Worthwhile Worship #10

“How to Hear a Sermon”

Mark 4:1-20
Why do you come to church?

I know, I know—you come to church to worship.  We call this the “worship service.”  But what makes the worship service meaningful?  What do you take with you from church?

For many Christians, the focal point of the worship service is the sermon.  Often the entire service revolves around the sermon.  Many people evaluate how much they like the church service depending upon their response to the sermon.  Some even decide what church they will attend depending upon the preaching of the church.

In recent years, the emphasis on the sermon has been diminished in some congregations.  More time and prominence is given to music, drama, and interactive events with the service.  While I would not want to take the sermon out completely—what would I do then?—I can appreciate some balance between the elements of the service.

Preaching, though, is a vital aspect of worship.  More than any other thing we do, the sermon provides us the opportunity to hear from God as we listen to His Word.  So much of worship consists of God listening to us, though the singing and praying, but worship is complete as we also listen to God’s voice.    

Numerous books have been written on the preparation and delivery of sermons.  Check into any Bible college or seminary library, or even a Christian bookstore, and you are likely to find several such volumes.

These works have their place, and I in no wise wish to discredit them.  But to find a source of instruction for those on the other side of the pulpit is a challenging task indeed!  There are precious few helps for those who listen to anywhere from fifty to over one hundred sermons every year. I know of one: A Listener’s Guide to Preaching, by William D. Thompson, published four decades ago.  But considering the proportion of members of the body of Christ who listen to sermons compared with the number of those preaching them, such an absence is unfortunate.

So this morning, as we consider the subject of preaching within the context of worship, I want to address the topic of “How to Hear a Sermon.”  Turn with me to the gospel of Mark chapter four.  I’d like to begin by reading the first nine verses:

And he began again to teach by the sea side: and there was gathered unto him a great multitude, so that he entered into a ship, and sat in the sea; and the whole multitude was by the sea on the land. And he taught them many things by parables, and said unto them in his doctrine, “Hearken; Behold, there went out a sower to sow: and it came to pass, as he sowed, some fell by the way side, and the fowls of the air came and devoured it up. And some fell on stony ground, where it had not much earth; and immediately it sprang up, because it had no depth of earth: but when the sun was up, it was scorched; and because it had no root, it withered away. And some fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up, and choked it, and it yielded no fruit. And other fell on good ground, and did yield fruit that sprang up and increased; and brought forth, some thirty, and some sixty, and some an hundred.” And he said unto them, “He that hath ears to hear, let him hear.”

Here we encounter one of Jesus’ parables.  He often taught by parables—common, earthly stories that introduce unknown, spiritual truth.  This particular parable of the Sower and the Seed is one of the better known of His teachings.  Some have suggested renaming this to “The Parable of the Soils and the Seed,” for it is the various soils that takes center stage in this account.

Jesus ends this parable in verse nine with these words: “He that hath ears to hear, let him hear.”  This is a popular saying of our Lord, found in the Gospels and also at the end of each of the seven letters to the churches of Revelation.  While this statement is used in a variety of settings, I believe that these words hold the key to understanding this parable.  Jesus reveals the meaning of His teaching in verses 10-20,

And when he was alone, they that were about him with the twelve asked of him the parable. And he said unto them, “Unto you it is given to know the mystery of the kingdom of God: but unto them that are without, all these things are done in parables: that seeing they may see, and not perceive; and hearing they may hear, and not understand; lest at any time they should be converted, and their sins should be forgiven them.”

And he said unto them, “Know ye not this parable? And how then will ye know all parables? The sower soweth the word. And these are they by the way side, where the word is sown; but when they have heard, Satan cometh immediately, and taketh away the word that was sown in their hearts. And these are they likewise which are sown on stony ground; who, when they have heard the word, immediately receive it with gladness; and have no root in themselves, and so endure but for a time: afterward, when affliction or persecution ariseth for the word's sake, immediately they are offended. And these are they which are sown among thorns; such as hear the word, and the cares of this world, and the deceitfulness of riches, and the lusts of other things entering in, choke the word, and it becometh unfruitful. And these are they which are sown on good ground; such as hear the word, and receive it, and bring forth fruit, some thirty-fold, some sixty, and some an hundred.”
One type of seed, but four types of soil, and four very different results.  What makes the difference?  It wasn’t the seed—the Word of God—and it wasn’t the sower—the preacher—or his effectiveness.  The variation of outcomes lies with the listener.

The Importance of Good Listening

Jesus made it quite clear during His earthly ministry that good listening was very important.  From the second half of our text this morning, let’s consider the importance of good listening.

The first type of ground represented those who hear the Word of God (identified with the seed in verse 14), but soon after Satan snatches it away.  Before the seed even had a chance to take root in the soil, it was taken away.  This I call the deferred listener.  They hear the message and say, “I’ll take care of that later.  That’s something I’ll do someday.”  But before they arrive home from church—perhaps by the time they leave the building—the message they’ve heard is long gone from their mind.  Needless to say, this soil bore no fruit.  

The second type of ground “hears the Word and at once receives it with joy” (16).  Unlike the first case, this person responded positively to the hearing of the Word.  They accepted the truth “with joy.”  I believe this speaks of an emotional response to the Gospel message.  Their hearts are touched, tears may flow, and they can feel the presence of God.  There’s nothing wrong with that—many people who come to Christ experience that—but if that is all there is, it won’t last.  Jesus points out that they have no root and soon wither in the heat of trials or persecution.  I call this the deflated listener.  The harsh reality of life deflates the emotional high, like a balloon having its air released.  In the end, this soil also bore no fruit.

“Still others,” Jesus says in verses 18-19, “hear the Word; but the worries of this life, the deceitfulness of wealth and the desires for other things come in and choke the Word, making it unfruitful.”  Rather than emotions getting in the way of the seed taking root, this third type of listener has intellectual issues.  I call this the distracted listener.  They hear the Word, but then other voices speak up.  Jesus identifies them as the worries of life, the deceitfulness of wealth, and the desires, or wants, for material things.  Such thoughts emerge as:

· “If I become a Christian, my friends, family, and coworkers will think I’m crazy!”

· “If I follow Christ, I’ll never have fun or obtain the things I want out of life!”

· “If I do what God says, I’ll have to stop doing what I want to do!”

All kinds of excuses emerge for not responding to the Word of God. They may make all kinds of sense—according to human logic—and all these result in the same thing: No fruit comes out of that soil.

The fourth variety hears the Word, accepts it, and produces a crop.  No emotional collapse, no intellectual excuses—just a genuine response of the soul.  What do I mean by that?  I believe that human personality is made up of three components: the mind, the heart, and the will, which I believe the Bible refers to when it speaks of the “soul.”  Feelings and intellect are important, but the correct response to the Word of God is the response of the will.  The mind and the heart have input, but the will determines the direction of the life.  I call this the diligent listener.  They hear the word, they process it intellectually and emotionally, and then they commit themselves to do something about it.

Let’s step back for a moment. What was the variable between these four types of people described by the Lord?  Did they not all hear?  Yes, in each instance we are told that they hear the Word.  But there is a vast difference in how the hearing of the Word affected their lives.  This points to the fundamental contrast between hearing and listening.  Hearing is the physical act of receiving sound waves and deciphering what those sounds mean.  Animals have some capacity of hearing as well as humans.  But mankind can take this one step further.  When we focus our attention on what we are hearing, when we interact what that which is being spoken, then it has the opportunity to impact our lives.  All four types of people in Christ’s parable heard the Word, but only one accepted it, and that one produced fruit.

James speaks of this subject in the first chapter of his epistle.  Verse 21 ends with these words: “... and humbly accept the Word plant​ed in you, which can save you.  Do not merely listen to the Word, and so deceive yourselves.  Do what it says.”  True listening involves interaction with that which is being said, rather than a passive absorption of information entering the “ear gate.”
The Ingredients of Good Listening

There are three basics ingredients to good listening as they apply to sermons.  The first necessary step is preparation.  Many manuals on preaching insist that preparation is the first rule toward successful ministry.  This is certainly true: the pastor must spend hours in prayer, Bible study, and outside reading in order to compile the information.  Then he must work through what he has gathered and put information in to ideas, and ideas into words.  Such planning takes time and effort, and any lack thereof is usually quite evident the following Sunday!
Preparation is also necessary for the sermon listener. The primary act of preparation is prayer. While the sermon is a man speaking from the Word of God, the service is to be an encounter with God Himself. Thus churches announce “Morning Worship Serv​ices” rather than “Morning Preaching Services.” Prayer places the listener in touch with God.
Ideally, this readiness occurs before a person ever enters the church building.  Sunday morning ought to be a time to pre​pare for church in spirit as well as outward appearance.  But often the Christian household is so rushed and ruffled trying to get to church that they are frustrated and distracted once they arrive!  One pastor has adopted what he calls “the Hebrew view of the Sabbath,” in which the day of rest begins at sunset the night before.  His family structures Saturday evenings with readiness for Sunday worship in view.
Another form of preparation for the sermon deals with the worship service itself.  By becoming involved with the elements of the service leading up to the message, we ready our minds for the preaching of God’s Word.  When hymns are sung, sing!  When the Scripture reading is taking place, turn to the passage in your Bible and follow along!  (Most often, the Scripture reading is either the text of the sermon or a related passage.)  When prayers are offered, pray!  Pray for the pastor that the Holy Spirit might speak powerfully through him, and pray that your own spirit will be receptive to what God will say to you from His Word.
Once the preparation for the sermon has been completed, the second ingredient to good listening is participation—not in the service as mentioned above, but in the actual sermon itself.  For this task a couple of tools are necessary.
The first tool is a Bible.  This may seem obvious at first, but it is surprisingly sad to see how many people come to church without a Bible!  With your Bible, turn to the text of the sermon beforehand and read it.  When the pastor refers to another text to consider, turn to it and follow his thought.  (If he does not allow time for you to turn, let him know about it!  He will probably appreciate the suggestion.)  Perhaps place the bulletin or a bookmark in that place when you turn to another text, so that you can return to the original passage quickly.  If he mentions a verse but does not turn to it, write it down and look it up later to see how it illustrates or reinforces his point. Remember what Luke wrote about the Berean Christians:  “They were of more noble character…for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true” (Acts 17:11).
The second tool for participation is a note pad and pen.  If your pastor likes to preach in series of sermons, it may be wise to invest in a small notebook so that the notes may follow the thought of the entire series.
When taking notes on a sermon, don’t attempt to write down everything—you will often miss the next thought (which may be the important one!)  Many pastors preach in definite outlines which make it easier to follow along.  Write down the main points of his outline, and passage to which he refers, and perhaps a good quote or definition of a term.  If you fail to jot down a specific phrase or quote, ask the pastor after the service.  When he recovers from fainting, he will be glad to provide the re​quested information!
At the conclusion of the sermon, ask yourself the simple question, “So what?” This may seem to border on sacrilege within a church setting.  But if that pastor has not answered that simple question in his sermon, he has failed in his mission.  A sermon ought to do one or more of the following three things: inform, persuade, and motivate to action.  If you have not been informed of new, practical knowledge from God’s Word; if your own ideas have not been challenged by the truths of Scripture; or if you have not been motivated to act in ways more like Jesus Christ in the upcoming days or weeks, then the sermon has meant nothing to you.
Martin Luther wrote, “A preacher ought to so preach that when a sermon is ended, the congregation shall disperse saying, ‘The preacher said this.’”  He was right.  Preachers ought to make the message of God’s Word so simple that anyone listening can understand.
The final ingredient to good listening is practice.  Jesus told a story of two builders in Matthew 7.  The one built his house on a solid foundation, while the other built on sand.  The first house withstood the storm, while the second structure collapsed.  In explaining the story, Jesus acknowledged that both heard the Word, but only the first one “put it into practice.” James tells us, “Faith without works is dead” (James 2:26).  The most important ingredient to listening to a sermon, then, is simply doing what God’s Word says!
Apply these simple ingredients of good listening to the sermon this Sunday.  You may be amazed at the degree to which you enjoy the worship service.  And others may be amazed at the degree to which your life is shaped by the tenants of God’s Word!

