


“Here’s a book that every preacher should read at least once a year. This book is
a powerful antidote to the unbalanced, self-centered preaching of today.”
Erwin W. Lutzer, Pastor Emeritus, The Moody Church, Chicago

“This book calls us back to a biblical standard for preaching, a standard exempli-
fied by many of the pulpit giants of the past, especially Jonathan Edwards and
Chatles Spurgeon.”

Warren W. Wiersbe, Former General Director, Back to the Bible

“The Bible is not a book of practical suggestions on how to live a better ad-
justed life. The Bible is a revelation of God. The Supremacy of God in Preaching
reminds preachers of what we easily forget to our peril and the peril of the
people in our care.”
Haddon Robinson, Former Professor of Preaching, Gordon-Conwell
Theological Seminary

“Occasionally, among the myriad of books for ministers, a work appears so
seminal to the preacher’s calling that it can safely be said: “This is a must-read.’
The Supremacy of God in Preaching is such a book.”
Sinclair Ferguson, Chancellor’s Professor of Systematic Theology,
Reformed Theological Seminary; Teaching Fellow, Ligonier Ministries

“The Supremacy of God in Preaching is one of the few truly indispensable books
on gospel ministry.”
Philip Graham Ryken, President, Wheaton College

“John Piper passionately and prophetically calls all preachers to make God su-
preme over any method and in every message. The plan is too simple for a fallen
world to notice and too powerful for a faithful preacher to ignore.”

Bryan Chapell, Pastor Emeritus, Grace Presbyterian Church, Peoria, Illinois






The Supremacy of God in Preaching



Other Books by John Piper

Bartling Unbelief

Bloodlines

Brothers, We Are Not Professionals
Coronavirus and Christ

The Dangerous Duty of Delight
Desiring God

Does God Desire All to Be Saved?
Don’t Waste Your Life

Expository Exultation

Fifty Reasons Why Jesus Came to Die
Finally Alive

Five Points

Future Grace

God Is the Gospel

God's Passion for His Glory

A Godward Heart

A Godward Life

A Hunger for God

Lessons from a Hospital Bed

Let the Nations Be Glad!

A Peculiar Glory

The Pleasures of God

Reading the Bible Supernaturally
Seeing and Savoring Jesus Christ
Spectacular Sins

A Sweet and Bitter Providence
Taste and See

Think

This Momentary Marriage

What Jesus Demands from the World
When I Don’t Desire God

Why I Love the Apostle Paul



The Supremacy of
God in Preaching

John Piper

Revised and Expanded Edition

== CROSSWAY"

WHEATON, ILLINOIS



The Supremacy of God in Preaching
© 1990, 2004, 2015 by Desiring God Foundation
Originally published in English under the title

The Supremacy of God in Preaching

by Baker Books, a division of Baker Book House Company,

Grand Rapids, MI 49516, U.S.A.
All rights reserved.
Crossway edition published 2021

1300 Crescent Street

Wheaton, Illinois 60187
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval
system, or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopy,
recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publisher, except as provided for
by USA copyright law. Crossway” is a registered trademark in the United States of America.
Cover Design: Jordan Singer
Cover Image: Sunrise on the Matterhorn by Albert Bierstadt / The Metropolitan Museum of Art
First printing, 2021
Printed in the United States of America
Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations are from the ESV® Bible (The Holy Bible,
English Standard Version®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good
News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.
Scripture quotations marked KJV are from the King James Version of the Bible. Public
domain.

All emphases in Scripture quotations have been added by the author.
Hardcover ISBN: 978-1-4335-7284-5

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Piper, John, 1946— author.

Title: The supremacy of God in preaching / John Piper.

Description: Revised edition. | Wheaton, Illinois: Crossway, 2021. | Includes bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2020031628 | ISBN 9781433572845 (hardback)

Subjects: LCSH: Preaching. | Clergy—Religious life. | Edwards, Jonathan, 1703-1758.

Classification: LCC BV4211.3 .P57 2021 | DDC 251—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020031628

Crossway is a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers.

SH 29 28 27 26 25 24 23 22 21
14 13 12 1 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1



16 the people of
Bethlehem Baptist Church

who share the vision
of spreading a passion
Jor the supremacy of God in all things
for the joy of all peoples
through Jesus Christ






Contents

Preface to the Revised and Expanded Edition 12
Preface to the Revised Edition| I3

Preface to the First Edition 7

PART 1: WHY GOD SHOULD BE
SUPREME IN PREACHING

1 The Goal of Preaching: The Glory of God g
2 The Ground of Preaching: The Cross of Christ 35
3 The Gift of Preaching: The Power of the Holy Spiri{ 45

4 The Gravity and Gladness of Preaching 5

PART 2: HOW TO MAKE GOD SUPREME
IN PREACHING: GUIDANCE FROM THE
MINISTRY OF JONATHAN EDWARDS

5 Keep God Central: The Life of Jonathan Edwards 173
6 Submit to Sweet Sovereignty: The Theology of Edwards 81

7 Make God Supreme: The Preaching of Edwards 87
Stir Up Holy Affections 88
Enlighten the Mind 190

Saturate with Scripturé 92



Employ Analogies and Images 94

Use Threat and Warning 96

Plead for a Response 19§

Probe the Workings of the Hearr 100
Yield to the Holy Spirit in Prayer 103
Be Broken and lenderhearted 104

Be Intense 107

PART 3: AFTER THIRTY-THREE YEARS: GOD
STILL SUPREME IN PREACHING AND MINISTRY

8 Jonathan Edwards Thirty-Three Years Later: Clarifications

and Confirmation 113

9 In Honor of Tethered Preaching: John Calvin and the

Entertaining Pastor 23
10 Preaching as Concept Creation, Not Just Contextualization 129

11 Thirty Reasons Why It Is a Great Thing to Be a Pastor 135

Conclusion 151

A Word of Thanks 55
Notes 157

General Index 165

Scripture Index 17



Preface to the Revised and
Expanded Edition

GOD IS STILL THE MOST IMPORTANT, most valuable, most
satisfying, most all-encompassing, and, therefore, most relevant
reality in the world. So a little book that focuses on the relationship
between his supremacy and preaching is still relevant. Twenty-five
years after I first wrote it, this is still what I want to say. It was
my focus as I began my pastoral ministry in 1980, and it was my
focus to the end, as I concluded that ministry on Easter Sunday,
March 31, 2013.

So in this edition, I have added four new chapters in a section
called “After Thirty-Three Years: God Still Supreme in Preaching
and Ministry.” One chapter extends my exultation over Jonathan
Edwards into my seventh decade. He was seminal for me in my
twenties. He is still teaching me and inspiring me in my sixties.

The second new chapter celebrates the freedom, authority, and
power that comes with preaching that is tethered to the Word of
God. I contrast the Bible-oriented preacher with the entertainment-
oriented preacher, and plead for connections between bold sermons

and biblical texts that people can actually see and bank on. After
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PREFACE TO THE REVISED AND EXPANDED EDITION

thirty-three years, the Bible is more real, more powerful, more al-
luring, more joy-giving, and more inexhaustible to me than it has
ever been. To preach as though anything else is more interesting,
more insightful, or more satisfying is a symptom of soul-sickness.
The third new chapter is a brief reflection on the issue of contex-
tualization in preaching. The point is that we should give as much
energy to creating new categories in the minds of our listeners
as we should to trying to find existent categories to contain the
mind-boggling realities of Scripture. Both efforts are crucial. But
category creation is the hardest—namely, impossible. It is the
work of the Holy Spirit. But he uses our thinking and preaching
to bring it about.

The final new chapter is a litany of wonders at the privilege of
being a pastor. It’s called “Thirty Reasons Why It Is a Great Thing
to Be a Pastor.” This is my tribute to the mercy of God in granting
me the unspeakable privilege of being carried in pastoral ministry
for so long. I look back with stunned amazement that he kept
me and gave me a people of such patience. Their love covered a
multitude of sins.

I pray that this revised and expanded edition will encourage
veteran pastors and will help launch young pastors on a lifetime of
God-centered, Christ-exalting, Bible-saturated devotion to herald-
ing the supremacy of God in all things for the joy of all peoples
through Jesus Christ.

John Piper
February 2014
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Preface to the Revised Edition

MORE THAN EVER I BELIEVE IN preaching as a part of worship
in the gathered church. Preaching is worship, and it belongs in the
regular worship life of the church no matter the size of the church.
In the small church it does not become conversation or “sharing.”
In the megachurch it does not become hype and jingles. Preaching
is worshiping over the Word of God—the text of Scripture—with
explanation and exultation.

Preaching belongs in the corporate worship of the church not
only because the New Testament commands “preach the word”
(kéruxon ton logon) in the context of body life (2 Tim. 3:16—4:2),
but even more fundamentally because the twofold essence of wor-
ship demands it. This twofold essence of worship comes from God’s

way of revealing himself to us. Jonathan Edwards puts it like this:

God glorifies Himself toward the creatures also in two ways:
1. By appearing to their understanding. 2. In communicating
Himself to their hearts, and in their rejoicing and delighting in
and enjoying the manifestations which He makes of Himself.

... God is glorified not only by His glorys being seen, but by its
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PREFACE TO THE REVISED EDITION

being rejoiced in. When those that see it delight in it, God is
more glorified than if they only see it. His glory is then received
by the whole soul, both by the understanding and by the heart.!

There are always two parts to true worship. There is seeing God
and there is savoring God. You can't separate these. You must see
him to savor him. And if you don’t savor him when you see him,
you insult him. In true worship, there is always understanding with
the mind and there is always feeling in the heart. Understanding
must always be the foundation of feeling, or all we have is baseless
emotionalism. But understanding of God that doesn’t give rise to
feeling for God becomes mere intellectualism and deadness. This
is why the Bible continually calls us to think and consider and
meditate, on the one hand, and to rejoice and fear and mourn
and delight and hope and be glad, on the other hand. Both are
essential for worship.

The reason the Word of God takes the form of preaching in wor-
ship is that true preaching is the kind of speech that consistently
unites these two aspects of worship, both in the way it is done and
in the aims that it has. When Paul says to Timothy in 2 Timothy
4:2, “Preach the word,” the term he uses for “preach” is a word for
“herald” or “announce” or “proclaim” (kéruxon). It is not a word
for “teach” or “explain.” It is what a town crier did: “Hear ye, hear
ye, hear ye! The King has a proclamation of good news for all
those who swear allegiance to his throne. Be it known to you that
he will give eternal life to all who trust and love his Son.” I call
this heralding exu/tation. Preaching is a public exultation over the
truth that it brings. It is not disinterested or cool or neutral. It is
not mere explanation. It is manifestly and contagiously passionate

about what it says.
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PREFACE TO THE REVISED EDITION

Nevertheless this heralding contains teaching. You can see that
as you look back to 2 Timothy 3:16—the Scripture (which gives
rise to preaching) is profitable for reaching. And you can see it as
you look ahead to the rest of 2 Timothy 4:2, “Preach the word . . .
reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teach-
ing.” So preaching is expository. It deals with the Word of God.
True preaching is not the opinions of a mere man. It is the faithful
exposition of God’s Word. So in a phrase, preaching is expository
exultation.

In conclusion, then, the reason that preaching is so essential to
the corporate worship of the church is that it is uniquely suited to
teed both understanding and feeling. It is uniquely suited to waken
seeing God and savoring God. God has ordained that the Word of
God come in a form that teaches the mind and reaches the heart.

May God use this revised edition of The Supremacy of God in
Preaching to advance a movement of God-centered worship and
life. May the preaching of our churches more and more show the
truth of Christ and savor the glory of Christ. May the pulpits of
the land ring with exposition of the Word of God and exultation
in the God of the Word.

John Piper
2003
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Preface to the First Edition

PEOPLE ARE STARVING FOR the greatness of God. But most of
them would not give this diagnosis of their troubled lives. The
majesty of God is an unknown cure. There are far more popular
prescriptions on the market, but the benefit of any other remedy is
brief and shallow. Preaching that does not have the aroma of God’s
greatness may entertain for a season, but it will not touch the hidden
cry of the soul: “Show me thy glory!” Years ago during the January
prayer week at our church, I decided to preach on the holiness of God
from Isaiah 6. I resolved on the first Sunday of the year to unfold the

vision of God’s holiness found in the first four verses of that chapter:

In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the Lord sitting upon
a throne, high and lifted up; and the train of his robe filled the
temple. Above him stood the seraphim. Each had six wings: with
two he covered his face, and with two he covered his feet, and

with two he flew. And one called to another and said:

“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts;
the whole earth is full of his glory!”
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PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

And the foundations of the thresholds shook at the voice of him

who called, and the house was filled with smoke.

So I preached on the holiness of God and did my best to display
the majesty and glory of such a great and holy God. I gave not
one word of application to the lives of our people. Application is
essential in the normal course of preaching, but I felt led that day
to make a test: Would the passionate portrayal of the greatness of
God in and of itself meet the needs of people?

I didn’t realize that not long before this Sunday one of the
young families of our church discovered that their child was
being sexually abused by a close relative. It was incredibly trau-
matic. They were there that Sunday morning and sat under that
message. | wonder how many advisers to us pastors today would
have said, “Pastor Piper, can’t you see your people are hurting?
Can’t you come down out of the heavens and get practical?
Don’t you realize what kind of people sit in front of you on
Sunday?” Some weeks later I learned the story. The husband
took me aside one Sunday after a service. “John, these have been
the hardest months of our lives. Do you know what has gotten
me through? The vision of the greatness of God’s holiness that
you gave me the first week of January. It has been the rock we
could stand on.”

The greatness and the glory of God are relevant. It does not
matter if surveys turn up a list of perceived needs that does not
include the supreme greatness of the sovereign God of grace. That
is the deepest need. Our people are starving for God.

Another illustration of this is the way missions mobilization has
happened at our church and the way it has happened again and
again in history. Younger people today dont get fired up about
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PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

denominations and agencies. They get fired up about the greatness
of a global God and about the unstoppable purpose of a sovereign
King. The first great missionary said, “We have received grace and
apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith for the sake of his
name among all the nations” (Rom. 1:5). Missions is for the sake
of the name of God. It flows from a love for God’s glory and for
the honor of his reputation. It is an answer to the prayer, “Hal-
lowed be thy name!”

So I'am persuaded that the vision of a great God is the linchpin
in the life of the church, both in pastoral care and missionary out-
reach. Our people need to hear God-entranced preaching. They
need someone, at least once a week, to lift up his voice and magnify
the supremacy of God. They need to see the whole panorama of
his excellencies. Robert Murray M’Cheyne said, “What my people
need most is my personal holiness.”} That’s right. But human holi-
ness is nothing other than a God-besotted life—the living out of
a God-entranced worldview.

God himself is the necessary subject matter of our preaching, in
his majesty and truth and holiness and righteousness and wisdom
and faithfulness and sovereignty and grace. And by that I don
mean we shouldn’t preach about nitty-gritty practical things like
parenthood and divorce and AIDS and gluttony and television
and sex. What I mean is that every one of those things should be
swept right up into the holy presence of God and laid bare to the
roots of its Godwardness or godlessness.

It is not the job of the Christian preacher to give people moral or
psychological pep talks about how to get along in the world. When
that is needed, someone else can do it. But most of our people have
no one, no one in the world, to tell them, week in and week out,

about the supreme beauty and majesty of God. And so many of
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PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

them are tragically starved for the God-entranced vision of that

great old preacher Jonathan Edwards.
Church historian Mark Noll describes the tragedy like this:

Since Edwards, American evangelicals have not thought about
life from the ground up as Christians because their entire culture
has ceased to do so. Edwards’s piety continued on in the revival-
ist tradition, his theology continued on in academic Calvinism,
but there were no successors to his God-entranced world-view
or his profoundly theological philosophy. The disappearance of
Edwards’s perspective in American Christian history has been

a tragedy.”
Charles Colson echoes this conviction:

The western church—much of it drifting, enculturated, and
infected with cheap grace—desperately needs to hear Edwards’
challenge. . . . It is my belief that the prayers and work of those
who love and obey Christ in our world may yet prevail as they

keep the message of such a man as Jonathan Edwards.’

The recovery of Edwards’s “God-entranced world-view” in the
messengers of God would be a cause of great rejoicing in the land
and profound thanksgiving to the God who makes all things new.

The chapters in Part 1 were first delivered as the Harold John
Ockenga Lectures on Preaching at Gordon-Conwell Theological
Seminary in February 1988. The chapters in Part 2 were first given
as the Billy Graham Center Lectures on Preaching at Wheaton Col-
lege in October 1984. This privilege and effort was far greater gain

to me than anyone else. I give public thanks to the administrative
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leaders at these schools who trusted me in this way and stretched
my own grasp of the high calling of the Christian preacher.

I continually thank God that he has never left me on a Sunday
morning without a word to speak and a zeal to speak it for his glory.
Oh, T have my moods. My family of four sons [and a daughter since
the first edition] and a steady wife is not without its pain and tears.
Letters of criticism can stab to the quick. Discouragement can go
so deep as to leave this preacher numb. But it is a gift of measure-
less, sovereign grace that, beyond all desert and all adequacy, God
has opened his Word to me and given me a heart to savor it and
send it forth week after week. I have never ceased to love to preach.

In the mercy of God there is a human reason for this. Charles
Spurgeon knew it, and most happy preachers know it. Once, while
visiting the continent, Spurgeon was asked about the secret of his
ministry. After a moment’s pause Mr. Spurgeon said, “My people pray
for me.” This is why I have not ceased to love to preach. This is why I
have been revived again and again for the work of the ministry. With
all its weaknesses and imperfections owing to me, this is how 7he
Supremacy of God in Preaching came to be written. My people pray
for me. To them I dedicate this book with affection and gratitude.

My prayer is that the book may turn the hearts of God’s heralds

to the fulfillment of this great apostolic admonition:

Whoever speaks, [let it be] as one who speaks oracles of God . . .
by the strength that God supplies—in order that in everything
God may be glorified through Jesus Christ. To him belong glory

and dominion forever and ever. Amen. (1 Pet. 4:11)

John Piper
1990
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PART 1

WHY GOD SHOULD BE
SUPREME IN PREACHING






1

The Goal of Preaching

The Glory of God

IN SEPTEMBER 1966 I was a junior at Wheaton College. I was a
pre-med student majoring in literature. I had just finished a chem-
istry course in summer school, was head over heels in love with
Noél (now my wife of more than thirty-five years), and was more
sick than I have ever been before or after, with mononucleosis. The
doctor confined me to the health center for three weeks—three
of the most decisive weeks of my life, for which I do not cease to
thank God.

Back in those days the fall semester began with a “Spiritual
Emphasis Week.” The speaker in 1966 was Harold John Ockenga.
It was the first and last time I ever heard him preach. WETN, the
college radio station, carried the sermons, and I listened as I lay
on my bed two hundred yards from his pulpit. Under the preach-
ing of the Word by Pastor Ockenga, the direction of my life was
permanently changed. I can remember my heart almost bursting

with longing as I listened—longing to know and handle the Word
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WHY GOD SHOULD BE SUPREME IN PREACHING

of God like that. Through those messages God called me to the
ministry of the Word irresistibly, and I believe, irrevocably. It has
been my conviction ever since that the subjective evidence of God’s
call to the ministry of the Word (to use the words of Charles Spur-
geon) “is an intense, all-absorbing desire for the work.”!

When I got out of the health center, I dropped organic chem-
istry, took up philosophy as a minor, and set my face to get the
best biblical and theological education I could. Almost forty years
later I can testify that the Lord has never let me doubt that call. It
rings as clear in my heart today as it ever has. And I simply stand
in awe at the gracious providence of God—to save me and call
me as a servant of the Word, and then two decades later to let me
speak under the banner of “The Harold John Ockenga Lectures
on Preaching” at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary.

That was a precious privilege for me. And I prayed that it would
be an acceptable tribute to Dr. Ockenga, who never knew me—
and therefore a testimony to the fact that the true usefulness of
our preaching will not be known to us until all the fruit on all the
branches on all the trees that have sprung up from all the seeds

we've ever sown has fully ripened in the sunshine of eternity.

For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven
and do not return there but water the earth,
making it bring forth and sprout,
giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater,
so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth;
it shall not return to me empty,
but it shall accomplish that which I purpose,
and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it.
(Isa. 55:10-11)
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THE GOAL OF PREACHING

Dr. Ockenga never knew what his preaching did in my life. And
you can mark it down: God will hide from you much of your fruit.
You will see enough to be assured of his blessing, but not so much
as to think you could live without it. For God aims to exalt him-
self, not the preacher, in this affair of preaching. And that brings
us to the theme: the supremacy of God in preaching. Its outline is

intentionally Trinitarian:

The Goal of Preaching: The Glory of God
The Ground of Preaching: The Cross of Christ
The Gift of Preaching: The Power of the Holy Spirit

God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit are the
beginning, middle, and end in the ministry of preaching. Written
over all ministerial labor, especially preaching, stand the words of
the apostle: “From him and through him and to him are all things.
To him be glory forever” (Rom. 11:36).

The Scottish preacher James Stewart put it like this: the aims of
all genuine preaching are “to quicken the conscience by the holi-
ness of God, to feed the mind with the truth of God, to purge the
imagination by the beauty of God, to open the heart to the love of
God, to devote the will to the purpose of God.”? In other words,
God is the goal of preaching, God is the ground of preaching, and
all the means in between are given by the Spirit of God.

My burden in these pages is to plead for the supremacy of God
in preaching—that the dominant note of preaching be the freedom
of God’s sovereign grace, that the unifying theme be the zeal that
God has for his own glory, that the grand object of preaching be
the infinite and inexhaustible being of God, and that the perva-
sive atmosphere of preaching be the holiness of God. Then when
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WHY GOD SHOULD BE SUPREME IN PREACHING

preaching takes up the ordinary things of life (family, job, leisure,
friendships) or the crises of our day (AIDS, divorce, addictions,
depression, abuses, poverty, hunger, and, worst of all, unreached
peoples of the world), these matters are not only taken up—they
are taken all the way up into God.

John Henry Jowett, who preached for thirty-four years in En-
gland and America until 1923, saw this as the great power of
Robert Dale and Horace Bushnell and John Newman and Charles
Spurgeon. He says:

They were always willing to stop at the village window, but they
always linked the streets with the heights, and sent your souls
a-roaming over the eternal hills of God. . . . It is this note of
vastitude, this ever-present sense and suggestion of the Infinite,

which I think we need to recover in our preaching.

Here we are a century later and the need for that recovery is ten
times as great.

Nor am I talking here about a kind of artsy elitist preoccupation
with philosophical or intellectual imponderables. There are aesthetic
types who gravitate to high church services because they can’t stand
the slapstick of many evangelical worship services. But that is not
what I am calling for. Charles Spurgeon was anything but an intel-
lectual elitist. There has scarcely been a pastor with more popular
appeal. But his messages were full of God, and the atmosphere was
charged with the presence of awesome realities. “We shall never have
great preachers,” he said, “till we have great divines.”

That wasn’t because he cared more about great ideas than lost
souls. He cared about the one because he loved the other. It was the

same with Isaac Watts, who lived a hundred years earlier. Samuel
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THE GOAL OF PREACHING

Johnson said of Watts, “Whatever he took in hand, was, by his
incessant solicitude for souls, converted to theology.”” Which I take
to mean, in Watts’s case, that everything was brought into relation
to God—because he cared about people.

Today Johnson would, I believe, say of much contemporary
preaching, “Whatever the preacher takes in his hand, is, by his
incessant solicitude for relevance, converted to psychology.” And
neither the great aims of preaching nor the worthy place of psychol-
ogy is honored in this loss of theological nerve. My guess is that
one great reason why people sometimes doubt the abiding value
of God-centered preaching is because they have never heard any.
J. L. Packer tells about how he heard the preaching of Martyn Lloyd-
Jones every Sunday evening at Westminster Chapel during 1948
and ’49. He said that he had never heard such preaching. It came
to him with the force and surprise of electric shock. Lloyd-Jones, he
said, brought him “more of a sense of God than any other man.”

Is this what people take away from worship nowadays—a sense
of God? A note of sovereign grace, a theme of panoramic glory, the
grand object of God’s infinite Being? Do they enter for one hour
in the week—not an excessive expectation—into an atmosphere
of the holiness of God, which leaves its aroma upon their lives all
week long?

Cotton Mather, who ministered in New England three hundred
years ago, said, “The great design and intention of the office of
a Christian preacher [is] to restore the throne and dominion of
God in the souls of men.”/| And that was not a rhetorical flourish.
It was a measured and accurate exegetical conclusion from one of
the great biblical texts on preaching, which leads to the biblical
foundation for God’s supremacy in preaching. The text behind
Mather’s statement is Romans 10:14-15:
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How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed?
And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never
heard? And how are they to hear without someone preaching?
And how are they to preach unless they are sent? As it is written,

“How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news!”

From this text preaching could be defined as “the heralding of
good news from a messenger sent by God” (“heralding”—from the
word kérussontos in v. 14; “of good news”—from euangelizomenon
agatha in v. 15; “sent by a sent messenger’—from apostalosin in
v. 15).

But the key question now is, What does the preacher herald?
What is the good news referred to here? Since verse 16 is a quotation
of Isaiah 52:7, we do well to go back and let Isaiah define it for us.
Listen for what Cotton Mather heard in this verse concerning the

great design of Christian preaching,.

How beautiful upon the mountains
are the feet of him who brings good news,

who publishes peace, who brings good news of happiness,
who publishes salvation,

who says to Zion, “Your God reigns.”

The good tidings of the preacher, the peace and salvation that he
publishes, are boiled down into one sentence: “Your God reigns!”
Cotton Mather applies this, with full justification, to the preacher:
“The great design . . . of a Christian preacher [is] to restore the
throne and dominion of God in the souls of men.”

The keynote in the mouth of every prophet-preacher, whether
in Isaiah’s day or Jesus’s day or our day, is “Your God reigns!” God
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THE GOAL OF PREACHING

is the king of the universe. He has absolute Creator rights over this
world and everyone in it. But there is rebellion and mutiny on all
sides, and his authority is scorned by millions. So the Lord sends
preachers into the world to cry out that God reigns, that he will
not suffer his glory to be scorned indefinitely, that he will vindicate
his name in great and terrible wrath, but that for now a full and
free amnesty is offered to all the rebel subjects who will turn from
their rebellion, call on him for mercy, bow before his throne, and
swear allegiance and fealty to him forever. The amnesty is signed
in the blood of his Son.

So Mather is absolutely right: The grand design of the Christian
preacher is to restore the throne and dominion of God in the souls
of men. But why? Can we go deeper? What is driving the heart of
God in demanding that we submit to his authority and in offering
the mercy of amnesty?

Isaiah gives the answer in an earlier text, Isaiah 48:9-11. Speak-

ing of his mercy to Israel, God says:

For my name’s sake I defer my anger,
for the sake of my praise I restrain it for you,
that I may not cut you off.
Behold, I have refined you, but not as silver;
[ have tried you in the furnace of affliction.
For my own sake, for my own sake, I do it,
for how should my name be profaned?

My glory I will not give to another.

Behind and beneath the sovereign exercises of God’s mercy as
king is an unwavering passion for the honor of his name and the

display of his glory.
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So we can go deeper than Mather’s point. Behind God’s com-
mitment to reign as king is the deeper foundational commitment
that his glory will one day fill the earth (Num. 14:21; Ps. 57:5;
72:19; Isa. 11:9; Hab. 2:14). And this discovery has a tremendous
implication for preaching. God’s deepest purpose for the world is
to fill the earth with reverberations of his glory in the lives of a new
humanity ransomed from every people and tribe and tongue and
nation (Rev. 5:9).7 But the glory of God does not reflect brightly
in the hearts of men and women when they cower unwillingly in
submission to his authority, or when they obey in servile fear, or
when there is no gladness in response to the glory of their king.

The implication for preaching is plain: When God sends his
emissaries to declare, “Your God reigns!” his aim is not to constrain
man’s submission by an act of raw authority; his aim is to ravish our
affections with irresistible displays of glory. The only submission
that fully reflects the worth and glory of the king is glad submis-
sion. Begrudging submission berates the king. No gladness in the
subject, no glory to the king,.

This is what Jesus said in effect in Matthew 13:44: “The king-
dom [the rule, the dominion] of heaven is like a treasure hidden
in a field, which a man found and covered up. Then in his joy [his
glad submission to that kingship and his delight in its glory, its
value] he went and sold all that he had to buy that field.” When
the kingdom is a treasure, submission is a pleasure. Or to turn it
around, when submission is a pleasure, the kingdom is glorified as
a treasure. Therefore, if the goal of preaching is to glorify God, it
must aim at glad submission to his kingdom, not raw submission.

Paul said in 2 Corinthians 4:5, “What we proclaim is not our-
selves, but Jesus Christ as Lord.” But then in verse 6 he goes beneath

that proclamation of the Lordship of Christ—beneath the rule and
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authority of King Jesus—and tells the essence of his preaching: It is
“the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus
Christ.” The only submission to the Lordship of Christ that fully
magnifies his worth and reflects his beauty is the humble gladness
of the human soul in the glory of God in the face of his Son.
The wonder of the gospel, and the most freeing discovery this
sinner has ever made, is that God’s deepest commitment to be
glorified and my deepest longing to be satisfied are not in conflict,
but in fact find simultaneous consummation in his display of and
my delight in the glory of God.” Therefore, the goal of preaching
is the glory of God reflected in the glad submission of the human
heart. And the supremacy of God in preaching is secured by this
fact: The one who satisfies gets the glory; the one who gives the

pleasure is the treasure.
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