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It never ceases to amaze me to see the attitudes of some people, and even some preachers, when it comes to an understanding of the purpose of preaching. There are those who seem to believe the preacher is nothing more than a “religious entertainer,” whose main purpose is to tell enough jokes from the pulpit that the people will feel jovial as they leave. Others find the preacher to be a paid storyteller, his main purpose is to tell stories that the majority of the people will relate to that they might leave content with their own lives. 

Amidst all these opinions on the purpose of preaching, the Bible lays forth, very briefly, yet plainly, what God considers to be the true purpose of preaching. In Nehemiah 8 the people have come together upon concluding their rebuilding of the wall of Jerusalem. They request that the book of the Law be brought before them by Ezra and read before the congregation. It is then we read, “So they read in the book in the law of God distinctly, and gave the sense, and caused them to understand the reading” (Neh. 8:8). This single sentence describes, in a very complete sense, the purpose of preaching as God defines it. The purpose is threefold. 

First, they read from the law of God. The focus of preaching should come from the Word of God. If God’s Law is not read, then it is impossible for biblical preaching to have occurred. There is no adequate substitute in the pulpit for the Word of God. The speaker must study it to be able to convey it distinctly (2 Tim. 2:15).

Second, they gave the sense of it. Another word for “sense” is “understanding.” To simply read the Scriptures is not sufficient. The preacher must have a working understanding of that which he is reading. Adequate time and preparation must be given to ensure, not only the reading of the appropriate Scripture, but the ability of the speaker to give the sense of it to the congregation as well. 

Third, they caused them to understand it. The most well-prepared and ingenious sermon ever proclaimed can be found to be utterly worthless if those listening do not understand what is stated. All the education a man can obtain is useless in preaching if he cannot convey to the listeners an understanding of the Scripture under consideration. For this exact reason, Paul did not come before the Corinthians with excellent speeches, but preaching only Christ crucified (1 Cor. 2:1‑2). The understanding of the hearer is just as important as the understanding of the speaker. 

The purpose of preaching is very simple: read it, know it, cause others to understand it. Preaching is a powerful tool in spreading the Gospel, but it must be used properly. True Bible preaching will never be mistaken for a “social club” talk, but will evidence itself by the preparation and communication of the speaker. 

