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Introduction

E

vangelicals through the years have emphasized the need for Christian preachers to
preach the unsearchable riches of Christ. The sixteenth-century Puritan William
Perkins summarized his theory saying, “Preach one Christ, by Christ, to the praise of Christ.
To God alone be the glory.”1 Likewise, John Broadus summarized his approach saying,
“The subject of preaching is divine truth, centrally the gospel as revealed and offered in
Jesus Christ.”2
While many would say “amen!” to these affirmations on the importance of the
gospel, others would also want to emphasize the primacy of expository preaching.
Essentially, expository preaching attempts to explain and apply the biblical text in its context.
This poses an interesting dilemma for Christian preachers. Bryan Chapell, President of
Covenant Theological Seminary and preaching professor, has raised the question precisely
asking, “How do I preach the text that is present and preach Christ where he may not seem
to be present?”3 In asking this question, two assumptions are being made: (1) expositors
should be faithful to the context of a passage, and (2) Christian preachers should desire to
proclaim the glories of Christ.
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How does one deal with the text with integrity and preach Christ from a text like
Nehemiah? After all, many Old Testament instructors declare that “you should not look for
Jesus under every rock!” Students are taught to respect and consider the “original” hearers.
Thus, the question remains as to whether the preacher can accomplish these two goals
(exposition and Christ-centeredness) without arbitrarily inserting Jesus into the text or
simply “leapfrogging to Jesus” at the end of the sermon.
Chapell argues that one of the solutions to this dilemma is for the expositor to see
the Bible as a unified book of redemptive history, which culminates in the person and work
of Christ. He states,
In a similar sense, preachers cannot properly explain a seed (or portion) of biblical
revelation, even if they say many true things about it, unless they relate it to the
redeeming work of God that all Scripture ultimately purposes to disclose. In this
sense, the entire Bible is Christ-centered because his redemptive work in all of its
incarnational, atoning, rising, interceding, and reigning dimensions is the capstone of
all of God’s revelation of his dealings with his people. Thus, no aspect of revelation
can be thoroughly understood or explained in isolation of Christ’s redeeming work.4
Therefore, the goal for Christ-centered expositors is not to “look for Jesus under every
rock,” but rather to find out how a particular text fits into the whole redemptive story that
culminates in Christ. Contextual analysis -- a topic emphasized in many expository
preaching books -- may begin with the book context of the selected passage but it should
not end there. Ultimately, the particular book is within the wider biblical context. In other
words, it is a short story within the meta-narrative of Scripture.
Chapell provides a helpful analogy to describe this process. He says that preachers
should use both a “microscope” and a “theological fish-eye lens”5 when examining a text, in
order to see the forest (the larger redemptive story) and the trees (the immediate text and its
details). It seems that expositional theory often focuses upon the trees to the neglect of the
forest, missing an important dimension of the text and a degree of its glory and grace. Good
exposition will expose the trees and the forest, giving respect for the original author and
respect for the redemptive story and its hero: Jesus.
The discipline that deals with the unfolding of God’s redemptive work in history is
often called biblical theology. The purpose of this article is discuss the need to integrate
biblical theology with expository preaching in order for the preacher to be both faithful to
the selected text and the task of proclaiming Christ as the hero of redemptive history.
However, this brief report is but the tip of the iceberg. The goal here is mainly to expose
various voices on this issue. The burden is to make a good thing (expository preaching)
better.
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To make a case for the marriage of these two disciplines, the centrality of the Bible in
expository preaching will first be discussed. Next, the centrality of Christ in the Bible will be
considered. Finally, the subsequent need for integrating biblical theology with exposition
will be proposed. In the end, some concluding thoughts about the practical benefits of
Christ-centered exposition will be offered.
The Centrality of the Bible in Expository Preaching

While there are many nuances to one’s definition of expository preaching, the
common agreement seems to be that expository preaching is governed by the text of
Scripture. John Broadus provided a general definition: “An expository discourse may be
defined as one which is occupied mainly, or at any rate very largely, with the exposition of
Scripture.”6
Chapell simply maintains that expository preaching “attempts to present and apply
the truths of a specific biblical passage.”7 Similarly, John MacArthur Jr. argues that
expository preaching involves “presenting a passage entirely and exactly as God intended.”8
Sidney Greidanus states that exposition describes what is involved in biblical preaching, i.e.,
the exposition of a biblical passage (or passages).9 John Piper asserts, “All Christian
preaching should be the exposition and application of biblical texts. Our authority as
preachers sent by God rises and falls with our manifest allegiance to the text of Scripture.”10
Thus, the explanation of a passage (or passages) of Scripture is central to each of these
writers.
Moreover, F. B. Meyer, Harold Bryson, and Andrew Blackwood are representative
homileticians who articulate expository preaching in terms of sermon form. For these
6

John Broadus, On the Preparation and Delivery of Sermons, new and rev. ed. Jesse
Witherspoon (New York: Harper and Row, 1944), 144. For other definitions See also:
Donald Miller, The Way to Biblical Preaching (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1957), 26; Jerry Vines
and Jim Shaddix, Power in the Pulpit (Chicago: Moody, 1999), 29; Merrill Unger, Principles for
Expository Preaching (Grand Rapids: Zondervan), 1955; John Stott, Between Two Worlds (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 125-126. Haddon Robinson, Biblical Preaching, 2d ed. (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 2001), 21.
7

Chapell, Christ-Centered Preaching, 30.

8

John MacArthur Jr. and The Master’s Seminary Faculty, Rediscovering Expository
Preaching (Dallas: Word, 1982), 23-24.
9

Sidney Greidanus, The Modern Preacher and the Ancient Text (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1988), 11.
10

John Piper, The Supremacy of God in Preaching, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2004),
41; In this particular text, Piper adds that expositors should not only explain God’s Word
but also exult over the Word in order to bring pleasure to the hearer and glory to God; Ibid.,
55.

36

JBTM Vol. 6 No. 2

٠

The Proclamation of the Gospel

authors, expository preaching deals with the length of the passage or the origin of the sermon series.
Blackwood asserts, “Expository preaching means that the light for any sermon comes mainly
from a Bible passage longer than two or three consecutive verses.”11 F. B. Meyer offers his
view saying, “We are able to define expository preaching as the consecutive treatment of
some book or extended portion of Scripture.”12 Similar to Meyer, Bryson states that
expository preaching “involves the art of preaching a series of sermons either consecutively
or selectively from a Bible book.”13
Therefore, some theorists argue that expository preaching simply involves presenting
and applying the truths of a particular biblical passage. Other theorists add that expository
preaching involves preaching a specific length of passage or a specific type of sermon series.
Both perspectives, however, emphasize the centrality of the Bible in expository preaching.
The sermon should be driven by the text of Scripture.
The Centrality of Christ in the Bible

Understanding the nature of Scripture seems to be an essential requirement for
preachers who wish to expound what the biblical text says. Many homileticians assert that
the primary emphasis of the Bible is upon redemptive history, which culminates in Christ’s
person and work. For example, Arturo Azurdia argues that the Bible is “a record of the
redemption of the people of God by His Son, Jesus Christ.”14 If the Bible focuses upon
Christ’s redemptive work, then this should have practical implications for expositors who
wish to proclaim the Bible accurately.
Those who wish to challenge the unity of the Bible and its Christocentric emphasis
must give an answer to several biblical texts that seem to demonstrate this idea. For
example, one should consider the following texts:


[Jesus said,] “You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal
life; and it is they that bear witness about me” (John 5:39, emphasis added).



[Jesus said,] “If you believed Moses, you would believe me; for he wrote of me” (John
5:46, emphasis added).



“And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he [Jesus] interpreted to them in all the
Scriptures the things concerning himself” (Luke 24:27, emphasis added).
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“Then he [Jesus] said to them, ‘These are my words that I spoke to you while I was with
you while I was still with you, that everything written about me in the Law of Moses and
the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.’ Then he opened their minds to understand
the Scriptures...” (Luke 24:44-45, emphasis added).

While preachers should not assume unwarranted connections to Jesus, they also should not
overlook or ignore what seemed to be very clear—that the Old Testament writers were
pointing to the Messiah.
Of course, some authors have observed the centrality of Christ in the Bible.
Norman Geisler states, “Christ is presented as the tie between the Testaments, the content
of the whole cannon, and the unifying theme within each book of the Bible.”15 Christopher
J. H. Wright says, “The Old Testament tells the story which Jesus completes.”16 Similarly,
Donald Juel posits, “The beginnings of Christian reflection can be traced to the
interpretations of Israel’s scriptures, and the major focus of that scriptural interpretation was
Jesus, the crucified and risen Messiah.”17 Each of these authors argue that the person and
work of Christ is the main message of the Bible.
Recent homileticians have looked to Paul as a model for the necessity of preaching
Christ. James Thompson reminds preachers, “Whether Paul refers to the subject of his
preaching as Jesus Christ or the gospel, he is actually referring to the narrative of God’s actions
in Jesus Christ.”19 Jerry Vines and Jim Shaddix referred to the early church saying, “Paul,
too, centered on Jesus, claiming to the Corinthians that he had ‘determined not to know
anything among you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified’ (1 Cor. 2:2).”20 These
evangelicals argue that Christ was the main subject of Paul’s preaching, even though he did
address other topics.
18

The Integration of Biblical Theology with Exposition

Even though the need to preach Christ may be an obvious concern for evangelicals,
there seems to be a missing element; namely, the need to preach Christ through careful
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exposition. According to some authors, such preaching is possible because the Bible is a
unified book of redemptive history, and to treat one particular text means that one should
consider how the selected text fits into the whole redemptive story. This idea comes from
their understanding of biblical theology.
For example, Graeme Goldsworthy, D. A. Carson, and J. I. Packer argue the need
for biblical theology in hermeneutics and its subsequent use in expository preaching. Packer
defines biblical theology as “the umbrella-name for those disciplines that explore the unity of
the Bible, delving into the contents of books, showing the links between them, and pointing
up the ongoing flow of the revelatory and redemptive process that reached its climax in
Jesus Christ.”21 So Packer emphasizes the uniqueness of particular texts but also wants to
emphasize the unity of the canon as well.
Similarly, Goldsworthy claims that biblical theology helps understand the redemptive
nature of Scripture because it “shows the relationship of all the parts of the Old Testament
to the person and work of Jesus Christ and, therefore, to the Christian.”22 He adds, “The
Bible is a book about Christ which is inspired by the Holy Spirit. . . . We begin with Jesus
Christ, and we see every part of the Bible in relationship to him and his saving work. This is
true of the Old Testament as it is of the New.”23 Goldsworthy states his perspective on the
purpose of preaching saying, “It ought to be the aim of every pastor to bring all members of
his or her congregation to maturity in Christ. But they cannot mature if they do not know
the Christ in the Bible, the Christ to whom the whole Bible, Old and New Testaments, give
a unified and inspired testimony.”24 For Goldsworthy, by considering redemptive history,
the preacher is able to explain the redemptive focus of each passage (or passages) of
Scripture.25
Carson emphasizes how biblical theology focuses on the unity of the Bible and
redemptive history, without sacrificing the individual documents and each historical context.
He says, “On the one hand, biblical theology will try to preserve one glorious diversity of all
the biblical documents; on the other, it will try to uncover all that holds them together,
21
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sacrificing neither historical particularity nor the unifying sweep of redemptive history.”26
The implication for preaching, then, is for the expositor to look at the immediate context as
well as the canonical context. Carson calls the process of explaining the whole Bible “innercanonical preaching.” He states, “At its best, expository preaching is preaching which
however dependent it may be for its content, upon text(s) at hand, draws attention to innercanonical connections (connections within Scripture) that inexorably moves to Jesus
Christ.”27 For Carson, Christ-centered preaching happens by relating the biblical-theological
connections within Scripture.
Others have also articulated the need for expounding the larger redemptive context
of the Bible when doing exposition. Edmund Clowney argues that by integrating biblical
theology, the preacher can always maintain the needed Christ-centered focus, even from the
Old Testament. He claims that Christ illustrates this pattern in the Emmaus Road
encounter.28 Similarly, Merill Unger urges preachers to pay attention to the unity of the Bible
and its redemptive-historical place in the canon. He states, “Above all he [the preacher]
must constantly remind himself that Scripture itself is the source of his theology and that the
Bible as a doctrinal source-book is a unity.”29
William D. Thompson argues that if one does not expose the redemptive nature of
Scripture, one cannot preach biblically.30 Walter Kaiser also urges preachers to stay true to
the original context of the passage, but also to give consideration to the larger context of the
Bible as well.31
Further, David L. Larsen posits that Christian preachers cannot preach a text in the
Old Testament the way would a rabbi. He states that “preaching of any part of Scripture
must stand within a clear sense of theological construct, and for the Christian proclaimer
26
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that construct is Christocentric.”32 Sidney Greidanus refers to the process of preaching
God’s acts from the perspective of the New Testament “Christocentric preaching.”33 He
explains, “In other words, Christocentric preaching requires that a passage receive a
theocentric interpretation not only in its own (Old Testament) horizon but also in the
broader horizon of the whole canon. In this way one can do justice to two sets of biblical
testimonies: on the one hand, Christ as the eternal Logos is present and active in Old
Testament times, and on the other hand, Christ is the fulfillment of the Old Testament.”34
At this point, some conclude that these authors are only talking about evangelistic
preaching, but that is not the case. Thomas Smith qualifies this approach stating that such
an idea shows a limited understanding of the gospel, as well as a misunderstanding of ethics.
He argues that New Testament writers deal with every ethical requirement, every matter of
conduct, as it is rooted in the redemptive work of Christ.35 Jay Adams also claims that
ethical and evangelistic preaching must be Christ-centered. He states, “Jesus Christ must be
at the heart of every sermon you preach. That is just as true of edificational preaching as it is
of evangelistic preaching.”36 For these representatives, the clear division between preaching
the gospel to unbelievers and preaching ethics to believers is unwarranted. While it is true
that unbelievers need to be confronted with the gospel, believers also need to be reminded
of the gospel for perspective and pointed to the gospel for power.
Practical Application

In light of this argument, the obvious question is about how the preacher should
structure an expository sermon that integrates biblical theology thereby emphasizing God’s
redeeming work in Christ. While few preaching theorists have provided practical help on
this matter, Bryan Chapell has offered some useful ideas that can be implemented easily if
the preacher will give attention to the text’s position in relation to Christ.
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Chapell states that every text will fall into one of three categories. First, a text may
reveal “text disclosure.” This means that a particular text explicitly mentions the redeeming
work of God in Christ. Second, a text may reveal “type disclosure.” He defines typology
“as it relates to Christ’s person and work is the study of the correspondence between
persons, events, and institutions that first appear in the Old Testament and preview, prepare,
or more fully express New Testament salvation truths.”37 Third, a text may also reveal
“context disclosure.” In this category, Chapell has four sub-categories. He uses the phrase
context disclosure to refer to the act of disclosing the redemptive focus by pointing out if a text
is (1) predictive of the work of Christ, (2) preparatory for the work of Christ, (3) reflective of
the work of Christ, and/or (4) resultant of the work of Christ.38 In other words, the
expositor may show how every passages is related to God’s redeeming work by identifying
where it lies in relation to Christ’s person and work.
While one could list many benefits of integrating biblical theology with expository
preaching, only three will be noted. First, by integrating biblical theology with expository
preaching, the preacher will be able to faithfully preach the gospel every week, while also
maturing the body of Christ. Obviously, the gospel needs to be proclaimed clearly to
unbelievers. However, preachers should also remember that the gospel is more than a ticket
to heaven. Tim Keller sates, “The gospel is not just the “A-B-C’s of Christianity but is the A
to Z of Christianity. The gospel is not just the minimum required doctrine necessary to
enter the kingdom, but the way we make all progress in the kingdom.”39 This seems to be
what Paul is saying in Gal. 2:14, when he reported that Peter’s “conduct was not in step
with the truth of the gospel.” In Keller’s words, “The gospel needs to be applied to every
area of one’s thinking, feeling, relating, working, and behaving.”40
Second, and related to the first, by incorporating biblical theology with expository
preaching, preachers also will avoid the pitfall of treating biblical stories simply as moral
examples to follow. Many preachers look at the text, such as stories about David, and make
the sermon a basic character study. While there are many examples to be learned from
characters in the text, one should be careful about making that the totality of the sermon. A
moral example is not wrong in and of itself, but it is problematic if it is done by itself. If
Christianity is about grace-enabled, gospel-centered living, then our exhortations should be
rooted in God’s grace that give the listeners hope because of the accomplishments of Christ.
For it is by God’s grace that we are saved, set apart, and enabled to be people of moral
excellence, who reflect and rejoice in God’s glory.
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Third, by integrating biblical theology with expository preaching, the preacher will be
able to confront the postmodern culture that does not have knowledge of the biblical metanarrative. The degree of biblical literacy today seems to be growing increasingly. Therefore,
it seems to be a necessity that preachers give the hearers “the big picture” on a consistent
basis. Indeed, Christ-centered exposition is needed in every generation, but this particular
generation seems to even intensify the need for preachers to preach the forest and the trees.

