Praise for The Call to Preach
This book has made a profound impact on how I view communicating the timeless
truth of Scripture in a post-Christian context. Thanks to Steve’s good work, I am reminded daily that, unless God says something to me, I have nothing worth saying.
Carlo Serrano, PhD
Pastor and Consultant
Clarksville, TN

The Call to Preach is convicting, challenging, inspirational, and very practical with excellent examples of outstanding preaching. No matter where you are on the journey
of preaching, Steve Estep’s book will make you a better preacher. I wish this book had
been available to me when I was starting my ministry.
Keith Wright
District Superintendent (Retired)
Church of the Nazarene

Dr. Steve Estep is a uniquely gifted preacher who proclaims the hope of real life in
Jesus Christ out of a personal life deeply involved in the wide variety of experiences in
which his parishioners find themselves each day. The Call to Preach gives both new and
seasoned preachers a road map to guide any sermon safely and correctly to the heart
of the congregation for challenge, conviction, consolation, and connectivity to the hope
found in Jesus. I am impressed with the deeply thorough mechanics that read with such
clarity that preachers of varying educational backgrounds can understand and follow
to completion a good word for Jesus. I highly recommend this book for every preacher
and as required reading for every student in the district course of study.
Larry Leonard
District Superintendent (Retired)
Church of the Nazarene

In my biblical exegesis courses, I often invite students to think of the study as our
workshop and the pulpit, lectern, or even the conversation over coffee as the showroom, like those of the master custom furniture makers. We need not take most listeners into our workshops, but we must spend time and effort there ourselves if we dare
to bring our sermons to any public showing. Pastor, teacher, and master preacher
Steve Estep takes us into both the workshop and the public forum and guides us
through the process, from the unfocused idea to the preached sermon. I wish this
distillation of Dr. Estep’s decades of preaching wisdom had been available when I first
began to preach. Buy it; study it; ponder it; use it. You will become a better preacher.
Dr. Joseph Coleson
Professor of Old Testament (Retired)
Nazarene Theological Seminary

In The Call to Preach, Steve Estep provides a powerful, personal, and practical tool for
preachers everywhere to experience God-honoring preparation that leads to lifechanging proclamation of the good news.
Colonel Jeffrey D. Hawkins
Chaplain, United States Army
Commandant, U.S. Army Chaplain Center & School

Those who preach, or desire to do so, would do well to remember that preaching is
not a task we take upon ourselves but is a life and work to which we are called. The
significance and power of that call, and our love for the One who calls us, should
inspire our preparation. In that spirit, Dr. Estep has accomplished two important tasks
within these pages, much to our benefit. One, he provides us with the practical tools
and illustrations needed for our own engagement with the text and sermon preparation. Two, and more importantly, he rekindles our passion for the call, inviting us into a
preaching life that is dependent upon and empowered by the Spirit.
Dr. Doug Van Nest
Dean, School of Theology
Professor of Pastoral Ministry
Mount Vernon Nazarene University

Steve Estep is a preacher. That’s not another way to say he is a pastor, although he
is a fine pastor. Dr. Estep has given himself to the craft, the art, the work of being a
good preacher. As his pastoral colleague on the Kansas City District for the Church of
the Nazarene, I knew something of Steve’s preaching and its formative impact on the
healthy and growing congregation he led. His substantive experience and education,
including doctoral work focused in preaching, combine to make Pastor Estep a worthy
mentor to all of us who are committed to grow as preachers. The Call to Preach is
a thorough and practical resource that pastoral preachers would be well served to
study and implement. The advice here rightly begins in the essential component of
God’s call to preach and the preacher’s passionate response to God’s call. Recognizing that passion is alone insufficient for the task, however, Dr. Estep and the preachers
he includes as models take us into the practical tasks of engaging text, interpreting
text, interpreting our pastoral context, and structuring the speaking of the sermon in
ways that, under the power of the Spirit, create imaginative and life-giving speech. I
commend this labor of love to our preachers.
Dr. Jeren Rowell
President, Nazarene Theological Seminary
Kansas City, MO

The Call to Preach is more than a book about the craft of preaching; it is a book about
the crafting of preachers. After years of creative and anointed preaching, Steve Estep
knows it is not enough to “get up a sermon for Sunday” but that the same Holy Spirit
who makes the text active and alive must also be working within the heart of the
preacher. Through simple language and proven practices, The Call to Preach can reignite the passion and return the joy of preaching.
David A. Busic
General Superintendent
Church of the Nazarene
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Part 1

THE CALL TO PREACH IS
THE CALL TO PREPARE
Over time, every preacher develops his or her own process for sermon
preparation. Some of these processes are more intuitive than intentional. Some approach the task like a rigorous academic effort while
others lean more toward hugging an altar than holding a commentary.
Some begin the process early, weeks or even a year in advance. Others
aren’t sure what text they’re going to preach on Sunday until Saturday
afternoon. Some have a full-blown manuscript and have labored over
each letter. Others scribble a couple of bullet points on scratch paper a
few minutes before stepping up to the pulpit.
It is my firm conviction that the call to preach is also the call to
prepare. The Spirit whom we long to be at work in the proclamation
is the same Spirit we very much need to be at work in the preparation. So, before we dive into talking about some of the various tools
preachers can use to prepare, let’s take a deeper look at why preparation matters.

9

one

■

GET YOURSELF READY

Get yourself ready! Stand up and say to them whatever I command you.
Do not be terrified by them, or I will terrify you before them.
—Jeremiah 1:17

■ TYPICALLY, we prepare for meaningful moments. We care enough
about significant events to invest whatever time, energy, and expense are
necessary. We prepare for weddings, graduations, and other special occasions with months of planning and dozens of decisions; we recognize how
much the details matter. Meaningful moments are worth the time and
effort that are required to prepare for them.
We see this principle frequently in Scripture. When God was about
to deliver the Israelites from four hundred years of servitude in Egypt,
he told them to get ready for what he was about to do. Forty years later,
when it was time for the Israelites to enter the promised land, they didn’t
just wake up and waltz in. Crossing over from wilderness wandering to
promised-land living took preparation. Later, God sent John the Baptist
to prepare the way for Jesus, and then, throughout his ministry, Jesus told
parables of preparedness so that his followers would ready themselves for
what was to come. After Christ’s death and resurrection, Paul told the
church in Corinth to get ready for Christ’s return. In all these instances,
we see the same idea reinforced again and again: meaningful moments
require preparation.
For those who have been both blessed and burdened with the call
to preach, a significant moment comes every seven days. The beauty and
11
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brutality of time is that it is predictable. If we want Sundays to be meaningful for those who come hungry to hear a word, then like Jeremiah, we
must get ourselves ready.
By “get ready,” I don’t mean throw something together on Saturday
night or download the latest free sermon series from a popular preacher. I
can appreciate contemporary preachers’ willingness to share their intellectual property, but the accessibility of online sermons has made plagiarism a difficult temptation for some preachers to resist. Some behave as
though they can address their congregation’s spiritual formation by warming up someone else’s work and serving it at another table. While we can
certainly benefit from other preachers’ work that will “preach” in our
context, we cannot neglect the work of contextualization. When God told
Jeremiah to get himself ready, I don’t think God meant for Jeremiah to jot
down a message he’d heard from some other prophet, add his own illustration, and repeat it as though it were his own. Making ourselves ready
means taking the time necessary to hear from God, not just from other
preachers. It also means doing the necessary and sometimes challenging
work of congregational exegesis (more on that later).
Preparing ourselves is spiritual, intellectual, and emotional work. In
order to derive the energy necessary for preaching, we must first expend
time, energy, and prayer in preparation.
Readiness and Routine
Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a worker who does not
need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth.
—2 Timothy 2:15

Athletes have routines of readiness: many perform pre-game rituals,
such as eating the same meal or putting on their socks in the same order
before each game. While many players have their own peculiar routines,
there is usually also a collective routine observed by the whole team.
They do things like sit in the same seats on the bus when traveling to away
games; perform their warm-up exercises at the exact same time on every
game day; or tap something (like a sign, sculpture, or symbol) on their
way out of the locker room. These routines are part of the ritual for pre12

Get Yourself Ready

paring to play. There are parallels between Friday-night huddles at high
school stadiums and Sunday-morning gatherings in church sanctuaries.
Just as a team gets itself ready to play, a church gets itself ready to worship, to share life with one another, and to extend love to the world.
If we acknowledge the necessity of preparing ourselves for an event
as relatively minor as a date, a game, or a weekend trip, how much more
does proclaiming a word from God require preparation? Make yourself
ready! These words are just as relevant for preachers today as they were
for Jeremiah.
Over the last ten years, I have enjoyed teaching homiletics at the
seminary, university, and course-of-study levels. I’ve led workshops on
preaching to army chaplains, spoken at denominational events and trainings, and written blogs and articles about preaching. I have not taught
the history of homiletics or the performative aspect of proclamation. I
have not defined or developed a unique approach to sermon structure
like Frank Thomas, Eugene Lowry, or Paul Scott Wilson. I have instead
focused on an intentional approach to preparation by introducing students
to a variety of tools for engaging the text. In the process, I have encouraged students to find their own systematic approach to making themselves
ready.
The process I am advocating emerged at the intersection of ideas
from two sources: a statement by Fred Craddock, and the words of Jesus
in John 12:49–50. Craddock taught that, unless the preacher has two
“aha” moments in engaging the text, the congregation is not likely to have
one. Craddock means that if a message is to be effective, the preacher
must have an epiphany not only about sermon content but about sermon
form. His book Preaching presents a twofold model of preparation: interpretation and design.
Every homiletician seems to have a different definition of preaching,
but I’ve never found one better than Eugene Peterson’s translation of Jesus’s
words in John 12:49–50: “The Father who sent me gave me orders, told
me what to say and how to say it. And I know exactly what his command
produces: real and eternal life. That’s all I have to say. What the Father told
me, I tell you” (MSG). In this book, I seek to offer some different tools for
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engaging the text that, with the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, will help you
hear the Father telling you what to say and how to say it.
As you read, I pray this book will spur you to consider your own
method of sermon preparation. Perhaps this text will help you identify some
methods you’ve been using intuitively and can now employ more intentionally. Perhaps it can help you articulate your own process to others—be they
parishioners who wonder “how you come up with what to say on Sunday,”
or up-and-coming preachers looking for role models from whom they can
learn. This book is the fruit of twenty-five years of preaching, countless
conversations about homiletics, and the influence of great preachers, writers, and teachers who have contributed to my understanding of and appreciation for this incredible craft. Virtually everything I share I learned from
someone else; my only original contribution is the synthesis and structuring
of the thoughts that form my approach to the challenging, daunting, humbling, and fulfilling work of preparing to preach.
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