to our Original Problem 

 

Space precludes a fuller application of the overview above to homiletics, but helpful 

and engaging possibilities emerge. In the first corner of the homilectical quadrilateral, 

even a rudimentary understanding of narrative will aid us in our exegesis of the text, 

and in our hermeneutical understanding of how the text relates to the wider Biblical 

story. Does the text itself contain a story or stories or part of a story? To what extent 

is the text part of a bigger story? In particular, how does the text relate to the overall 

Biblical story? What are the time and space considerations in the text (e.g. scene 

changes)? Who are the protagonists? What is the dialogue? Is there a climax and/or a 

reversal? If the passage is one of celebration, for instance, such as Mary’s song in 

Luke 1:46f., or the angels’ appearance to the shepherds in Luke 2:13, what is the 

problem or ambiguity that has been resolved? It is important to note here that insights 

from narrative can be applied much more broadly than to just those texts in narrative 

genre. 

 

Next, understandings from narrative can be applied to the quadrilateral’s corners of 

preacher and congregation, and their relationship with the text. What is the ‘Oops!’ in 

the preacher’s and congregation’s life that the text addresses? Where in the text is 

grace to be found, or is grace part of the larger context? For the location of grace will 

represent the ‘Aha!’ for both preacher and congregation. These understandings cannot 

help but lead to a more pertinent and transformative sermon. 
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Most importantly, then, insights from the study of narrative, and narrative form in 

particular, will be crucial to the final corner of the homiletical quadrilateral: the 

sermon. At a foundational level, a sermon that is insensitive to the narrative elements 

and flow of the text, and to the text’s place in the wider Biblical narratives, will 

ultimately work against the text and fail to preach it faithfully. In particular, a sermon 

needs very good reason not to follow the emotional flow of the text. Further, a sermon 

that fails to identify the human condition disequilibrium pertinent to the passage, as 

exemplified in Lowry’s ‘Oops!’ or Chapell’s ‘Fallen Condition Focus’, will fail to 

engage and enable listeners to move to a position of grace, obedience and praise 

through the Spirit’s work. In all this, sermons which fail to reflect, albeit faintly, the 

wonderful creativity of God’s communication with his creation falsely testify to our 

Father, who in fact longs for his children to use all the creativity he has given them to 

declare ‘the eternal gospel’ (Rev 14:6). Please, no more boring sermons! 
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