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On This Rock 
Why The Gates of Hell Appear to Prevail 

Part Ten 
The Elements of Worship #5 
How to Listen to a Sermon 

1 Corinthians 1:21 

For since, in the wisdom of God, the world through wisdom did not 
know God, it pleased God through the foolishness of the message 
preached to save those who believe (1 Corinthians 1:21). 

Introduction 

 Liturgical architecture has been a matter of controversy over the ages.  
We like to tell ourselves we’re above such veneers.  Yet the look of the 
structure, inside and out sends a message.  Even when the early church met 
in homes rather than the temple, there was a message contained in the 
venue that there was a New Covenant that no longer revolved around a 
temple. 
 If the venue is hidden it might signify persecution.  If the venue us 
dark it might signify that you don’t want participants to read.  The way 
you arrange the seats may encourage interaction or the opposite.  You may 
want the room to feel cold or warm.  Roman Catholic and Orthodox 
churches will often seek to create a feel of being surrounded by saints 
through icons and stained glass windows.   

But the bigger issue has to do with a liturgical form follows function 
commitment.  When you walk in the building, what does the way things 
are placed tell you about the priorities of the church?  What do the 
structures express?  Perhaps you’ve walked into churches where the 
highlighted structures are altars, or sacred spaces (often behind small 
fence) or the paraphernalia of the sacraments.    

Protestant churches, especially those identifying as Reformed, tend to 
place little emphasis on liturgical design.  But they don’t ignore it 
altogether.  Even our own Directory for the Public Worship of God speaks of it.  
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Because the pulpit, baptismal font, and communion table 
facilitate the part of worship which is performed on behalf of 
God, it is fitting that they be positioned so as to draw the 
focus of the congregation upon the Word and sacraments, and 
that they be easily accessible and visible to the entire 
congregation throughout the worship service. Because the 
Word is primary and the sacraments serve to seal the Word, it 
is fitting that the pulpit be in the position of prominence.  1

 There is no shortage of passages which endorse this theme of the 
centrality of the preached word.  The Apostle Paul taught that the promise 
of eternal life is “manifested in his word through…preaching” (Titus 1:3).  
He also taught that “…it pleased God through the foolishness of the 
message preached to save those who believe” (1 Corinthians 1:21).  Paul 
also reminds believers of “the gospel” he had “preached” to them and how 
they were called to “hold fast” to that “preached” word (1 Corinthians 
15:1, 2). 
 The biblical emphasis that “faith comes by hearing, and hearing by 
the word of God” (Romans 10:17) is why many Christians churches place 
the pulpit up front and in the middle (sometimes with an open Bible 
resting on it).  Of course, preaching is not merely saying things from a 
pulpit.  We are to preach the law and the gospel.  What has done for us in 
Christ and what does He require of us as His children.  There is a great deal 
of instruction given to those who would preach.  Writing to his young 
protégé in the faith, Paul exhorts Timothy (in light of a coming day of 
judgment) to… 

Preach the word! Be ready in season and out of season. 
Convince, rebuke, exhort, with all longsuffering and 
teaching. 3 For the time will come when they will not endure 
sound doctrine, but according to their own desires, because 
they have itching ears, they will heap up for themselves 
teachers; 4 and they will turn their ears away from the truth, 
and be turned aside to fables. 5 But you be watchful in all 

 OPC, Directory for the Public Worship of God  I, C, 4, a.1
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things, endure afflictions, do the work of an evangelist, fulfill 
your ministry (2 Timothy 4:2-5). 

 Paul knows that pastors will be tempted to alter the message to 
accommodate itching ears, those who simply want to hear what they want 
to hear.  One of the cheapest and easiest forms of counseling is when the 
counselor figures out what his/her patient wants to hear and then tells 
them that that desire is perfectly fine.  The patient enjoys hearing it and the 
counseling enjoys the role of advocate…even if it happens to be a soul-
crushing lie. 
 We should pray for ministers, that they would not yield to this 
temptation.  But what of the hearer of the word?  This morning we discuss 
that critical element of worship called the sermon, but from the vantage 
point of the listener.  The exhortation of Paul to Timothy that he not yield to 
the ear ticklers is, at the same time, an indictment against those within the 
church who prefer the fables.  How do you know this is not you?  If there is 
a great responsibility in writing and giving a sermon, is there not also a 
great responsibility in listening to it.  How does one listen to a sermon? 

How to Listen to a Sermon 

Actively 

First, one is to listen actively.  You are not escaping to the movies.  You 
are a character in the sermon.  When Jesus told parables the Pharisees 
“perceived that He was speaking of them” (Matthew 21:45).  Peter 
preached a sermon and his listeners “cut to the heart” and asked how they 
should respond (Acts 2:37).  

There is no indifference to Christ.  He will not be ignored.   

He who is not with Me is against Me, and he who does not 
gather with Me scatters abroad (Matthew 12:30). 

Pilate tried indifference.  It was short-lived.  The sermon includes 
you.  I am reminded of the one time I jumped out of an airplane.  I have a 
fear of flying, let alone jumping.  I sat through an eight hour class that 
basically taught me two things (since the parachute opened automatically), 
which way to face when you jumped and how to land.  But I never drifted 
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off nor would I allow myself to be distracted.  I wasn’t about to miss one 
word of that instruction.  Why was I so dialed in?  Because I was about to 
jump.  This brings me to the second point.   

Meditatively 

We are to listen meditatively.  If you have been presented with the 
word of God, you will delight in it and meditate upon it (Psalm 1:2).  How 
will it apply to you?  What does the sermon tell you of God that your 
worship of Him might be richer and your assurance be more consoling?  
What does the sermon tell you of yourself that you might walk in greater 
love and obedience. 

It is not enough to put the grapes in the bucket.  You must 
thoughtfully and prayerfully grind them to pure and fine wine.  How has 
the word of God pierced your “soul and spirit”?  What has it discerned of 
your thoughts and intentions (Hebrews 4:12, 13)?  There may be one truth 
in the message (or a given portion of a message) but the applications may 
be many and different, depending upon the state of the listener. 

We recently examined the Parable of the Ambitious Guest (Luke 14:7-11) 
where Jesus addresses the act of seeking a seat of honor and its attending 
self-exaltation.  One remarkable aspect of this parable is how all this 
jockeying for notoriety happens directly after Jesus had healed a man in 
their midst.  They were relatively unaffected by something that should 
have changed their lives forever.  They did not look at the miracle, or more 
so, at the Man who had performed it, in such a way as to ask themselves 
how this should have curbed their pride. 

Of course, all of what I have said so far assumes that Christ has been 
preached.  The centrality of preaching Christ and His atoning work on the 
cross is nicely summed up in Paul’s emphatic (and perhaps a bit 
hyperbolic) words,  

For I determined not to know anything among you except 
Jesus Christ and Him crucified (1 Corinthians 2:2). 

Critically 
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In light of this, we are called to listen critically.  When Paul and Silas 
instructed the Jews in Berea, they listened critically, thoughtfully 
“examining the Scriptures daily, to see whether these things were 
so” (Acts 17:11).  They were commended for this.  The adjective used to 
describe them was “noble-minded”.  What a wonderful attribute for 
church members to pursue!  Yet it appears to be in short supply.  We are 
called to… 

Test all things; hold fast what is good (1 Thessalonians 5:21).   

There is a very dangerous doctrine that seems to have remained in 
good health through the entirety of history of the Christian church called 
Implicit Faith.  In short, it is the notion that we are to believe what the 
church believes, even if I have not been convinced that it is what the 
Scriptures teach. 

In what I am saying I am not seeking to encourage trouble-makers 
and busy-bodies (1 Timothy 5:13).  More than once I have been confronted 
by those who clearly haven’t done their homework, but view themselves as 
self-appointed guardians or watchmen.  At the same time, there must be a 
willingness on the part of the church member(s) to confront error and be 
willing to leave. 

Just recently I read of the Reverent Gretta Vosper, of the United 
Church of Canada, who made it clear to her congregation that she does not 
believe in God.  She thought she might be fired but it turned out that the 
congregation at West Hill United Church wanted her to stay.  How is this 
possible?  It is because they’ve adopted the age-old mentality of implicit 
faith and are unwilling to seek to be noble-minded. 

We see a similar headlined example with Evangelical Lutheran 
minister, and best-selling author, Nadi Bolz-Weber.  She boasts of being 
foul-mouthed, has on staff a “Minister of Fabulousness” who is a drag 
queen and is an adamant advocate of LGBTQ.   

I realize what I am saying here may not be well-received.  I fear we 
have landed on two options: one of being angry and frustrated with such 
departures from the faith and the other of seeking the approval of our 
friends and the society they represent.   

There may be a place for righteous indignation, but the types of 
vitriol and sarcasm aimed at the lost is generally un-redemptive.  At the 
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same time we must be aware that our desire to be accepted by being 
accepting is a not-so-subtle form of hatred and neglect for the people 
whose acceptance we so strongly desire.  When the Scriptures teach that 
those who embrace a lifestyle of fornication, adultery, homosexuality, 
thievery, etc. will not inherit the kingdom of God (1 Corinthians 6:9-11), we 
should not deceive ourselves into thinking it is an act of love to toast, as it 
were, to your neighbor’s damnation.   

Some might ask, ‘if Paul’s list includes thieves, coveters, extortioners 
and drunkards, why is the focus on LGBTQ?’  Because, generally speaking, 
there are not advocacy groups for thieves, coveters and extortioners.  I 
would hazard a guess that both ministers to which I just alluded would 
oppose stealing, coveting and extortion.   

The church needs to seek noble-mindedness.  This happens by testing 
what is taught against the Scriptures.  And what is primarily taught in the 
Scriptures? 

Christ Centered 

 In short, the Scriptures, according to Jesus are about Jesus (Luke 
24:27). 

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). 

 How does one listen to a sermon?  We listen, with a Christ-Centered 
heart, seeking to find Christ in the overall message.  When I was a little boy 
my father played a bad guy on a television western entitled Lawman.  It 
was a small part (you only saw him a couple of times) and he didn’t have 
any lines.  But he was the main villain and the entire episode revolved 
around how the sheriff was going to handle my dad.  Without my dad, that 
episode wouldn’t have made sense. 
 Without Christ the Scriptures do not make sense.  There is no 
message of redemption.  Even if there be numerous pages in the Bible 
where Jesus is not mentioned, the listener/reader/teacher must study and 
read those words in the light of the Gospel of Christ. 
Worshipfully 
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 Finally, we are to listen to a sermon worshipfully.  Though not 
technically accurate, I’ve heard it said the instruction transitions from 
teaching to preaching when our listening transitions from learning to 
worshiping.   
 It may very well be argued to be a violation of the Third 
Commandment to hear the word of God, to learn of the Gospel of Christ, 
and not be moved to the stirring and shaking of our very souls.  We read in 
Jeremiah:   

Your words were found, and I ate them, and your words 
became to me a joy and the delight of my heart, for I am 
called by your name, O Lord, God of hosts (Jeremiah 15:16). 

 On the road to Emmaus, after Jesus had taught, His listeners 
responded with the words, “Did not our hearts burn within us while He 
talked to us on the road, while He opened to us the Scriptures” (Luke 
24:32).   
 We might think of the word of God as a testament (Hebrews 9:16) 
where a loved one died and we became the beneficiaries of His lifelong 
efforts.  We might in some sense learn of the stuff, that which is ours and 
what lines on the paper we need to sign in order to acquire it.  But at some 
point we ought to begin to think of the love of the person who actually 
paid the price, that we might inherit the riches of heaven.  At this point we 
begin to listen worshipfully. 

Questions for Study 
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1. Does the architecture or design of a church mean anything at all?  
Why or why not (pages 2, 3)? 

2. Why is preaching so important (pages 3, 4)? 

3. What is one terrible temptation for preachers discussed by the 
Apostle Paul in 2 Timothy 4:2-5 (pages 3, 4)? 

4. How does one listen to a sermon actively?  Who is included in the 
sermon (pages 4, 5)? 

5. Meditation is a highly misunderstood act.  Discuss what must 
happen in order to succeed at listening to a sermon meditatively 
(page 5). 

6. Explain how listening to a sermon critically can be both necessary, yet 
sometimes unhealthy (page 6). 

7. How is Christ the center of every sermon (pages 7, 8)? 

8. Though not technically accurate, it’s been suggested that teaching 
becomes preaching when…(page 8)? 
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