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Discoursing like Paul 
 
When Paul charged Timothy ‘before God and the Lord Jesus Christ, who will judge the living 
and the dead at his appearing and his kingdom’ to ‘preach the word’1 he laid him under the 
most solemn, sublime and challenging of obligations! 

My experience of ministerial discourse has not been one of undiluted pleasure. To preach the 
good news is pleasurable indeed but to know that you have preached it badly is not. The 
Scottish preacher, when asked if he feared to ascend the steps to his execution, answered that 
he was less afraid to ascend those steps than the steps of the pulpit. The weight of 
responsibility coupled with a sense of personal inadequacy can take the edge off both privilege 
and pleasure. It is a personal thing. If not distracted by conversation, especially on a Sunday 
evening, I can descend into a morbid sermonic ‘post mortem’ – a kind of preacher’s ‘evening 
after the day before’ in which I am consumed with regret that I hadn’t honoured God by 
proclaiming his word more fittingly and effectively. If that sounds like inverted pride, it is not 
meant to and I am sure that others of us feel the same. At these times we are thankful that it 
is God’s word not ours and that to the extent that we have not obscured it, we can be 
confident that it will accomplish the purpose for which he sent it forth.  

This sense of dissatisfaction, coupled with a desire to improve one’s gift, is the reason for this 
paper. Improvement must surely be the desire of all who wish to become more competent 
ministers of the New Covenant. The study is in four parts: 

Part 1. ‘A Weighty Service’: the public ministry against the background of our church 
standards.  

Part 2. ‘A multi-faceted ministry’: the character of Christian discourse according to 2 Timothy 
4:1-2.  

Part 3. ‘Written, oral and aural’: the oral quality of Paul’s written discourses and its implication 
for discoursing.  

Part 4. ‘The grammar of discourse’: the grammatical structure of discourse and the importance 
of sacred rhetoric.  

1. ‘A weighty service’ – discoursing and the Standards 

The Westminster Directory for the Public Worship of God describes the public ministry as a 
‘weighty service’ not to be undertaken lightly or without due preparation. In the words of The 
Larger Catechism, it should be executed painfully, plainly, faithfully, wisely, gravely, with 
loving affection and as taught of God; never in a spirit of self-confidence.2  Its weightiness, 
according to R.L. Dabney consists in the fact that in preaching we seek to proclaim the truth in 
order to persuade the mind of the truth and to apply it in order to move the affections and 
influence motivation.3  The demand, therefore, is for clear and faithful proclamation and 
persuasive application.  

                                                 
1 2 Timothy 4:1-2 
2 WLC 159 
3 Evangelical Eloquence 233 
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If we were all ‘great’ preachers, there would be no great preachers – the exception would be 
the rule. That there are and have been great preachers suggests that most of us are more or 
less ordinary and need to improve. To know that this is no bad thing, provided that instead of 
discouraging us it leads us to want to improve. In the words of 1Timothy 4:16, we must take 
heed to ourselves and to the doctrine because as ministers our value is not intrinsic. We are 
not anything of ourselves and the gift and call of God are not for our sake.  The treasure is in 
a clay pot in order that the excellence of the power might be of God not us.  So let us not 
think of the ministry as an end in itself or talk about ‘my ministry’ in a particular way, as if it 
was of our determination. We tread on holy ground and need to ensure on that account that 
others esteem us not for our own sake but as servants of Christ. Calvin wrote: ‘Those that 
intrude themselves confidently [into the ministry], and in a spirit much elated, or who 
discharge the ministry of the word with an easy mind, as though they were equal to the task, 
are ignorant at once of themselves and of the task.’4  
 
This is a far cry from much contemporary practice. A rash of men (and women), seeking 
celebrity status, even if most of them end up as big fish in small ponds, exalt themselves 
above Christ and the flock. Their sense of calling, if they have one, relates not to the church 
but themselves. They hop in and out of pulpits and jump up and down on platforms, drawing 
attention to themselves, wresting the scriptures to support their ego-trip and milking their 
congregations of money. And all of this is without accountability or even the smallest amount 
of feedback that might serve as a kind of quality control. Who bears the blame for this? 
Undoubtedly elders and other leaders, who have quit their post as watchmen in order to allow 
self-appointed, ill equipped preachers to go where they were not sent and to speak with 
breathtaking self-belief and no accountability. 
 
Our Standards present another view and remind us that men like the apostle Paul had not the 
slightest interest in ‘performing’ or promoting himself. As an inspired preacher and teacher, he 
could discourse ‘off the cuff’. He did not attend seminary, at least in the conventional sense 
and probably never had a single lesson in homiletics. Yet for any preacher to imagine (Apollos 
included) that he is Paul’s equal beggar’s belief.  Actually, he was well trained.  He received 
from the Lord what he passed on to others. He knew his Old Testament inside out.  He spent 
time in Arabia reflecting on his experience of Christ and understood it in light of God’s 
revelation. He served as part of a ‘ministry team’ in the church at Syrian Antioch, received 
external confirmation of his gift from the congregation and all under the guidance of the Holy 
Spirit. His apprenticeship was lengthy and thorough! All this he would have included in his 
understanding of what it is to be taught by the Spirit. His discourses, as we have them, are 
logically coherent, spiritually insightful, doctrinally comprehensive and passionately persuasive. 
He knew how to rightly divide the word of God and if we need to improve our discoursing, we 
will do no better than to turn to him.  
 
What sets us apart from others is that we are  ‘in some good measure gifted’ but the Directory 
urges us to ‘improve [our gift] in [our] private preparations before [we] deliver in public what 
[we have] provided.’ It is not an option and the moment it becomes one we say to ourselves 
and to God ‘I have arrived and have no more learning to do’! Improve we must; not according 
to the flesh but the Spirit, not with an eye to what the world offers but to what Scripture 
demands and not with a view to exalting ourselves but as servants of Christ and under-

                                                 
4 Commentary 1Cor.99 
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shepherds of the flock. Ours is a servant-ministry5 not an opportunity for showmanship or 
wielding authority and ‘lording it over’ the flock. Ours is a weighty service. 
 

2. A multi-faceted ministry 
 
2Timothy 4:2 reminds us that ministerial discourse is multi-faceted. It includes preaching, 
reproof, rebuke and exhortation. We might regard them as discreet activities and that is fine, 
but I prefer to regard them as subsets of preaching, though for our purpose it doesn’t really 
matter; they are all forms of spoken discourse, either declarative or hortatory or a combination 
of the two. 
 
When Paul begins his charge to Timothy by solemnly invoking the presence of ‘God and Christ 
Jesus, who is the judge of the living and the dead, his appearing and his kingdom’, he 
impresses on us the weightiness of the task. We can imagine Timothy quaking as he read (and 
in his mind heard) these words and asking ‘Who is sufficient for these things’? Apart from the 
Holy Spirit the responsibility is altogether crushing but with the Spirit the task is not only do-
able but one to be undertaken without concern to how it appears in a conventional sense. 
Sophistication and sophistry, what Paul calls ‘persuasive words of human wisdom’ are inimical 
to the wisdom and power of the Spirit (1Cor 2:4).  
 
Christian discourse begins with preaching: ‘preach the word’ writes Paul. In the face of our 
mediocrity our comfort is to know that we preach not ourselves but Christ and that the word is 
God’s not ours. In the Pastorals this ‘word’ is identified as the gospel (2:9), the very antithesis 
of the words of false teachers; men who like to dispute over words yet deny basic doctrines 
like the resurrection (2:18) and bring ruin to their hearers. Preaching stands at the head of the 
list because by it God saves those who believe (1Cor 1:21). It is the word of God’s grace, 
which is able to build us up and provide us with an inheritance among those who are 
sanctified (Acts 20:32).  
   
The related imperative ‘be ready’ means to be ‘on stand-by’, as it were, twenty-four-seven! 
Then come the adverbs ‘timely’ and ‘untimely’, which according to Calvin, apply equally ‘to the 
pastor and to the people; to the pastor, that he may not devote himself … merely at … his 
own convenience …; as regards the people, there is constancy and earnestness, when they 
(the pastors) arouse those who are asleep, when they lay their hands on those who are 
hurrying in a wrong direction, and when they correct the trivial occupations of the world.’  
 
‘Reproof or correction’ is declarative and persuasive. The same word occurs in 1Timothy 5:20; 
Titus 1:9; 13 & Titus 2:15, with the consistent meaning of to expose someone’s sins with a 
view to convicting him.  1Timothy 5:20 brings reproof into the sphere of the assembled 
ekklesia & closely parallels our Lord’s teaching in Matthew 18:15-16. In this context the 
emphasis shifts from the recovery of the individual to protecting the church; ‘that others might 
learn to fear.’ 
 
The third imperative translated ‘rebuke’ means to lay someone under a penalty; to censure, 
and follows logically from exposure of sin or reproof. It is a prohibitive concept, the same word 
being used by Mark in his account of our Lord’s charge to the disciples not to tell anyone 
about him (8:30). The emphasis is on preventing the continuance or recurrence of sin. 

                                                 
5 2 Corinthians 4:1; 5 
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The fourth activity is exhortation, which means to deliver an appeal. This is its meaning in 
Romans 12:1, where Paul appeals to the members of the church at Rome ‘by the mercies of 
God’ to present their bodies a living sacrifice acceptable to God by Jesus Christ. Texts like this, 
with the command or virtual command grounded in a statement of truth, remind us of the 
essential relationship between exhortation and doctrine. Paul tells Timothy that exhortation 
and the other activities should be done with ‘complete patience and teaching’. Teaching is the 
indicative out of which the imperative springs and is essential for providing a biblical rationale 
for everything hortatory. Calvin writes ‘reproofs either fall through their own violence or vanish 
into smoke if they do not rest on doctrine.’6  The Directory for Public Worship turns it around 
but to the same effect: ‘the doctrine is to be expressed in plain terms … and applied to the 
purpose in hand.’7 
 
Patience is requisite. In our regular ministry we are likely to revisit essential truths many times 
over in the hope of advancing understanding with every revolution of the ‘spiral curriculum. 
Both in general ministry and individual counselling discouragement and frustration will be our 
companions. Dullness, defensiveness, obduracy and deceitfulness will lead us to wonder if we 
are simply beating the air. For Calvin patience enables us to ‘submit to the many annoyances 
and insults, which nevertheless must be digested, if we are desirous to be useful. Let severity 
be therefore mingled with this seasoning of gentleness….’8 The multi-faceted ministry is more 
like a marathon than a sprint! 
 

3. Written, oral and aural 
 
We come now to questions about how Paul discoursed and whether we can we learn from 
him? The first and most obvious thing to recognise is that his discourses exist only in written 
form.  In Acts there are summary accounts offering glimpses of the character and content of 
his discourses. From Acts 13:15ff we know that he expounded the great indicatives of history 
and scripture, which formed the basis of ensuing exhortations. In Acts 14:3ff we learn that he 
spoke boldly and from Acts 18:4 & 19:8, that he reasoned persuasively. In Acts 20:7ff we are 
reminded that he took as long as it takes to deal with matters and in 20:17ff, that his ministry 
at Ephesus was humble, evangelistic, doctrinal, comprehensive and emphatically pastoral. He 
says that he held nothing back that would do them good.  
 
We have a fuller picture in the epistles, which offer more detailed information not only about 
the content but also the form of his discourses. His letters are occasional therefore we do not 
expect to read abstract reflections from the ‘ivory tower’ but practical or applied theology 
presented in personal terms to real situations, most of which were problematical in on respect 
or another. Paul’s epistles are ‘living epistles’, written often with tears, sometimes with joy and 
always with a pastor’s heart. 
 
As far as these discourses are concerned we have to start with what we have, discourses that 
are constitutively text-based. But because of their occasional character and our description of 
them as ‘living epistles’, we see texts that are intended as much for hearing as for reading. 
Reading Paul brings us to the edge an interface between the written, oral and aural 

                                                 
6 Commentary on Timothy, Titus & Philemon 
7 Section on Preaching, point 6 
8 Commentary 
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dimensions of ministerial discourse. What he wrote he intended others to hear. As we read, 
we can ‘hear’ him ‘urging’ (1.1:3; 1.2:1), ‘charging’ (1.1: 18), ‘desiring’ (1.2.8), ‘commanding’ 
(1.4.11-12) and also encouraging his addressees to do follow his example (1.1:6 et al). The 
closing benedictions in 1.6:20 (following UBS) & 2.4:22 are plural not singular and in Titus 
3:15, unambiguously plural.9  All this speaks to the oral dimension of written discourse and to 
their aural purpose. These written discourses were for reading and hearing and come to us in 
a style somewhere between formal writing and speech. This is why they can be help us in our 
own ministerial discoursing, provided we keep the difference between written and spoken 
discourse clear and not expect too much. 
 
In what ways can these observations be helpful to us? As far as the content is concerned, we 
have already noted that we do not have to be inventive since our commission is to preach the 
word; but what about form and structure, sermonic coherence, logic, boundaries, continuity 
and discontinuity and the relation of all these to application?  With these questions before us 
let us move to a brief consideration of the grammar of discourse and the related topic of 
sacred rhetoric.  
 

4. The grammar of discourse 
 
This section is not about grammar as such but about the contours of Pauline discourse as 
analysed in John Carrick’s little book The Imperative of Preaching, which though limited and in 
places too general, is nevertheless helpful in addressing this question of the shape and 
structure of ministerial discourse. More specifically, we are to think about the grammatical and 
syntactical arrangement of ministerial discourse with special reference to the use of verbal 
moods.  
 
2Timothy 4:2 charges pastors with the duty of preaching and the more or less hortatory 
activities of reproof, rebuke, correction and appeal. These hortatory aspects are often 
described generically by the term parenesis. For the sake of convenience we can say that 
preaching consists mainly of proclamation and parenesis mainly of application (though I would 
not wish not press the distinction over much). Proclamation is about making statements, if you 
like, indicating the facts of a matter. In grammatical terms, we use the indicative mood to do 
this. Application or parenesis is about changing attitudes and behaviour on the strength of the 
indicatives. In grammatical terms we use the imperative to do this because it is the mood for 
issuing commands. The dominant verbal moods therefore are the indicative and the 
imperative, which correspond broadly to what we usually call exposition and application. As we 
shall see, the relationship between them is fundamental to all Christian discourse. The 
Directory for Public Worship reminds us of this when it recommends that ‘doctrine … [be] 
applied to the purpose in hand.’ Paul’s epistles epitomize that relationship. 
 
Indicative 
The indicative is the grammatical mood of non-contingent or unqualified assertion. Paul’s 
discoursing is boldly assertive and heavily propositional. The propositional content of preaching 
is fixed. It is a body of doctrine or tradition, which Paul identifies as ‘the good deposit’. This 
‘deposit’, which was ‘entrusted or committed’ to him (2.1:12) defines and delimits the 

                                                 
9  For more on this see Thomas M Winger ORALITY AS THE KEY TO UNDERSTANDING APOSTOLIC PROCLAMATION IN THE 
EPISTLES. Concordia Seminary. May 1997 
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propositional content of ministerial discourse.  It serves as the ‘confessional standard’ by which 
‘different’ or ‘wrong doctrine’ is identified and refuted (1Tim. 1:3).  
 
At a time when ministers are under pressure to be ‘interesting’ (and this is not an argument in 
favour of boring sermons) the bearing of this on our own way of discoursing is obvious. Paul 
was not a creative preacher, theologically speaking, and neither should we be.10 He might 
come across as an original thinker and preacher but in reality his discourses are full of ‘givens’ 
drawn from the words of the faith and the good doctrine in which men are to be trained 
(1.4:6), from the gospel of which we are not to be ashamed (2.1:8), from the pattern of 
sound words, which we are to follow (2.2:13), from the ‘good deposit’ which we are to guard 
(2.1:14), from the tradition in which we must continue (2.3.14), from the word which we must 
preach (2.4:2) and from the faith which we must keep (2:4:7). We do not exist in order to 
project anything about ourselves beyond our faithfulness to the faith once for all delivered to 
the saints. The apostles, in Acts 4:20, confessed that they could not help ‘speaking what 
[they] had seen …’ Years later, when letter-writing was an important means of 
communicating, they proclaimed in written form what they had seen and heard (1 John 1:3).  
 
Therefore the first lesson to be learnt is that the calling of preachers is to deliver to others 
what they have first received, to proclaim propositions even though propositional preaching is 
out of fashion. Grant Osborn notes a marked tendency in contemporary preaching-theory to 
reject propositional preaching in favour of ‘story’ preaching, a desire to replace proclamation 
with ‘sharing’ and to substitute experience for assertion.11 He sees a place for story as 
supplementary to didactic preaching but regards it as relevant only to the branch of preaching 
that deals with biblical narrative and as a way of applying and illustrating the point of the text. 
We agree! 
 
The prerequisite of proclamation is sound exegesis by which we determine the meaning of 
propositions. Their meaning is not always self-evident for ‘all things in Scripture are not alike 
plain in themselves nor alike clear to all.’12 A working knowledge of the languages, an 
understanding of appropriate interpretive methods and an ability to use commentaries in a 
discerning way are necessities. The workman approved by God cuts a straight path through 
God’s word 13 not by instinct but by method. Intuitive exegesis is usually misinformed 
exegesis.  
 
But what is the right method? It is the method laid down in our Confession, which states that 
‘The infallible rule of interpretation of Scripture is the Scripture itself.’ (W.C.F.1.9). At a time 
when it is de rigeur to come at the biblical text from a point outside of it, the proposition that 
'the infallible rule of interpretation of Scripture, is the Scripture itself...’ draws us back to the 
sine qua non of true exegesis. Whatever insights Literary Theory, Social Anthropology, Second 
Temple Judaism, Discourse Analysis and other disciplines might offer, none can ever be the 
key to getting out of scripture what is in it.  
 

                                                 
10 As an inspired apostle he had insights, which those before him did not have or sometimes even understand. So 
there is development but always on the basis of what he had received. He was very conscious of the doctrinal 
tradition of the church, even in the first century. 
11 The Hermeneutical Spiral, 362, 
12 WCF 1.VII 
13 2 Timothy 2:15 
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It does not mean that we will always agree. The Confession allows for exegetical variation. 
Where there is a question about the true and full sense of scripture, we employ the analogy of 
faith so that what is 'not alike clear' 'may be searched and known by other places that speak 
more clearly.' This is simple but emphatically not simplistic. Comparing texts requires 
discernment of their doctrinal content and didactic import. That is why we call it the analogy of 
faith. It presupposes understanding of one text in order to interpret another. 
 
Paul’s discourses are full of indicatives. Some are majestic, others mundane; some are literal -
historical, others metaphorical, experiential and principial. Yet they all serve the purpose of 
giving the parenesis (exhortation) an appropriate rationale. Paul’s greatest emphasis is on the 
majestic indicatives of redemptive history and its associated theology.  These he proclaimed at 
Ephesus, where he did not shrink from to declaring the whole counsel of God (Acts 20:28) and 
at Corinth, where he determined to know nothing among them except Christ crucified (1Cor. 
2:2). Also, to encourage Timothy he recounted the ‘faithful saying’ that Christ Jesus came into 
the world to save sinners, of whom he (Paul) was the chief (1Timothy 1:15).  
 
So as heralds of the Great King our discoursing must be emphatically propositional. We are 
bearers of HIS message to which we must neither add nor subtract but which we must 
embrace for ourselves before we try to press it on others. If the indicative is so fundamental 
to Paul’s way of discoursing, it should be fundamental to ours. It is simply inconceivable that a 
sermon could consist only of application without exposition. 
 
Imperative 
The reverse is also true. There can be no point to exegesis without application. The imperative 
is the mood of intention. This might come as a surprise. Those of us with some grammar 
might expect the subjunctive and optative to be the moods of uncertainty but grammatically, 
the former is defined as the mood of probability and the latter of possibility. With the 
imperative however, one can never be sure of the outcome. But isn’t this the real nature of 
hortatory discourse? We make our appeal ‘by the mercies of God’ and ‘beseech’ men in God’s 
stead but have no say in the outcome. For some our preaching is a savour of life and for 
others it is a savour of death. Our comfort is to know that it is God’s word, that he gives the 
increase and that the field is not always or equally productive, which is why we have to 
command and exhort.  
 
Carrick asserts that the indicative and the imperative are inseparable but by no means 
interchangeable. In whatever order they appear in the text (sometimes imperatives come first) 
the logical order is always the same. We can say nothing without indicatives, but since our aim 
is to persuade men, we are forced in the direction of the imperative because we know ‘that 
the doctrine [must] be applied to the matter in hand’.  
 
Carrick argues that the pattern of indicative-imperative is the one utilized by God himself14 and 
if he is right, we ought to utilize it too. Reproof, rebuke and exhortation envisage a practical, 
experiential outcome with the motivation coming from the indicatives. This pattern is found 
everywhere in Paul as, for example, in the arrangement of the Epistle to the Romans. From 
chapter 1 to chapter 6:10 we have indicatives interspersed with rhetorical interrogatives.  
Then from 6:11 imperatives follow in quick succession beginning with ‘reckon yourselves to be 
dead indeed to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus, our Lord’, and so on.  

                                                 
14 Imperative of Preaching, 5 
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It might a useful exercise to read through a pastoral Epistle making note of imperatives 
backed by indicatives. In this way we could gain a feel for a grammatical relationship, which is 
fundamental to Scripture as well as to ministerial discourse. One example, which has a direct 
bearing on our present subject, is 1 Corinthians 3 – 4:1 where Paul, after mixing indicatives 
and interrogatives in a section relating to the quality of Christian service, inserts a couple of 
essential imperatives; ‘let not one boast in men’ and ‘Let a man so consider us as servants of 
Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God.’  These are directed towards correcting those 
who divide the church by following after ‘names’ but relate specifically to developing a biblical 
and spiritual estimation of hose in leadership. 
 
Rhetoric 
In conclusion a few words about Paul’s rhetoric. In 2Cor 5:11, Paul says ‘Knowing therefore 
the fear of the Lord we persuade others’. Persuasion is done under the threat of impending 
judgement and the constraint of Christ’s love. These supply the pressure and the passion of 
preaching. Given the approach of ‘the day’ and the constraining love of Christ, as persuaders 
of men we will all be rhetoricians, more or less. Rhetoric is the art of persuasion. We exist in 
order ‘to convince the hearers, to let irresistible light into their conscience, and to keep it 
there, and drive all home; to screw the truth into their minds, and work Christ into their 
affections …’’15 Rhetoric is what we use in order that by all means we might save some 
(1Corinthians 9:22). 

The word ‘rhetoric’ is pejorative because of its association with performance and what follows 
is not a plea to emulate the specific details of Paul’s rhetoric. We are who we are and ought 
not to try to be someone else. There was a time in the late 1960s and early 1970s when 
young preachers tried to imitate Dr. Lloyd-Jones’ cultured Welsh accent, rhetorical habits, 
physical gestures and even the wearing a heavy overcoat in the pulpit. We must improve what 
we are and have in order to preach idiomatically, plainly, reasonably, engagingly, challengingly 
& persuasively as Paul did – in our own language and idiom.  

Crass imitation is bound to fail. One hundred and fifty years ago, when Wales still basked in 
the heat of revival, rhetoric of the baser sort turned preaching into an art form, which became 
something of a fashion. In April 1858, David Charles, principal of the Calvinistic Methodist 
Theological College at Bala, North Wales, wrote, ‘we come to the house of worship to listen to 
the preacher, but do not expect succour from the message.  We look for his excellent, 
ornamental, masterly treatment, and seek to derive entertainment for the mind … rather than 
feast upon the sincere milk of the word … When the emphasis is laid on the externals of the 
ministry, such as voice and gifts rather than on substantial things, then the ministry loses its 
authority and purpose, and the whole thing takes on the nature of religious play-acting.’16 
Alliterative discourse and incantation, mistakenly dignified as the work of the Spirit, soon 
became the vehicle of human pride and marked the beginning of the end of a ministry 
grounded in the wisdom and power of God. By the end of the nineteenth century liberalism 
had gained a virtual stranglehold on the churches and sounded the death-knell of Spirit 
empowered preaching. 

                                                 
15 Reformed Pastor Chapter 1 
16 Y Drysorfa (The Treasury) cited by Eifion Evans in When He is Come, 28-9 
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The analogy of translation might be helpful in seeking to understand this aspect of discourse: 
in terms of content we go for formal equivalence and in terms of presentation we go for 
dynamic equivalence, as far as we can but remember, language and idioms that change the 
meaning of Scripture have no place in ministerial discourse.  Some contextualizers have failed 
to grasp that some things cannot be translated and can only be explained, however patiently 
and laboriously. Nevertheless we must do all in a language understood by the people. 
Augustine, who knew formal rhetoric, wrote ‘A man might rather be with his dog than with a 
stranger – whose tongue is strange to him.’17  

Rhetorical weapons are plentiful and include illustration and allusion; we have only to read 
Paul to understand this. In short, we employ every legitimate skill to move our audience to 
obedience. The Directory puts it this way: ‘arguments or reasons are to be solid, and, as much 
as may be, convincing. The illustrations … full of light, and such as may convey the truth.’ If 
you can, find these illustrations in the Word and, as Osborn puts it, ‘persuade through the 
dynamic of the text …’ 18  

Paul was an Evangelical rhetorician, who eschewed human wisdom while remaining a self-
conscious persuader of men. The secret of successful rhetoric is less in learned skills than in 
the man and his message.  According to Dabney, the secret of persuasiveness is an ‘eminent 
Christian character … [which is] the foundation of the sacred orator’s power’ and ‘a view of 
preaching … that honours God’s inspired word and limits the preacher most strictly to its 
exclusive use as the sword of the Spirit.’19  Within these parameters every suitable 
(compatible) means should be used, ranging from personal example (used most sparingly, see 
1.1:15-16; 2.1:12), irony (used lovingly, see 1 Corinthians 4:8-21), illustration: (2.2:3-6), 
antithesis: (1.1:8), antithetical parallels (2.2:11-13), disproportionate comparisons (1.4:8, 
Romans 5:12-21), textual & biblical support (1.2:13-14; 5:17-18), interrogatives & rhetorical 
questions (Romans, Corinthians but lacking in PE).  All this is in order that ‘by any means’ we 
may save some!  To conclude this brief section on rhetoric we turn again to Dabney, who 
writes, ‘of all this art of persuasion he is the greatest master who seems to have none. Let 
your aim be to persuade men in Christ’s name, and not to be praised for skill in persuading.’20  
 
To conclude this paper we turn to the Larger Catechism, Question159, which asks ‘How is the 
Word of God to be preached by those that are called thereunto?’ The answer is ‘They that are 
called to labour in the ministry of the Word, are to preach sound doctrine, diligently, in season 
and out of season; plainly, not in the enticing words of man's wisdom, but in demonstration of 
the Spirit, and of power; faithfully, making known the whole counsel of God; wisely, applying 
themselves to the necessities and capacities of the hearers; zealously, with fervent love to God 
and the souls of his people; sincerely, aiming at his glory, and their conversion, edification, 
and salvation.’  

                                                 
17 Lib. 19. de civil, Dei. C. 7 
18 Spiral, 353 
19 Eloquence 7 
20 Eloquence 260 


