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P R E F A C E

. . .

ONE of the great accomplishments of my childhood was 
reading the Bible from cover to cover. It was a mo-

ment of great triumph, and the fact that so much in the Bible was
difficult to understand did not matter. It was a major milestone for a
preteenage child who was growing up in the church. Of course, most
of what I read did not stick and I ignored the difficult passages that
did not make sense to my biblically and theologically unsophisticated
mind. As I have listened to many preachers over the years, I have too
often had the unfortunate sense that my childhood experience is the
same for many preachers. It is not that I believe that they have read
the Bible from cover to cover as I did—in fact, I become more con-
vinced each day that many preachers have not ever read the Bible in
its entirety—but I am convinced that in too many cases they simply
pass over any part of the biblical text that they consider problematic.
My conclusion is based on the fact that so many preachers are unable
to articulate fully the good news of God’s covenantal, transformative
love that runs through the entire biblical record.

Offering good news in every sermon is an important issue for
me. I believe that the substance of divine grace as a mitigating factor
against human weakness and sin is the critical element of every ser-
mon. The written evidence of that good news, and thus the founda-
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tion of every sermon, is found in the entire canon of scripture. There-
fore, as important for me as good news preaching is the issue of un-
read and unpreached texts. My concern is that not only have many
preachers neglected the reading of some texts that may be critical to
a better understanding of the divine/human relationship, but also
some texts that they have read have been misinterpreted and mis-
preached because of the difficulty these passages of scripture represent
in interpreting them for preaching in particular contexts.

Having addressed the issue of preaching good news in every ser-
mon in Good News Preaching1, I based the impetus for this book on
two factors. First was the realization that while every sermon needs
to offer transformative good news2, not every biblical text presents
apparent or easily deciphered good news for preaching. On the
whole, many, if not most preachers avoid addressing recognizably dif-
ficult texts of scripture. Even where the lectionary is the basis for se-
lection, not only does it sanitize texts that seem challenging for
preaching, but preachers also generally stick to those texts that they
consider can be easily interpreted or applied to their hearers. On the
other hand, in cases where the preacher accepts the challenge of ad-
dressing difficult texts, there is often a surface reading of the words
of scripture applied in such a facile manner that the real meaning or
use of the text is missed or misapplied, or there may be such detailed
interpretation offered in the sermon that it becomes a lecture about
the text rather than a sermon that offers a gospel message.

My second driver, and the inspiration for the title of this book,
arose from my study of the four-page style of sermon structure de-
veloped by Paul Scott Wilson.3 Although I greatly appreciate and use
Wilson’s work, I came to realize that while the idea of trouble and
grace exemplifying the divine/human relationship is readily apparent
in many biblical passages, there are many other passages of scripture
that challenge the facile use of the model. Cases where only trouble
seems apparent and passages where the free grace of God denies any
aspect of human responsibility require the preacher to do extensive
analysis of both the biblical text and the preaching context in order
to bring the text to life for the context of the sermon. This is even
more critical in the present postmodern culture, which balks at the
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idea of absolute truth and which subjects both the nature of God and
humanity and the understanding of divine sovereignty and human
fallibility to uncritical analysis and unsubstantiated conclusions. 

Since I am committed to the idea of all preaching being about
offering the transformative good news of the divine/human relation-
ship, there seemed to be a definite call to address the issue of trouble
and grace in light of a genre of texts that may qualify as “difficult”
for preaching. My interest led to the development of a course that I
subsequently taught for two years at the Doctor of Ministry level
for the Association of Chicago Theological Schools (ACTS). The
first year the course was entitled Preaching Good News from the
Whole Bible; the second year, I used a different title that I consid-
ered more directly representative of the material—Preaching Good
News from Difficult Texts. The students in those two years of classes
provided additional inspiration, and their struggles with self-selected
difficult texts assisted in convincing me that preachers might be
helped by materials and methods that were targeted deliberately and
specifically for dealing with Bible texts that require extensive inter-
pretation for preaching good news. The purpose of this book is to
help those adventurous or diligent preachers who wish to accept the
challenge of preaching good news from the whole Bible, including
the difficult texts. 

This work will be guided using four specific criteria to categorize
the textual difficulty in the divine/human relationships as recorded in
the biblical texts. Using selected passages of scripture that represent
these categories, following an introductory description of textual dif-
ficulties, four chapters will provide homiletical ideas and strategies for
analyzing and interpreting the particular type of difficulty that will
help preachers find good news for preaching. Although of necessity it
offers limited biblical interpretation of selected texts, this book does
not represent itself as a Bible commentary. In fact it relies heavily on
The New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1994–1998)4, since I believe that the scholarship required for devel-
oping Bible commentaries is best left in the hands of Bible scholars.
The focus of this work is on homiletical strategies aimed at developing
good news sermons from Bible texts that may be difficult to preach
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