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[The following is an adaptation of Todd Wilken’s article A Listener’s Guide to the Pulpit.] 

 Today we aren’t going to have a sermon. Don’t worry. We’ll have one next week. But I’d 

like to talk about sermons and how we listen to them. After all, with the start of the school 

year, many of us have changed gears. Our children (and some older students) are going 

back into learning mode. 

 A mother tells her child is “Listen to your teacher.” That’s how we learn—by listening. 

We want to make sure it doesn’t go in one ear and out the other. Same with the faith. Saint 

Paul says, “So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the Word of Christ” (Rm 

10:17). And how does a person hear the Word of Christ? Someone must preach to them. So, 

my brothers and sisters in Christ, your job is to listen to the preaching of God’s Word. 

 How hard could it be? You go to church. The preacher preaches. You sit and listen. Easy, 

right? 

 But how do you tell the difference between a good sermon and a bad sermon? What 

makes good preaching good, and bad preaching bad? What’s the objective difference? 

 In 2 Timothy 2:15, St. Paul tells the young pastor, “Be diligent to present yourself 

approved to God, a worker who does not need to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of 

truth” (NKJV). What does rightly dividing the word of truth mean? 

 C.F.W. Walther, the founder of our Missouri Synod, writes: 

The doctrinal contents of the entire Holy Scriptures, both of the Old and the New 
Testament, are made up of two doctrines differing fundamentally from each other, viz., 
the Law and the Gospel… Only he is an orthodox teacher who not only presents all the 
articles of the faith in accordance with Scripture, but also rightly distinguished from each 
other the Law and the Gospel (C.F.W. Walther, The Proper Distinction Between Law and 
Gospel, 6, 30). 

 The Law tells use two things: what God requires and what God forbids. Matthew 22 says, 

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all 

your mind… [and] You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (vv37, 39). We fail to keep 

God’s Law perfectly, don’t we? The Law points out this failure, as Romans 3:23 says: “All 

have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Simply put, the Law shows us our sin. 
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 The Gospel tells us something very different. Rather than condemning sinners, the 

Gospel tells us what God’s done to save them. The Gospel shows us that Jesus has done 

everything for us the Law requires. It answers the perfect demands of the Law with the 

perfect, sinless obedience of Jesus. The Gospel: “And [all] are justified by His grace as a gift, 

through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by 

his blood, to be received by faith” (Rm 3:24-25a). The Gospel makes no demands, but 

shows us God’s free gift of grace. Simply put, the Gospel shows us our Savior, Jesus Christ. 

 The difference between a good sermon and a bad sermon is whether or not it rightly 

divides the Word of God into Law and Gospel. 

 Martin Luther once preached, 

This difference between the Law and the Gospel is the height of knowledge in 
Christendom. Every person and all persons who assume or glory in the name Christian 
should know and be able to state this difference. If this ability is lacking, one cannot tell a 
Christian from a heathen or a Jew; of such supreme importance is this differentiation. 
This is why St. Paul so strongly insists on a clean-cut and proper differentiating of these 
two doctrines (Sermon on Galatians, 1532). 

 Both Law and Gospel must be in every sermon. They must be carefully divided. The Law 

must show us our sin, but the Gospel must silence the Law’s accusations against us with the 

perfect life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. 

 But is this how we actually listen to sermons? 

 “That was a good sermon. I agree with everything the preacher said.” A sermon is good 

when you hear what you need to hear, not what you want to hear. Some of the greatest 

sermons ever, those that Jesus Himself preached, fell on deaf ears. Some of the worst 

sermons today draw the biggest audiences. 

 “That was a good sermon. Everything the preacher said was true.” As wise pastor once 

said, “Any sermon can claim to be Bible-based. But the Bible wasn’t nailed to the Cross to 

pay for your sins.” The central message of the Bible is Jesus Christ, crucified and risen for 

sinners. If a sermon is really Bible-based, it’ll preach that Gospel. The Bible in general or 

truth in general isn’t to be preached, but a very particular biblical truth. What truth must be 

in every sermon? Paul answers, “The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full 

acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the 

foremost” (1Tm 1:15). 
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 The apostle Paul took preaching very seriously. He had been appointed to preach the 

Gospel by Jesus Himself. Many of Paul’s sufferings and imprisonments were a direct result 

of his preaching. And what did Paul preach about? “And I, when I came to you, brothers, did 

not come proclaiming to you the testimony of God with lofty speech or wisdom. For I 

decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified” (1Co 2:1-2).  

 For Paul and the other apostles, there is no preaching apart from Gospel preaching. “For 

I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who 

believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God is revealed 

from faith for faith, as it is written, ‘The righteous shall live by faith’” (Rm 1:16-17). 

 Paul recognized that many in his day considered the Gospel “foolish” and “weak.” Today, 

some would (and many do) use the term “irrelevant.” People seek signs and wisdom. 

Many of today’s preachers are apparently wiser than God. They’ve got something better to 

preach than Christ crucified for sinners. From many pulpits today you’ll hear more about 

the Christian than the Christ. You’ll hear about marriage, family values, conflict resolution, 

financial security, and a host of other moralisms. Today’s preachers seem determined to 

know anything and everything except Christ and Him crucified. 

 This brings us to bad preaching. 

 Is it when the preacher reads his sermon, mumbles, or bores his audience? No, that’s bad 

delivery. Bad preaching is preaching that doesn’t rightly proclaim God’s Word of Law and 

God’s Word of Gospel to sinners. 

 Some all-too-familiar examples: 

 The Gospel-Afterthought Sermon (a.k.a. The Gospel-Footnote Sermon). The sermon can be 

about anything, but the message of Christ crucified gets tacked on at the end, with no 

connection to anything else said. The Gospel gets the final word, but only barely. Just don’t 

get distracted or doze off; you might miss it. 

 The Gospel-Law Sermon. It has both Law and Gospel, but in the wrong order. This kind of 

preaching either turns the Gospel into a license to sin or portrays salvation as dependent 

on obedience to the Law. “Jesus died for you. What have you done for him?” 

 The Gospel-Sandwich Sermon. Three-part outline: Law, Gospel, Law—a slice of Gospel 

between two slices of Law. If the preacher stopped on the second point, it’d be good 

preaching, but he doesn’t stop there. At the end of each sermon is added one, final demand 
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of the Law: “Decide.” “Make your decision for Christ!” They leave the sinner with this one 

law to keep and thus rob him or her of the Gospel’s comfort.  

 However, there’s worse preaching than bad preaching: preaching with no Gospel at all. 

Listeners are left with nothing but Law—sometimes not even that. 

 The Golawspel Sermon. Neither Law nor Gospel are clearly preached. The demands of the 

Law are softened—a Law that sinners can keep. The Gospel is something you must do. 

Rather than the free grace of God for Jesus’ sake, the Gospel is preached with all sorts of 

terms and conditions. 

 The Gospel-Assumption Sermon. The preacher almost preaches the Gospel. He assumes 

his audience knows it already—and they’re probably tired of hearing it. Might talk about 

God’s love, forgiveness, and mercy, or about the means of grace, but doesn’t proclaim that 

Jesus lived, suffered, died, and rose again for them. One pastor rightly said, “The Gospel 

assumed is the Gospel denied.” It’s the preacher’s job to preach the Gospel. So, don’t do the 

preacher’s job for him. 

 The God-Loves-You-Anyway Sermon. In this kind of sermon, your problem isn’t sin, it’s 

failing to reach your potential. But don’t worry, be happy, and keep trying, God loves you 

anyway. The preacher replaces John 3:16 with “God loves you anyway.” “God loves you 

anyway” isn’t the Gospel. Sinners don’t need another chance; sinners need a Savior. 

 The Little-Engine-That-Could Sermon. In this kind of sermon the preacher talks a lot 

about how hard your life is. Stress, not sin, is your problem. Jesus is a cheerleader rooting 

for you; He’s a coach urging you to keep going; He’s a piano teacher saying, “Practice makes 

perfect.” When all’s said and done, a sinner can count on Jesus to help, but not to save. 

 The Sinners-Someplace-Else Sermon. Politically active evangelicals love this one. They 

proclaim Law, but not to their audience. They preach against the sins of sinners someplace 

else: someone “out there.” Since all the real sinners are “out there” and not “in here,” no one 

who hears the sermon sees the slightest need for forgiveness. Everyone goes home secure, 

thanking God they aren’t like other men—but not justified. They’re like the Pharisee from 

our Gospel lesson last week. 

 The “Life-Application” Sermon. This is preaching the Christian instead of the Christ. The 

ultimate goal of this preaching is to teach people how to “live.” The Bible becomes an 

owner’s manual for life, the ultimate how-to book or honey-do list. Jesus is sometimes 
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mentioned, but only as an example to live by. Even the cross becomes nothing more than an 

example of selfless love and self-sacrifice.  

 St. John tells us, “Beloved, do no believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether 

they are from God” (1Jn 4:1). How then do you “test the spirits,” that is, judge a sermon? 

 You can ask three simple questions: 1) How often is Jesus mentioned? 2) If Jesus is 

mentioned, is He the subject of the verbs? and, 3) What are those verbs? 

 How often is Jesus mentioned? A sermon that doesn’t mention Jesus isn’t about Jesus. 

Since you can’t preach the Gospel without mentioning Jesus, a Jesus-less sermon is a 

Gospel-less sermon. And this Jesus must not be just any Jesus, but Christ for you, Christ 

crucified for you. Otherwise, the Jesus preached isn’t the one you need. 

 If Jesus is mentioned, is He the subject of the verb? Simple grammar. A sermon about what 

you do for Jesus isn’t the Gospel. For the Gospel to be preached, Jesus must be driving the 

verbs. A sermon must be “Jesus loves me,” not “I love Jesus.” 

 What are those verbs? Ask yourself, “What is the preacher telling me Jesus has done, is 

doing or will do for me?” Listen for the Scriptural verbs of salvation: The Jesus who lived 

for you, suffered for you, was crucified for you, died for you, and rose again for you. The 

Jesus who forgives you, redeems you, reconciles you, and has mercy on you. 

 Is it too much to ask that your preacher preach the Gospel? Many would say so, saying 

that Christians need something more “relevant” to their everyday lives. Yet, if Law and 

Gospel are properly proclaimed, if Law shows people their sin and the Gospel shows them 

their Savior in Jesus Christ, then how could that not be relevant? 

 What did Jesus tell the apostles, the first preachers, to preach in Luke 24? “Thus it is 

written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead, and that 

repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in His name to all nations, 

beginning from Jerusalem” (vv46-47). 

 This the apostles preached, calling it “the Good News” because they knew that they had 

nothing—nothing—better to preach. And, by the grace of God, Jesus still sends out His 

preachers to preach the Good News of His death and resurrection for you. 


