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ABSTRACT 
 

THE INTEGRATION OF POSTMODERN VALUES AND RHETORICAL 
ANALYSIS: A CASE STUDY 

 
Clint L. Heacock 

 
Both traditional preaching theory and the listening context of the hearers have 

undergone radical changes within the last thirty years. Contemporary preachers no 
longer can assume the authority inherent in their position or preaching methods, and 
postmodern listeners exhibit the desire for increased diversity and points of view in 
sermons. This thesis will address these challenges by advancing the notion that 
attention to rhetorical criticism in the exegesis of biblical texts sheds new light on the 
nature of preaching in terms of form and function. The resulting multi-vocal and non-
hierarchical leadership orientation has application for postmodern audiences.  

 The methodological structure of theological interpretation undergirding this 
thesis involves four tasks of the hermeneutical cycle adapted from Richard Osmer’s 
approach. This approach engages in the task of contextual interpretation that connects 
with both Christian tradition and Scripture, and furthermore leads to the construction 
of a pragmatic plan for future homiletics.   

Chapter 1 introduces the problem facing contemporary homileticians: the 
changed context of preacher and hearer. The chapter advocates that one way forward 
for preaching involves the use of rhetorical criticism as the exegetical basis for a 
values-based homiletic, and then finishes with an overview of the thesis chapters. 
Chapter 2 demonstrates the fourfold task of the hermeneutical cycle by establishing 
the provenance of the method, critiquing it and grounding the approach of the thesis 
in the contemporary postmodern setting. Chapter 3 engages in a contextual 
interpretation of historic shifts in the fields of rhetoric, biblical studies and homiletics, 
analyzing and evaluating these trends. The chapter concludes by constructing a 
pragmatic plan for future biblical studies, a rhetorical-critical-narratological 
methodology that will be applied to the text of Ezekiel. Chapter 4 demonstrates that a 
contextual interpretation, evaluation and analysis of the New Homiletic results in the 
formation of a values-based approach to preaching and leadership orientation that is 
appropriate to postmodernity.    
 Chapter 5 builds upon a contextual interpretation of synchronic and diachronic 
methodologies and advances a complementary approach to exegesis. The chapter then 
applies the rhetorical-critical-narratological approach developed in Chapter 3 to the 
discourse of Ezekiel to establish its contextual and rhetorical situation. The chapter 
then engages in a close rhetorical-critical-narratological reading of the literary unit of 
Ezekiel 15. Chapter 6 engages in a contextual interpretation and evaluation of three 
Ezekiel commentaries and sermons from Ezekiel 15, locating them along the 
pendulum-like series of shifts identified within Chapter 3. Chapter 7 demonstrates the 
integration of biblical studies and homiletics with the production of a sample multiple 
point-of-view sermon based upon the exegesis of Ezekiel conducted in Chapter 5. The 
chapter critiques the sermon and provides an example of the rhetorical-critical method 
applied to a discursive genre from 1 Corinthians 4.18-5.13. Chapter 8 concludes the 
thesis by reviewing the contributions made by the study, proceeds to interpret 
contextually the challenge of postmodern homiletics, and finishes with 
recommendations for areas of future studies outside the scope of the thesis.      
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 



CHAPTER ONE 

TEXT AND SERMON: CONTEMPORARY HOMILETICS 

 
From the time of Augustine until the late nineteenth century, Christian 

preaching has placed its major emphasis upon “the authority, formation, and holiness 

of the one who is appointed to preach.”1 The preacher traditionally served as the 

central focus of the action, both speaking and finishing the sermon for the hearers. 

The task of the congregation was simply to hear the sermon, and the test of its value 

lay in what was heard.2 Conventional forms of preaching, viewing listeners as passive 

recipients of the sermon, reflected the authority inherent within the institution of the 

church, its ordained clergy or the Scriptures.3 The intonation and manner of the 

preacher nonverbally conveyed a clearly discernible authoritarianism, and the form 

and movement of the sermon also verbally reinforced the authority of the preacher.4  

Emerging from the period of the Enlightenment and into the early twentieth 

century, contemporary traditional homiletics “attempted to offer an understanding of 

Christian faith that was consistent with Enlightenment presuppositions concerning 

truth.”5 Displacing the earlier concept of preaching as persuasive rhetoric, such 

homiletical forms attempted to convey “the clear, logical, and rational presentation of 

ideas derived from the gospel.”6 These time-honoured preaching forms involved the 

preacher stating a proposition drawn from Scripture, demonstrating the validity of that 

proposition through a variety of rhetorical strategies and finally restating and applying 

the initial proposition.7 

In order to overcome the chasm between the ancient world and the 

contemporary context, preachers utilized historical-critical exegetical methods to 

abstract timeless truths, framing a theological proposition from the text or the world 

behind the text.8 These truths were then applied “to the concrete situation of the 

contemporary congregation.”9 The sermon thus functioned as a conduit bridging the 

historical-cultural gap between the original recipients of Scripture and the world of 
                                                 
1 Lischer, Theories of Preaching, 3. 
2 Van Harn, Preacher Can You Hear Us? 11. 
3 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 46. 
4 Ibid., 17. 
5 Allen, “Preaching and Postmodernism,” 35. 
6 Long, The Witness of Preaching, 200. 
7 Duck, Finding Words for Worship, 51. 
8 Farris, “Limping Away,” 362. He notes that “the role of careful historical-critical exegesis was to 
provide a tested and defensible proposition from the particular text for the particular sermon” (361). 
9 Spears, “The Theological Hermeneutics,” 3; Robinson, Biblical Preaching, 88-96. 
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the contemporary situation of the congregation.10 In order to deliver such sermons 

these approaches utilized rhetorically applied exegesis, thereby turning the biblical 

text into aggregates of authoritative and preachable passages.11 Preachers favoured 

such deductive and propositional forms as the most effective way to preach the 

unadulterated Word of God to a congregation.12 Listeners of these linear, 

propositional and deductive sermon forms faced only two possibilities: they could 

either accept or reject the interpretative conclusion at which the preacher had 

previously arrived through careful exegesis.13  

Within the last three decades homileticians have engaged in a variety of 

critiques of these traditional exegetical and homiletical approaches. Critics have 

demonstrated that historical-critical methods were neither neutral nor free from 

ideological bias. Therefore, preachers could no longer be certain of a “nonintrusive 

viewing of the text in its own historical milieu.”14 Moreover, homileticians have noted 

that traditional exegetical approaches fundamentally altered the nature of both the 

communication and rhetorical accomplishments of biblical forms and genres. Such 

approaches analyzed a particular biblical form to ascertain its meaning, dispensed 

with that form and subsequently stated its message as a proposition.15 The task of 

restating a biblical text as a proposition regardless of its form or genre built upon the 

presupposition that rhetoric could be divided into separate considerations of content 

and form of expression.16      

Virtually at the same time homileticians were critiquing traditional preaching 

methods, the “listening context” of the hearers of sermons also experienced radical 

change. Celebrating diversity and demanding increased tolerance for multiple points 

of view, postmodern thought since the 1960s has brought about the breaking of the 

binding force of traditional ecclesiastical authorities.17 Certainly since the turbulent 

                                                 
10 Long, “The Use of Scripture,” 341. 
11 Farley, Practicing Gospel, 83, 98. 
12 Miller, The New England Mind, 328. 
13 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 36. 
14 Long, “The Use of Scripture,” 342; Farris, “Limping Away,” 361. Farris notes that whilst these 
methods enhanced knowledge of the biblical world and the origins of its texts, oftentimes they were 
speculative and irrelevant for the task of preaching. 
15 Long, “The Use of Scripture,” 16. 
16 Craddock, Overhearing the Gospel, 16. Chapter 3 will develop further the impact of the Ramistic 
divisions of rhetoric into the categories of dialectics and stylistics. Craddock notes that “wherever this 
assumption exists, almost invariably content is on the inside and style is on the outside; content is 
essential and form is accessory, optional” (16).  
17 Anderson, The Shape of Practical Theology, 20. Chapter 2 will engage in a discussion of 
postmodernism in terms of both a philosophical and sociological understanding of the term. 
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1960s era within Western cultures, traditionally accepted authority figures no longer 

gain automatic acceptance.18 Furthermore, contemporary preachers can no longer rely 

upon the authority inherent within their position as clergy, the institution of the church 

itself, the Scriptures or particular exegetical methods.19 Communicators committed to 

biblical preaching currently face the reality that within Western societies the Bible no 

longer serves as a basic point of reference.20 Preachers are increasingly preaching to 

people who have minimal knowledge of Christ, the Scriptures, church history, 

doctrine or tradition.21   

Within this contemporary situation, the inherited language used within 

churches may not be able to express the realities that people currently experience.22 

Such expressions of reality will most likely not be located within the words, 

propositions and carefully reasoned arguments of traditional preaching forms based 

upon propositional revelation and didactic portions of Scripture.23 The task facing 

contemporary churches involves identifying and addressing the variety of cultural 

accretions that ultimately “hide the gospel behind forms of thought and modes of 

expression that no longer communicate with the new generation, the emerging 

generation.”24  

The liberating movement away from deductive, linear and propositional 

sermons has led to the exploration of inductive, evocative and transformational 

preaching forms. These new homiletical styles attempt to elevate the role of the 

listener from passive recipients to active participants.25 Contemporary preaching 

theory explores this situation, emphasizing a growing awareness of how people listen 

to a sermon.26 Postmodern and emerging congregations desire active participation 

rather than passivity, embracing collaborative preaching styles that do not close down 

interpretative options but rather open up the Word so that listeners can interactively 

participate in the making of meaning.27 One such possibility involves multi-vocal and 

multi-perspectival preaching that listens to and honours various stories in their 
                                                 
18 Troeger, “Emerging New Standards,” 118. 
19 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 46; Dickson, “Creative Tensions,” 4. 
20 Larsen, The Anatomy of Preaching, 38. 
21 Lind, “Alpha, Omega, and Everything in Between,” 71. 
22 Troeger, “Emerging New Standards,” 117. 
23 Larsen, The Anatomy of Preaching, 40. 
24 Carson, Becoming Conversant, 12. 
25 Smith, “Preaching,” 91. 
26 Duck, Finding Words for Worship, 46-47.  
27 Craddock, Preaching, 195; Rollins, How (Not) to Speak of God, 36; Wilson, Preaching and 
Homiletical Theory, 31; and Sweet, The Gospel According to Starbucks, 84.  
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diversity. Such participatory preaching forms potentially engage hearers and enable 

them to make connections with their lives.28 Open-ended sermons do not state their 

points in so many words, thereby allowing the listeners to draw their own 

conclusions. Sermon form, therefore, is an essential component in the task of enabling 

listeners to participate actively in the communication event of preaching.29  

Within the past three decades, the issue of the relationship of biblical form to 

sermon form has become a major issue within homiletics. In the early 1970s, Fred B. 

Craddock’s critique of deductive preaching “awakened interest among homileticians 

in the rhetorical genre or form of the biblical text.”30 This concept fit neatly with the 

rising interest in biblical rhetorical criticism advocated by James Muilenburg in his 

1968 Society for Biblical Literature address. At that time, Muilenburg called for 

critics to pay attention to issues of form, genre, literary structures and patterns of the 

biblical text.31 Although Craddock’s New Homiletic brought about a surge of interest 

in the literary forms of biblical texts, he did not specifically utilize rhetorical criticism 

as his exegetical basis. Moreover, homileticians did not conscientiously adopt literary-

critical methods as an exegetical basis for preaching, but were impacted to a greater 

degree by narrative theologies.32  

In recent years, homileticians have attempted to utilize rhetorical criticism for 

preaching. For example, in a 1996 article33 Koptak advanced the notion that rhetorical 

criticism can serve as an effective exegetical basis for preaching. However, the 

homiletical example arising from his rhetorical-critical study demonstrates little 

relationship between the form of the biblical text and that of the sermon. The sermon 

utilizes third-person explanatory language speaking about the text and makes no 

                                                 
28 Duck, Finding Words for Worship, 48. 
29 Ibid., 52. 
30 Farris, “Limping Away,” 363. Long indicates that homileticians had been critiquing idea-based 
sermon forms for decades, and those attacks increased in the 1950s and 1960s. However, with the 
publication of Craddock’s As One Without Authority in 1971, “a direct hit was scored…This little 
book, which represents an early phase in Craddock’s homiletical thought, still stands as one of the most 
important and influential books on preaching written in the last century” (Long, Witness of Preaching, 
102). 
31 Ibid., 364. Muilenburg stated that his interest was “in understanding the nature of Hebrew literary 
composition, in exhibiting the structural patterns that are employed for the fashioning of a literary unit, 
whether in poetry or prose, and in discerning the many and various devices by which the predications 
are formulated into a unified whole. Such an enterprise I should describe as rhetoric and the 
methodology as rhetorical criticism” (Muilenburg, “Form Criticism and Beyond,” 57). 
32 Ibid., 364. 
33 Koptak, “Rhetorical Criticism of the Bible,” 26-37. Koptak uses a method of rhetorical criticism to 
analyze the story of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife, and then provides a sample sermon of his treatment of 
the text. 
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attempt to replicate either the rhetorical dynamics or multivalent nature of the biblical 

text.34 This thesis maintains, therefore, that rhetorical-critical methodology has not 

been completely explored as a possible way forward to address the challenges raised 

by preaching in a postmodern context. 

This thesis will advance the notion that attention to rhetorical criticism in the 

exegesis of biblical texts can shed new light on the nature of preaching in terms of 

form and function. Adopting the stance that proclamation is a normal and natural 

outcome of exegesis,35 this thesis will integrate biblical studies and homiletics by 

demonstrating that the rhetoric of preaching can be as varied as the rhetoric of 

scriptural genres and forms.36 This thesis will demonstrate that rhetorical criticism 

serves as a useful exegetical basis in order to accomplish this task. Scripture involves 

polyvalent, multidimensional sets of writings that lead to the potential of multiple 

interpretations. Accordingly, this new paradigm of preaching “will give way to a 

multivalent use of Scripture.”37 The multi-vocal preaching form and non-hierarchical 

congregational leadership orientation resulting from this study will potentially form 

an approach that has applicability for postmodern audiences, who evince a desire for 

the particularity of various positions and points of view.38 Jost, for example, notes that 

the polyvalent nature of OT texts corresponds to the challenge offered by the 

pluralistic postmodern paradigm. The preacher can incorporate the various, and 

sometimes competing, points of view found within the OT without attempting to 

reconcile them.39  

In terms of methodology the thesis will utilize an adaptation of Richard 

Osmer’s fourfold tasks of the hermeneutical cycle40 in order to construct a measured 

and pragmatic plan for future homiletics that has application for postmodern 

                                                 
34 Ibid., 35-37.  
35 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 98. 
36 Ibid., 45. 
37 Farley, Practicing Gospel, 92; Willimon, “Postmodern Preaching,” 109. 
38 Kynes, “Postmodernism,” 2.  
39 Jost, “Preaching the Old Testament,” 39. The approach taken in this thesis to the text of Ezekiel 15 
embodies just such an approach by offering a multiple-point-of-view sermon without seeking 
reconciliation or application for the listener. This approach mirrors the rhetorical dynamics of the unit 
itself, which does not demonstrate whether or not Ezekiel was successful in achieving the goals 
Yahweh set for him in delivering this particular oracle to the exilic audience. 
40 In chapter 1 of his work Practical Theology, Osmer utilizes the term “pastoral cycle” to distinguish 
his four steps of theological interpretation. For him this is a hermeneutical task, as he builds upon the 
hermeneutics of Heidigger and Gadamer in order to construct his approach. Therefore as this thesis 
engages in the task of theological interpretation, it will consistently use the term “hermeneutical cycle” 
rather than the “pastoral cycle.” Chapter 2 will engage in a contextual interpretation regarding the 
provenance of this cycle in greater detail. 



1. THE CONTEXT OF CONTEMPORARY HOMILETICS 7

audiences. This thesis will demonstrate the movement of that cycle in its chapters, 

moving from contextual interpretation to analysis, evaluation and the formation of a 

pragmatic plan. The contextual nature of the methodology will allow the thesis to 

enter into a conversation with voices from church history, the contemporary world 

and Scripture.41  

This thesis will demonstrate an interdisciplinary approach to the contexts of 

both academic and ministry settings, emphasizing the interconnectedness between the 

two disciplines. This cross-disciplinary methodology will allow the thesis to eliminate 

the sharp divisions that oftentimes have been formed between these disciplines as a 

result of increasing academic specialization.42 Furthermore, since preachers address 

people not as individuals but as persons within a communal context,43 the approach of 

this thesis will underscore the interconnectedness of the congregation and its wider 

societal context.44  

 

Thesis Chapters 

Chapter 2 will establish the methodological approach of the thesis by utilizing 

the four tasks of Osmer’s hermeneutical cycle model. The chapter will engage in a 

discussion related to the provenance, methodology and critiques of the hermeneutical 

cycle, thus locating the approach of this thesis within the contemporary landscape of 

theological reflection models. The chapter will advance the notion that the church in 

the Western tradition currently exists in a state of liminality, caught in a marginal 

position between the shifts from late modernity to postmodernism,45 and that the 

measured response of this thesis serves as a potential way forward for biblical studies 

and homiletics.  

Chapter 3 will construct a pragmatic plan for future biblical studies based 

upon a contextual interpretation that analyzes the evolutionary nature of preaching 

from within Christian tradition. This will be accomplished by constructing a 

descriptive overview of the intrinsic and historic relationship between the disciplines 

of classical rhetoric, biblical studies and preaching. Such a study will establish as well 

as interpret three examples of the tendency to separate theory from practice in 
                                                 
41 Allen, “Preaching as Mutual Critical Correlation,” 7; Graham, Walton and Ward, Theological 
Reflection, 1. 
42 Osmer, Practical Theology, 15; Dickson, “Creative Tensions,” 5. 
43 Eslinger, Pitfalls of Preaching, 2. 
44 Ballard and Pritchard, Practical Theology, 1; Osmer, Practical Theology, 15. 
45 Roxburgh, The Missionary Congregation, 26-27. 
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preaching, and further will illustrate subsequent reactionary movements to this trend. 

Based upon this contextual interpretation, the chapter will conclude by developing a 

pragmatic plan for future biblical studies. Such an approach will involve a measured 

rather than reactionary response to the trends identified earlier within the chapter by 

constructing an integrated rhetorical-critical-narratological exegetical methodology.  

Chapter 4 will advance the goals of the thesis to integrate biblical studies and 

homiletics by demonstrating that a contextual interpretation of the New Homiletic can 

result in the formation of a values-based homiletical approach applicable to 

postmodernity. Interacting with the tasks of the hermeneutical cycle, the chapter will 

begin by utilizing the systematic information-gathering process in order to 

demonstrate that a variety of cultural and intellectual shifts identified in Chapter 3 

contributed to the formation of the New Homiletic. The chapter then will then 

investigate other derivative homiletical models that arose from the New Homiletic, 

and will note its current status. In order to establish the conceptual basis for its values-

based homiletic, this section will analyze and critique various strengths and 

weaknesses of the normative practices of Craddock’s New Homiletic.  

Based upon this contextual interpretation, the chapter will engage the final 

task of the hermeneutical cycle in order to construct a pragmatic plan of action by 

constructing a values-based homiletical approach. The chapter will advance the notion 

that certain recovered values of Craddock’s New Homiletic can be employed in the 

formation of a multi-vocal and non-hierarchical preaching form that is applicable to 

postmodernity. Based upon the rhetorical-critical-narratological exegetical method 

advanced in Chapter 3, the values-based approach to preaching will allow preachers 

to open up biblical texts interpretatively by allowing the variety of indigenous literary 

biblical forms to impact the structure and rhetoric of the sermon. The formation of the 

values-based homiletic in Chapter 3 will advance the goal of the thesis to integrate 

biblical studies and homiletics by demonstrating the convergence between historical 

theology and the current need for revitalization in the preaching ministry within an 

increasingly postmodern cultural context. 

Chapter 5 will apply the rhetorical-critical-narratological exegetical approach 

developed in Chapter 3 to the discourse of Ezekiel, illustrating the goal of the thesis to 

integrate biblical studies and homiletics by demonstrating the natural movement from 
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exegesis to proclamation.46 The chapter will demonstrate that a contextual 

interpretation of the contemporary landscape of approaches to biblical studies can 

lead to the development of a pragmatic plan for exegetical approaches. Such a 

complementary approach will utilize elements from both diachronic and synchronic 

readings, and avoids the charge of lazy eclecticism by thoughtfully engaging with 

elements from both diachronic and synchronic methodologies.47 

 The chapter will begin its study of Ezekiel by first analyzing the outer 

framework of the contextual situation of the discourse. Utilizing both synchronic and 

diachronic approaches, the study will clarify the genre of the discourse as a monologic 

first-person autobiographical presentation of the character-narrator Ezekiel. The 

assessment of the rhetorical situation of Ezekiel will begin by engaging in a critical 

modification of Bitzer’s model of the rhetorical situation. Utilizing this modified 

understanding, the study will analyze Ezekiel and establish that not one but two 

rhetorical situations exist within the discourse, and will discuss the implications of 

such an observation. The study of the rhetorical situation will clarify issues related to 

the competing interpretations of the exigence, putative versus actual audience, and 

finally the constraints utilized by Yahweh the rhetor in order to influence the exilic 

audience to adopt his interpretation of the exigence. Finally, the section will conclude 

its discussion of the outer framework by analyzing the overall effectiveness of the 

discourse in achieving its rhetorical goals. The resulting study of the outer framework 

of the discourse will demonstrate that the discourse itself displays an open-ended 

structure, and that this rhetorical form will influence the rhetoric of the sermon in 

Chapter 7. 

Following the development of the contextual situation, the chapter will next 

narrow the focus of the study by developing a close, rhetorical-critical-narratological 

reading of Ezekiel 15 that builds upon the work of Daniel Block and Michael V. Fox. 

Block’s approach seeks to articulate the rhetorical function of prophetic texts and their 

impact upon the audience, whilst Fox adds narratological elements to the task of 

rhetorical criticism in the effort to understand the suasive functions of the text apart 

from structural and stylistic matters.48 The study will articulate the persuasive 

function of the literary unit by integrating narratology to the task of rhetorical 

                                                 
46 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 98. 
47 Joyce, “First Among Equals?” 17. 
48 See Block, Ezekiel 1-24, 11; and Fox, “The Rhetoric of Ezekiel’s Vision,” 1. 



1. THE CONTEXT OF CONTEMPORARY HOMILETICS 10

criticism, following the five-step rhetorical-critical methodology advanced in Chapter 

3. The first step will establish the boundaries of the literary unit, and the second step 

will analyze the rhetorical situation of the unit as located within the first rhetorical 

situation previously established. The third step will add narratology by analyzing the 

stance of the rhetor and clarifying voice hierarchies within the unit. The fourth step 

will demonstrate the variety of rhetorical strategies Yahweh the rhetor employs within 

the unit, and the fifth will conclude the study by discussing the effectiveness of the 

literary unit in achieving its rhetorical goals.  

The results of the study will demonstrate that Yahweh the rhetor employed the 

character-narrator Ezekiel to deliver an oracle to his actual exilic audience. Yahweh 

will draw upon the rhetorical strategies of analogy, innovation and tradition by 

comparing the vinestock to legitimate lumber from trees of the forest. The study will 

demonstrate how Yahweh’s quasi-argument advances through a series of rhetorical 

questions, and will lead to the inexorable conclusion that just as the vinestock had 

been deemed worthless upon the grounds of utilitarian uselessness, so also would the 

Jerusalemites face certain judgement based upon the grounds of their unfaithfulness to 

Yahweh. The study will discuss the implications of this strategy, which potentially 

could lead the actual exilic audience to question their future faithfulness to Yahweh in 

light of the impending doom of the Jerusalemites. Subsequent to this analysis of the 

unit, the chapter will conclude by drawing dynamic equivalents between both historic 

and contemporary audiences, thereby illustrating the utility of the rhetorical-critical-

narratological methodology for contemporary homiletical applications.   

Following the exegetical treatment of Ezekiel, Chapter 6 will engage in a 

contextual interpretation of three major Ezekiel commentaries and three sermons 

based upon the unit of Ezekiel 15. The purpose of this analysis and evaluation will 

allow the chapter to engage in a conversation with prior treatments of the book from 

the perspective of biblical studies and homiletics,49 and will locate both commentaries 

and sermons along the pendulum-like continuum of shifts identified within Chapter 3. 

The contextual nature of the evaluation of the commentaries of Zimmerli, Greenberg 

and Block will demonstrate that Ezekiel studies in general have been influenced by 

various cultural, intellectual and hermeneutical shifts. The chapter will show that the 

three major phases of Ezekiel studies correspond with post-nineteenth century 

                                                 
49 Allen, “Preaching as Mutual Critical Correlation,” 7. 
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uncritical readings of the book, early- to mid-twentieth century increasingly radical 

historical-critical treatments of the text, and current readings of Ezekiel that view the 

work as a literary unity whilst not discounting its literary genesis.  

The evaluation of the commentaries will involve a discussion of various areas 

of continuity and discontinuity between the approaches of the commentators and that 

of this thesis. This analysis will locate the approach of this thesis within the third 

phase of current Ezekiel studies, and furthermore that the complementary approach 

developed within Chapter 5 will serve as a potential way forward for biblical studies 

by avoiding the charge of lazy eclecticism. 

Following the contextual interpretation of the Ezekiel commentaries, the 

chapter will engage in a contextual interpretation and evaluation of the normative task 

of preaching by analyzing three sermons based upon Ezekiel 15 from Jonathan 

Edwards, Charles Spurgeon, and Chuck Smith. The chapter will illustrate the variety 

of influences upon their preaching by contextually interpreting each sermon, 

analyzing and evaluating the exegetical approaches and rhetorical strategies adopted 

by each preacher. This contextual evaluation of the rhetorical and exegetical 

influences upon each preacher will lend credence to the observation in Chapter 3 that 

the genre of preaching experiences continual evolution for a variety of reasons. As a 

measured response to this trend, this thesis will address the challenges preaching faces 

within an increasingly postmodern societal context by placing homiletics in an 

anticipatory rather than reactionary stance for future congregational leadership and 

preaching. 

Chapter 7 will demonstrate the culmination of the goal of the thesis to 

integrate biblical studies and homiletics by exhibiting a sample sermon based upon 

the literary unit of Ezekiel 15. This multi-vocal sermon will draw upon the values-

based homiletic advanced in Chapter 3 by allowing the rhetoric of biblical forms to 

influence the rhetoric of the sermon. Furthermore, the sermon will illustrate the 

exegetical results of the rhetorical-critical-narratological study of the discourse of 

Ezekiel, as well as the close reading of Ezekiel 15 in Chapter 5. The clarification of 

voice hierarchies, rhetorical situation, stance of the rhetor and resulting potential 

implications for the hearers will influence the multiple-point-of view form of the 

sermon. The sermon form will illustrate the open-ended nature of the discourse itself 

by evaluating the results of the rhetorical strategies of the unit from the points of view 

of Ezekiel the character-narrator, the exiles and Yahweh the rhetor. Such a multi-
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vocal sermonic form will potentially increase the engagement and ownership on the 

part of the hearers and by its very nature will encourage a non-hierarchical and 

collaborative roundtable discussion format. The results of the sermon will illustrate 

that attention to rhetorical criticism in the exegesis of biblical texts sheds new light 

upon preaching forms, and will result in a multi-vocal and non-hierarchical homiletic 

that is applicable to postmodern audiences. 

Following the sample sermon, the chapter will engage in a critique of its 

relative strengths and weakness. This critique will demonstrate that the multi-vocal 

sermon form is but one of several possibilities in which preachers could potentially 

engage, and will note the difficulty encountered in attempting to replicate 

homiletically the genre and rhetoric of Ezekiel 15. In order to demonstrate utility of 

the rhetorical-critical approach for homiletics from differing biblical genres, the 

chapter will engage in a case study of a literary unit from the discourse genre of 1 

Corinthians 4.18-5.13. The study of this literary unit will follow the five-step 

rhetorical-critical method outlined in Chapter 4. The analysis of the unit will 

investigate issues related to the contextual and rhetorical situation, the variety of 

rhetorical strategies in the unit, the stance of the rhetor and finally the effectiveness of 

the unit in achieving its rhetorical goals. The chapter will conclude by advancing a 

variety of homiletical strategies based upon the study that demonstrate how the 

rhetoric of the text can influence the rhetoric of the sermon.   

Chapter 8 will conclude the thesis by presenting four contributions this study 

has made to scholarship. The chapter will demonstrate that the thesis has contributed 

to scholarship by advancing a coherent method of theological interpretation that 

connects both with Christian tradition and Scripture. This forward-looking response 

will connect both the academy and the pulpit with its cross-disciplinary approach, and 

furthermore accentuates the interconnectedness between the life and practices of the 

church and that of the wider society. Additionally, the chapter will discuss the variety 

of contributions the thesis has made to biblical and Ezekiel studies alike.  

Following this discussion, the chapter will suggest three areas for further studies 

engendered by this project. This will involve a discussion of the future of preaching in 

light of its potential deconstruction and future functionality, as well as the 

implications of implementing increasingly multi-vocal and non-hierarchical preaching 

and leadership forms. Finally, the thesis will engage in a contextual interpretation 

concerning a variety of responses to the task of preaching in an increasingly 
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postmodern cultural context, and will conclude by discussing implications for the 

future task of the ministry of preaching. 

 



CHAPTER TWO 

THESIS METHODOLOGY: THE HERMENEUTICAL CYCLE AS A METHOD OF 
CONTEXTUAL INTERPRETATION 

 
Introduction 

This thesis builds upon the observation that both academics and 

congregational leaders can make use of the tasks of practical theological 

interpretation.50 Taking place within the specialized academic subdisciplines of 

practical theology, practical theological interpretation furthermore characterizes the 

interpretative tasks of congregational leaders. The acknowledgement of this common 

structure within both the academy and in ministry fields enables practitioners of the 

tasks of theological interpretation to recognize the interconnectedness of ministry.51 

For example, Osmer points out that the normative task of Christian preaching does not 

take place in a vacuum, but rather addresses a particular congregational and cultural 

context.52 In light of this observation, any attempt to formulate a coherent response to 

this situation must be contextual, taking into account both past and contemporary 

developments within the fields of biblical studies and homiletics as well as attending 

to the wider societal context within which the church is currently located. 

This thesis will therefore engage in the task of contextual interpretation and 

evaluation of past and present practices located within both normative Christian 

tradition and biblical studies. These contextual interpretations and resulting analyses 

will lead to the shaping of a measured response to the shared events of the Christian 

community and its wider societal context.53 Such a contextual theology not only 

demonstrates an awareness of its context, but also actively seeks to change the 

context.54 Typically, received understandings of practical theological reflection tend 

to be under-theorized and narrow, failing to connect adequately with Scripture and 

historical scholarship.55 This thesis will avoid those shortcomings by engaging with 

two traditional Christian sources: Christian tradition and Scripture.56 The aim of this 

thesis is to integrate exegetical and homiletical theory together with practice, treating 

                                                 
50 Osmer, Practical Theology, 12, 13. 
51 Ibid., 12. 
52 Ibid., 13. 
53 Ibid., 8. 
54 Bergmann, God in Context, 5. 
55 Graham, Walton and Ward, Theological Reflection, 1. 
56 Ibid., 7. The authors observe: “The analysis of local contexts and socio-economic factors, which 
theological reflection frequently requires, is often more accomplished than engagement with Church 
history, doctrine, and Bible” (7). 
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the outworking of homiletics as developed within elements adapted from Richard 

Osmer’s pastoral or hermeneutical cycle.57  

In order to engage in the undertaking of contextually-based interpretations and 

evaluations, this chapter will demonstrate the structural methodology undergirding 

this thesis, which involves utilizing the four tasks of Osmer’s hermeneutical cycle. 

The first task involves a descriptive systematic information-gathering that assesses 

both “past and present practices of the Christian tradition that provides normative 

guidance in shaping the patterns of the Christian life.”58 The second task concerns a 

contextual interpretation of those descriptive analyses attempting to make sense of the 

information gathered. The third task involves an evaluation of the normative tasks of 

biblical studies and preaching, learning from and evaluating the prior historical 

overview of exegetical and homiletical practices. The final task concerns the 

development of a pragmatic plan of action for the future, which involves an effective 

response to the first three processes that takes action to shape events toward desired 

goals.59  

 The remainder of the chapter will articulate the four steps of the pastoral cycle 

in order to ground the approach of the thesis within contemporary approaches to 

theological interpretation. The critical analysis of approaches to theological reflection 

will demonstrate that this thesis builds upon the strength of the method to engage in 

the formation of a pragmatic plan. Moreover, this thesis will avoid the inherent 

weaknesses within such approaches to engage in superficiality by connecting with 

Christian tradition and Scripture. The following demonstration of the steps of the 

hermeneutical cycle in this chapter will enable this thesis to grasp accurately the 

nature of the situation faced by the Western church, which will in turn prepare the 

thesis to advance its response to the context by advocating its pragmatic plan of action 

for future homiletics and congregational leadership appropriate to postmodernity.   

 

                                                 
57 I am adapting elements of the basic structure undergirding approaches to practical theology as laid 
out in Osmer’s Practical Theology Chapter 1. Note, however, that the four are not linear, but more like 
a circle or spiral; the tasks interpenetrate each other, interacting and mutually influencing each other; 
this is what distinguishes practical theology from other theological disciplines (Practical Theology, 
10). For a discussion of other approaches to the pastoral cycle see Ballard and Pritchard, Practical 
Theology, 43-54.  
58 Osmer, Practical Theology, 8. 
59 Ibid., 8-10. Heitink notes that since the 1960s practical theology is no longer satisfied with its former 
role of applying already worked-out theology, to which it was relegated in the past, “but now identifies 
itself as a theological theory of action” (Practical Theology, 1, italics his). 
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Theological Reflection: Provenance, Methodology and Critique 

Within the field of practical theology, the changes that have occurred since 

Schleiermacher’s conception of it in the nineteenth century are well-documented and 

need not be repeated here.60 Of primary importance is to note that the major shift 

since the eighteenth century has been a move away from “applied theology” to that of 

“theological reflection.” The second half of the twentieth century witnessed both the 

recovery of the notion of the “priesthood of believers” within Roman Catholic and 

Protestant traditions alike, as well as the introduction of Latin American liberation 

theologies to Western practical theologies.61 As a result these shifts have brought 

about a more integrated and inductive approach to practical theology that refuses a 

separation between theory (or systematic theology) and practice (or pastoral studies). 

Current practical theology involves “a dynamic process of reflective, critical inquiry 

into the praxis of the church in the world and God’s purposes for humanity, carried 

out in the light of Christian Scripture and tradition, and in critical dialogue with other 

sources of knowledge.”62 The application of Schön’s work in professional identity and 

Kolb’s work in adult experiential learning has resulted in a theological curriculum that 

seeks to produce “reflective practitioners” that views theological discourse as a 

process rather than a product.63  

 The notion of a fourfold method of theological interpretation used within this 

thesis is a deliberate placement “in an important tradition in sociology of knowledge 

and Christian social thought, which has adopted a typological approach to the 

diversity of expressions of theological discourse and Christian witness.”64 Although 

the method can trace a deeper continuity throughout history, the modern notion of the 

pastoral cycle developed from Roman Catholic priests in Europe between the two 

World Wars and was crystallized in the 1960s by liberation theologians in Latin 

America with the application of Marxist Christianity.65 Currently the influence of the 

                                                 
60 For an overview of pastoral/practical theology from the first century see Graham, Walton and Ward, 
Theological Reflection, 2-5; since Schleiermacher, see Osmer, Practical Theology, 231-241. 
61 Graham, Walton and Ward, Theological Reflection, 3. 
62 Anderson, The Shape of Practical Theology, 22. 
63 Graham, Walton and Ward, Theological Reflection, 3-5. 
64 Ibid., 11. 
65 Green, Let’s Do Theology, 18; Lartey, In Living Color, 116; Graham, Walton and Ward, Theological 
Reflection, 171. Graham, Walton and Ward demonstrate that the notion of praxis and an authentic 
Christianity can be traced throughout history: from biblical roots (the Sheep and the Goats) through the 
writings of Gregory I in his Book of Pastoral Rule, the Quakers in the seventeenth century, and 
Kierkegaard in the nineteenth century (172-182).  
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method extends beyond the immediate impact of liberation theology.66 The current 

consensus view involves a “pastoral cycle” hermeneutical model that generally 

employs four tasks depicted as a circle or spiral: experience, exploration, reflection 

and action.67    

 The method of theological reflection this thesis will use is an adaptation of 

Osmer’s fourfold hermeneutical cycle, which involves the descriptive, the 

interpretive, the normative, and the pragmatic tasks as the basic structure of 

theological interpretation.68 Osmer’s model is useful for this thesis because his 

approach bridges the interconnections between normative tasks of ministry such as 

preaching, the academy and ministry, and finally between the congregation and their 

wider cultural context—the “web of life” in which ministry takes place.69 By 

demonstrating such integration between all four tasks of the pastoral cycle, Osmer’s 

approach conceptualizes the “endstates” of theological reflection and thus goes 

beyond task competence. His approach fosters cross-fertilization between various 

disciplines, ensuring that task competence is not understood in a decontextualized 

manner.70    

The major strength of “process” or “praxis” approaches is their rooting in the 

realm of the practical. Even the more theoretical study of Scripture, Christian tradition 

and doctrine serves this practical end. They also take seriously the experiences of the 

Church and its struggles throughout the centuries.71 Due to its roots in the praxis of 

liberation theology, such approaches have as their goal not the statement of clearer 

doctrine or theory but rather right action for change. Viewed in this manner, 

orthopraxis becomes crucial for theological engagement rather than merely 

formulating orthodox statements of belief with little appreciable action.72  

                                                 
66 Graham, Walton and Ward, Theological Reflection, 188. 
67 Ballard and Pritchard, Practical Theology, 67; Heywood, Divine Revelation, 6. Originally taken from 
the Young Christian Workers’ “see-judge-act” model, the hermeneutics of Ricouer, and Segundo’s The 
Liberation of Theology, current adaptations on the pastoral cycle include for example Green’s method, 
which involves the steps of experience, exploration, reflecting, and responding (Let’s Do Theology, 19-
25); or Lartey’s five-fold model of concrete experience, situational analysis, theological analysis, 
situational analysis of theology, and response (“Theological Reflection,” 133). 
68 Osmer, Practical Theology, 4. 
69 Ibid., 12-18. In the construction of his method Osmer builds on the work of such scholars as Don 
Browning and his work in ethics (147-150); Miller-McLemore for her conception of the “web of life” 
(15-18); the leadership model of Gerkin (18-19, 24-25); and the hermeneutics of Heidigger and 
Gadamer (20-23). 
70 Ibid., 221-222. Here he utilizes Gardner’s conception of “endstates.” 
71 Ballard and Pritchard, Practical Theology, 67. 
72 Lartey, In Living Color, 122. 
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This thesis will utilize the strengths of these approaches by advocating an 

eminently practical goal, which is the attempt to solve the problem of the need for a 

coherent theory of preaching in light of postmodern cultural shifts in the Western 

tradition. This will be accomplished through a contextual study based on the 

interpretation of normative experiences of preaching in the church, examining the 

historical theology of exegetical and homiletical practices. The approach is also 

interdisciplinary, instigating a cross-fertilized dialogue between the fields of classical 

rhetorical theory, biblical studies, rhetorical criticism, narratology, homiletics and 

historical theology. The end result is the application of a method that demonstrates a 

process of theological reflection, culminating in a pragmatic plan of action for future 

desired outcomes in the fields of exegesis, leadership and homiletics.  

“Praxis” approaches also have demonstrated weaknesses. Like any model, 

there can be the tendency toward over-simplification and shortcuts, overvaluing 

method at the expense of content.73 This can induce superficiality by scavenging 

within various other disciplines—even theological ones—“in the hope of finding 

appropriate themes for the reflection stage.”74 Often theological reflection is weak in 

its use of the traditional Christian sources, analyzing local contexts and socio-

economic factors rather than engaging the Bible and Church history.75 This thesis will 

avoid the charge of superficiality and lack of content by bringing academic rigour to 

the various cross-disciplinary tasks of historical theology, exegesis and homiletics. 

Engaging both historical theology and Scripture using the hermeneutical cycle, this 

thesis demonstrates the ability to bring several disciplines to bear on a research 

subject as well as following the trend within current practical theology to move away 

from specialization and toward cross-disciplinary approaches.76   

Finally, one certainly must recognize that every theology has a geographical, 

cultural and historical context, understanding that “theological reflection is neither 

neutral nor universal in origin, but emerging from and reflecting its interests and 

authors.”77 This thesis maintains with Green that if done with sensitivity, it is possible 

to construct an incarnational theology  

 

                                                 
73 Ballard and Pritchard, Practical Theology, 68; Lartey, “Practical Theology,” 131. 
74 Lartey, “Practical Theology,” 131. 
75 Graham, Walton and Ward, Theological Reflection, 7. 
76 Osmer, Practical Theology, 236. 
77 Graham, Walton and Ward, Theological Reflection, 197; and Green, Let’s Do Theology, 12-13. 
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…that allows for the careful critical reading of each context so that our 
theology can derive not from abstract assumptions, but is instead substantial, 
pertinent theology that speaks from, and is relevant to, real people in their 
specific culture, place and time.78  

 
The development, expansion and evolution of the hermeneutical cycle 

specifically within the last twenty years demonstrates that one can develop such an 

incarnational theology by engaging in a robust conversation with other disciplines, 

including theology, the arts and sciences.79 Whilst making the move toward a 

theology that is firmly rooted in practice, this thesis does not attempt to obscure the 

need for the development of good theory. Moreover, this thesis locates itself in the 

movement away from the “applied theory” of foundationalist approaches and instead 

aligns itself within contemporary practical theologies that utilize a “practice-theory-

practice” model. Such a pastoral and learning cycle better fits the learner-centred 

approach of a postmodern society rather than the traditional authoritative and 

authoritarian modes of communication in Christian education and preaching.80 

  

The Descriptive Task: The Church and Western Society 

 As one discipline within the wider field of theology, practical theology must 

focus on the issues of Christian life and practice within the church as well as the 

relationship of those practices to the wider society.81 Practical theology embraces both 

the interconnectedness between the Church and the societal context in which it is 

located. As Anderson notes, however, the application of the scientific study of biblical 

data in the modernist era divorced theory from practice, and biblical studies from 

preaching. As a result the practices of ministry became relegated to the application of 

skills and methods based solely upon theory.82 The educational pattern in most 

Protestant divinity schools and seminaries often continue to maintain this legacy, 

which has led to a focus upon increasingly specialized academic disciplines.83 The 

resulting sharp divisions between scholarly fields and subject areas in the curriculum 

leads students to focus exclusively upon courses such as preaching, systematic 

theology, biblical studies, pastoral care or education. As a consequence many future 
                                                 
78 Green, Let’s Do Theology, 13. 
79 Osmer, Practical Theology, 240. 
80 Heywood, Divine Revelation, 7. 
81 Ballard and Pritchard, Practical Theology, 1. 
82 Anderson, The Shape of Practical Theology, 18. 
83 Osmer, Practical Theology, 231. These are: 1) biblical studies; 2) church history; 3) dogmatic 
theology; and 4) practical theology. 
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congregational leaders are unprepared to grasp the interconnections between their 

particular discipline and the wider social and cultural context.84 The ultimate outcome 

of this educational pattern is that congregations likewise may fail to connect ministry 

interaction between its own congregational system and their wider cultural 

environment.85 

 

Postmodernism and the Secularization Thesis 

 The notion that Western societies can be characterized as “post-Christian” or 

“postmodern” needs further development, especially in light of the homiletic offered 

within this thesis that aims to be contextual in response to cultural paradigmatic shifts. 

Currently many preachers still utilize a modernist approach to theological 

investigation, seeking to identify propositional points from texts in order to 

communicate theological ideas from the Bible clearly and persuasively,86 but they 

increasingly find themselves preaching to audiences less and less receptive to these 

traditional forms. In this regard, preachers have “come to recognize that 

communication can be distorted by the distinct personal and social situation of the 

audience.”87 How one goes about preaching in such a context is proving to be 

increasingly difficult.88 According to Allen there is not a “single” way of preaching in 

the postmodern understanding. He states that “by definition, preaching from 

postmodern perspectives is multifaceted and pluralistic”.89 The physical and social 

location of the preacher involves the need to be aware of the broader cultural context. 

For example, European or British audiences will likely evince a different set of 

traditions, history and expectations than that of North American audiences. This thesis 

seeks to formulate an approach to biblical studies and homiletics that is applicable to 

this shifting cultural paradigm. In order to understand this paradigm, the section 

below will examine postmodernity from first a philosophical and then second from a 

sociological point of view. 

From a philosophical understanding, as a concept, mood or worldview, 

postmodernism is “slippery” and notoriously difficult to characterize. Docherty notes 

that since its inception, postmodernism was characterized by ambiguity in the writings 
                                                 
84 Long, “A Crisis in Practical Theology,” 31. 
85 Osmer, Practical Theology, 15. 
86 Allen, Preaching and the Other, 15. 
87 Jost, “Preaching the Old Testament,” 37. 
88 Willimon, “Peculiar Truth,” 27. 
89 Allen, Preaching and the Other, 2. 
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of Toynbee and Auerbach. Postmodernism, he believes, can be described as simply 

the historical period following modernism on the one hand, or on the other hand as “a 

desire, a mood which looks to the future to redeem the present.”90 Specifically in 

terms of its reactionary tendencies, Thiselton points out that postmodernism involves 

the “dethronement of Enlightenment rationalism and positivism”91 in the attempt to 

undermine foundationalist ways of thinking. Late nineteenth- and early twentieth-

century perceptive thinkers such as Feuerbach, Nietzsche, Marx and Freud “explored 

the extent to which our supposedly objective understanding of the world or God is 

always already affected by such factors as our education, upbringing, economic 

position and psychological make-up.”92 This led to the unmasking of the 

Enlightenment quest for objectivity and rational reflection as oftentimes self-

deception and subjectivity in interpretation.  

Postmodernism can therefore be characterized as “the critique of ideology” 

since “it questions the extent to which any existing understanding of the world is able 

to really express anything objective about how the world really is.”93 This questioning 

of the Enlightenment quest for objectivity has resulted in a condition that seeks 

radically to undermine any system that declares itself to be an absolute authority on 

any particular subject or discipline, be it educational, political or religious. As noted 

earlier, as a movement reacting against Enlightenment totalizing claims to truth, 

postmodernity appears to resist characterization and definition as a distinct 

worldview.94 Rather than defining it in the singular as a univocal and monolithic 

movement, postmodernism can be better described in terms of perspectives, some of 

which bump up against each other.95 The undermining of traditional formulas—both 

substantive and methodological—has resulted in an emerging situation in both 

Eastern bloc and Western societies that is both complex and “qualitatively different 

from that which preceded it.”96  Postmodernity is therefore becoming “the void left 

                                                 
90 Docherty, “Postmodernist Theory,” 474, 476. 
91 Thiselton, Hermeneutics: An Introduction, 327 
92 Rollins, How (Not) to Speak of God, 9. 
93  Ibid., 10. 
94 Johnston, Preaching to a Postmodern World, 24. 
95 Allen, Preaching and the Other, 16. Allen notes that for postmoderns, this condition does not pose a 
threat, however: “To be postmodern is also to respect difference and Otherness, to appreciate pluralism 
and particularity, and to recognize the social conditioning and relativity of all awareness” (15). 
96 Davie, Religion in Britain, 196. 
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with the demise of an epoch” and ultimately points to change resulting in a radically 

different cultural paradigm.97  

The complex situation of pluralism and secularism involves the current 

situation in which Christianity no longer possesses the monolithic and authoritative 

position it once maintained. Beyond the loss of authority from a philosophical point of 

view, postmodernism can be observed from a sociological perspective also.  

Postmodernism and its effect on the authority of the church can be pointed to in terms 

of cultural or structural changes that are economic and social.98 Western societies 

such as contemporary Britain (and much of the Western world in the later decades of 

the twentieth century) have all experienced the metamorphosis from agrarian to 

industrial to post-industrial societies.99 This transition from agrarian to industrial 

involved numerous amounts of people moving from urban to rural settings and 

disrupted religious life, particularly in Europe. Many sociologists observed this shift 

and subsequently predicted generally pessimistic views regarding the future of 

religion in Western society. These observations directly resulted in the formulation of 

the secularization thesis.100  

The concept of the “secularization thesis” stems from writings by sociologists 

in the 1950s and 1960s, but nonetheless has its roots in Enlightenment thinking. 

Leading Enlightenment figures in the fields of philosophy, anthropology and 

psychology “postulated that theological superstitions, symbolic liturgical rituals, and 

sacred practices are the product of the past that will be outgrown in the modern 

era.”101 Seminal nineteenth-century social thinkers such as Comte, Spencer, 

Durkheim, Weber, Marx and Freud carried on this thought, believing “that religion 

would gradually fade in importance and cease to be significant with the advent of 

industrial society.”102 The secularization thesis, according to Berger, is simple to 

express in terms of its inevitability: “Modernization necessarily leads to a decline in 

religion, both in society and in the minds of individuals.”103  

 Despite this confident stance taken by sociologists decades ago, “this thesis of 

the slow and steady death of religion has come under growing criticism; indeed 

                                                 
97 Jost, “Preaching the Old Testament,” 36. 
98 Davie, Religion in Britain, 191. 
99 Davie, Religion in Britain, 193. 
100 Ibid., 193. 
101 Norris and Inglehart, Sacred and Secular, 1. 
102 Ibid., 1. 
103 Berger, “The Desecularization of the World,” 2. 
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secularization theory is currently experiencing the most sustained challenge in its long 

history.”104 Berger, for example, was once a proponent of the secularization thesis, but 

has recanted his earlier position and now states that its key idea is fundamentally 

wrong. While he admits that modernization has had some secularizing effect in some 

places more than others, he notes that secularization has provoked some powerful 

counter-secularization movements. Furthermore, although certain religious 

organizations have lost influence and power in many societies, “both old and new 

religious beliefs and practices have nevertheless continued in the lives of individuals, 

sometimes taking new institutional forms and sometimes leading to great explosions 

of religious fervor.”105 The world today, he believes, “is as furiously religious as it 

ever was.”106 

In this connection, Davie notes that the secularization thesis  

 
is far from straightforward; it is complex, nuanced and at times contradictory. 
At its best, the debate is highly illuminating. It has, moreover, provided an 
effective way forward, a framework for organizing a wide range of ideas and 
information about religion in contemporary society, particularly in its North 
European forms.107  

 
In particular she notes that it “is becoming clearer almost by the day that an 

approach based on the concept of secularization is getting harder and harder to 

sustain. For not all the religious indicators are pointing in the same direction.”108 She 

lists three factors as to why this is the case. First, within Western societies, the indices 

of religious belief have not dropped off in a way that previous generations of 

sociologists may have predicted. Second, religious controversies have not ceased to 

capture the public’s imagination and third, in terms of religion and government, 

political leaders are increasingly faced with ethical, moral and religious decisions in 

light of scientific advances.109 Advancements in scientific technology have at the 

same time both solved and created societal problems, and in this connection one 

witnesses “the increasing tendency for politicians and other public figures to consult 

the religious sector about matters they know to be beyond their competence.”110 
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The debate remains far from settled as regards the secularization thesis. Norris 

and Inglehart maintain that to speak of the thesis as dead and buried is premature, and 

that the critiques of the thesis rely “too heavily on selected anomalies and focuses too 

heavily on the United States (which happens to be a striking deviant case).”111 They 

maintain that in effect the thesis needs updating, and that in general the theory is a 

tendency and not an iron law of inevitability. Despite the reality that church 

attendance has declined in nearly all post-industrial nations in the twentieth century, 

and that observable trends of secularization have occurred, nonetheless the world as a 

whole has not become less religious. On the one hand, they note that the publics of 

virtually all advanced post-industrial societies “have been moving toward more 

secular orientations during the last fifty years.”112 On the other hand the “world as a 

whole now has more people with traditionally religious views than ever before—and 

they constitute a growing proportion of the world’s population.”113 

  Despite these broad tendencies toward secularization within Western (and 

ostensibly Christian) societies, fundamental differences exist between Europe, Britain 

and North America. Whereas Britain and Europe have a constitutional connection 

between the Church and State as part of their history, the sharpest point of contrast is 

that the United States has no such connection.114 Martin notes that the United States 

“represents a very high degree of differentiation in that church is formally separated 

from state and even religion from school, and yet the overall social order is 

maintained by a pervasive civil religion.”115 This civil religion illustrates a basic 

Protestant tendency, yet nonetheless is one in which a psychic and social space has 

been created whereby a universality of experimental religion can occur. Martin 

observes that in the American context “major shifts become possible by individual 

contagion and incorporation, not structural oppositions and overturning. The 

transition to post-modernity and individualistic self-expression can be made by 

contagion.”116 In essence the church in the United States can be characterized as rival 
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religious “entrepreneurs running varied religious services on a mixed laissez-faire and 

oligopolistic model.”117 The status of clergy, however, remains low although the 

church plays a large role in the interstices of American society. 

Despite the encroachment of secularization within the post-industrial 

American society the level of religious activity nonetheless remains high. Even when 

one takes into account the regional and other variations, Davie reports that “there is 

still a marked difference in levels of religious activity between America and most, if 

not all, European countries.”118 This can be partially explained by the American 

model, which as noted above relies essentially upon competition among religious 

bodies for membership in order to continue sustaining themselves. This system in turn 

“generates energetic churches that collectively maximize the religious recruitment of 

a population.”119 

 As noted, Europe and Britain evince a strong relationship between the Church 

and the State, a situation that has dominated much of European history. Going back to 

the time of Constantine, these shared legacies “are deeply embedded in the European 

psyche, though the particular forms they have taken in later centuries vary very 

considerably.”120 Europeans are the exceptional case, argues Davie, because they tend 

to demonstrate the concept of “vicarious religion.” Significant numbers of Europeans, 

she notes, “are content to let both churches and churchgoers enact a memory on their 

behalf… [and are] more than half aware that they might need to draw on the capital at 

crucial times in their individual or their collective lives.”121 As a result within British 

and European societies, as distinct to that of the United States, “the Church has indeed 

lost its role as the keystone in the arch of European culture, but no identifiable 

institution is emerging to take its place.”122 

 Preachers attempting to proclaim the text of Scripture must therefore be aware 

of these shifting cultural paradigms in light of postmodern and post-industrial 

Western societies.  Ballard and Pritchard point out that due to these fundamental 

cultural paradigm shifts one can no longer assume Christianity to be the normative 

expression. They maintain that “we now live in an increasingly pluralistic society in 

which different faiths, religious or humanistic, sit side by side in various states of co-
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operation or competition.”123  Increasingly characterized as a “post-Christian” culture, 

the influences and values within Western society are no longer generally aligned with 

Judeo-Christian values and ethics. Within this increasingly post-Christian culture, 

emerging generations do not have even a basic understanding of the Scriptures and 

are increasingly open to all types of faiths and mixtures of religions.124 Whether 

tagged as post-Christian or postmodern the world is profoundly different than it was 

at the middle of the last century. The Western church is in the midst of a shift similar 

to the epochal transitions of ancient to medieval church and medieval to modern 

church.125  

McNeal believes that the response of many North American churches to the 

encroachments of postmodernism involve “heavy infusions of denial, believing the 

culture will come to its senses and come back around to the church.”126 This denial 

manifests itself in several ways: withdrawal from the community, attempting to “fix” 

the culture by flexing political and economic muscle, or obsessing over internal 

theological-methodological debates designed to separate out true believers.127 

Moreover, as the modernist worldview that has largely been embraced by mainstream, 

traditional Christianity fades away, the desire for theological certitude increases. 

Whether in conservative or liberal traditions, this trajectory has led to a lack of vitality 

in ministry combined with an avoidance of engaging the contemporary culture. 

Brueggemann points out that “the church is so fully enmeshed in the dominant values 

of our culture that freedom for action is difficult.”128  

Since many Western traditional churches have bought deeply into the value 

system of the dominant modernist culture, they have become largely incapable of 

acting with intentionality both in terms of internal life and practices as well as 

relevant external engagement with the wider culture. When viewed from the 

perspective of planned leadership movement, engaging in the values-based approach 

to homiletics and leadership described in this thesis allows congregational leaders to 

act with intentionality while at the same time adopting an anticipatory leadership 

stance that is open to future trends and changes within both the church and the wider 

society.   
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Interpretive and Normative Tasks: The Activity of Preaching 

Constructing a theology of preaching involves describing not only the 

normative practice of preaching within the church but further exploring the notion of 

preaching as an activity of God. Viewed in this way, a theory of preaching becomes 

both a practical and a dogmatic theology.129 As a result of the profound shifts within 

Western society in this post-biblicist culture, preaching “no longer enjoys the honour 

which used to be accorded to it.”130 Stott points out nonetheless that the task of 

“preaching is central and distinctive to Christianity,” a reality that has been 

recognized throughout the Church’s long and colourful history.131 Quicke concurs, 

stating that “the church’s story cannot be told without reference to its preaching. 

Preaching is a part of the DNA of church; it is not just a part of its high profile 

moments but its daily life.”132 Stott further maintains that the fundamental conviction 

supporting all Christian preaching is a solid theological foundation grounding the 

preacher both in terms of insights and incentives for faithful preaching.133 This 

theological conviction involves two elements: first, the basic belief that God has 

spoken to the prophets, the apostles and to his Son; and second, that he continues to 

speak through his Spirit, “who himself bears witness to Christ and to Scripture, and 

makes both living to the people of God today.”134  

Adam builds upon the notion that preaching is a theological activity, asserting 

that it “derives its theological character from the biblical basis for all aspects of the 

ministry of the Word.”135 His theology of preaching involves three elements: first, that 

Scripture bears witness that God has spoken; second, that certain of these words, 

through the process of inscripturation, have been preserved in the writings of the Old 

and New Testaments; and finally, that preachers are commissioned by God “to 

preach, teach and explain [the Scriptures] to people and to encourage and urge them 

to respond.”136 As a fundamental element of the Christian religion, Stott maintains 

that preaching “is God’s speech which makes our speech necessary. We must speak 
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what he has spoken. Hence the paramount obligation to preach.”137 Adam agrees, 

stating that “the basis for any true human speaking for God is that God is a speaking 

God. Any human ministry of the Word depends on a God who is not silent.”138  

This study recognizes that a practical theology of preaching begins not with 

pure theory but with concrete activity, addressing the question of the relationship of 

theory to practice.139 In this regard one typically has two options: theory preceding 

and determining practice, or practice taking priority over theory. When theory 

precedes and determines practice, typically practice tends to be concerned primarily 

with methods, techniques and strategies for ministry and thus lacks theological 

substance.140 Conversely, when practice takes precedence over theory, ministry tends 

to focus on pragmatic results with little or no theoretical basis. Epistemologically, if 

one places theory over practice or practice over theory, this move “tends to undermine 

a holistic grasp of the phenomenon under investigation.”141 Anderson comments that  

 
…the relation of theory to practice is no longer linear but is interactive. 
Theory is no longer regarded as a set of mental constructs that can exist 
independently of their embodiment in the physical, psychological and social 
structures of life. Theory and practice inform and influence each other in such 
a way that all practice includes theory, and theory can only be discerned 
through practice.142  
 

When viewed in this context, practical theology becomes “a dynamic process of 

reflective, critical inquiry into the praxis of the church in the world and God’s 

purposes for humanity, carried out in the light of Christian Scripture and tradition, and 

in critical dialogue with other sources of knowledge.”143 Thus, whilst practical 

theology is indeed a discipline with its own proper function within theology, it is not 

undertaken in isolation from other theological disciplines, “for all theology is indeed 

essentially a single and practical activity.”144 In its attempts to engage in the various 

tasks of practical theology and the pastoral cycle, this thesis seeks to integrate a 

multiplicity of disciplines, trends and patterns, methods and approaches. This cross-
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disciplinary approach ideally maintains the necessary tensions between the life and 

practices of the church and its relationship with the wider society in which it is 

located. 

 

Pragmatic Task: Integrating Biblical Studies and Homiletics 

 The integrated theoretical and practical approach espoused in this work does 

not seek to reduce the text to a clear, singular meaning as in contemporary traditional 

homiletics, but rather allows the preacher to showcase the beautifully varied and 

complex descriptions of God found in Scripture. Rollins points out that the biblical 

text, representing a multiplicity of ideological voices all held together in creative 

tension, ensures the impossibility of any final resolution.145 In terms of relating theory 

to practice in light of the pastoral cycle, this element draws from habitus/virtue 

models, which view the end task of practical theology as less about providing skills 

and methodologies and more about providing a training of the mind and heart.146 For 

example, Stott indicates that the preacher should be mastered by certain convictions 

rather than mastering certain preaching techniques and methods.147 This thesis holds 

as its fundamental conviction that “our various interpretations of [biblical] revelation 

will always be provisional, fragile, and fragmentary.”148 Viewed in this manner, a 

values-based approach to homiletics ideally allows the preacher to form his or her 

own theory and theology of preaching, and then to outwork the implications of that 

approach within the context of a supportive and accepting community. Such an 

approach will produce a preaching theory that is multi-vocal, non-hierarchical in 

terms of its leadership orientation, and thus is appropriate to postmodernity. 

 
Conclusion 

 This chapter has demonstrated that the use of the hermeneutical cycle for the 

task of contextual theological interpretation can lead to the formation of a pragmatic 

plan for future homiletics and congregational leadership. Since the church in the 

Western tradition exists in a state of liminality between late modernity and 
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postmodernity, this thesis accentuates the interconnectedness between the life and 

practices of the church and its wider societal context by constructing a coherent and 

measured response to this situation. The resulting pragmatic plan for future homiletics 

and congregational leadership involves forming a cross-disciplinary methodology 

integrating biblical studies and homiletics. The formation of these integrated 

approaches will consistently involve a contextual interpretation, analysis and 

evaluation taking into consideration the variety of elements impacting preaching and 

biblical studies within Christian tradition and biblical studies. 

 The following thesis chapters will demonstrate that the tasks of the 

hermeneutical cycle will move from contextual interpretation to analysis, evaluation 

and the formation of a pragmatic plan for the future. Chapter 3 will formulate its plan 

for future biblical studies based upon a contextual interpretation and evaluation of the 

historic disciplines of rhetoric, biblical studies and homiletics. The resulting 

rhetorical-critical-narratological exegetical method will be applied to the text of 

Ezekiel in Chapter 5. Chapter 4 will formulate a pragmatic plan for a values-based 

homiletic based upon a contextual interpretation, analysis and evaluation of the New 

Homiletic. The integration of biblical studies and homiletics will be demonstrated 

with a sample sermon in Chapter 7, as well as a rhetorical-critical study of the 

discourse of 1 Cor. 4.18-5.13.   



  

CHAPTER 3 

A CONTEXTUAL INTERPRETATION OF RHETORIC, BIBLICAL STUDIES AND 
HOMILETICS 

 
Introduction 

In order to achieve the goal of this thesis that seeks to integrate biblical studies 

and homiletics, the aim of this chapter will be to develop a rhetorical-critical-

narratological approach to biblical studies. The hermeneutical cycle will be used to 

engage in a contextual interpretation of specific transitional periods within the 

disciplines of rhetoric, biblical studies and preaching from within the Christian 

tradition.148 This contextual study will demonstrate that as a genre preaching 

historically evolves due to a variety of influences. Such a reflection on the praxis of 

biblical studies and preaching not only validates current experiences and practices, but 

further serves the larger project of reimaging and enriching homiletics.149 

Based upon its contextual analysis the chapter will develop a pragmatic future 

plan by establishing a rhetorical-critical exegetical approach that will be integrated 

with the values-based homiletic developed in Chapter 4. As one way to exhibit the use 

of rhetorical criticism for biblical texts and preaching, this exegetical approach will be 

applied to the discourse of Ezekiel and then Ezekiel 15 in Chapter 5. The results of 

that study will be demonstrated homiletically in Chapter 7 with the production of a 

sample sermon, as well as an example of the method applied to a biblical discourse 

genre. 

As a contextual interpretation of the disciplines of classical rhetoric, biblical 

studies and homiletics, this study is not intended to be an exhaustive overview of 

these subjects, which have been covered in greater detail elsewhere.150 Rather, by 

utilizing the hermeneutical cycle, this chapter will systematically gather information 

related to specific transitional periods in the history of these disciplines. The resulting 

contextual analysis will demonstrate three trends: first, in the Western tradition 

rhetoric “has always existed in a symbiotic relationship with society, expanding or 
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contracting itself according to the demands that a social group places upon it.”151 The 

application of rhetoric within societies is coloured by various traditions and 

conventions.152  

Second, the chapter will demonstrate the tendency for practice to separate 

from initial theory. When this occurs preaching forms tend to become overly logical, 

abstract and technical, and thus lose sight of classical rhetorical theory that takes into 

account the multiplicity of ways speakers can engage audiences. Third, the chapter 

will demonstrate the tendency in preaching for reactionary movements to arise that 

attempt to redress the overly-logical imbalance. These homiletical forms often seek to 

balance theory and practice by engaging the emotions as well as the intellect of the 

audience.  

These moves and subsequent reactions must be balanced by the observation 

that as a genre, preaching continues to evolve as its best practitioners modify it.153 The 

nature of practical theological interpretation as demonstrated in this chapter will 

account for these changes both in the life and practices of the church as well as that of 

the wider society.154 In part this continual evolution can be attributed to the alteration 

of societal worldviews, shifts in biblical studies, and changes to contemporary views 

of rhetorical theory.155 The chapter will show that biblical studies and homiletics are 

closely related; as the course of one goes, so goes the other.156 As a result of this 

intimate connection these disciplines exhibit a pendulum-like nature as they react and 

counter-react to these various trends. These shifts will be further demonstrated in 

Chapter 6 as it engages with Ezekiel commentaries and sermons from Ezekiel 15, 

locating them along the continuum identified within this chapter.   

The contextual interpretation of classical rhetorical theory will further show 

that for two reasons, the terms and concepts of classical rhetoric still have a 

contribution to make to the critical theory and practice of biblical studies and 

homiletics.157 First, biblical scholars and homileticians alike viewed classical rhetoric 

as an indispensable tool for both disciplines until the Enlightenment, when rhetoric 
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experienced a period of decline from which it has never fully recovered. However, 

biblical scholars and preachers alike are rediscovering classical rhetorical theory as an 

indispensable aid for the interpretation of biblical texts.158 This chapter will 

demonstrate that the integration of classical and modern rhetorical theory results in an 

exegetical method that allows the preacher to replicate the rhetorical-literary artistry 

of the multiple forms of biblical texts. 

Second, since the sixteenth century the term “rhetoric” has been viewed with 

suspicion and denounced in favour of a univocal “scientific language” shorn of all 

figures of speech.159 These negative connotations continue to taint biblical studies and 

preaching alike.160 Moreover, the separation of rhetoric into dialectics and stylistics 

led to a systematic and deductive mode of exegesis and preaching, modes of which 

are still currently practised.161 The application of this approach separates matter from 

manner of speaking as separate identities. Rhetoric is reduced to stylistics, and style 

of expression is regarded as separate from, subsequent and accessory to content.162 

Sermons in this mode force the text to bypass strict exegesis in the attempt to invent 

applicable content. Thus Scripture is potentially distorted or even ignored as it is 

reduced to an aggregate of authoritative and preachable passages.163  

The evolutionary nature of the disciplines of rhetoric, biblical studies and 

homiletics reveals the need for the continued reimaging of exegetical and homiletical 

forms. The contextual analysis in this chapter will establish the relevance of 

constructing both an exegetical and homiletical approach that is not only faithful to 

the varied rhetoric of scriptural forms, but also is appropriate to the rhetoric of the 

particular era in which it is located in terms of content, language and form.164  

 

 

 

Trends in Rhetoric, Biblical Studies and Homiletics 

  
Classical Rhetorical Theory 
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This descriptive systematic information-gathering and contextual analysis of 

classical rhetorical theory will establish two points relevant to the discussion of 

rhetoric, biblical studies and homiletics. First, since classical rhetoricians discovered 

rather than invented rhetoric, its use for biblical rhetorical criticism and homiletics is 

not anachronistic. Classical rhetoricians defined rhetoric as “the art of persuasive 

communication”165 or “the faculty of observing in any given case the available means 

of persuasion.”166 Rhetoric as a persuasive art figured prominently in Hellenic society 

for centuries prior to the compilation of the first rhetorical handbook. Classical 

rhetorical theory arose “inductively from a study of the long-standing practice of that 

discipline.”167 More prescriptive than descriptive in form, this theory “has long been 

recognized as the systematization of natural eloquence”168 or a set of rules derived 

from the study of accepted practice.169 Richards notes that “in its inception the art was 

nothing more than an attempt to reflect on ‘natural’ eloquence. The [rhetorical] 

handbooks set out to describe what persuades in practice.”170  

Ancient rhetoricians did not generally theorize about criticism, instead 

focusing their scrutiny on the work of the artist. In an attempt to make creativity 

systematic they formulated technical principles that artists could use.171 Although 

classical rhetoricians originally gave names to various rhetorical techniques, critics 

have discovered these concepts in the rhetoric of cultures worldwide. Classical 

rhetorical theory refers to the organization of rhetorical techniques into a system that 

could be taught and learned; it “is this structured system which describes the universal 

phenomenon of rhetoric in Greek terms.”172 On this basis the terms and concepts of 

classical rhetoric still have a part to play in critical theory and practice; on a basic 

level rhetoric provides a solid body of theory against which to argue and formulate a 

case.173 As this chapter will later point out, one can legitimately study the biblical text 

utilizing terms from classical rhetoric; indeed, biblical critics may have little choice 

but to employ them to describe the logical and structural features of the text since the 
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taxonomy has been inherited from classical rhetoric.174 However, classical rhetorical 

categories become limiting when solely used for biblical rhetorical criticism. Whilst 

helpful as a starting-point these categories become too narrow because they do not 

“address all theoretical, practical, philosophical questions posed by speech.”175 When 

constructing its rhetorical-critical approach, therefore, the chapter will demonstrate 

the necessity to supplement classical rhetoric with additional findings taken from 

modern rhetorical theory. 

The second point concerns the issue of the close relationship between 

rhetorical theory and practice in classical society. Rhetorical theory first developed 

from observed practice in Athenian society, 176 and by the second century B.C. Greek 

rhetoricians began teaching in Rome, and with great success.177 In Roman society 

rhetoric became an indispensable part of Roman education as the teaching of rhetoric, 

along with grammar and philosophy, was considered an honourable profession.178 

Roman rhetoricians made Greek rhetoric even more systematic but added little of 

their own original thought to the Greek corpus.179  

The relationship between theory and practice brings about two observations. 

The first is that Greco-Roman rhetoricians viewed the relationship between theory 

and practice as integral. Rhetoricians trained students in rhetorical theory so that they 

would succeed in the practice of public speaking. Second, as it existed in a symbiotic 

nature within classical society Greco-Roman rhetoric changed and adapted to meet 

demands within that society. Over the centuries rhetoric expanded from primary to 

include secondary rhetoric and set the stage for the future studies of any persuasive 

discourse.180 Rhetoricians expanded Aristotle’s definition of rhetoric as “discovering 

in any given case the available means of persuasion”181 to include the broader concept 

of the art of speech and composition. Viewing tropes and figures of speech as 

illuminating substance, rhetoricians held that the concept of “organic unity,” the 

relationship of the parts to the whole, actually shaped the nature of communication. 
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These features in the continuing evolution of rhetoric provide a major component in 

the background of biblical rhetorical criticism.182 The concern of current rhetorical 

criticism therefore becomes the study of persuasive oral or written discourses that 

attempt to influence others.183 This thesis will advocate a rhetorical-critical exegetical 

approach that allows the preacher to comb the text for signs of literary-rhetorical 

persuasive artistry and further to identify and replicate that persuasive function 

homiletically.184  

 

Evaluation 

This contextual interpretation has demonstrated that in its development from 

primary and secondary rhetoric, classical rhetorical theory profoundly influenced 

generations of biblical scholars and preachers alike. Throughout the time of the 

church fathers, they and other learned Jews and Christians made use of their training 

in rhetoric to interpret Scripture.185 The foremost example of the ability to relate 

rhetorical theory to exegetical and homiletical practice from classical times concerns 

Augustine in his work On Christian Doctrine. Using rhetorical elements for exegesis, 

Augustine studied the Old Testament most specifically but also included the writings 

of Paul and the gospel narratives.186 Augustine’s work is the most influential book 

ever written on homiletics,187 and his understanding of the purpose of preaching 

influenced generations of preachers. Augustine integrated biblical studies and 

homiletics, holding as an important principle that the preacher is both an interpreter 

and teacher of Scripture. He argued that preachers should defend the faith by teaching 

what is right and refuting what is wrong. In terms of audience, Augustine stated that 
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the preacher must in the performance of his duty conciliate the hostile, rouse the 

careless, and warn the ignorant of what is occurring at present and what likely may 

occur in the future.188  

In his discussion of how Christian teachers and preachers can effectively 

employ rhetoric categories, Augustine utilized Ciceronian terms sublimated to new 

meanings and transformed to new uses to state Christian doctrine.189 Adopting an 

apparently pragmatic attitude toward rhetoric, he held that the art of rhetoric is an 

amoral tool available for enforcing either wrong or right. On this basis he asks “why 

do not good men study to engage it on the side of the truth?”190 Augustine held that 

whether learned formally or informally, Christian exegetes and preachers should 

make use of rhetoric. His work essentially concerns the application of exegesis to 

homiletics—the explanation of Christian texts to an audience, be it employing 

majestic, temperate, or subdued styles.191 Augustine gave examples from Scripture 

and from others such as Ambrose who made use of these styles, the object of which 

was either to teach, to give pleasure, or to move an audience.192 Augustine serves as 

an example from antiquity as a scholar who successfully integrated biblical studies 

with preaching. This was accomplished by placing the sermon on a continuum from 

exegesis to its subsequent potential application by various audiences.  

 

Transition: Classical to Medieval Society 

 Following the collapse of classical society, the medieval period witnessed a 

fragmentation of the understanding and role of rhetoric within society, and the 

beginning of the separation of rhetorical theory from practice. External and internal 

factors alike contributed to this fragmentation. Externally, due to destruction or 

damage at the hands of successive barbarian invaders, many of the major rhetorical 

texts either disappeared or survived only in damaged form.193 Internally, and perhaps 
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more damaging, their contexts fragmented.194 As conceptions of rhetoric adapted and 

changed in Western society it became less operative in the realm of civic oratory and 

shifted instead toward the analysis and writing of texts.195 For medieval rhetoric this 

loss of context from classical rhetoric had two important consequences: first, theory 

and practice split as certain elements of rhetoric became highly theoretical while other 

elements concerned the purely practical.196 Second, cut of from its persuasive context 

in the public sector, rhetoric reduced from a two-way to a one-way, self-contained 

system and lost its audience.197 

 

Evaluation 

Rhetoric fragmented due to the collapse of classical society and therefore 

underwent a long rebuilding process in the medieval period. Due to its symbiotic 

relationship within Western society rhetoric took on many different forms due to the 

demands medieval society placed upon it as social and cultural ideas changed.198 In 

the medieval period the relationship between society and rhetoric was not as 

fundamental as it had been within classical society. Although it remained a unifying 

force in education, public rhetoric declined with the advents of the increasingly 

hierarchical nature of the medieval ruling class system.199  

Medieval rhetoricians made four major contributions to rhetorical theory 

whilst adapting a fragmented understanding of classical rhetoric to the needs of 

medieval society. First were the numerous and extensive commentaries on Rhetoric 

for Herennius and On Invention, while second were the many handbooks on letter-

writing (ars dictaminis). Third were handbooks on verse composition (ars poetriae) 

and fourth were the many handbooks on thematic preaching.200 However, as the 

fifteenth century witnessed the rediscovery of certain classical rhetorical manuals, 
                                                 
194 Vickers, In Defence of Rhetoric, 217. For more on the issue rhetoric in medieval society as 
compared to classical society see Scott D. Troyan, “Unwritten Between the Lines”; and Payne, “The 
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199 Ibid., 214-215. As society shifted from democratic rule to the rule of emperors and dictators, the 
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Renaissance humanists began to shift their attention increasingly away from medieval 

authorities and toward the original texts themselves.201 This shift in methodology—

from dialectic to grammar, the disciplines of textual criticism and philology—

engendered disputes between medieval scholastics and Renaissance humanists and 

further planted the seeds of the Reformers’ break from the Catholic Church.202  

The following section will demonstrate that preaching experienced its first 

major transition as it evolved from the simple homily into the medieval 

Scholastically-inspired thematic sermon. Finally, the Renaissance epideictic sermon 

arose as a reaction to perceived excesses within increasingly complex scholastic 

sermon forms. 

 

Medieval Thematic and Renaissance Epideictic Sermon Forms 

Though not the only form of Christian preaching, in the main the homily was 

the mode for Christian oratory in the early church203 and influenced preaching from 

the time of Jesus and Paul up to the middle of the eleventh century. Typically based 

upon an exegesis of a biblical passage, this simple sermon that followed the daily 

liturgy was later used for all preaching forms in the early medieval period except the 

epideictic204 or panegyric sermon.  Serving primarily as a commentary on the gospel 

of the Mass, most early medieval homilies involved essentially clerics preaching to 

audiences of other clerics.205 As late as the eleventh century, most lay people would 

likely have never heard a sermon unless they lived near a cathedral or a reformed 

monastery encouraging lay attendance at chapel, as most priests were not licensed to 

preach.206 

                                                 
201 For more on this resurgence of rhetoric see Richards, Rhetoric, 5-6; Plett, Rhetoric and Renaissance 
Culture, 14; and Gray, “Renaissance Humanism,”  498. 
202 The debate between the humanists and scholastic theologians concerned the role of philology in 
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text (Erika Rummel, “Et cum theologo bella poeta gerit,” 714). 
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sermon; third, the homily, or the oral interpretation of Scripture; and finally, the epideictic or panegyric 
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simple patristic homily to the more complex sermon forms of the high and later middle ages (43).    
204 Kennedy, New History of Classical Rhetoric, 258. This epideictic sermon is not to be confused with 
the Renaissance epideictic sermon that developed in the mid-fifteenth century. 
205 Roberts, “The Ars Praedicandi,” 44.  
206 Hamilton, “Religion and the Laity,” 500. 
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During the high and later middle ages, the more complex thematic or 

university sermon began to replace the patristic homily form of the early medieval 

period as preaching transitioned from a monastic, clerical audience to that of a more 

popular composition. Following decrees from the Fourth Lateran Council in the 

thirteenth century, together with calls for Church reform by Pope Innocent III (1160-

1216), the Church required bishops to equip men to preach to lay people.207 

Additional influences involved the rise of towns and commerce, the Crusades, the 

need to combat heresies and medieval schools and universities.208 This fresh emphasis 

on popular preaching to the laity, the increasing specialization of university preaching 

and the need for training of preachers all contributed to the rise of thematic preaching. 

These factors “coincided with the growth of a substantial didactic and rhetorical 

literature consisting of treatises known as the artes praedicandi.”209 During this 

renaissance of preaching mendicant preachers helped to spread popular preaching 

throughout Europe in the first decades of the thirteenth century. 

By the fourteenth century, however, preaching became increasingly 

specialized and professional, and the thematic sermon developed into the favoured 

homiletical form. Influenced by scholastic methods,210 the progressive development 

within medieval universities of biblical exegesis and preaching skills along with the 

rise of numerous preaching manuals, thematic sermons became increasingly 

complex.211 At times even extending to encompass “a sermon within a sermon,” the 

sermon’s primary purpose shifted from popular preaching to teaching believers 

through the exploration of disputations and answers to increasingly obscure 

theological questions.212  

In order to persuade audiences of the validity of their message thematic 

sermons built upon scholastic methodology and logical syllogisms, using abstract 
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209 Ibid., 45. 
210 For further information on scholasticism and its methodologies see van Asselt, “Scholasticism, 
Medieval,” 509-512. 
211 Not missionary preaching, the thematic sermon instructed listeners in the meaning of Scripture and 
was closely linked to exegesis. This systematic form sharply contrasted with the relatively informal and 
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212 This preaching form drew upon the Scholastic method and its employment of the quaestio format 
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Medieval,” 509). 
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argument forms and logical proofs.213 Due to the increasing emphasis on teaching and 

theological disputation, thematic sermons became progressively oriented towards 

learned and distinguished audiences rather than the general public as the Fourth 

Lateran Council decree intended. Thematic sermons departed from the original theory 

of dedicated and equipped preachers preaching to lay audiences in understandable 

terms. Thematic preaching did not intend to win converts to the faith, focusing instead 

upon the theological and biblical education of those already converted. 

By the late medieval and early Renaissance periods, preaching became one 

aspect of the general religious crisis.214 As noted, thematic sermons followed 

scholastic methods, relying heavily upon a syllogistic structure of raising questions 

and subsequently answering them with a multiplicity of convincing proofs. 

Renaissance humanists condemned the medieval attitude toward knowledge that 

privileged the abstract and the intellectual, arguing that their homiletical method had 

little utility or direct impact on human life. Humanists believed that the very form of 

the thematic sermon itself served as evidence of the scholastics’ failure to be able to 

communicate important truths with little or no persuasive effect on the audience.215 

Inspired by the revival of classical rhetoric, Renaissance humanists criticized 

thematic preachers for being at the very least simply boring, for attempting to 

persuade those who already believed to believe, or for reiterating the same theological 

points to theologians year after year.216 Renaissance preachers reacted to this overly 

logical form, believing that the scholastically-influenced thematic sermon had lost 

sight of the fullness of classical rhetorical theory. Humanists held that the rhetor can 

teach by logical means, but can also delight or seek to move the emotions of the 

audience.217 This fuller understanding of the principles of the revived rhetoric of 

classical antiquity would later become integral to Renaissance Humanism.218  

By the mid-fifteenth century preachers in the papal court began to experiment 

with the epideictic sermon form, which sought to move audiences by appealing to 

emotion rather than simply teaching by means of logical proofs. Epideictic preachers 

celebrated the mercy and generosity of God and Christ and further emphasized the 
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congregation’s potential for good.219 Their attempts to move and please their 

audiences and bring about a fuller understanding of classical rhetoric in their sermons 

reunited rhetorical theory with practice.220  

 

Evaluation  

This contextual interpretation of the first major transition between preaching 

forms illustrates the three points with which the chapter began. First, the roles, 

understanding, and application of rhetorical theory within society can impact both 

exegesis and homiletics.221 Whereas scholastic scholars maintained that dialectical 

methods of argumentation were required to construct doctrinal formulations, 

humanists challenged this status quo by maintaining that knowledge of biblical 

languages was necessary for understanding Scripture and derivatively theology as 

well.222 Second, as rhetorical theory separated from practice in medieval times, 

Renaissance epideictic preachers attempted to correct this imbalance by reuniting 

rhetorical theory with preaching practice. Finally, as thematic preaching had become 

overly logical and rationalistic, Renaissance epideictic preachers sought a more 

balanced preaching form that appealed to the emotions as well as the intellect.223 

The resurgence of interest in classical rhetoric in the Renaissance lasted for 

some three centuries followed by a period of decline. From the mid-fourteenth to the 

mid-seventeenth century, rhetoric regained an importance not possessed beforehand 

or afterwards.224 Despite its ultimate declivity in the Enlightenment this renascence of 

rhetoric had a profound and long-lasting impact on both biblical studies and 

homiletics due to its development by Renaissance and Christian humanists alike. 

 

Transition: Renaissance to Reformation 

 The conflict over rhetorical form versus philosophical content pitted 

humanists against scholastic theologians and found its culmination in the Reformation 
                                                 
219 Vickers, In Defence of Rhetoric, 291. 
220 O’Malley, Praise and Blame, 44. (44). 
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when the debate entered the sphere of doctrinal dispute.225 The controversy between 

the Scholastics and the humanists provided the immediate context into which was 

injected Luther’s new and more significant debate, and this controversy further 

conditioned the earliest reactions to his ideas.226 A complex and heterogeneous 

movement concerned with a far broader agenda than the reform of the doctrine of the 

Church,227 from one point of view the Reformation can be analyzed as yet another 

phase in the scholastic-humanist debates in which questions of magisterium and 

orthodoxy came to the forefront.228 Humanists such as Lefevre (1455-1536) and 

Clichtove (1472-1543) had earlier paved the way for the Reformation by questioning 

the traditions—and by implication, the authority—of the Catholic Church. They 

constructed their argument on the basis of scriptural and patristic evidence as well as 

linguistic and historical criteria used by the humanists in their evaluation of classical 

literary texts.229 A shift had taken place from the medieval scholastic reliance on past 

authorities to an emphasis on reason.230 

Utilizing a dialectical methodology the scholastic method based its support 

principally upon previous authorities such as medieval theologians and scholars. The 

humanists rejected this speculative theology and instead adopted a philological 

approach to exegesis. The major issue at hand was whether or not the humanists were 

entitled to apply their skills to scriptural texts,231 and the mainstream reformers such 

as Calvin and Luther argued that the church should return to Scripture as the primary 

and critical source of Christian theology.232 Luther’s attacks on the methods of 

medieval scholastic theologians demonstrated his desire to return to the pure 

Christianity of the Bible and the Church Fathers.233  

The reformers followed the example set by Erasmus, who argued in the 

preface of his Greek New Testament that theology must be rooted in exegesis. 

Though Erasmus was Catholic, albeit a critical one, as a Christian humanist his 

biblical scholarship laid the foundation for the later work of both Luther and Calvin. 

One can trace the theological roots of the Reformer’s doctrine of atonement to his 
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study of Pauline theology.234 By undermining the credibility of the Vulgate translation 

Erasmus accomplished two results: first, he opened the way to theological revision on 

the basis of a better understanding of the biblical text; and second, he determined the 

importance of biblical scholarship in relation to theology.235 Therefore the humanists’ 

“claim to determine the wording and meaning of authoritative texts did pose a serious 

challenge to the older academic culture by pointing to vulnerable spots in the 

medieval intellectual tradition.”236 The insistence on the importance of grammar, 

textual criticism, study of the original languages and philology brought the humanists 

into conflict with the scholastic dialectic method. This major cultural shift laid the 

groundwork for historical investigation, which as a revolutionary method “subjected 

all ideas and institutions to the cold light of document-based historical criticism.”237 

Choosing to follow the lead of Erasmus, the early reformers produced biblical 

commentaries rather than works of systematic theology by using the tools of 

philology and rhetoric as opposed to the dialectic approach of the scholastics.238 

While originally connected in their quest for an unadulterated text and an accurate 

translation of the Bible, the reformers and the humanists differed in their approaches 

to exegesis and its subsequent implications. Both faced a dilemma but chose different 

options for its resolution: synthesis or divorce. If their interpretations disagreed with 

the Church, the humanists sought either to divorce sacred from secular studies or 

somehow to synthesize the two.  

Erasmus, for example, remained Catholic and thus maintained this difficult 

synthesis; however, though his approach inspired many, few adopted it.239 

Conversely, the reformers held to no such synthesis, rejecting outright or declaring 

non-binding any doctrine that could not be demonstrated to be grounded in 

Scripture.240 They demonstrated the willingness to divorce from the Church over the 

issue of interpretation if philological analysis and textual criticism warranted such a 

break. Thus the revived rhetoric of Renaissance humanists together with the 
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development of philological approaches to Scripture impacted the exegesis of the 

reformers, and ultimately contributed to their break with the Church.  

 

Lutheran Preaching and the Pietist Movement 

 The second example of the continuing evolution of rhetorical theory and 

practice concerns the shift from the preaching of Luther himself to the Lutheran 

orthodox sermon. Pietistic preaching would arise as a reactionary movement to 

Lutheran orthodoxy. Changes in biblical exegesis and theological method begun by 

the humanists and furthered in the Reformation impacted Reformation preachers, 241 

who closely tied scriptural exegesis to proclamation. Not only did the Reformation 

engender a preaching of reformation, it also brought about a reformation of preaching 

and produced a distinct school of preaching.242 Luther’s breakthrough to a new 

understanding of justification “led to both a theological and a practical reform of 

preaching.”243 The Reformers’ view of scriptural authority made biblical preaching a 

necessity; Luther, Calvin and Zwingli all held a common view of Scripture, which 

concomitantly led to a positive view of preaching.244 Sermons, as the most effective 

vehicle to transmit the claims of the Reformers to a largely unschooled and illiterate 

audience, served as an essential component of the establishment and spread of the 

Reformation.245  

While Luther neither theorized about preaching nor wrote any treatises on 

preaching, one can observe his homiletical approach from the more than two thousand 

extant sermons and two postils he left behind.246 A product of his medieval times, his 

early sermons and lectures followed the pattern of the medieval scholastics.247 

Following his conversion experience he departed from the thematic style 

recommended in the medieval artes praedicandi and adopted a style more in common 

with the patristic homily. His view of sola Scriptura and his kerygmatic exegesis that 

broke away from the medieval four senses of biblical exegesis led him to adopt an 
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expository style of preaching.248 Stressing simplicity and subordination of rhetorical 

style to content, Luther’s sermons “generally followed a verse-by-verse method of 

explication, though sometimes he focused on one or two verses as the central message 

of the text.”249  

Holding preaching in high regard,250 Luther believed that preachers ideally 

should remind people firstly of their sins and debt to the Law and then secondly give 

them the Gospel. Similar to Augustine, Luther held that the purposes of preaching 

were to edify the flock and to resist false doctrine. In the performance of his duties, 

therefore, the preacher should be both a soldier and a shepherd.251 As his interpretive 

key, Christ determined the goal and contents of his preaching: the Christ-centred 

truths hidden in the text concerned law and gospel and grace and faith over works.252 

For both Luther and later Lutherans true preaching involved the context of the 

worship service whereby the preacher becomes the medium communicating to the 

audience the living Word.  

During the period of Lutheran orthodoxy the work of Melanchthon and 

Hyperius brought about a change in Lutheran exegesis and homiletics from Luther’s 

original conceptions of the task. Melanchthon, though himself not a preacher, brought 

academic fibre to the Reformation as an academician.253 The publication of his two 

rhetorical manuals—in which he adapted classical models of rhetoric for the 

preaching task254—dominated Lutheran preaching in the latter half of the sixteenth 

century.255 Melanchthon’s work in developing preaching theory had a twofold impact: 

first, he clarified of the purpose of preaching, and second, he developed a method of 

biblical exegesis. In terms of the purpose of preaching, his approach consisted of the 
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two genres of exhortation and teaching. He divided exhortation into two parts 

concerning the exhortation to faith and the exhortation to good morals. Melanchthon 

believed that preachers could effectively communicate the Reformation message of 

sin and grace, Law and Gospel. In distinction to Luther’s preference of verse-by-verse 

expository preaching Melanchthon’s second major influence on Lutheran preaching 

was his exegetical loci method that focused upon preaching biblical topics rather than 

a verse-by-verse exegetical method. For Melanchthon, the genera related to teaching 

were in fact far more important than that which dealt with action.256  

Andreas Gerhard of Ypres, known as Hyperius (1511-1564) produced the first 

actual Protestant homiletic textbook in 1533, applying elements of classical rhetoric to 

preaching.257 The work of Hyperius proved influential in England as well as on the 

Continent into the seventeenth century. In accordance with Lutheran tradition he 

asserted that biblical exegesis formed the basic element of preaching. In his De 

formandis concionibus sacris he claimed Pauline authority for preaching as opposed 

strictly to categories from classical rhetoric. His work, drawing its authority from the 

Bible rather than from traditional rhetorical genres, “reflects a more general tendency 

to reject or marginalise the persuasive art evolved in pagan antiquity, including its 

style.”258 Hyperius’s homiletical categories “were linked to inherited rhetorical 

concepts in a way which would help preachers to focus their persuasive effects.”259 

Hyperius classified these persuasive effects into three categories relating to the effect 

of the sermon on the audience. Doctrine and reproof were for teaching; instruction 

and correction of behaviour were to move, while consolation was to please.260  

The emphasis on homiletical theory brought about a shift in Lutheran 

homiletics from the earlier theories and practices of Luther. Luther typically preached 

verse-by-verse expository sermons while Melanchthon advocated the preaching of 

topics. Whereas Luther viewed classical rhetoric with a degree of objectivity,261 

Melanchthon and Hyperius developed more fully its use for the task of preaching. 
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This shift in Lutheran homiletics that “focused on propositional and dialectically-

arranged doctrine may have unintentionally led to a reemergence of scholastic forms 

and models in later sixteenth and seventeenth-century preaching.”262 As scholars 

developed Melanchthon and Hyperius’s treatment of Lutheran homiletics in the early 

modern period, “a new orthodoxy, sometimes rigid, developed that unwittingly 

encouraged pietistic preaching.”263   

In mainland Europe in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, 

Catholics, Lutherans, and Calvinists occupied much of the same physical space and 

thus sought to distinguish their doctrinal differences from one another. Each began 

this task by carefully articulating increasingly precise doctrinal formulations as well 

as engaging in polemics with the other two. The shift toward Protestant 

scholasticism264 thus came about for two reasons: polemics and the need for a 

confessional basis. In terms of polemics this “new form of scholasticism began to 

develop within both Protestant and Roman Catholic theological circles, as both sought 

to demonstrate the rationality and sophistication of their systems.”265 This new 

emphasis on reason appeared the only way ahead for a mediating theology. In order to 

meet these new polemical demands266 Protestant scholars returned to the dialectical 

scholastic methods repudiated by the earlier Reformers in favour of humanist 

philological approaches. This philological approach initially formed the basis of their 

exegetical and homiletical methods and had been partly responsible for the initial 

theological break from the Catholic Church. Later, however, the evolution of dialectic 

into a tool of textual analysis rather than simply a form of argumentation made its 

reappearance possible in theology, not in competition with, but as a tool of, scriptural 

exegesis.267  

The second influence on Protestant scholasticism concerned the need for a 

confessional basis in light of the proliferation of Protestant educational institutions. 

Though the early reformers were less concerned with methodology, later Protestant 

scholasticism “codified and perpetuated the insights of the reformers through the 
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development of a series of systematic presentations of Christian theology.”268 By 

reinforcing the doctrines of the first generation of Reformation scholars with the tools 

of late medieval scholasticism, theologians “hoped to construct a firm edifice of 

dogma that could be effectively transmitted to upcoming generations.”269  As 

successive generations of Reformation theologians faced new pedagogical contexts 

they engaged in “the task of giving expression to the significance of the Reformation 

in a new ecclesial and academic context.”270 

Protestant Scholasticism, with its emphasis on abstract creeds and 

scholastically-inspired doctrinal formulations, “gave rise to an absent God who was 

known only indirectly—and then through the mind rather than the imagination.”271 

The failure of the Lutheran church to connect with the life experiences of ordinary 

Christians appalled many German Protestants. Lutheran theology now appeared to 

imitate many of the worst features of medieval scholasticism with its indulgence in 

theological debates over matters about which few seemed to care.272 Lutheran 

Orthodoxy assumed a text-centred understanding of the Christian faith, viewing 

“preaching as nothing more than teaching the contents of the Bible and spirituality as 

a deepened understanding and internalization of its message.”273 Viewing Scripture as 

the sole authority and as the chief source of knowledge, Lutheran Orthodoxy claimed 

that its “essential content was held to be summarized and contained in definitive 

dogmas.”274  

Based on the homiletics of Melanchthon and Hyperius, in the late sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries orthodox or confessional preaching became the standard 

method of Lutheran preaching. Unlike Luther’s plain or expository sermon, it was 

characterized as increasingly formal, rule-bound and focused on law.275 Beyond 

insisting that sermons must be an exegesis of Scripture, Luther and early Lutheran 

preachers brought about an advance in terms of their pedagogical content. 

Melanchthon, for example, extended Luther’s belief that the primary purpose of 

preaching was the edification of the congregation and encouraged “pastors to use the 
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sermon as the primary vehicle for instructing their audience in the true faith and the 

Christian way of life.”276 Preachers in the age of orthodoxy sought consistently and 

repeatedly to provide these levels of instruction and education to their audiences, but 

with the additional element of polemics against various opponents both inside and 

outside of Lutheranism.277 During this stage “both the style and the content of 

sermons were adjusted to meet the perceived needs of church leaders and 

educators.”278 The spirit of the time in this period—characterized by vicious doctrinal 

strife—“demanded additional guarantees that every preached word conformed to the 

overseers' expectations. In such an atmosphere, only the verbatim reading of printed 

prayers and sermons could assuage theologians’ anxieties.”279 The pedagogical and 

polemical context shifted the focus in the late sixteenth century regarding the contents 

of sermons; no longer could the Lutheran preacher expound from the text as Luther 

had done. This milieu resulted in sermons that were increasingly formal, rigid and less 

in touch with the emotions of the audience. 

One reaction to this perceived sterility and formality of Lutheran Orthodoxy 

involved the seventeenth-century German Pietist movement, which “demanded a 

complete reorientation of preaching as well as the disciplines of prayer.”280 Pietism 

did not attack any particular Lutheran doctrines or institutions, but instead involved a 

protest against Lutheran absolutism and exaggerated ecclesiasticism.281 Early 

influences on Pietism include Johann Arndt (1555-1621), who heralded a shift in 

Reformation theology. Whereas the earlier Reformers had emphasized justification by 

stressing sanctification, Arndt accentuated the interiority of the Christian life. A 

second influence was Johann Valentin Andrae (1586-1654) who characterized 

Lutheran preachers as “lazy,” arguing that they contributed to the crisis in preaching 

by failing to engage their congregations and delivering sermons going over their 

heads.282    
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Lutheran preacher Philipp Jakob Spener (1635-1705), dubbed “the father of 

Pietism,” critiqued the deplorable condition of the church in all three estates: civil, 

preachers and laity alike. Calling for nothing less than a thorough reform of German 

Protestantism, Spener argued that Lutheran churches in Germany had failed to 

accomplish the goals of the Reformation, had fundamentally misunderstood Luther 

and further needed to recover personal piety.283 Spener held that Lutheran “sermons 

should be prepared on a more edifying plan, with less emphasis on rhetorical art and 

homiletic erudition.”284 He also believed that the lack of true living faith within the 

church could be countered by “by bringing God’s Word more fully into the church 

and world through reading and discussing the Bible in devotional assemblies.”285 By 

1670 Spener’s Collegia Pietatis began meeting twice a week in his home with the 

goal to arouse and maintain a personal and vital Christianity through preaching and 

ecclesiastical discipline.286 

Spener’s 1675 work Pia Desideria involved “a scathing attack upon the moral 

laxity and absence of true spirituality within the Lutheran Church” as well as a 

description of helpful measures for specific reforms.287 One such reform included a 

call to reform legalistic, formal orthodox preaching in favour of more edifying and 

practical preaching.288 Spener believed that the narrow Lutheran expository preaching 

on a specific text of Scripture was not enough; all of Scriptures should be opened to 

the church and explained in their context.289 For Spener, the surest route to Church 

reform involved pastors not only preaching the Word in services but also holding 

informal meetings in homes where all believers could discuss and apply the 

Scriptures. Thus as a reactionary movement, the Pietists accentuated “the importance 

of the emotional experience of rebirth, the importance of sanctification as a corollary 

to justification, and the fellowship of disciplined Christian laity in small groups 

devoted to mutual encouragement and oversight.”290  

Spener’s work shifted the focus from orthodox concern with the maintenance 

of correct doctrine to conduct and personal piety. In terms of preaching he discerned 
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and combated the major defects in Lutheran orthodox preaching with its neglect of 

biblical exegesis and excessive stress on polemics and formal rhetoric. His belief that 

the foremost purpose of preaching was to edify, to induct listeners into the Scriptures 

and also to foster and awaken personal piety and living can be viewed as an attempt to 

recover the purposes of preaching articulated by Luther, the aims of which he 

believed Lutheran orthodoxy had lost sight.291 While Pietism failed to produce an 

epoch in the history of German preaching it did succeed in making the entirety of the 

Scriptures available for homiletical purposes.292   

Pietism spread in the late seventeenth century through appointments of 

pastorates and professorships with men sympathetic to the movement. The work of 

Spener’s contemporary August Hermann Francke (1663-1727) spread the teachings of 

Pietism from the University of Halle.293 Count Nikolaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf 

(1700-1760) studied under Francke at Halle and went on with the help of the 

Moravians to establish a foreign missions movement built on missionary preaching. 

Pietism influenced the Wesleys and the Methodist movement as well as the eighteenth 

century American Great Awakening, which exhibited pietistic features.294 This rise of 

“experiential religion” did much to blunt the force of the criticisms of religion in this 

period, and re-established “the connection between religion and the individual 

subjective consciousness, ensuring that it was experienced as a living reality.”295       

 

Evaluation 

The rise and spread of Pietism once again illustrates the point with which the 

chapter began. As both biblical studies and preaching became overly logical, rational 

and propositional in Lutheran orthodoxy, emphasis was laid upon teaching correct 

beliefs and doctrines. The adaptation and use of categories of rhetoric partly explains 

the shift from Luther’s own theories and practices related both to exegesis and 

homiletics. Under the influences of scholars such as Melanchthon and Hyperius 

through the period of Protestant Orthodoxy, Lutheran preaching became increasingly 

formal and rigid. As Renaissance epideictic preachers before them reacted to excesses 

                                                 
291 Grüberg, “Pietism,” 56. 
292 Mirbt, “Pietism at Halle,” 61. Spener argued that “all scripture, without exception, should be known 
by the congregation if we are all to receive the necessary benefit” (Pia Desideria, 91). 
293 Ibid., 60.  
294 Erb, for example, calls Wesleyan Methodism the “stepchild of Pietism” and traces its development 
from its initial successes in Europe to Britain and North America (Pietists: Selected Writings, 25-26). 
295 McGrath, Twilight of Atheism, 18. 



3. CONTEXTUAL INTERPRETATION OF BIBLICAL STUDIES AND PREACHING 

 

53

in the medieval thematic sermon, so too Pietist preachers reacted against the formal 

rhetoric and narrow exegesis of Lutheran orthodox preaching. They felt that Lutheran 

theologians had reduced theology to philosophy and that Protestant theology had 

become “head knowledge” rather than “heart knowledge.”296 Pietism in many ways 

involved a return to the authority of Scripture over orthodox creeds and dogmas and 

the concerns for personal piety shared by Luther himself. As the movement grew 

beyond its European roots, in particular within its North American descendants the 

emphasis on knowledge of God was reduced to an emotional experience. This radical 

division between head and heart led to attitudes of anti-intellectualism as well as 

intolerant religious separatism.297 

 

Transition: Enlightenment to Modernist Era 

 The period of the Enlightenment during the seventeenth through nineteenth 

centuries serves as a key transitional era in terms of the symbiotic relationship 

between society and rhetoric and the subsequent impact upon homiletics. Rhetoric 

suffered a near-fatal decline from which it almost failed to recover, but in the late 

nineteenth century and twentieth century it experienced resurgence. Whereas in the 

early Renaissance period in the fifteenth century rhetoric had been raised to centre 

stage in school and university curricula, by the sixteenth century rhetoric began to 

deteriorate in its formal description as an art. Sixteenth-century English handbooks on 

rhetoric began a mechanical prescription of narrowing the art to a style involving a 

taxonomy of linguistic devices.298 Enlightenment scholars dismissed this conception 

of rhetoric in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, attacking it on both moral and 

aesthetic grounds.299 Whilst much has been written on the subject of rhetoric in this 

period, this section briefly examines the following three developments in rhetoric: 

first, the impact of Ramus; second, the treatment rhetoric received during this period; 

and finally, the renascence of rhetoric in the late nineteenth and mid-twentieth 

centuries. All three of these developments have left their imprint upon biblical 

exegesis, rhetorical criticism and homiletics. 

Similar to the period following the collapse of classical society, in the 

sixteenth century rhetoric fragmented once again with the work of the French scholar 
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Peter Ramus (1515-1572), who engendered a revolution in rhetorical studies. Ramus 

“took up the question of the relationship of rhetoric to dialectic where Agricola had 

left it, reduced it to a method of teaching, and further decreased the realm of 

rhetoric.”300 Corbett notes that “Dissatisfied with the repetitiveness and vagueness 

that prevailed in the teaching of the subjects of the trivium, Ramus distributed the 

traditional parts of rhetoric between logic and rhetoric.” 301 As a strict 

compartmentalization of knowledge, the outcome of this move separated logic and 

rhetoric and the intellect from the imagination.302 An unintended consequence of the 

Ramist reform involved “the strengthening of the rhetoricians’ tendency to 

concentrate on stylistic matters, even to equate rhetoric with style.”303 In the Ramist 

scheme rhetoric became subservient to logic, confined to bedecking a logically-

proven argument with rhetorical tropes and figures both to aid its reception and move 

the affectations. The content of oration became a matter of reason and method 

whereas style became a matter of rhetorical decoration.304   

Current modes of biblical rhetorical criticism still bear witness to the effects of 

this split. Ramus’s dividing of rhetoric into the categories of dialectics and stylistics 

resulted in an aesthetecizing and a “preoccupation with biblical stylistics which has 

remained for centuries formalized, functionless, and contextless.”305 Ramus further 

had a profound impact upon homiletics, specifically in the realm of the Puritan 

aesthetic as well as preaching as plain thinking. Similar to the medieval thematic 

sermon, in the Ramist scheme the composition of a sermon became chiefly an act of 

logic, using logic rather than rhetoric as the primary means of persuasion.306 Ramism 

therefore serves as a correlation between medieval scholasticism and the Puritans as 

displayed by their preference for the plain style of preaching. Chapter 7 will 

demonstrate in greater detail that Ramism spread from the preaching manuals of such 
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Puritan scholars as William Ames to the British Colonies in America at Harvard, and 

would later influence the preaching of Jonathan Edwards.307   

The second development concerns the treatment rhetoric received during the 

Enlightenment period. By the late sixteenth century the emergence of the scientific 

spirit of inquiry, with its scepticism and distrust of established authority, helped to 

weaken the hold of rhetoric even more.308 Scholars still engaged in the study of 

rhetoric but reduced its usage to lists of tropes and figures of speech: the pupil 

memorized these lists and then utilized them in the correct situation. Due to this 

treatment rhetoric came to be regarded as flowery speech having little or no 

significance in reality other than to manipulate others for potentially suspect ends.309  

The seventeenth century witnessed the growing preoccupation with rhetorical 

rules as well as a concern for the development of a simple, utilitarian style based on 

incipient scientific interests. The Enlightenment project sought to construct a new 

scientific and precise language favouring clarity and literalness in order to bypass the 

flowery speech of rhetoric. Scholars attempted to maintain the distinction between 

literal (scientific and precise) and figurative (rhetorical) language.310 Due to the 

privileging of univocal scientific discourse the close relationship of religion to 

rhetoric worked to the detriment of both. Examples include the Western 

preoccupation with theology at the expense of religion311 and in rhetorical criticism an 

aesthetecizing preoccupation with stylistics.312 In homiletics, the Puritan plain style of 

preaching required the arts of rhetoric to interpret Scripture but for the preacher to 

conceal those arts in the delivery of the sermon. In this mode preaching should plainly 

clarify doctrine whilst at the same time avoiding rhetorical ostentation.313     

The final issue concerns the resurgence of modern rhetoric in the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries. By the end of the eighteenth century and into the nineteenth, 
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rhetoric had become narrowly defined as “an art, a body of rules.”314 Rhetorical 

tradition indeed played a part in this conception, but only a truncated and minor part 

at best.315 However, in the nineteenth century scholars began to find the 

Enlightenment conception of rhetoric increasingly lacking, and their critiques of 

Enlightenment rhetoric led to a resurgence of classical rhetoric in the twentieth 

century. 

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), for example, critiqued the commonplace 

Enlightenment distinction between natural and rhetorical expression in language as 

being fallacious by overturning the distinction Enlightenment rhetoricians made 

between literal and figurative language.316 Nietzsche maintained the basic 

philosophical conviction that “philosophy and science, even the abstract symbolism of 

mathematics and logic—are fundamentally, inescapably metaphorical.”317 When 

dealing with language, he noted, humans can only use metaphors to refer to things in 

the world “which do not at all correspond at all to the original entities.”318 Only 

metaphors are appropriate to express the relationship between things and people. 

Nietzsche argued that humanity believed that rationalistic and scientific language 

brought about true and infallible knowledge of the world, but this view of language 

depended upon “presuppositions with which nothing in the real world 

corresponds.”319 Truth, for Nietzsche, consisted rather of a “mobile army of 

metaphors, metonyms, and anthropomorphisms” that refer to human relations that 

have been embellished poetically and rhetorically.320  

Nietzsche contested the then-commonplace conception that rhetoric represents 

a mere resource upon which the skilled orator draws. His major “insight is that the 

figures of speech classified in traditional rhetorical manuals do not represent a special 

case of linguistic variation and ornamentation; rather, these constitute all 

language.”321 Nietzsche recovered a Sophistic view of rhetoric, arguing that “language 

itself is the result of purely rhetorical arts”322 as compared to the Socratic 
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philosophers who, similar to Enlightenment scholars sought objective “truth” rather 

than rhetorical victory.323   

In the twentieth century Jacques Derrida (1930-2004), with his programme of 

deconstruction, contributed two further elements to the new understanding of rhetoric. 

First, Derrida build upon Nietzsche’s conception of the inescapable rhetorical nature 

of philosophical language. Derrida pointed out the paradox that “natural and universal 

writing, intelligible and nontemporal writing, is thus named by metaphor… It is not, 

therefore, a matter of inverting the literal meaning and the figurative meaning but of 

determining the ‘literal’ meaning of writing as metaphoricity itself.”324 Second, 

Derrida explored “how the opposition to rhetoric in the writings of Plato established 

that entrenched attachment in Western thinking to binary opposition.”325 Derrida’s 

deconstructive notion of “différance” invites the reader to question such binary 

opposition and “to undo the need for balanced equations, to see if each term is not 

after all an accomplice of the other.”326    

A further influence on the revival of classical rhetoric within the first half of 

the twentieth century involved American colleges such as Iowa, Wisconsin and 

Cornell beginning graduate programs in speech. Of the three Cornell’s Speech 

Department fostered the resuscitation of classical rhetoric by drawing strongly upon 

classical roots.327 Moreover, authors such as I.A. Richards and Kenneth Burke helped 

to develop the “new rhetoric,” which “is said to have profited by what it appropriated 

from the modern refinements in psychology, semantics, motivation research, and 

other behavioral sciences.”328 By 1936, Richards began to reconstruct classical 

rhetoric, taking into view much of Croce’s earlier criticism that rhetorical form had 

been separated from content. Rather than critiquing rhetoric as Croce had, Richards 

attempted to build a new rhetoric to replace the old.329  Unlike the earlier work of 

Locke, who tried to expunge rhetoric of its perceived abuses and unnecessary 

elements, the task of the new rhetorician attends closely to the meaning and behaviour 
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of words in their contexts. Such a task involves attending to the ambiguous nature of 

language and the transaction between author and reader. 330  

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca have also contributed significantly to the 

development of the “new rhetoric.”331 The authors point out their devotion to the 

study of argumentation and its connection with the ancient tradition of Greek rhetoric 

and dialectic. Such a move, they state, “constitutes a break with a concept of reason 

and reasoning due to Descartes which has set its mark on Western philosophy for the 

last three centuries.”332 They hold that by the twentieth century, despite three 

centuries of publications related to faith and preaching, logicians and modern 

philosophers had become almost completely disinterested in the topic of rhetoric. 

What makes their rhetoric “new” involves their return to Renaissance humanist 

concerns and beyond them to certain Greek and Roman rhetoricians “who studied the 

art of persuading and of convincing, the technique of deliberation and of 

discussion.”333 Building on Aristotle’s dialectics while neglecting other aspects of 

classical rhetoric, they attempt to go beyond classical conceptions of rhetoric by 

exploring the realm of argumentation in light of an audience.334 

 

Evaluation 

 The above discussion of the treatment, understanding and applications of 

rhetoric during the periods of the Enlightenment and modernism sets the stage for the 

third and final example of the tendency to separate theory and practice in the field of 

homiletics, as well as reactionary movements that seek to embrace emotive preaching 

forms. The modernist era witnessed the near-demise of rhetoric due to its conception 

as mere bombast, ostentation or empty speech. Attempting to maintain the distinction 

between literal and figurative language, scholars increasingly viewed rhetoric with 

suspicion and attempted to craft a scientific language pruned of all tropes and figures. 

Enlightenment scholars believed that language constituted a tool or resource for 

clarity in communication and instruction.335 The following section demonstrates that 

this approach to language would have an impact on homiletics during this period and 

into the twentieth century as proponents of the New Homiletic reacted against 
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traditional homiletical forms that utilized Enlightenment conceptions of rhetoric and 

language. 

 

Traditional Homiletics, the New Homiletic and Narrative Preaching 

The final example of the separation of theory and practice in homiletics 

involves the New Homiletic as a reaction to and critique of traditional homiletics. 

Modernist preachers “attempted to offer an understanding of Christian faith that was 

consistent with Enlightenment presuppositions concerning truth.”336 Influenced by 

higher criticism, Enlightenment rationalism and the subsequent view of rhetoric, the 

“propositional sermon” form of traditional homiletics utilized a conceptual, analytical, 

linear, and explanatory mode of preaching that explained ideas using deductive 

forms.337 In this understanding, meaning describes grasping a biblical proposition or 

idea and then re-presenting that meaning or interpretation to an audience consisting of 

passive receivers of meaning.338 This approach “represents hermeneutical and 

homiletical approaches in which the content of texts could be separated from the form 

and made the subject of some other form of communication.”339 Echoes of Ramist 

doctrine can be seen in traditional homiletics’ conception of the sermon as a bridge by 

which, through rhetorically applied exegesis, the preacher brings preachable truths 

from the ancient biblical world across to the current world of the listeners. In this 

“rhetorical-interpretative event” the preacher presents textually-derived propositions 

via logical argumentation and then utilizes emotional appeals to drive home 

applications at the conclusion of the sermon.340  

During the period involving the general breakdown of societal authority in 

Western society in the late 1960s and early 1970s, The New Homiletic arose in a 

milieu of dissatisfaction with authoritarian modes of church and authoritative 

preaching methods. Reacting against the authoritarianism of preachers and the 

passivity of congregational audiences, proponents of the New Homiletic instead 

advocated a sermon theory that elevated the role of the listener by involving him/her 
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in the inductive process of discovery, thus engaging both the minds and emotions of 

the hearers.341 

Although he was not the first to do so, Fred B. Craddock in his 1971 work As 

One Without Authority heavily criticized traditional propositional preaching theory.342 

As the title of Craddock’s work indicates, Western societal consensus declared that 

preaching was dead and moreover that the voice of the preacher carried no more 

authority. The traditional relationship between authoritative preacher and passive 

listener had broken down. In a post-Christian culture, with the collapse of the 

scaffolding of traditional supports, preachers could no longer assume the inherent 

institutional authority of their denomination or church, their status as clergy, or in the 

Scriptures.343 Preaching had been ruled an anachronism. A further complication to the 

preaching task concerned the seemingly insurmountable gap between the pulpit and 

pew. The rise of increasingly speculative biblical historical criticism in the 

seventeenth through nineteenth centuries had only served to widen the gap between 

the world of the ancient text and the current world, making the task of preachers 

increasingly difficult. Due to the hegemony of historical-critical methods, for 

example, many seminarians were taught that they must preach the meaning found in 

the reconstructed events from the ancient world behind the text rather than the 

meaning found within the text itself.344 

Craddock held that by the 1970s, in general preaching had failed because it 

had become an entrenched, traditional institution often marked by poor or lazy 

preaching and low expectations on the part of the audience. In place of traditional 

authoritative and authoritarian deductive homiletical theories Craddock advocated the 

New Homiletic, which sought to replace the deductive sermon with an inductive 

sermon style. Modernist-influenced deductive sermons, he argued, proceeded “from 

the general truth to the particular application or experience, while induction is the 

reverse.”345 This homiletical form involved the listener in the same inductive process 

the preacher underwent in the exegesis portion of the sermon preparation. For 

                                                 
341 Craddock argued of inductive preaching that “The sole purpose is to engage the hearer in the pursuit 
of an issue or an idea so that he will think his own thoughts and experience his own feelings in the 
presence of Christ and in the light of the gospel” (As One Without Authority, 15). 
342 Craddock scored a direct hit with his publication and currently it “stands as one of the most 
important and influential books on preaching written in the last century” (Long, The Witness of 
Preaching, 102). 
343 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 14. 
344 Farris, “Limping Away,” 361. 
345 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 45. 
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Craddock, theory became combined with practice in the very act of preaching itself by 

elevating the role of listener from passive recipient to active participant in the 

meaning-making process of interpretation. 

Since its inception, however, Craddock’s inductive preaching theory became 

subsumed under the heading of “narrative preaching” as homiletical practice 

followed. Long argues that in the 1970s and 1980s, “Craddock was not the main voice 

in the period calling for narrative preaching, and, in fact, his own theoretical approach 

to preaching, which he called ‘inductive preaching,’ is not narrative at all.”346 Whilst 

Craddock’s inductive method can certainly use stories it does not demand them; 

however, Craddock’s practice more than his theory placed him at the forefront of the 

renaissance of narrative preaching.347 Seemingly Craddock, as a narrative preacher, 

failed to explore fully the connections between his inductive theory and his narrative 

preaching practice. As time went on, practitioners of narrative sermons continued to 

separate practice from original theory using childish stories, relating playground 

anecdotes to illustrate the gospel, focusing on stories about certain kinds of people 

while excluding others or creating shifty trapdoor sermon plots in the attempt to keep 

their listeners amused.348 Preachers in this mode have been charged with crafting 

sermons that degenerate into mere entertainment or the attempt to manipulate hearers 

through appeals to emotions. Such preaching forms produce listeners who may be 

entertained but spiritually ignorant due to lack of appreciable content.349  

 

Evaluation and Conclusion  

 The contextual interpretation of the above trends has demonstrated that 

preaching forms change, adapt and are influenced by changes within rhetorical theory 

and biblical studies. In the process of this evolution they often exhibit the tendency to 

separate practice from original theories, producing preaching forms that can become 

overly logical, rational and formal. Consequently reactionary preaching forms arise 

that attempt to redress this imbalance in rhetorical theory by seeking to engage the 

totality of the listeners’ logic and emotions in practice. Based upon this contextual 

analysis one can project that as a genre, homiletics will continue to evolve as it has 

throughout its long history. In order to develop a pragmatic plan for future biblical 
                                                 
346 Long, “What Happened to Narrative Preaching?” 10. 
347 Ibid., 10 (italics his). 
348 Ibid., 13. 
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exegesis and homiletics, this chapter will next turn its attention to the task of 

constructing a contextually-based rhetorical-critical methodology. The section below 

will discuss the subject of biblical rhetorical criticism, engaging first in a contextual 

interpretation of its development in the twentieth century and second constructing a 

theoretical methodological approach. 

Whilst certainly not exhaustive this contextual analysis of rhetoric, biblical 

studies and homiletics has demonstrated the profound influences of rhetorical theory 

within the disciplines of biblical studies and homiletics. This thesis attempts to 

integrate rhetorical theory and practice by advancing an exegetical method that goes 

beyond utilizing rhetorical criticism purely to interpret the biblical text without 

application, or merely listing its stylistic elements. Rather, the chapter will suggest 

that rhetorical criticism, when integrated with modern rhetorical theory and 

narratological elements, can serve as an exegetical basis for a values-based approach 

to homiletics. Such an approach connects to the values-based homiletical approach 

within Chapter 4 by advancing the notion that the rhetoric of preaching ideally should 

replicate the variety of rhetorical forms found within Scripture, thereby resulting in a 

multi-vocal and non-hierarchical homiletic appropriate to postmodernity.  

 

Contextual Interpretation: Rhetorical-Critical Theory350 

 
Developments within Contemporary Rhetorical Criticism 

In order to develop its pragmatic plan of action for the integration of biblical 

studies and homiletics, this thesis constructs its approach by utilizing elements of 

current approaches to biblical rhetorical criticism. A contextual interpretation of 

contemporary rhetorical-critical theory reveals that it has undergone two important 

shifts since the late 1960s.351 First, primarily diachronic exegetical approaches tended 

to raise more questions about the text and brought about debates over historical issues 

                                                 
350 This overview is not intended to be an in-depth study of the history of twentieth-century rhetorical-
critical theory. For more information on the development of biblical rhetorical criticism and the impact 
of critics such as Wilder, Muilenburg and Kennedy see: Trible, Rhetorical Criticism, 20-21; Kern, 
Rhetoric and Galatians, 46-47; Medhurst, “Rhetorical Dimensions,” 214; Wuellner, “Where is 
Rhetorical Criticism Taking Us?” 451; Kessler, “A Methodological Setting,” 4; McDonald, “Rhetorical 
Criticism,” 599; and House, “Introduction to ‘Form Criticism and Beyond,’” 48.    
351 Critics trace the impact of Muilenburg’s 1968 SBL Presidential address, “Form Criticism and 
Beyond,” as the seminal event establishing current approaches to biblical rhetorical criticism. Although 
intended as a supplement to form criticism, Muilenburg’s method gave rise to biblical rhetorical 
criticism as a “full-fledged discipline evoking a rich heritage and enjoying a vital presence” (Trible. 
Rhetorical Criticism, 5). 
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such as redactional layers and the dating and authorship of multiple source materials. 

Ultimately these methods undermined the overall unity of a text by seeking tensions 

and inconsistencies, separating books into layers of prose and poetry and attempting 

to place original source materials within their various historical contexts. Current 

approaches to rhetorical criticism have shifted the attention of the interpreter away 

from diachronic historical and precompositional matters to synchronic readings of the 

final form of the text. The critic need not choose one approach over the other, 

however; Chapter 5 will demonstrate that one can construct a complementary 

approach to these two seemingly diametrically-opposed disciplines.  

Present literary and synchronic approaches to the biblical text enable the critic 

to note the “integrity of the whole, the way its component parts interrelate, its effects 

upon the reader, or the way it achieves its effects.”352 The discovery of the variety of 

artistic and rhetorical elements used in the major Old Testament (OT) passages allows 

the rhetorical critic to accent the wholeness and unity of many chapters and books.353 

This paradigm shift in rhetorical criticism places the OT in an entirely new light by 

giving each text individual value and showcasing the biblical writers’ distinct powers 

of artistic expression. Rather than seeking interpretation in the historical contexts 

behind the text, critics now focus attention upon the interpretation of the text itself in 

the final form of as received.354 Biblical passages no longer simply serve as avenues 

by which to reconstruct ancient Israelite history.355 Due to this shift preachers no 

longer have to struggle in the attempt to preach the meaning drawn from the world 

behind the text.356 

Biblical rhetorical criticism in its contemporary form can therefore be 

categorized as a form of literary criticism in which the critic builds upon the 

knowledge of literary conventions practised in ancient Israel and its environment. 

This allows the critic to view literary units as well-composed pieces by the standards 

of literary composition of ancient Israel, rather than judging them by modern literary 

                                                 
352 Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, 3. 
353 Boadt, Reading the Old Testament, 87. 
354 Floss speaks of the issue of the more recent polarity between the two (historical and literary 
methods). Literary approaches speak of the need to study only the ‘final form’ of the text: “But the 
inappropriateness of such an opposition is indicated by the emphasis on the term ‘final form’. This 
indicates, by definition, that a text has experienced successive forms of literary genesis” (“Form, 
Source, and Redaction Criticism,” 593).   
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standards.357 Such a study seeks to discover and to analyze the peculiar literary 

artistry found within a specific literary unit of OT text. This artistic analysis 

underscores the harmony and value of the final written passage within the critic’s 

current context, brings about a deeper appreciation of the text and potentially enriches 

one’s scriptural readings.358 Critics further can discuss both the message of the text 

itself as well as its impact upon its various audiences.359 As Chapters 5 and 7 will 

demonstrate, clarification of rhetor and the audience, together with an analysis of the 

rhetorical situation, becomes a helpful resource for sermons attempting to replicate 

homiletically the rhetorical dynamics of biblical texts.    

Second, current rhetorical-critical approaches have rediscovered elements 

from the conceptual framework of classical rhetoric but have adapted them to fit the 

contemporary context. As this context is far more diverse and complex than classical 

rhetoricians ever realized, this observation “necessitates the utilization of the insights 

of modern rhetoric.”360 Critics such as Wuellner call for a new rhetoric that “goes 

back to the classical definition of rhetoric as the art of persuasion”361 in order to avoid 

the charge of reducing rhetoric to stylistics. Modern scholars using classical rhetoric 

have found “rhetorical criticism as a method to be quite heuristic.”362  

For example, Kennedy’s approach to rhetorical criticism, builds “on the 

legacies of Hellenistic-Roman textbooks on rhetoric adapted to modern use.”363 

Medhurst further notes that modern rhetorical critics building upon the insights of 

classical rhetoric have discovered the renewed understanding that “effective speech or 

writing is contingent upon audience and situation, that different parts of the discourse 

are adapted to achieve specific artistic purposes.”364 Critics have also pointed out that 

“the purposive use of language is reflected in all choices made by the 

communicator.”365 Based upon this new understanding of rhetoric, contemporary 

                                                 
357 Hauser, “Rhetorical Criticism,” 7. 
358 Boadt, Reading the Old Testament, 87. 
359 Ibid., 4. Chapter 5 will discuss in greater detail the issue of audiences and contexts the critic can 
attempt to reconstruct. 
360 Olbricht, “The Flowering of Rhetorical Criticism,” 101. 
361 Lessing, “Preaching Like the Prophets,” 398. 
362 Medhurst, “Rhetorical Dimensions,” 224. 
363 Wuellner, “Where is Rhetorical Criticism Taking Us?” 455. Kennedy discusses and applies his 
method in New Testament Interpretation.  
364 Medhurst, “Rhetorical Dimensions,” 225. 
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biblical critics “are discovering a tool with great interpretive and explanatory 

power.”366  

Contemporary approaches to rhetorical criticism can be located at a crossroads 

whereby its choices include either embracing a form of literary criticism or a form of 

practical criticism. On the one hand, defining rhetorical criticism as a form of literary 

criticism potentially leads to a restrained rhetoric that reduces rhetoric to stylistics and 

stylistics to tropes and figures. On the other hand, practical criticism re-values or 

reinvents rhetoric “in which texts are read and reread, interpreted and 

reinterpreted.”367 This approach studies rhetorical devices of disposition and style and 

their impact on readers by examining the social relationship between writer and 

reader. The critic’s concern with classical rhetorical categories stands in the gap 

between the two approaches. Critics attempting to study the persuasive elements of a 

text tend to focus less on literary devices and structure and more upon the purpose for 

which those literary devices are used.368 This shift heralds a return to Aristotle’s 

definition of rhetoric as “discovering the available means for persuasion,” which 

holds the advantage of integrating the formal and the functional aspects of rhetorical 

criticism.369  

However, critics attempting to utilize classical rhetoric for biblical studies face 

the possibility of “a too rigid application of rhetorical categories to the biblical 

texts.”370 Using “only classical tenets of rhetoric as units of analysis in criticism” 

brings about the danger of ignoring “a large body of new scholarship in and thinking 

about rhetorical principles.”371 Classical rhetorical handbooks “were written at a time 

and in the context of cultures that were different in values, orientation, and knowledge 

from ours.”372 One must not assume that the ideal rhetorical principles espoused then 

function the same today. In order to avoid anachronistic criticism, Watson 

recommends an inductive approach that seeks to uncover the existing rhetorical 

strategies and techniques used in the compositions of Scripture, whether consciously 

or unconsciously applied to the text.373 The critic should avoid simply utilizing 
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wholesale categories and observations of classical rhetoric and forcing prophetic texts 

to conform to them. Moreover the critic must note when those texts differ from 

classical rhetorical categories, perhaps in significant ways.374  

For example, the application of the approach to Ezekiel will not only draw 

upon rhetorical-critical theory but will integrate this approach with elements from 

narrative theory in order to understand, analyze and evaluate the text as a narrative.375 

Narrative criticism seeks to understand the ways in which narrative texts serve to 

frame experience and thus how they advocate a particular view of the world. In order 

to convince the readers of the plausibility of their viewpoints, biblical narrators make 

use of the persuasive arts of rhetoric, or the art of convincing with words. On this 

basis a sound narratology is largely a form of rhetorical analysis;376 therefore, by 

analyzing narrative texts in this fashion the critic can understand not only the 

argument being made but also the potential in its gaining adherence for the point of 

view it represents.377    

With the addition of elements of modern rhetorical theory such as narrative 

criticism, the new rhetoric contains the capacity to address issues not fully addressed 

within traditional rhetoric. Further, it anticipates postmodern theoretical concerns, 

such as the effort to integrate truth and persuasion.378 Modern rhetorical theory moves 

beyond solely appealing to rationality and cognition and instead embraces emotive 

and imaginative elements. In terms of the relationship between the reader and the text, 

contemporary approaches confront “the long-established perception of authors as 

active and readers as passive or receptive by showing the rationale for readers as 

active, creative, productive.”379 Moreover, by moving from diachronic to synchronic 

readings, modern rhetorical theory challenges the notion that critics should read texts 

for the sake of knowledge alone to an appreciation of “the practical, the political, the 

powerful, the playful, and the delightful aspects of religious texts.”380  
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Rhetorical-Critical Methodology 

Many contemporary approaches to rhetorical criticism follow essentially a 

five-step process. Typically the first task is to determine the boundaries of the literary 

unit to be studied, while the second task involves the analysis of the rhetorical 

situation or problem. The third tasks incorporates a consideration of the rhetorical 

arrangement of the unit, whilst fourth is an analysis of the various devices of style. 

Finally, most approaches conclude by discussing the rhetorical effectiveness of the 

unit in meeting the rhetorical situation.381  

The approach taken in this thesis will follow the general rubric of approaches 

that seek to uncover the persuasive force of the discourse rather than focusing solely 

upon its structure or formal literary features.382 The methodology will conform to the 

first two steps regarding the definition of the literary or rhetorical unit and the analysis 

of the rhetorical situation. The approach differs at the third step by incorporating 

narratological elements from the approach of Fox, who recommends a consideration 

of the stance or point of view of the rhetor and the resulting rhetorical function of that 

stance.383  

In order to aid in this step, the approach utilizes a variety of narratological 

tools to elucidate the stance and point of view of three elements: one, Yahweh the 

rhetor; second, Ezekiel the character-narrator who delivers the oracle from Yahweh; 

and third, the exilic audience. These three points of view will be explored further in 

the sample sermon in Chapter 7. The fourth step seeks to extend Block’s awareness of 

the rhetorical function of prophecy by analyzing the rhetorical strategies of the unit. 

Here the structural and stylistic elements of the unit are viewed not as aesthetic ends 

in themselves, but rather as rhetorical strategies within their persuasive context.384 

Finally the approach concludes in the fifth step by evaluating the rhetorical 

effectiveness of the unit in meeting its rhetorical goals. Whereas most rhetorical-

critical models stop at this point, this approach attempts to go beyond that stage by 

                                                 
381 Adapted from Kennedy’s approach to rhetorical criticism as outlined in NT Interpretation, 33-38. 
For a discussion of an alternate approach see Muilenburg, “Form Criticism and Beyond.” 
382 Wuellner points out “the theorists in the Muilenburg School failed to realize how much the 
prevailing theories of rhetoric were victims of that ‘rhetoric restrained,’ i.e. victims of the fateful 
reduction of rhetorics to stylistics, and of stylistics in turn to the rhetorical tropes or figures” (“Where is 
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viewing the rhetorical effectiveness of the unit within the context of the book as a 

whole.  

 
Conclusion 

 Based upon its contextual analysis, this chapter has demonstrated that as a 

genre preaching historically evolves due to shifts within the fields of rhetoric and 

biblical studies. The close connection between rhetoric and homiletics opens up the 

possibility for preachers profitably to utilize the knowledge gleaned from an inductive 

study of the unique rhetorical features of the OT. Such a reading enables the critic “to 

understand how the literary conventions used in ancient Israel were given particular 

shape and content in order to convey a specific, unique message.”385 This approach 

involves a twofold goal. The first element is to analyze the literary features of the text 

from within the perspective of the discernible literary style of the Israelite authors, 

and the second is to articulate the impact of the literary unit on its audience.386 This 

inductive approach neither identifies the prophetic texts with strict Aristotelian 

rhetorical species nor analyzes “the text’s rhetorical techniques and strategies 

according to the traditionally prescribed list.”387  

The chapter has furthermore demonstrated that elements of modern rhetorical 

theory can be profitably utilized in order to develop the potential of the method. The 

approach to rhetorical criticism thus includes “not only the identification and 

description of classical rhetorical figures (tropes and schemes), but also the widened 

perspectives of the new rhetoric.”388 However, even within this widened spectrum the 

method faces the danger of becoming hegemonic or normative, in which case it will 

have failed.389 For example, the situation in the first half of this century whereby 

historical-critical methods dominated the scene and tolerated no challenges must not 

be allowed to occur again.390 Whilst rhetorical criticism can be supplemented with 

findings from classical and modern rhetorical theories the resulting approach should 

be adaptable and flexible, keeping the way open for continued findings, new research 

and interdisciplinary approaches.  
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Having constructed the conceptual basis for its rhetorical-critical approach, the 

following chapter will entail a contextual interpretation of the New Homiletic that will 

lead to the production of a values-based homiletic. Chapter 5 will demonstrate the 

application of the rhetorical-critical-narratological approach outlined in this chapter 

by assessing first the entire discourse of Ezekiel, and then focusing upon a close 

reading of the literary unit of Ezekiel 15. Chapter 7 will integrate the elements of 

biblical studies and preaching in the production of a sample sermon drawn from the 

text of Ezekiel 15 and further will showcase a brief application of his method as 

applied to a genre of biblical discourse.  



CHAPTER 4 

A CONTEXTUAL INTERPRETATION OF THE NEW HOMILETIC 
 

Introduction 

The aim of this chapter will be to engage with a contextual interpretation of 

the New Homiletic that will lead to the construction of a values-based homiletical 

approach. Following the contextual interpretation in the previous chapter that 

analyzed past and present trends within rhetoric, biblical studies and homiletics, this 

chapter continues within that trajectory by focusing more closely upon the normative 

practice of preaching within the Christian tradition. In order to develop a pragmatic 

plan for future homiletics, in particular this chapter critically evaluates the 

contributions of certain recovered values drawn from Fred B. Craddock’s conception 

of the New Homiletic. Based upon that evaluation, the chapter seeks to construct a 

values-based homiletical approach that anticipates current and future homiletical 

changes.  

Preaching is currently in the midst of a remarkable renewal in its Western 

traditions. For example, preaching handbooks abound and are marked by their sheer 

volume, diversity and quality. Theological schools continue to add homiletics courses 

and faculty, whilst voices from local congregations demand competent, relevant 

preaching. Finally, due to the ongoing online conversation, the global community 

continues to shape the influence and methods of preaching as never before.392 As 

Chapter 2 notes, however, since Western cultural norms continue to shift toward an 

increasingly postmodern culture, the need arises for revitalization and cultural 

relevance for the church and its preaching ministry.  

In light of these observations this chapter will demonstrate that certain 

recovered values drawn from the New Homiletic, now more than two generations 

beyond its inception, can function as an adequate and faithful response to preaching in 

a postmodern and post-Christendom society. Such a reimaged approach to homiletics 

becomes the application of a pragmatic plan of action serving a new generation 

characterized by a postmodern scepticism concerning the possibility of hope in 

God.393  
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The contextual analysis in the previous chapter demonstrated that due to the 

nature of its symbiotic relationship with society, rhetoric expands or contracts to meet 

the demands placed upon it by social groups.394 Due to its historically close 

association with rhetoric, preaching forms and methods likewise change and adapt 

due to the impact of various cultural and intellectual movements.395 Particularly in 

light of the compartmentalization of disciplines and privileging of univocal scientific 

discourse since the Enlightenment,396 this chapter attempts to re-integrate exegetical 

and homiletical theory and practice, form with content, and interpretation and 

application. Although recognizing that exegesis and preaching are not wholly 

identical, proclamation is a natural and proper fulfilment of biblical exegesis.397 

Therefore as preaching consists in large measure of the exposition of normative texts, 

then homiletics involves not only the skills of rhetoric and oral communication in 

delivery but also those of exegesis and hermeneutics.398  

Hermeneutics plays a decisive role in determining the homiletical shape of a 

sermon.399 Craddock affirms this close relationship between exegesis and homiletics 

as necessary and appropriate when he states: “Preaching is not an appendix, an 

unscientific postscript, or an application totally independent of exegesis itself.”400 

While exegesis and proclamation permit only relative separation from each other, the 

degree of that distinction must be preserved for the health of both. This thesis argues 

that sermons ideally should not involve a strict exposition of texts distilled into 

propositional form regardless of genre, but rather involves the proclamation of that 

which the text proclaimed.401 The task of discovering the rhetorical function of a text 

is intimately related to sermon preparation, especially if the sermon intends to do and 

say what the text does and says.402 While not discounting entirely authorial intent,403 
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the exegetical aim of this thesis seeks to avoid “the intentional fallacy”404 by focusing 

upon the dynamics of the interaction of writer and reader through the medium of the 

text.405 Viewed as an act of rhetorical communication, the preaching event contains 

similar dynamics: the “communication triangle” consists of a speaker, a message, and 

an audience.406 Each must receive balanced focus for the message to succeed in 

achieving its (ideal) rhetorical aim. The ethos and exegetical/homiletical facility of the 

speaker are important,407 as well as the matter and manner of the sermon and the 

audience, who are increasingly viewed as active participants in the communication 

process.408     

In order to give the preacher increasing facility in both exegesis and 

proclamation, this thesis follows in the tradition of proponents of the New Homiletic, 

who “insist that the what and the how of biblical texts cannot be separated.” 409 

Rhetorical criticism serves as an access point into the alternative world of the text and 

enables the preacher to communicate elements of the what and the how of a biblical 

text to an audience.410 Such an approach helps to “ensure a fundamental integrity to 

preaching by deriving both the message and design of the sermon from the same 

biblical source.”411    

                                                                                                                                            
403 Here I follow Longman, who refers to ‘the author’ as the final shaper of a canonical book. He states 
that “The intention of the author is hypothetically reconstructed through interaction with the text” 
(Literary Approaches, 66) and not a biographical study of the real author. 
404 Wimsatt and Beardsley argue “the design or intention of the author is neither available nor desirable 
as a standard for judging the success of a work of literary art” (“The Intentional Fallacy,” 3). Longman 
holds that their argument had validity: “Traditional critics spent so much time discussing the life and 
habits of authors that they lost sight of the text before them.” The service done by the New Critics was 
to direct “attention to the text itself in the interpretive process” (Literary Approaches, 20, 49). 
405 Longman, Literary Approaches, 61. 
406 Corbett, Classical Rhetoric, 5. This concept, however, goes back at least as far as Aristotle, who in 
his Rhetoric identified three parts of a speech: a speaker, the subject of the speech, and the hearer to 
whom the speech is addressed (Rhetoric, Book 1, Part III). 
407 Both Aristotle and Quintilian believed ethos to be of primary importance. Aristotle argued: 
“Persuasion is achieved by the speaker's personal character when the speech is so spoken as to make us 
think him credible… character may almost be called the most effective means of persuasion he 
possesses” (Rhetoric, Book 1, Part I). Quintilian stated he did “not merely assert that the ideal orator 
should be a good man,” but rather “that no man can be an orator unless he is a good man” (Quintilian, 
The Institutio Oratoria of Quintilian Volume 4, Book XII, Chapter 1, 3). 
408 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 100. 
409 Thompson, Preaching Like Paul, 4, italics his. 
410 Brueggemann, Cadences of Home, 61-62. Wilder indicates that to separate out the what from the 
how in reality “is a false distinction. The two really cannot be separated, but they can be looked at 
separately” (Early Christian Rhetoric, 10). The larger and more important issue is to understand how 
the what and the how of biblical texts function together to achieve various rhetorical functions, and 
how to replicate them homiletically. 
411 Eslinger, Web of Preaching, 31-32. 
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In order to achieve the goal of integrating biblical studies and homiletics, this 

chapter will attempt to recover certain reconstructed values found in aspects of 

Craddock’s New Homiletic. An understanding of these homiletical values creates a 

space whereby larger—and perhaps more important—contextual issues can be raised 

such as preaching theory, 412 the purpose(s) of preaching,413 the role(s) of the 

congregation, church culture and the philosophy of congregational leadership. Rather 

than adhering to a particular homiletical shape or construct a methods-based 

approach, the thesis seeks instead to construct a values-based theology of preaching. 

Such an approach gives the preacher the facility to explore a variety of creative 

homiletical forms that nonetheless are consonant with the performative aspects of the 

text when utilizing rhetorical criticism. 

In order to construct its contextual interpretation the chapter will utilize the 

hermeneutical cycle by first engaging in a brief systematic information-gathering and 

overview of homiletical shifts that contributed to the rise and early success of the New 

Homiletic. The focus will then narrow to observe other derivative homiletical models 

that arose from the New Homiletic, and will next analyze its current status. Following 

this contextual overview the chapter will analyze and critique the strengths and 

weaknesses of the normative practices of Craddock’s New Homiletic. The chapter 

will discuss how certain recovered values of the New Homiletic can impact the 

understanding of not only homiletical form but the potentially larger issue of the 

purpose of preaching. The chapter will also demonstrate how other homileticians have 

adapted elements of the New Homiletic for contemporary preaching forms. Finally, 

the chapter will conclude by developing a pragmatic plan for future homiletics, 

involving the construction of a values-based theology of preaching that is multi-vocal, 

non-hierarchical and appropriate to postmodernity. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
412 Rose, Sharing the Word, 1. She notes that even after eight years of parish ministry and seven years 
of teaching homiletics, she discovered she “could not articulate a coherent theory of preaching” (1).   
413 A good example of the multiplicity of purposes for preaching can be seen in Jana Childers’ work 
The Purposes of Preaching. One contributor states “we must think in the plural” as to the purposes of 
preaching (Mary Donovan Turner, “Disrupting a Ruptured World,” 139, 140).  



 4. CONTEXUAL INTERPRETATION: THE NEW HOMILETIC  74

Trends Shaping the New Homiletic 

 

 At this juncture little need exists to reconstruct an exhaustive history of the 

New Homiletic as this has been done extensively elsewhere. 414 What is important to 

note for the purposes of this thesis is that the New Homiletic, as has been well-

documented, was the result of a series of cultural and intellectual movements that 

served to bridge the chasm between the old era in homiletics and the New. These 

factors include cultural and societal movements, the role of the media, advances in 

biblical studies and contemporary hermeneutics, and the rapidly shifting nature of 

public language.415 This observation is consonant with the observations drawn in the 

previous chapter: the genre of the sermon, like many genres, constantly changes and 

evolves as its best practitioners modify it.416  

Scholars point to the work of homiletician H. Grady Davis as beginning the 

shift from old to new homiletics. More than a decade before Craddock’s work, H. 

Grady Davis in his 1958 publication Design for Preaching criticized the old deductive 

homiletic and called instead for an organic union of form and content in preaching.417 

His dissatisfaction with the traditional three-point sermon led to his focus upon the 

shape and movement of the sermon in connection with its content.418 Davis argued 

that “the right form derives from the substance of the message itself, is inseparable 

from the content, becomes one with the content, and gives a feeling of finality to the 

sermon.”419 The shift continued a decade later as homiletician David James Randolph 

coined the term “the new homiletic” in his 1969 work The Renewal of Preaching. 

Utilizing elements drawn from the new hermeneutics of Fuchs and Ebeling, 

Randolph’s major contribution was to characterize preaching as an event whereby the 

preacher interprets the biblical text in order that its meaning would come to 

expression within the concrete situation of the listener.420 He further emphasized 

                                                 
414 On this history see: Howell, “Hermeneutical Bridges and Homiletical Methods,” Chapters 1-2; 
Spears, “The Theological Hermeneutics,” Chapters 2-3; Shawn D. Radford, “The Impact of Fred B. 
Craddock’s Understanding”; Lovejoy, “A Critical Evaluation”; Rose, Sharing the Word, Chapter 3; 
Eslinger, Web of Preaching, Chapter 1; and Gibson, “Defining the New Homiletic.”   
415 Eslinger, Web of Preaching, 17, 19. 
416 Edwards, Sermons of Jonathan Edwards, xi. 
417 Radford, “The Impact,” 62. 
418 Rudy-Froese, “The Preached Sermon,” 6. 
419 Davis, Design for Preaching, 9. 
420 Gibson, “Defining the New Homiletic,” 21; Randolph, The Renewal of Preaching, 19. 
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wrestling with the intentionality of the text and the construction of sermons whose 

form is consistent with content.421  

Three years later Fred B. Craddock continued this trend by writing his 

groundbreaking work As One Without Authority. His 1971 book was timely, 

resonating “widely and deeply among homileticians because it brought together 

concerns that were already widely shared.”422 Craddock drew upon Davis’ conception 

that the sermon should be an organic union of form and content, as well as 

Randolph’s conception of the sermon as an event. In light of the “multi-faceted social 

revolution of the 1960s, preachers could no longer assume that they were recognized 

authority figures, and thus could no longer assume that preaching, which merely 

articulated dogma, or exacted moral demands, would be perceived by the average 

congregation as an authoritative word.”423 As Davis had noted years earlier, Craddock 

similarly recognized that the traditional deductive three-point sermon “was rapidly 

losing currency in the early 1970s and thus a new form was needed.”424 Craddock 

argued at that time that many of the blows struck against the pulpit were not 

necessarily due to its particular faults, but that it was attached to a traditional and 

entrenched institution. At that time all such traditionally authoritative institutions—

whether religious, educational, or political—were being called into question.425  

One such institution being called into question was that of traditional 

homiletics, which built upon an Enlightenment rationalistic hermeneutical paradigm 

that attempted to distil texts into propositions regardless of form or genre.426 The goal 

of this ideational redaction was to grasp the ideas that resided in or behind a 

passage—the cognitive content of the text or reconstructed historical event—and then 

to communicate that meaning to the listener through a series of propositions or 

assertions. 427 Challenging the hegemony of these traditional modes of hermeneutics 

and homiletics, Craddock argued that a cognitive-propositional modes of 

understanding leads to deductive homiletical methods, and that “when the mode of 

                                                 
421 Hull, Strategic Preaching, 10. 
422 Cosgrove and Edgerton, In Other Words, 7. 
423 Halvorsen, “The New Homiletic,” 91-92. 
424 Ibid., 92. 
425 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 5-6. 
426 Eslinger, Web of Preaching, 77. 
427 Cosgrove and Edgerton, In Other Words, 12. Allen points out that the “modern preacher attempted 
to offer an understanding of Christian faith that was consistent with Enlightenment presuppositions 
concerning truth” (Allen, “Preaching and Postmodernism,” 35). 
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understanding shifts, the homiletical method needs to shift as well.”428 Craddock’s 

proposed inductive sermon model shifted meaning-making from strictly the side of 

the interpreter or preacher, and held that the listeners could and should participate in 

the making of meaning, thereby allowing them to own meaning for themselves. This 

homiletical form would come to be known as the “new homiletic” which “is new in 

that it is a turning away from the old traditional preaching and the kerygmatic 

preaching of Karl Barth.”429 

In turning away from kerygmatic preaching and the “old homiletic,” with its 

propositional, deductive sermon models, Craddock developed the “inductive sermon” 

form which sought to recreate imaginatively for the congregation the movement of  

the preacher’s own thought whereby he430 came to that conclusion.431 The essence of 

Craddock’s New Homiletic lies in its listener-oriented sermon form whose productive 

unity is seen primarily in its “concern with affective stylistics, with the interpretive 

experience of listeners...In this context it implicates an integrative event in which 

preacher and congregation participate in a coming to understanding of text 

together.”432 Building upon the New Homiletics’ understanding of preaching where 

the sermon becomes a “speech-event which discloses its meaning through its 

relationship to its context, to the faith, and to the listener and community,”433 the goal 

of this preaching form is “to create an experience of ‘the Word of God’ in the listeners 

in order to effect a hearing of the Gospel.”434  

Craddock’s inductive homiletics gave birth to the New Homiletic by on the 

one hand challenging traditional homiletics with its authoritarian preachers, 

deductive-propositional sermons and passive audiences. On the other hand Craddock 

advocated an inductive sermon format that sought to elevate the roles of the listeners 

in the preaching event.435 Craddock’s conception of the inductive sermon was not 

entirely new; both H. Grady Davis and W.E. Sangster had proposed induction as a 

viable homiletical method years earlier.436 Craddock’s unique contribution attempted 

to build community by lowering the status of clerical prestige while at the same time 

                                                 
428 Ibid., 13. 
429 Gibson, “Defining the New Homiletic,” 19. 
430 Writing in the early 1970s, Craddock was not gender-inclusive when referring to preachers. 
431 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 48. 
432 Reid, Bullock and Fleer, “Preaching as the Creation of an Experience,” 2. 
433 Gibson, “Defining the New Homiletic,” 21. 
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435 Radford, “The New Homiletic,” 4. 
436 Radford, “The Impact,” 82. 
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elevating the role of the listeners to new prominence in the preaching event, allowing 

them to participate in the interpretative process of the making of meaning.437 

 

Contemporary Applications of the New Homiletic 

The common feature in the various forms of expression found within the New 

Homiletic involves the sermon as the creation of an event whereby the preacher and 

the listeners are co-creators of the sermonic experience.438 Gibson maintains that 

“Craddock’s emphasis on induction, plot, and movement in the sermon has inspired 

preachers in their conception and practice of sermon structure.”439 Forms of 

expression by homileticians influenced by the New Homiletic include some of the 

following homileticians: Eugene Lowry’s narrative preaching or “homiletical plot” 

form,440 David Buttrick’s phenomenological sermon form,441 and Lucy Atkinson 

Rose’s conversational preaching model.442 This approach seeks to eliminate entirely 

the concept of a gap between pulpit and pew and replace it with a “roundtable” 

dialogical preaching model in which all voices are heard before, possibly during, and 

after the preaching event.  

Reflecting on Craddock’s impact some thirty years later, Long believes that he 

scored a direct hit with As One Without Authority, which “still stands as one of the 

most important and influential books on preaching written in the last century.”443 This 

thesis will explore the notion that in terms of recovered values, the influence of the 

New Homiletic can currently be brought to bear on the preaching task within the 

Western tradition. Currently preachers are charged with the task of preaching to the 

children of those listeners that Craddock’s revitalized sermons attempted to address a 

generation ago.444 Thompson cautions that a “homiletic that solved the problems of 

preaching in the final days of a Christian culture is not likely to be the solution to the 

problems of preaching in a post-Christian culture.”445 Furthering this point, Quicke 

argues that within the increasingly postmodern and post-Christian context, preaching 

occurs in the midst of change:   

                                                 
437 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 26-27. 
438 Gibson, “Defining the New Homiletic,” 22-23. 
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440 See Lowry, The Homiletical Plot. 
441 See Buttrick, Homiletic: Moves and Structures. 
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Some preachers in well-established congregations that are biblically literate 
and expect traditional preaching can sit back and claim that the effects of 
culture shift are overstated and that the old ways are the best. Other preachers 
seem to plunge too quickly into novelty. Instead, preachers need to develop an 
anticipatory style of leadership in which they learn, listen, and dare to preach 
afresh. One aspect of such leadership is a preacher’s self-awareness of where 
he or she is in the range of preaching opportunities in the twenty-first 
century.446   
 
Perhaps the more important issue for preachers, as those in congregational 

leadership roles, is to formulate a preaching theory that is values-based in its approach 

rather than seeking to emulate a methodological formula. Congregational leaders 

should avoid seeking to imitate a particular homiletical model or form, denying the 

culture shift, or plunging into homiletical novelty for its own sake. The recovery of 

certain of Craddock’s homiletical values to form a theory of preaching can have 

potential applicability both within a traditional church setting or a postmodern, 

emergent church context. The connection between preaching and anticipatory styles 

of leadership becomes a crucial issue within the church in the exploration of new 

preaching opportunities. The chapter now evaluates Craddock’s preaching theory by 

first engaging in critiques by homileticians and second by evaluating the approach of 

this thesis. This critique will establish the conceptual basis for the construction of a 

values-based preaching theory of the New Homiletic later in this chapter. 

 

A Critical Evaluation of the New Homiletic 

The first of four critiques of Craddock’s New Homiletic by homileticians 

concerns his claim to divest preaching of points and propositions. While appearing to 

block them at the front door he effectively welcomed idea-centred preaching through 

the back door.447 Long states that “True enough, in Craddock’s scheme the preacher 

engages in an exciting inductive search through the text, but, when all is said and 

done, the goal of this adventure, the object of this quest, is an idea.”448 This can be 

demonstrated with reference to Preaching, where Craddock argues that in the 

exegetical portion of sermon preparation the interpreter should be able to state the 

message of the text as simply as possible in a single sentence.449 Whatever it is 
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termed—theme, statement, governing idea, single affirmative sentence450—this 

single-sentence message should ideally flow from one’s interpretation of the text. This 

governing idea, maintains Craddock, creates a unified sermon.451 In Craddock’s 

scheme, though the preacher may never actually directly state the proposition during 

the sermon, the audience inductively arrives ideally at the same (or a similar) 

conclusion. Thus Long observes that “upon closer examination, it turned out after all 

that ideas from the text do come across Craddock’s bridge between text and 

sermon.”452 

Based on these observations, homileticians pointed out that Craddock 

appeared to be bound to a rationalist hermeneutic whereby a biblical text could in fact 

be reduced to a single idea. Nonetheless, Craddock’s position was homiletically 

pivotal in the sense that “the homiletical world turned around him. He stood at the 

junction between a deductive, idea-centered approach to preaching and an inductive, 

process-fueled, aesthetic approach, and he had one foot planted in each.”453 Although 

Craddock’s argument was compelling and intriguing, homileticians found it confusing 

and therefore it “formed something of a standoff among homileticians themselves.”454 

The issues can still be seen currently. For instance, whilst on the one hand criticizing 

Craddock for holding to idea-based sermons, on the other hand Long’s “preacher as 

witness” model has a similar goal of bringing an idea across the “bridge” that moves 

from text to sermon. He states that a good function statement—what the sermon will 

say based upon what the text says—should be “expressed as content, as an idea.”455 

The issue of the function and movement of the sermon is clearly an important one for 

the discussion of preaching theory. Does the sermon function to convey an idea or 

proposition from the biblical text regardless of form, or can it seek to achieve 

different purposes, such as doing and saying what the text does and says?  

The goal of this approach is bring about homiletical replication of the 

rhetorical dynamics and tensions found within the text, accomplished using the tools 

of rhetorical criticism and narratology. These exegetical and homiletical tools can 

function equally well to produce propositional or narrative-styled sermons, depending 

upon the genre and rhetorical strategies of the text and those of the preacher. 
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Furthermore, by introducing a dialogical element into the sermon event that 

potentially includes preparation, delivery and after the sermon, the aim becomes less 

about seeking interpretive closure and more about seeking the elusive meaning that 

may be well in front of the interpretive community of a local congregation.456     

The second critique involves the notion that the New Homiletic, with its 

concern for the sermon as an event that creates an experience for the listener, has 

opened the door to a host of other problematic issues. Whilst the concern for the 

listener and the attention to the affective experience for the audience are two 

particular contributions of the New Homiletic,457 in the quest for creating an 

experience for the listener some preachers have tended to trivialize the message by 

turning sermons into mere entertainment or homiletical gimmickry. Further to this 

Radford argues that the shifting of emphasis from preacher to listener has also 

brought about a shift in authority from text to listener. The concern of the preacher is 

less upon conveying biblical content than that of creating an experience.458  

Due to this emphasis on experience over content, it is alleged that New 

Homiletic sermons do not bring about for the listeners a deeper understanding of the 

faith, and it is proposed that to accomplish this goal one should employ other 

sermonic forms. Radford argues moreover that the content of preaching has suffered 

with the application of New Homiletic principles; what listeners need, he believes, is 

not an individualistically-oriented, experiential sermon but rather the background 

literary and historical contexts of the text so they can make informed decisions based 

upon their own experiences of the text.459  

Radford’s critique of the New Homiletic, however, appears to reflect his 

desire for an evangelical, literal-grammatical-historical hermeneutic as the 

authoritative interpretive framework. This model makes the preacher the authoritative 

exegetical expert who alone has access to the historical “world of the author” or 

“original readers” that he or she conveys to the audience. One must also question the 

issue of the “audience’s own experiences of the text” as advocated by Radford.460 
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This model casts the preacher as the exegetical expert, but still gives the ultimate 

interpretive decision-making capability to the audience members’ own experiential 

particularities. Whilst not seeking to create “an individual experience” for listeners 

Radford’s model makes the arbitration of the interpretation of the message an 

individualistic process. The preaching model he advocates may still be preferred by 

those in more traditional churches, but whether or not a postmodern or emerging 

church audience would agree with his assessments remains to be seen.  

Craddock demonstrates awareness of this very issue, arguing that a gap exists 

between the world of the biblical text and the world of today. The factors of time, 

space, language, historical circumstances and worldview create a distance between the 

text on the one hand and the listeners on the other.461 The textual quality of historical 

particularity seems to withhold the text from availability or relevance for later readers. 

Craddock argues that the “negotiation of that distance is central to the preaching and 

teaching ministry of the church.”462 For Craddock, the transfer value of a biblical text 

lies in its particularity, and thus the text assumes universal value as the audience finds 

analogies and points of identification to their own concrete experiences in the 

specifics of the text’s recorded events and relationships.463 Craddock argues further 

that biblical criticism should not be viewed as the enemy of the pulpit, but rather 

should be viewed “in the scientific sense of careful and methodical investigation.”464 

This critique of Craddock demonstrates the earlier point that he appears to have one 

foot in the world of historical-critical exegesis whilst at the same time attempting to 

balance that with concern for the reception of the message by the audience. 

Nonetheless in Craddock’s model the preacher as an exegete serves as the expert who 

negotiates this gap on behalf of the hearers.  

Additionally, Craddock did not intend for sermons to degenerate into 

homiletical gimmickry, mere emotionalism or experience for its own sake. As noted 

earlier many of its detractors have argued that derivative New Homiletic sermon 

forms have deteriorated either into mere storytelling or efforts to manipulate the 

emotions of the audience. Long clarifies the situation by observing that just as 

classical rhetoric developed from observed theory, similarly in homiletics practice 
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typically precedes theory.465 As Chapter 3 pointed out, Craddock’s New Homiletic 

became closely identified with “narrative preaching” when homileticians began to 

refract the practices of storytelling through theoretical lenses.466 Long observes that 

“what has been for the last thirty years called ‘narrative preaching’ has too often 

devolved into a hodgepodge of sentimental pseudo-art, confused rhetorical strategies, 

and competing theological epistemologies.”467  

However, as noted earlier, Craddock did not intend for his homiletical model 

to be utilized in these ways. Sermons, he believed, should establish relevance, hold 

interest and make an impact upon an audience by “identification of the audience with 

characters and critical events portrayed.”468 Maintaining that sermons should be 

presented with genuine insight, Craddock held that preachers should give primary 

attention “to the specific and particular rather than the general,” and that sermon 

materials should be “realistic, rather than contrived for homiletical purposes.”469 

Further to this he argued that people do not identify with the unreal, the exaggerated, 

and the artificial, and warned against attempting to manipulate an audience. Craddock 

notes that “if a speaker tries to milk all the emotion out of an event, emotion becomes 

emotionalism, and listeners sense the exploitation.”470 Rather than generating an 

experience for its own sake, crafting dubious trapdoor plots or mere storytelling, the 

preacher should ask instead: “How can I capture and hold their attention long enough 

for them to hear and experience the text?”471  

Nonetheless, homileticians still take issue with the concept of the “sermon as 

an experience” even if the listener inductively experiences the text as Craddock 

initially advocated. For example, Rose points out that “homiletical scholars recognize 

that to expect a sermon consistently to change people may be expecting too much. 
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And a number of scholars admit that preaching does a poor job of changing lives.”472 

Experiential sermons can not realistically be expected to transform a congregation 

week after week. Whilst a sermon can transform, not every sermon should seek 

weekly transformation as its primary goal.473 Transformative preaching still puts the 

onus on the preacher to provide a self-contained experience for the listeners. In an 

increasingly postmodern ethos, however, seeking to involve the audience in the 

communication often process makes that process riskier but potentially more 

effective. Postmoderns, for example, tend to be more interested in the performance or 

the process itself rather than in the finished work.474 In the pluralistic interpretative 

context of a local faith community, postmodern preaching becomes an open-ended 

adjudication by means of a trustful and respectful conversation.475 

The third critique of the New Homiletic centres on the gap between pulpit and 

pew—the very gap Craddock aimed to eliminate or at least to narrow. Rose, however, 

completely rejects the gap metaphor believing it is largely a result of male-dominated 

theological and hermeneutical systems in the Western tradition, which values 

separateness and casts the preacher as a separate knower with knowledge to impart to 

the congregation.476 Rose points out that although the New Homiletic took steps to 

close the gap nonetheless it remains because “the preacher remains in the privileged 

position of the one who has already experienced the transformation that the 

congregation now needs to experience.”477 In Craddock’s conception of preaching the 

congregation still remains in the subordinate position as “recipients whose options are 

rejecting or receiving those images and patterns, sights and sounds capable of 

effecting transformation.”478 Whilst induction appears to elevate the role of the 

audience to active participants, the preacher may engage in manipulation as he or she 

attempts to guide them to previously decided insights, experiences or exegetical 

conclusions.  
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On closer inspection, Craddock’s inductive sermon form does not advocate 

that the audience arrive at exactly the same conclusion already reached by the 

preacher. Craddock states to the contrary that “it is also true that preaching that re-

creates the experience of arriving at a conclusion would for the minister differ from 

her own study in all the ways that private experiences differ from those shared with 

others and in all the ways that people differ from books.”479 Theological conservatives 

in particular are troubled with this open-ended element of the New Homiletic, feeling 

that it is too risky to allow the congregants to finish the sermon for themselves. In the 

quest to explore preaching theory, the questions for the preacher include the 

following: is the purpose of this sermon to guide the listeners to my already-decided 

interpretative conclusions, applications or experiences? Or, on the other hand, is one 

of the purposes of this sermon to begin to relinquish control over the final interpretive 

or experiential outcomes, and put more control in the hands of the audience? Within 

certain emerging and postmodern churches, there is already experimentation of a 

context where “increasingly the congregation is part of the act of sermon composition 

and design.”480 Sweet believes that in the future of homiletics the shape of sermon 

forms will be less about the dynamics of human absorption than the dynamics of 

human interaction.481     

The final critique of the New Homiletic is that whilst transformational 

preachers presuppose “the power of language to shape consciousness, they generally 

do not address the biased and limited nature of language that reflects its historical 

conditioning.”482 Rose argues that “Language is powerful. It can create new worlds in 

consciousness. But it is also limited and participates in the sins and distortions of the 

generations and cultures that use and reshape it.”483 These issues raised by Rose direct 

the discussion back to the issue of preaching theory. What exactly is the role of the 

preacher? What role or roles does the congregation play in the preaching process? Or 

does the claim that all language is irrevocably biased preclude the preacher’s 

discovering an intention, voice, or experience that purports to be the text’s intention, 

the voice of God or a paradigmatic gospel experience?484 One cannot escape the 

reality that “the Bible requires and insists upon human interpretation, which is 
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inescapably subjective, necessarily provisional and inevitably disputatious.”485 Rather 

than interpretative tentativeness that hardens into absoluteness, Brueggemann 

maintains that “all of our interpretations need to be regarded, at the most, as having 

only tentative authority.”486 While this thesis aims to uncover and analyze the 

rhetorical and textual dynamics of the biblical text, the interpretative conclusions 

reached should be viewed in terms of tentativeness and relinquishment. Preaching that 

aims at interpretive objectivity potentially destroys community and the chance to 

receive new truth together. By contrast, preaching in a pluralistic context makes 

proposals and advocacies but does not advance conclusions.487  

 

Additional Critiques of the New Homiletic 

 In addition to those above this thesis offers three further critiques of 

Craddock’s New Homiletic. First, Craddock assumes a liturgical context that very 

much still fits into a traditional church paradigm, stating that worldwide, there is a 

weekly gathered assembly of believers who engage in worship. This act of worship 

involves narrating “in word, act and song the community’s memories and hopes, 

glorifying the God who redeems, enables, and sanctifies…And in this time and place 

of prayer and praise we will preach.”488 Furthermore, when considering sermon 

delivery, he believes that the preacher must keep two factors in mind: first the 

physical context (a church building with a pulpit, a lectern and a choir) and second the 

liturgical context.489 Thus for Craddock, preaching involves the normative activities 

of a sermon which takes place in a church building on a weekly basis, combined with 

worship and an order of service.  

Whilst this assumption of Craddock’s still fits the majority of traditional 

churches in the West it does not anticipate future changes in postmodern or emergent 

church contexts, or the effects of globalization upon local churches.490 For example, 

house church movements see little need for buildings; such informal gatherings may 

not have a choir, an order of service or even a sermon. This model focuses upon open-

                                                 
485 Brueggemann, “Biblical Authority,” 15. 
486 Ibid., 15. 
487 Brueggemann, The Word Militant, 22. 
488 Craddock, Preaching, 42. 
489 Ibid., 211. 
490 Reader argues that in this era of globalization and movement churches can no longer appeal to a 
“sense of place” as defined by a specific locale. In the traditional view “the underlying supposition is 
still that this relationship between people and a specific building is the ideal configuration” 
(Reconstructing Practical Theology, 19). 
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participatory mutual exhortation as a primary purpose for church gatherings rather 

than listening to a sermon delivered from a pulpit.491 Furthermore, Allen observes that 

in the continuing evolution of preaching homiletics itself needs to be deconstructed. 

Such moves push the preacher and congregation to face the weaknesses in the act of 

preaching and may ultimately call into question the continuing efficacy of preaching 

itself.  Preaching as deconstruction may force “the Christian community to consider 

whether the act of preaching is worth continuing.”492 If preaching is deemed irrelevant 

perhaps the church should cease that activity and put its energy into other more 

fruitful witnesses to the gospel. Conversely, if sermons are still deemed relevant, this 

may reinforce the church's confidence in preaching. In this scenario sermons will 

continue not out of habit alone but because the community has a fresh sense of their 

importance.493  

Beyond this realization as to the continuing status of preaching, some 

emerging and postmodern church contexts substantially revise the model of the 

preacher as the authoritarian leader.494 Postmodern churches explore leadership and 

preaching models that are increasingly “nonhierarchical, heuristic, and communal” 

and are “rooted in a relationship of connectedness and mutuality between the preacher 

and the worshipers.”495  Craddock’s assumption of a traditional liturgical context may 

not have relevance for future congregational leadership models seeking to narrow or 

to eliminate altogether the gap between pulpit and pew.  

The second critique concerns the issue of multiple point-of-view sermons. 

Buttrick observes that traditional homiletical models typically involve third-person 

speech, which over time serves to shape the consciousness of the congregation. He 

argues that the “grave difficulty with a third-person observational language in 

preaching is that it usurps God’s position and, in so doing, turns God into an ‘object,’ 

and God’s Word into a rational truth.”496 Craddock states further that the form of the 

sermon gains and holds interest, shapes the listener’s experience of the material as 

well as the listener’s faith, and determines the degree of participation demanded of the 
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hearers.497 To combat the tendency to utilize God-objectifying, third-person language 

week in and week out, Craddock advocates that one should represent at least one 

point of view from the text. Craddock neither uses the terms “point of view” nor 

“focalization,” and he does not deal with the issue of narrative levels. However, he 

focuses instead upon the exegetical goal of “identification with the text.”498 This in 

turn raises the question the interpreter should ask of the text: “At what point did I 

identify with the text?”499 By this he refers to “the relation to the text which has 

developed in the process of the exegetical work,”500 the point at which the preacher 

distances herself from the text, always keeping in mind that she must share that 

message with an audience. Craddock’s point is that the interpreter may identify with 

or against certain characters or their actions within the text, usually quite 

unconsciously.501 When constructing the sermon, the preacher must consciously turn 

away from the tendency to identify with what he terms are “the best seats in the 

text”502 and make the effort to articulate alternate points of view.  

Whilst providing a helpful point in advocating exegetical and homiletical 

balance, Craddock does not promote multiple points-of-view sermons, believing that 

audiences cannot track with more than one shift in point of view. Ideally events 

should be viewed from a single perspective unless the preacher specifically warns the 

audience of a shift to a second or third angle of vision. If the shifts are not signalled 

clearly, he warns that:   

 
… confusion destroys identification and the hearers feel the 
disadvantage…The choice of perspective is determined by the desire to hear 
and receive the story, but once the choice is made, looking at the parable from 
other angles should be reserved for other sermons…[one cannot] experience a 
sermon and identify with anyone or anything if the perspective is altered 
frequently.503 

 
In terms of delivery Craddock’s point is well taken. If a preacher decides to 

present multiple angles of vision in terms of characters’ perspectives, she should 

inform the audience that they will be hearing a variety of points of view in the sermon 
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and those shifts should be clear.504 Returning to Buttrick’s insight that point-of-view 

in sermons shape congregational consciousness, he recommends that the preacher 

should regularly give “voice to different perspectives as a rhetorical device” when 

preaching505 and not as an occasional rhetorical device. Arguing that all language is 

perspectival, Buttrick states that “we must understand that point-of-view is always in 

language and, therefore, must be integral to sermon design and development.”506 This 

is the case because “language actually shapes perspectives in congregational 

consciousness…Every shift in point-of-view will act on congregational 

consciousness, however—whether we know it or not.”507  

  Balancing Craddock and Buttrick’s points, a skilfully delivered multiple 

point-of-view sermon can have tremendous value in bringing out heretofore-unheard 

points of view of a variety of biblical characters. Regular shifts in point-of-view 

combat the tendency to turn the text into rational truths that tend to objectify God. 

From a narratological standpoint, the exegete can decide whose point of view with 

which he or she will identify: for example, characters on the discourse level including 

God, or that of the narrator. Multiple point-of-view sermons can fit well within a 

postmodern context by giving previously-unheard voices a say in the conversation. 

The presentation of several characters’ focalizations without interpretative comment 

allows the audience the possibility to engage and to wrestle with their interpretations 

of a passage, potentially viewed from new frames of reference. A sermon presented as 

a narrative with multiple points-of-view can offer a potentially “heuristic form that 

allows the worshipers to overhear multivalent proposals, interpretations, or wagers 

and, by the aid of the Spirit, decide their own conclusions.”508 While this approach 

may be viewed as risky or “unsatisfactory” due to an apparent lack of interpretative 

closure, it is equally risky for the audience not to participate. Sweet notes in this 

regard that despite the risks of participatory homiletical strategies, nonparticipation 

carries with it a greater risk.509 

The third critique focuses on the issue of “the sermon saying and doing what 

the text says and does”—that the content and rhetorical function of the text should be 
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mirrored in the content and rhetorical function of the sermon. Craddock argues that 

because “a text is a communication from one person to another or to others, the text is 

doing as well as saying…Here, then, one is simply asking what the text is doing.”510 

For Craddock, the answer to the “what” is found in the form of the text: “Whether a 

text is correcting, instructing, celebrating, or probing will often be revealed by its 

form.”511 He argues that if the sermon attempts to do what the text does, then the 

preacher should appropriate the form since it captures and conveys function, not only 

during the interpretation of the text but also during the designing of the sermon. The 

sermon form may not be the same as that of the text; that is, while “a sermon on a 

psalm may not itself be a psalm, still one does not want to move too far from the form 

of the text.”512  

As noted previously, oftentimes traditional homiletics simply mined Scripture 

and distilled it into propositions, themes and assertions regardless of biblical genre. 

Textual form had little if any impact upon homiletical form. Until the time of 

homileticians such as Davis and Craddock, the view that the genres and forms of the 

text should inform the type of sermon form chosen had rarely been a homiletical 

consideration. This thesis holds that the identification of biblical genres and forms 

becomes one of the critical steps in a rhetorical-critical approach to exegesis, and 

further that genre and forms can and should have direct bearing on the homiletical 

form chosen. In this regard, Quicke points out that Scripture “comprises a fertile 

diversity of genres that should stimulate preachers to explore a range of preaching 

options.”513 Rhetorical criticism thus becomes a worthwhile tool in the assessment of 

biblical forms and rhetorical dynamics, and also informs the preacher’s rhetorical and 

homiletical strategies. 

Probing further into the issue, however, brings about the need for further 

elucidation. The question “What is a narrative discourse trying to accomplish 

rhetorically?” proves to be difficult to answer in light of narrative levels. Answers to 

this question depends in part upon which level one considers—story level, discourse 

level, narrator’s level, implied author’s level, real author’s level, or book level. 

Viewed from these perspectives, the text may be attempting to do many things, the 

least of which is simply to narrativize various elements of the story to readers on the 
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discourse level. Whilst these elements can be theoretically separated for purposes of 

discussion, they all combine to produce the “narrative world” presented by the 

narrator to readers.514  

Fokkelmann points out this essential and radical hierarchical difference 

between the characters on the discourse level and the narrator’s level. One should not 

equate a particular character’s point of view with that of the narrator and the real 

author. As language signs existing upon particular diegetic level, the characters know 

less than the narrator and are unable to escape their particular level and address either 

the narrator or the readers.515 The critic must consider carefully the points of view of 

the various characters, the persuasive purposes of the narrator and the ideologies of 

various readers. For example, performing a feminist reading of the narrative of Joseph 

and Potiphar’s wife in Gen. 39, Bach maintains that both characters and narrator 

utilize ideologically the coat Joseph left behind when he fled. By accepting his wife’s 

version of events, Potiphar proves blind and uncritical of her self-serving reasons. His 

wife’s use of the coat as a signifier of sexual meaning illustrates her resentment and 

rebellion against the dominant patriarchy. The anonymous narrator embraces the 

patriarchal structure Joseph serves, and therefore the coat proves Joseph’s righteous 

innocence. By comparing the tensions on the differing diegetic levels of individual 

characters and narrator, she concludes that “the position of the biblical narrator is no 

more ‘neutral’ than that of the feminist reader.”516 This potentially deconstructive 

interpretation militates against readings that promote social closure, oppression or 

suffering.517 

Craddock fails to take into account the issue of the potential binary 

oppositions that may operate between narrative levels when by simply advocating that 

preachers should “do what the text does.” One of the particular values of the 

rhetorical-critical study of the book of Ezekiel and Ezekiel 15 in Chapter 4 is that it 

will take into consideration the impact of the rhetorical dynamics upon the characters 
                                                 
514 The narrator introduces to the reader “the narrative world of the text, its characters, values, norms, 
conflicts, and the events which constitute the plot of the story” (Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth 
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wife as “unfaithful and vindictive, ready to lie in order to protect herself and ruin an innocent man” 
(Women of the Bible, 79). Such a characterization of the wife as a male-threatening femme fatale could 
potentially lead to the continued oppression of women by men. Bach deconstructs the reading by 
showing the binary opposition between the narrator and Potiphar’s wife and thus critiques and pries 
open this binary operation.  
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as well as implied and actual readers. Further, the sample sermon in Chapter 7 will 

open up the reading of Ezekiel 15 by attempting to represent as fairly as possible the 

various points of view inherent within the literary unit.  

 

Constructing a Values-Based Preaching Theory   

 

Following the previous contextual interpretation and evaluation of the New 

Homiletic, this chapter will move into the final phase of the hermeneutical cycle by 

constructing a values-based preaching theory based upon certain recovered values 

located within a critical understanding of the New Homiletic. As pointed out earlier, 

due to the variety of criticisms advanced by conservatives, moderates and liberals 

alike518 many homileticians have largely abandoned preaching forms initially 

espoused by Craddock and other New Homileticians. Oftentimes this is due to its 

negative association with the homiletical gimmickry associated with the wide variety 

of narrative preaching forms. Despite its contributions over the last thirty years, critics 

maintain that the New Homiletic has not in fact revitalized the Western church.  

Preachers who initially embraced it as a new and exciting form of preaching 

may have ultimately focused on technique whilst neglecting the larger issue of the 

purposes of preaching. Within this tradition, critics allege, preaching became mere 

entertainment over above faithful pastoral care. Preachers gave so much emphasis to 

the “how” of preaching that the “what” or content of preaching became minimized.519 

Despite the initial influence and popularity of the New Homiletic in the 1970s and 

1980s, with its decline many churches returned to traditional preaching models. The 

problem with this approach, Quicke argues, is that preachers returning to a traditional 

homiletic do not explore the homiletical cutting edge: “The suspicion is that preaching 

inevitably maintains the status quo and specializes in survival and playing it safe.”520 

Homiletical safety brings with it the potential risk of homiletical stagnation.  

This section will demonstrate that it is possible to recover certain values 

initially espoused by Craddock and, based upon these values, to construct a value-

based theology or theory of preaching that is multi-vocal, non-hierarchical in its 

leadership ethic and thus is appropriate to postmodernity. Further, one must keep in 
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mind Craddock’s warning that “the separation of method of preaching from theology 

of preaching is a violation, leaving not one but two orphans. Not only content of 

preaching but method of preaching is fundamentally a theological consideration.”521 

In order to recover these five values the approach taken will be similar to that of 

Booth, who argued that the implied author’s values can be ascertained in a work 

although not always clearly stated. Whilst at times Craddock explicitly refers to his 

values—though using the term “convictions”522—other values resonate through his 

writings. As Booth demonstrates, these can be identified by means of the 

identification of the author’s presence or norms or the “picture of the author” left 

behind for the reader that can be constructed when reading the work.523 Where 

possible this section will illustrate where other homileticians have adapted elements 

of these values into their homiletical models. The first two values detail the 

implications of the shifts in the understanding of church philosophy of ministry, while 

the following three focus upon preaching form, the integration of hermeneutics and 

homiletics, and finally the role of the Spirit in preaching. 

 

A Values-Based Homiletic: Five Homiletical Values 

 

1. The loss of clerical prestige.  

Since the nineteenth century the social context in Western society has been radically 

altered. In part this is due to the rise of public education, the spread of democratic 

values and governments, greater cultural pluralism in many Western nations and the 

increasing secularization of modern institutions. These shifts herald a move away 

from the historic traditional view of hierarchical pastoral leadership present in many 

churches and denominations.524 Craddock challenged the norm of traditional clerical 

status when he argued that ministers should re-examine their status as authoritarian 

proclaimers of authoritative messages and consider instead a reduction in clerical 

prestige.525 Beyond the loss of the preacher’s clerical prestige this value involves a 
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complete redefinition of the role of “professional minister” as well as the involvement 

of the congregation in ministry tasks typically assigned to the paid staff. For example, 

Osmer builds on Gerkins’ pioneering concept of the pastor as “interpretive guide.” 

This involves a collaborative leadership model whereby the leader attends carefully to 

the resources of the congregational participants and contributes his or her expertise to 

the faith journey.526 

Rose adapts this value by advocating a different role of church leadership that 

views preaching as a communal task, growing “out of the ethos of those gathered for 

worship and nurturing a larger sense of connectedness.”527 This model espouses a 

leadership ethos that is non-hierarchical, personal and inclusive.528 Values at the heart 

of this leadership model are “connectedness, the sense of community and mutual 

interdependence, of trust and safety that allows all participants to speak out of their 

personal experiences, interpretations, and wagers.”529  

Congregational leaders can utilize the descriptive information-gathering and 

resulting evaluation from the hermeneutical cycle in order to gauge the receptivity of 

the congregational “culture” to new leadership and forms of communication.530 

Embracing the value of a teamwork approach to preaching by soliciting the 

contributions of those before, during and after the sermon can help a preacher if he or 

she is willing to see that concept through in a healthy and productive context.531 In 

this connection the credibility of the preacher becomes an issue of primary 

importance.532 Craddock maintains that “the minister works within an unusual 

network of trust and intimacy that makes the separation of character from 

performance impossible.”533 Further to this, Quicke believes that preachers “cannot 

help but be leaders. Even preaching that is slightly tinged with prophetic, 

transformational, and incarnational qualities cannot avoid leading others.”534 This 

value holds that new power arrangements will emerge when church leadership leads 

others on the journey of discovering an ethic of conversational communication. Of 
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necessity the role of the preacher changes from the one who provides authoritative 

answers or truths to that of one who builds up the community for its own formation 

and reformation.535  

 

2. The recovery of community via the elevation of the audience.  

This value relates to the second half of the equation begun with the first: the loss of 

clerical prestige is worth the recovery of community.536 Craddock does not 

specifically articulate what congregational involvement specifically looks like beyond 

stating the conviction that “listeners are active participants in preaching, whether 

vocal or silent in that participation.”537 As noted previously this value sees the 

congregation participating before, possibly during and after the message. In this way, 

their unique gifts, passions, strengths and life experiences are brought into the 

preaching event, making it a two-way movement instead of the traditional one-way, 

downward movement from authoritative preacher to passive audience.  

This value further deals with the issue of the priorities and functions of 

leadership, as the role of leadership shifts from traditional authority figure to that of a 

facilitator who teaches the audience to become better and more active listeners as they 

increasingly begin to have a voice in the preaching event. This value further requires 

that the preacher keeps the audience in mind while preaching. Craddock argues that 

sermons should speak for as well as to the audience, and that preaching ideally 

becomes what people sitting in the congregation would want to say if they could say 

it.538 The recovery of community can only be accomplished by listening to the 

audience before and after sermons;539 this value therefore implies a very close 

relationship between leadership and congregation. This issue strikes again at the heart 

of the roles of church leadership and how they are to be defined. Craddock argues that 

in traditional preaching models the preacher felt safe because of the freedom from the 

contingencies or threat of dialogue and criticism.540 

Preachers transitioning into this new oral-aural world of dialogue and critical 

response can be unsettled by this change because it demands a paradigm shift 

regarding traditional expectations of congregational leadership roles. Craddock 
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maintains that such an adjustment “will be radical and painful for many who preach, 

for it demands an altered image of the preacher and of what he is doing when he 

preaches.”541 Preaching in this mode is increasingly less about the preacher’s 

explications of exegetical certitude and metaphysics and more about inviting the 

congregation to participate in the process of exegesis and discovery.542  

Various homileticians have attempted to adapt this value for preaching. Whilst 

reserving the primary tasks of exegesis and preparation to the preacher, Quicke 

believes that preachers should develop a team-based approach to preaching in order to 

involve the wider community in the act of preaching before, during and after the 

preaching event. Regardless of the size of the congregation, he believes that 

significant gains can be had by involving others in the preaching task.543 Rose’s 

roundtable model of preaching goes beyond Quicke’s concepts by insisting that the 

voices of other readers of Scripture be valued and heard certainly before and after the 

preaching event, and possibly even during if a workable dialogical model can be 

constructed. 544 McClure advocates just such a collaborative approach by using 

personal testimonies in preaching drawn from pre-sermon roundtable conversations. 

Such preaching juxtaposes conversationally the thoughts and ideas of others in the 

sermon and can lead to potentially new and significant interpretative insights.545 

Finally, Sweet goes even further than Rose and McClure by proposing a 

conversational/internet-based model. He claims that this multilayered discussion 

results in high levels of energy, but also warns that rather than seeking to be strategic 

or formulaic such a sermon should evolve organically. Sweet believes this is the case 

because postmodern audiences are interested in the participation itself rather than 

strategies of participation.546 

 

3. Open-ended sermons to be “finished” by the audience.  

Craddock argues that sermons should ideally be designed in such a way that the 

audience must engage in order to finish the process, thereby allowing them to own the 

various applications for themselves they have worked out, whether individually or in 

a community context. For example, in the context of a sermon Craddock writes that 
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the “Bread of Life is broken and offered, but the hearers must be allowed to chew for 

themselves.”547 As noted in Chapter 3, traditional preaching involved conveying 

deductive propositions from the biblical world to the contemporary world of the 

listeners. This mode of preaching gave the listeners only the option either to agree or 

disagree with the message preached.548 Craddock instead believes that listeners 

ideally want to make their own discoveries during the preaching, and for him this was 

accomplished through the inductive sermon form.549 Such a form is a potentially 

heuristic mode of preaching that invites “the congregation to work out their own 

meanings in a give-and-take with the Spirit.”550 This value is a further extension of 

the previous value that seeks to elevate the audience from that of passive recipients to 

active participants who participate in the meaning-making of the sermon.  

This value fits with Cosgrove and Edgerton’s articulation of postmodern 

homiletics moving away from traditional preaching models in which the listener was 

not strictly necessary for the interpretation of the sermon. Cosgrove and Edgerton 

argue that preaching shaped by late modernity and postmodernity critiques that 

paradigm, embracing instead the role of imagination. This approach sees preaching as 

an experience of meaning-making whereby the preacher guides the listeners in a 

process of interpretation such that they become co-interpreters, viewing the listeners 

as active participants in meaning-making.551 They argue, “If the dominant patterns of 

cognitive-propositional thinking led to a deductive homiletical practice, the newer 

trend is toward an inductive practice by which the listener takes up an active and 

necessary role in meaning-making. Thus the listener is not just the receiver of 

meaning but a maker of meaning.”552 In this value the preacher is less of an explainer 

of exegetical conclusions already reached and more of a facilitator of participatory 

homiletical models. 
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4. The rhetoric of preaching forms can be as varied as the rhetoric of scriptural 

literary forms.  

As noted previously, Craddock argues that a sermon ideally should do what the text 

does, say what the text says and accomplish what the text accomplishes.553 For 

Craddock, the method is the message that brings about the experience for the 

listeners; how one preaches is to a large extent what one preaches.554 Building upon 

the previous contextual evaluation of the New Homiletic, this thesis seeks construct a 

rhetorical-critical exegetical method that engages the forms and genres of Scripture in 

terms of their persuasive function. Such an approach serves as a primary exegetical 

resource related to relating the “what” and “how” of biblical texts to the task of 

preaching.  

Whilst other homileticians have embraced this value as foundational, few 

utilize rhetorical criticism as the exegetical tool by which to accomplish such a goal. 

For example, Long states that the literary form of the text can serve as a model for the 

form of the sermon,555 and that a key ingredient in the homiletical task is “deciding 

how to preach so that the sermon embodies in its language, form, and style the gospel 

it seeks to proclaim.”556 For Long, therefore, the connection at this point between text 

and sermon is “to extend a portion of the text’s impact into a new communicational 

situation, that of contemporary hearers listening to the sermon.” 557 Long believes that 

one can only communicate a portion of the text’s impact because a single sermon 

cannot exhaust all of the possibilities for meaning present in a biblical text.558  

Long argues elsewhere that although biblical texts are multifaceted with their 

own sets of intentionalities, their ultimate goal is to shape the identity of the faith 

community. This, he believes, should be the goal of the sermon also. In light of this 

observation, he claims that “biblical texts say things that do things, and the sermon is 
                                                 
553 Craddock, Preaching, 29. 
554 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 44. 
555 Long, Preaching and the Literary Forms, 34. 
556 Craddock, Preaching, 12. 
557 Ibid., 33. 
558 Again note that the multiple point-of-view sermon may give the impression that it does present all 
the various interpretive possibilities, but this is merely one homiletical form with its own strengths and 
weaknesses. The multiple points of view are intended, among other things, to represent previously 
unheard positions and perspectives and to stimulate discussion. Thus preaching should be seen in this 
regard as an ongoing dialogue taking place before and after the actual sermon itself. Postmoderns are 
deeply distrustful of authorities claiming to represent a univocal “truth”; in particular “they brand 
anyone who disregards or supposedly suppresses the equal telling of alternate stories as intolerant or 
overly paternalistic” (Leiderbach and Reid, The Convergent Church, 65). The approach in this thesis 
attempts to avoid these charges by presenting as fairly as possible homiletical options with which 
listeners can engage. 
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to say and do those things too.”559 The preacher should define the dynamic between 

the illocutionary aspects of the text (the performative force of a statement a speaker 

makes when speaking, determined by situational and societal conventions) and the 

perlocutionary force (the effect the illocutionary act has on the hearer).560 According 

to Long, texts do things by saying things in certain ways, which serves as the key to 

building a bridge between text and sermon “in the interplay between saying and 

doing.”561 Therefore he claims that the “bridge must be able to bear the traffic of both 

word and event. The preacher should bring to the sermon both what the text says and 

what the text does; or, to put it another way, what the text does by its saying.”562 

Quicke agrees with Long’s assessment, stating that homiletics “involves designing a 

sermon that says and does the same things the biblical text says and does.”563  

As noted in the earlier critique of Craddock on this point, however, the value 

of “doing and saying what the text does and says” requires clarification. In order to 

achieve its goal of integrating both biblical studies and homiletics, this thesis develops 

a rhetorical-critical approach that gives the exegete facility to account for available 

textual and rhetorical data, the interpretive process and the move into proclamation. 

Chapter 5 will explore in greater detail the notion of the particular audience the 

exegete aims to reconstruct, which then becomes essential in validating the 

transference of the message of the ancient text to the sermon itself. The preacher thus 

helps the audience to identify with the historical audience on the oral contextual level 

as well as the characters on the written or literary level. As the preacher helps the 

listeners to participate within those contexts, the listeners thereby interact with a 

dynamic text meant to elicit certain responses.564 Such an approach clarifies “what the 

text does and says” on multiple levels and further aids the preacher by giving her 

multiple homiletical options by which to proclaim the perlocutionary aspects of the 

text to the hearers.  

Although he advocated sermons that are informed by the textual form, 

Craddock notes that the preacher is not slavishly bound to reproduce the particular 

                                                 
559 Long, The Witness of Preaching, 106. 
560 Lessing, “Preaching Like the Prophets,” 403-404. 
561 Long, The Witness of Preaching, 106. 
562 Ibid., 106. 
563 Quicke, 360-Degree Preaching, 131. 
564 See Mitchell, “Rhetorical and New Literary Criticism,” 617, and Beuken, “Isaiah 28,” 21-23. This 
connection will be explored in greater detail in Chapter 5 under the discussion of a proposed 
complementary approach to synchronic and diachronic methodologies. 
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genre or form of a text in the sermon. Sermons thus attempt to express anew in the 

sermon the rhetorical elements which came to expression in the text.565 The preacher 

attempts to involve the audience inductively in the sermonic process, seeking to 

realize the meaning created by form and content together.566 While genre plays a 

major part in determination of sermonic form, the wide “diversity of communicative 

forms in Scripture calls for preaching that goes beyond elucidating and applying 

principles and speaks to the larger imagination.”567 As the sample sermon in Chapter 

7 will demonstrate, while not slavishly bound to the particular genre of Ezekiel 15, the 

sermon builds upon the analysis of the rhetorical situation in Chapter 5. The analysis 

of the situational nature of the rhetoric leads to a homiletical form that reproduces the 

rhetorical dynamics resulting from the exigence and proposed solutions to it. This 

sermon will demonstrate that by use of rhetorical criticism, preachers can replicate the 

rhetorical dynamics of a biblical text while not being slavishly bound to its particular 

form homiletically.  

 

5. A balanced role of the Holy Spirit in preaching.568  

Craddock believed that whilst the Spirit is an active participant in all aspects of the 

preaching event he is not contingent, serving as neither a guarantee of homiletical 

success nor an excuse for poor preparation.569 Despite this claim, homileticians allege 

that advocates of the New Homiletic have not furthered the issue concerning the role 

of the Holy Spirit in the preaching event. Gibson, for example, maintains that “the 

responsibility seems to rest on the preacher to replicate the text or even ‘regenerate 

                                                 
565 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 98. 
566 Cosgrove and Edgerton, In Other Words, 25. 
567 Ibid., 8. 
568 I am attempting to chart a middle way between two extreme ends of the homiletical spectrum, one 
more on the charismatic side and the other more conservative or even cessationist. The first view tends 
to see less need for preparation with a greater reliance on the Spirit, while the other sees a greater need 
for preparation without necessarily clarifying the role the Spirit plays in preparation and delivery. On 
this second view Heisler indicates that most preaching textbooks contain only a passing reference to the 
role of the Spirit, and believes that conservative evangelicals have largely “failed to connect the 
discipline of homiletics with the doctrine of pneumatology” (Spirit-Led Preaching, 3). For further 
information on this topic see Doran, “The Role of the Holy Spirit in Preaching,” 103-121.  
569 Craddock, Preaching, 29-30. At this point there is a connection with the book of Ezekiel, as 
Brueggemann points out. Chapter 5 will demonstrate that the Israelite view of God made him 
contingent, irreversibly tied to honour their wishes and desires. If God is thus committed, he becomes 
reduced to the level of people’s preferences (Brueggemann, Hopeful Imagination, 81). Thus any mode 
of preaching that places expectations upon the Spirit for biblical studies and proclamation makes him 
equally contingent. 
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the impact’ of a biblical text so that it actually becomes the Word of God once again 

in the new situation.”570  

The earlier contextual interpretation revealed that the New Homiletic appeared 

to be bound to a rationalist hermeneutic that sought to reduce the text to a single idea 

and bring that idea across to the contemporary audience. Eslinger points out that such 

rationalist approaches allowed the exegete to articulate textual meaning unhindered 

even by the trammels of faith.571 A rationalist hermeneutic may lead to a reduction of 

the Spirit’s role in both biblical studies and preaching, and human autonomy rather 

than the Spirit, Scripture or the world the Gospel predominates tends to dominate 

“bridge paradigm” models of preaching.572 On this basis even current modes of 

preaching suffer from a loss of holistic engagement with Scripture as well a poverty 

of the Spirit’s power.573  

Although perhaps not as well-developed as some homileticians prefer, 

Craddock’s pneumatology views inductive preaching not only as elevating the 

audience by giving them increased freedom of choice, but also as spiritual people who 

are aided by the Spirit in the completion of the message.574 Craddock believes that the 

people in the pews may indeed have a distorted relationship with God, but it is a 

relationship nonetheless. Based upon this observation, Craddock raises the question: 

“Can the preacher trust them to respond to the message and ‘finish’ it with the aid of 

the Spirit?”575 This value embraces the concept that one’s theology of preaching 

ultimately must account for the role and participation of the Spirit in both biblical 

studies and preaching. Relinquishing control over the outcome of a sermon involves 

humility on the part of the preacher by placing increased trust in both the hearers and 

the Spirit. 

Conclusion   

This chapter will conclude by building upon the earlier contextual 

interpretation and evaluation, seeking to evaluate the status of the New Homiletics 

and a values-based homiletic in light of postmodernism. Contemporary preachers face 

an unprecedented time in church ministry, both from their perspective and that of their 

congregations. Sitting in the pews of the average Western church are perhaps up to 
                                                 
570 Gibson, “Defining the New Homiletic,” 26. 
571 Eslinger, “Narratorial Situations,” 72. 
572 Farley, Practicing Gospel, 91. 
573 Quicke, 360-Degree Preaching, 38. 
574 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 100. 
575 Ibid., 51. 
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five generations of congregants, representing on the one extreme older generations 

raised in a modernist context and on the other extreme younger generations raised in 

an increasingly postmodern context. Reid points out that those preaching to these 

discrete generations can be caught between the modern and postmodern worldviews. 

In their public role as pastors and preachers congregational leaders “speak on behalf 

of values and meaning rooted in the Christian tradition.”576 In private, however, they 

can identify with the postmodern “humor of appearance at the expense of meaning, 

even destruction of meaning.”577  This dichotomy leads to what Reid terms “cultural 

duplicity”: preachers who are at least sympathetic with postmodernism, or who are in 

fact postmodernists but present traditional modern-styled sermons to their 

congregations, many of whom expect such offerings on a weekly basis. This is seen as 

“getting” the prevailing scepticism of cultural postmodernism in private, while at the 

same time putting on a public face to a traditionalist constituency rooted in the tenets 

of Enlightenment modernism.  

Despite the massive cultural shifts occurring worldwide, theological schools 

often continue to train preachers in Enlightenment modes that utilize linear, analytical 

thought. This process tends to produce preachers who believe that the Christian faith 

can be understood as well as communicated by means of propositions, statements, 

creeds and theologies.578 Denison believes that such “religious institutions have 

become associated with the analytical, scientific worldview. Indeed, they are in 

danger of becoming its defenders.”579 The thesis noted previously that practical 

theological reflection involves an understanding of the interconnectedness between 

the life and practices of the church and that of the wider society.580 Theological 

schools “not only create but reflect the general condition of the churches they serve 

and the cultures in which they live.”581 The task ahead for preachers and theologians 

alike is to avoid the trap of defending an increasingly outmoded worldview while at 

the same time calling for a translation into the new.582 

The current homiletical landscape also reflects this cultural shift. For example, 

Cosgrove and Edgerton characterize contemporary homiletics utilizing the categories 

                                                 
576 Reid, “Postmodernism and the Function,” 1-2. 
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580 Ballard and Pritchard, Practical Theology, 1. 
581 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 5. 
582 Denison, The Artist’s Way of Preaching, 3. 
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“from” and “toward.” As the contextual analysis in Chapter 3 demonstrated, the 

“from” side represents traditional homiletics, the dominant homiletical paradigm 

grounded in the perspectives of the Enlightenment and modernity. This side produced 

a rationalist hermeneutic resulting in deductive homiletics. “Meaning” equalled 

grasping a proposition or idea from the biblical text, while “preaching” equalled the 

re-presentation of that meaning or interpretation to audiences, who were passive 

receivers of meaning.583 This approach “represents hermeneutical and homiletical 

approaches in which the content of texts could be separated from the form and made 

the subject of some other form of communication.”584 Biblical texts were viewed as 

sealed containers containing urgent theological ideas, and therefore the preacher’s 

task was to crack open the text and produce a sermon communicating those ideas to 

the contemporary situation.585 

Conversely, the “toward” side of homiletics represents an approach shaped by 

late modernism that critiques the “from” side of traditional preaching. Cosgrove and 

Edgerton observe that this new homiletics involves “a certain coalescence of 

perspectives in a field that is, nonetheless, very much in flux and marked by variety 

and diversity of opinion and practice.”586 Proponents of the “toward” side of 

preaching increasingly adopt the position that rather than simply interpreting the text, 

one needs to interpret life. On this basis “the question is not ‘how can we understand 

this text?’ but ‘how can we understand our life?’” This newer view of homiletics 

“represents those approaches that seek to hold together form and content in both 

interpretation and meaning.”587 As noted earlier, within a postmodern communication 

ethos the listener actively participates with the preacher in the making of meaning. 

In order to develop its pragmatic plan for future homiletics, this thesis takes 

into consideration the issues raised previously by the contextual interpretation and 

evaluation of the New Homiletic and therefore locates itself on the “toward” side of 

homiletics. In both theory and practice this side is very much in flux and is marked by 

wide diversity. But as noted by Thompson earlier, whilst the New Homiletic may 

have worked to solve problems faced by preachers a generation ago, that approach 

may not necessarily work for the children of that generation raised in an increasingly 
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postmodern context.588 Nonetheless, some homileticians maintain that despite the 

passage of nearly thirty years since its inception, the New Homiletic is better 

positioned to minister to postmodernists, whereas propositional-deductive preaching 

better serves those who still hold to the modernist worldview.589 For example, Reid 

maintains that the New Homiletic is neither a mere reformation of propositionalist 

homiletics nor is it merely a reactionary response to shifts within postmodernism. One 

cannot label it simply a reactionary postmodern approach because it employs 

assumptions concerning the significance of narrative and narrative closure.590 

The New Homiletic seeks to recover a premodern sophistic rhetorical model 

that sought to achieve its persuasive ends by creating an experience on the part of the 

audience. As Chapter 3 demonstrated, the medieval scholastic movement supplanted 

this model of rhetoric with dialectics and relied more upon authorities and less upon 

displays of rhetorical eloquence as a means of persuasion. The chapter pointed out the 

tendency within historic and current Christian preaching to develop such overly 

logical preaching forms despite various attempts to recover the emotive modes of 

persuasion found within classical rhetoric. Reid points out that despite its decline in 

influence since the mid-1980s, the concepts of the New Homiletic can be productively 

utilized to impact a postmodern generation. Regardless of their theological tradition, 

Reid argues that people still desire an experience that moves them. On this basis the 

New Homiletic still embodies a “rhetorical strategy of preaching that is increasingly 

commensurate with the emerging postmodern sensibility.”591  

The goal of this thesis is to construct an integrated homiletic that corresponds 

to such emerging postmodern sensibilities. This chapter has demonstrated the 

construction of a values-based homiletic as a pragmatic plan for future preaching by 

appropriating certain recovered values taken from Craddock’s New Homiletic. This 

values-based approach was established in light of a contextual analysis combined with 

an evaluation and critique of Craddock’s own exegetical and homiletical values. The 

values-based approach to preaching will result in a homiletic that is multi-vocal, non-

hierarchical in terms of leadership, and thus is appropriate to postmodernity. 

Moreover, the thesis will display the integration of the rhetorical-critical-

narratological study of Ezekiel and Ezekiel 15 in the following chapter with this 
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values-based homiletical approach with the production of the sample sermon in 

Chapter 7.  



CHAPTER 5 

A RHETORICAL-CRITICAL-NARRATOLOGICAL STUDY OF EZEKIEL 
 

Introduction 

This chapter will further the thesis goal which aims to integrate biblical studies 

and homiletics by utilizing a complementary or compatible approach to synchronic 

and diachronic methodologies as a pragmatic plan for future biblical studies.592 The 

chapter will apply the rhetorical-critical-narratological approach developed in Chapter 

3 to the discourse of Ezekiel in order to demonstrate the use of rhetorical criticism for 

biblical studies and preaching.593 In order to accomplish this goal the chapter will treat 

the book of Ezekiel, and specifically Ezekiel 15, as a case study displaying the 

functionality of rhetorical-critical exegesis.  

The book of Ezekiel has been chosen for this study because it has a well-

earned reputation as being bizarre, harsh,594 and notoriously difficult to comprehend 

as well as interpret. The application of this approach to the complicated and difficult 

biblical genre of Ezekiel will provide not only a rigorous test of this rhetorical-

critical-narratological methodology, but will also demonstrate its potential value both 

for biblical studies and homiletics. Later, Chapter 7 will continue to develop the goal 

of the thesis to integrate biblical studies and homiletics by advancing a sample sermon 

that demonstrates the utility of the approach. In addition to the sample sermon 

Chapter 7 will also contain an example of this method applied to a discourse biblical 

text of 1 Corinthians. This will further demonstrate the efficacy of the method as well 

as its transferability across various genres of Scripture.  

The approach to rhetorical criticism taken in this thesis will exhibit three main 

facets. First, it is adaptable and thus open to innovations of new approaches. As 
                                                 
592 Whilst the distinction between compatible and complementary may seem like mere semantics, 
compatible carries with it the connotation that the two systems can work together without modification 
of either approach. Complementary, on the other hand, is more the concept of two systems completing 
each other or of each approach supplying what the other needs or offsetting mutual deficits. For 
examples of complementary approaches to biblical texts, see Spronk, “Synchronic and Diachronic 
Approaches,” 159-186; and Ryou, Zephaniah’s Oracles. For more on this development within biblical 
studies, see Beuken, “Isaiah 28”; Mitchell, “Rhetorical and New Literary Criticism”; Floss, “Form, 
Source, and Redaction Criticism”; Frolov, The Turn of the Cycle; Barton, “Historical Criticism and 
Literary Interpretation”; Joyce, “First Among Equals?” and “Synchronic and Diachronic Perspectives”; 
Barton, “Historical Criticism and Literary Interpretation”; Jasper, “Literary Readings of the Bible”; 
Barr, “The Synchronic, the Diachronic, and the Historical”; and Clines, “Beyond 
Synchronic/Diachronic.” 
593 Here I am following the approach of Koptak, who demonstrates a method of rhetorical criticism on 
the biblical text of Genesis 39 for both biblical studies and preaching. For more on this see the article 
“Rhetorical Criticism of the Bible,” 26-37. 
594 Casson, “When Israel Loses Its Meaning,” 7. 
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discussed in Chapter 3, this involves an interdisciplinary approach that utilizes both 

elements of classical rhetorical theory as well as findings from modern rhetorical 

theory and narratology. According to this view, rhetorical criticism proves its 

adaptability by allowing for other methods. Renz indicates that contemporary 

rhetorical criticism is “an approach rather than a method, or rather…is an approach in 

which several methods are applied.”595 Second, since it is inductive and based on the 

evidences of biblical literary techniques, it avoids the inevitability of anachronistic 

analysis.596 Third, its flexibility allows the approach to be employed on a small scale 

or successively larger scales. It is applicable to an individual discourse, to a rhetor’s 

entire production, to a genre or to a rhetorical movement or stages thereof.597 The 

study will demonstrate this flexibility by first analyzing the entire discourse and 

second by moving into a close reading of Ezekiel 15, thus establishing the smaller 

literary unit in light of the larger context.598 Ideally the critic must first grasp the 

whole of a particular work, and then second situate its constituent parts within the 

whole.599 

The method utilized by this thesis will extend the exegetical and rhetorical-

critical approaches of both Michael V. Fox and Daniel Block. In contrast to 

approaches concentrating upon stylistics, Fox maintains that rhetorical criticism 

should focus on the analysis and evaluation of the suasive force of discourse rather 

than upon its formal literary features or its structure.600 The approach of this thesis 

will adapt elements of Fox’s approach, which seeks to integrate narratology and 

rhetorical criticism. His method considers four elements: the rhetor’s situation, 

rhetorical goals, stance or point of view, and finally rhetorical strategies both 

persuasive and structural.601 The method in this thesis also utilizes Block’s approach 

in his examination of the rhetorical functions of Ezekiel’s messages that were 

designed to change the thinking and behaviour of his exilic audience.602 The 

complementary methodology advocated within this chapter will build upon this notion 

by clarifying the issue of voice hierarchy and various audience contexts that the critic 
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can seek to reconstruct. Furthermore, the application of elements of Fox’s narrative 

criticism to the discourse as well as the discussion of the rhetorical situation will also 

clarify the persuasive function of the discourse of Ezekiel.  

The chapter will begin by advocating a complementary approach that will 

establish the exegetical foundation upon which the exegesis of Ezekiel will build. 

Following this treatment, the study will focus upon the outer frame of the discourse of 

in order to clarify the contextual situation of Ezekiel by analyzing its genre, rhetorical 

situation and the potential of the discourse for achieving its rhetorical aims. Following 

the discussion of the outer framework, the chapter will move to a close reading of the 

literary unit of Ezekiel 15, demonstrating the integrated rhetorical-critical-

narratological method that was developed in Chapter 3, and later will be utilized in 

the production of the sample sermon in Chapter 7.  

Chapter 3 demonstrated that although historical-critical approaches freed the 

text from the stifling wrappings of interpretations around which it had been 

surrounded, this approach became hegemonic, hidebound by traditions and the 

expectations of the wider religious community.603 Contemporary literary approaches 

are moving away from the preoccupation with the original meaning, liberating critics 

from the hegemony of historical-critical interpretations by moving toward a revived 

interest in what the text can legitimately mean now.604 Rather than focusing on the 

historical context within which the Bible was written and understood, literary 

approaches centre upon the text of Scripture as well as its immediate interaction with 

the reader.605  

 

Contextual Interpretation: Synchronic and Diachronic Methodologies 

Diachronic approaches to biblical criticism often seem to have taken their rise 

from observed textual deficiencies in texts as systems, and therefore “a plausible case 

can be made for saying that synchronic study always comes first, whether logically or 

in practice.”606 Joyce notes that for Ezekiel readings prior to the twentieth century, 

biblical scholars read Ezekiel from a solely synchronic perspective. The combination 

of its apparent orderliness and thematic sections prevented Ezekiel from being 
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identified with the apparent textual problems detected in other prophetic books.607 The 

work of Hölscher in 1924 changed this interpretative landscape and historical-critical 

scholars began to note apparent literary, textual and theological discontinuities within 

Ezekiel. These critics believed the discontinuities to be evidence of a variety of 

sources that needed to be separated into layers and traced in each of their historical 

developments over time, which led to increasingly radical and differing 

interpretations of the tradition.608 Historical-critical approaches therefore explained 

the text’s apparently chaotic data from the viewpoint of inconsistency rather than 

consistency.609  

Since the mid-1950s, however, biblical scholarship has largely shifted its 

frame of reference to the book, arguing that these seemingly discontinuous elements 

are evidence of editorial shaping reflecting a compositional and thematic unity. 610 

Many biblical critics increasingly read the book from a synchronic or holistic 

perspective without overlooking its rich history of editorial shaping, but increasingly 

without the radical assumptions that went with historical-critical approaches.611 The 

move toward synchronic readings is not simply a flight to naïve conservatism, Joyce 

argues, but rather the belief that historical methods of themselves are no longer 

adequate for the task.612 In its contextual interpretation of three selected Ezekiel 

commentaries, Chapter 6 will demonstrate that each of these can be located along this 

continuum related to the evolution within the field of biblical studies. 

Although ultimately both sets of scholars have to engage with the text at some 

level, fundamental differences nonetheless remain in terms of theoretical aims and 

intentions. Historical approaches are interested in the text’s history, or how it came to 

be, whereas literary approaches view it in its final form. Rather than maintaining this 

state of diametric polarity, this thesis will suggest that the two methodologies can 

function to complement each other. Comprehension of the text “as it stands” in its 
                                                 
607 The history of Ezekiel studies has been well-documented. See for example: Phinney, “The Prophetic 
Persona,” 49-50; McKeating, Ezekiel, 34-35; and Greenberg, Ezekiel 1-20, 26-27. 
608 Joyce, “Synchronic and Diachronic Perspectives,” 116-118. 
609 Barton, “Historical Criticism,” 10.  
610 Though Fohrer and Eichrodt by the mid-1960s represented the growing consensus that Ezekiel was 
the product of a long tradition, Zimmerli serves as the major landmark by proposing the concept of an 
“Ezekiel School” to account for the marked homogeneity of Ezekiel tradition (Joyce, “Synchronic and 
Diachronic Perspectives,” 119).This move has extended to Greenberg and Boadt who, among others, 
argue for the compositional unity of the book. 
611 Joyce, “Synchronic and Diachronic Perspectives,” 115-127. Joyce points out that despite the shift 
toward synchronic readings of the book, however, that there are a number of scholars who have 
continued to produce diachronic analyses of Ezekiel (119-120). 
612 Joyce, “Synchronic and Diachronic Perspectives,” 121. 
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final form “may indeed require the interaction of the diachronic and synchronic 

modes of analysis.”613 As noted previously, any mention of the “final form” of 

Ezekiel assumes that the book has indeed experienced a period of literary genesis.  

Furthermore, when asking questions concerning the historicity of the events 

narrativized in the discourse of Ezekiel, one must utilize diachronic approaches. The 

critic can profitably utilize the findings of historical-critical methods to demonstrate 

the compositional nature and historical context of the final discourse. At this point the 

critic can depart from the historical-critical preoccupation with the potential original 

meaning or historical context out of which the text came in favour of a reading that 

does not constrain modern interpretations.614 Whereas historical-critical methods can 

indeed inform the critic as to how a text came to be composed in terms of its literary 

genesis, literary approaches are needed to explain its final form, and therefore 

collaboration between the two methodologies can exist.615  

For example, the study of Ezekiel 15 later in this chapter utilizes form-critical 

commentaries to delineate the boundaries of the literary unit as well as to identify its 

genre,616 but does not pursue a diachronic reconstruction of the Sitz im Leben or 

possible historical contexts of original source materials. Drawing upon diachronic 

elements, the study proceeds to read the unit in light of the literary and rhetorical 

strategies of the book as a whole from a synchronic perspective. The rhetorical-

critical-narratological approach to Ezekiel aims to understand the whole in the 

articulation of its parts,617 and thus the focus remains upon the final text and the way 

it hangs and works together literarily and rhetorically rather than on its historical 

setting. Noting that the whole is more than the sum of its parts,618 the approach 

situates and explains the rhetorical function of Ezekiel 15 in light of the contextual 

and rhetorical situation of the entire discourse. 

A final point to note concerns the question of the particular context this study 

of Ezekiel attempts to reconstruct. The various contexts that can be reconstructed 
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biblical texts. Negatively, however, as “it attempts to reconstruct the roles of the Old Testament 
literature played in the life of Israel, its goal is not the interpretation as such of the biblical text” (44).  
617 Ibid., 31, 33. Clines argues that “the literary work should be studied for what it is in itself, with 
relatively minor concentration on the historical circumstances of its composition” (33). 
618 Fokkelmann, Narrative Art and Poetry, 16. 
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involve utilizing elements of both diachronic and synchronic approaches, 

demonstrating that the critic can have recourse to both in a complementary 

methodology. The critic faces two possibilities related to audience contexts, namely 

audiences involving the oral and the written situations.619 As the chapter will later 

make clear in terms of voice hierarchies, putative and actual audiences, the oral 

situation involves the character-narrator Ezekiel, his delivery of the rhetor Yahweh’s 

oracles and the actual exilic audience(s) to which the messages were addressed. The 

text has been situated in a dissonant rhetorical environment or rhetorical situation, 

which can be addressed from both diachronic and synchronic perspectives.  

The first possible audience context involves the use of diachronic 

methodologies, which attempt to reconstruct the events lying behind the text related to 

the oral or historical context on the level of story.620 Historical-critical readings seek 

to identify the Sitz im Leben of the audience of the oracle, or the socio-political 

surroundings of the prophet and his “school.”621 A strictly diachronic reading tends to 

project the preaching of the prophet onto the book, thereby reducing the historical 

situation to one dimension. Beuken points out that the “final redaction of the book, 

however, directs itself towards a public which stems from the contemporaries of the 

prophet and confers its fundamental contours on later generations, including the actual 

readers.”622 All later readers of the book are thus included in a nuclear way as part of 

the purview of a diachronic exegesis, and “the addressees do not constitute a historical 

point in time but a continuum through time.”623 Diachronic readings ground the 

historical audience within the oral contextual level but should not ignore later readers 

of the discourse who can identify with the historic audience on certain levels.624 

                                                 
619 Beuken, “Isaiah 28,” 21, 23. Although he deals with the mashal found in Isaiah 28, the issues he 
addresses in terms of the prophet, the message, the audience (and ultimately readers) involve the same 
dynamics as found in the discourse of Ezekiel. 
620 The technical terms “story” and “discourse” are utilized consistently within this thesis and are taken 
from narratological studies. The story level refers to the actual events that occurred in space and time, 
whilst the discourse level refers to the elements drawn from the story that are narrativized into a written 
text. See White, “The Value of Narrativity;” Bal, Narratology, 6ff; and Genette, Narrative Discourse, 
28ff.  
621 Ibid., 21. 
622 Ibid., 22. 
623 Ibid., 23. 
624 McKnight notes that “When the Bible is approached as both an ancient document with original 
meaning and a living message with contemporary significance, the bridge to a comprehensive and 
satisfying biblical hermeneutics may have been found. The reader’s final focus is not upon the original 
circumstances but upon the text in the contemporary context of reading” (“Reader-Response 
Criticism,” 205). 
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The second audience the critic can attempt to reconstruct comprises the 

literary or written context on the discourse level. This context involves attempting to 

determine the audience of the oracle from the literary context of the discourse as well 

as all later readers of the discourse. A context which changes over time, this aspect 

involves not only the characters in the text but also “the text’s interactions with 

subsequent readers and environments unanticipated by the author.”625 This synchronic 

approach contains certain inherent limitations due to its ahistorical way of working. 

On this basis it can neglect the fact that actual readers can only accept the message of 

the writing prophet only when they identify themselves with the historical pluriform 

audience addressed by the original prophet and the tradition. Therefore, all actual 

readers are to some extent “addressed alongside the various historical addressees of 

the prophetic oracles with whom they personally identify. The synchronic method, 

therefore, cannot avoid paying some attention to the historical audiences.”626 The 

historical audience cannot truly be divorced from later readers, and in “principle and 

in fact an absolute distinction between both methodological approaches is thereby 

denied.”627  

The complementary approach advocated in this chapter will take these 

observations into account. Diachronic methods establish the historical context of the 

original audience, whilst synchronic approaches deal with the literary and rhetorical 

contexts of both the discourse level and later readers. Viewing the final text of Ezekiel 

as a dynamic rhetorical work, the method of rhetorical criticism utilized in this thesis 

attempts to understand how the text encodes its persuasive purposes and “how 

readers—from various contexts—participate in that reality as they read a text which is 

meant to (or simply does) elicit certain responses.”628 Synchronic and diachronic 

interpretive approaches that do not take into account the rhetorical contexts of later 

readers tend to yield interpretations that are “truncated and incomplete, maybe even 
                                                 
625 Tull, “Rhetorical Criticism and Intertextuality,” 156. Iser speaks of the process of “discovery” as a 
reader engages a text: “...in considering a literary work, one must take into account not only the actual 
text but also, and in equal measure, the actions involved in responding to that text...the literary work 
has two poles, which we might call the artistic and the esthetic: the artistic refers to the text created by 
the author, and the esthetic to the realization accomplished by the reader” (The Implied Reader, xiii, 
274).   
626 Beuken, “Isaiah 28,” 22, 23. 
627 Ibid., 22. Perhaps the distinction between synchronic and diachronic is ultimately false; many 
diachronic analyses begin with synchronic readings, while many forms of synchronic have historical 
aspects. McKnight indicates that “Historical and sociological exegeses, for example, are not precluded 
in reader-response criticism. They are reconceptualized and relativized but not made illegitimate as 
such” (“Reader-Response Criticism,” 207). 
628 Mitchell, “Rhetorical and New Literary Criticism,” 617. 
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irrelevant. In fact, to ignore one’s own rhetorical context is to offer interpretation that 

is unconsciously overdetermined by one’s reading practices.”629 This chapter 

discusses not only the context of the rhetorical situation for Ezekiel’s actual exilic 

audience, but will also draw dynamic equivalents from the study for contemporary 

readers.  

 
Applying the Rhetorical-Critical-Narratological Approach to the Outer 

Contextual Framework of Ezekiel 
 

The chapter will apply the rhetorical-critical approach outlined within Chapter 

3 first to the entire discourse of Ezekiel in order to situate the smaller unit of Ezekiel 

15 within its contextual situation. Just as a picture painted on a canvas is “put into 

context” by its frame,630 this approach will demonstrate that a holistic synchronic 

perspective establishes smaller literary units contextually prior to engaging in a close 

rhetorical-critical reading. These literary units can be better understood when 

examined with the outer frame of a broader context in place. The operative 

hermeneutical principle that will be used is to interpret the smaller unit in light of the 

larger context of the entire work. In order to construct this outer framework, the 

chapter will first assess the genre of Ezekiel, second examine the rhetorical situation 

and resulting rhetorical strategies, and finally concludes with a discussion of the 

effectiveness of the work in achieving its rhetorical goals.  

 

Genre of Ezekiel and Genre Expectations 

Identifying the form or genre of the literature carries several interpretative 

implications for the trajectory of a study in terms of the reader’s assumptions and 

expectations. One’s identification of genre engages the reader in making assumptions 

“not only about the form but also about the text’s purposes, its subject matter, its 

writer, and its expected reader.” 631 Genres provide expectations and conventions for 

the reader to engage in the interpretive task.632 Since most commentators label Ezekiel 

as a prophetic genre, this generic assignment carries with it a set of assumptions, 

expectations and conventions. For example, Hals states that when compared with 

Jeremiah and Isaiah that “Ezekiel 1-48 is to be assessed as a PROPHETIC BOOK of 
                                                 
629 Tull, “Rhetorical Criticism,” 166. 
630 Christianson, A Time to Tell, 52-56.  
631 Devitt, “Generalizing About Genre,” 575. 
632 Cohen, “History and Genre,” 210. 
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rather typical structure. Although Ezekiel has been considered a bridge between 

prophecy and apocalyptic, this is at most only partially true.”633  

Since Ezekiel shares similar structural qualities found in similar prophetic 

genres such as Isaiah and Jeremiah, commentators looking to classify Ezekiel may 

expect it also to conform generically and thematically to that of those books. For 

example, various commentators note that Ezekiel displays a similar chapter structure: 

1-24, 25-39, and 40-48,634 or 1-24, 25-32, 33-39, and 40-48.635 Furthermore, 

commentators have long noted that Ezekiel is one of the most highly ordered books in 

the Bible, replete with chronological statements that allow the reader to follow the 

progress of the prophet’s oracles.636 Although structurally there appears to be a 

corollary to these books, however, Ezekiel departs from typical features found within 

other prophetic texts. Scholars have encountered difficulty in the history of Ezekiel 

studies because in essence the book has not measured up to the expectations of 

critics.637 Rather than aligning Ezekiel generically with other prophetic texts, the 

approach of this thesis will view Ezekiel as an implied narrative genre—a 

classification which invites comparison to other similar narrative texts and 

furthermore establishes certain expectations for the reader.638 The study of Ezekiel 

will demonstrate that the entire discourse uniquely presents Ezekiel from a first-

person narrative frame that puts forth the self-presentation of the prophet.639 

In recent years, Ezekiel studies have focused upon the unprecedented use of 

narrative in Ezekiel.640 For example, Phinney identifies Ezekiel as an autobiographical 

self-portrayal of the prophet who views himself in a certain way and desires the reader 
                                                 
633 Hals, Ezekiel, 3 (capitals his). 
634 Commentators who follow this structure include Hals, Ezekiel, p. 2; Block, who basically follows 
this formulation with the exception of a fourfold division highlighting Chapter 33; Allen, The Word 
Biblical Commentary Volume 28: Ezekiel 1-19; Bullock, An Introduction to Old Testament Prophetic 
Books; McKeating, Ezekiel; VanGemeren, Interpreting the Prophetic Word, 327; Boadt, Reading the 
Old Testament, 388; Von Rad, The Message of the Prophets, 188); and Cooke, A Critical and 
Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Ezekiel, xvii. 
635 This seems to be Eichrodt’s structural outline for the book; Biggs deviates slightly: 1-3, 4-24, 25-32, 
33-39, and 40-48 in The Book of Ezekiel, xiv. 
636 Boadt, Reading the Old Testament¸388-389. 
637 Childs points out that “in broad terms the problem of the book lies in the inability to construct a 
picture of Ezekiel conforming even in general to the main features of Hebrew prophecy which critical 
scholarship has come to expect” (Introduction to the Old Testament, 357). 
638 Sailhamer observes, “Those who are well-read have a greater, more refined reservoir of 
expectations. Knowing what to expect, they often come away from a story with a greater understanding 
and appreciation than the one who has little idea of what stories are all about” (The Pentateuch as 
Narrative, 12). 
639 Davis, “Swallowing the Scroll,” 84 While portions of Isaiah and Jeremiah are presented in the first-
person, a third-person narrator narrates the major portion of both. 
640 Ibid., 107. 
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to do the same.641 Renz notes that the “book of Ezekiel can be described as an 

historical narrative about the activity of an exilic prophet” that serves not only to 

archive the works and words of the prophet, but also functions “as an argument, 

interpreting Ezekiel’s prophetic ministry for the following generation.”642 Ezekiel can 

be classified broadly as a “monologic narrative,” which as compared to “dialogic 

narrative” tends toward a diegetic style.643 The book of Ezekiel, notes Davis, does not 

engage in a philosophical discourse, but rather tells a full and graphic story; the author 

or editor of the book “chose the unusual (for a prophet) vehicle of narrative speech as 

the means best suited to achieve that end.”644 Ezekiel can be broadly understood as a 

prophetic-narrative text, which despite being monologic in nature nonetheless still 

shares certain characteristics expected of a narrative text such as characters, setting, 

action, dialogue and narrative chronology.645   

 

The Rhetorical Situation of Ezekiel  

The behaviours and actions of the character-narrator Ezekiel are at the very 

least unorthodox. He speaks of the hand of the Lord physically lifting him up and 

transporting him to a variety of places, or of the Spirit of the Lord “moving” him. He 

performs symbolic actions which seem impossible for an ordinary person, such as 

lying on his side for three hundred and ninety days or not speaking for long periods.646 

The visions recorded in the discourse are strange and other-worldly and Ezekiel’s 

personality betrays signs of acute abnormality. The apparent harshness and 

exaggeration of the rhetoric in the book have repelled some readers, and the imagery 

within it is often obscure or unintelligible. Ezekiel’s literary style is oftentimes 

repetitive, and readers can at times find the protracted narratives portraying 

prostitution revolting.647  

                                                 
641 Phinney, “The Prophetic Persona,” 30, 51. Phinney identifies four categories of autobiographical 
activity that are evident in both first-person prophetic texts and Ezekiel. These include the categories of 
visionary autobiography, subjectivized autobiography, introductory autobiography and finally history-
like autobiography. Some of the latter category involves sign-acts, while some do not. As a subset of 
history-like autobiography, Phinney includes the category of conversational autobiography. 
642 Renz, The Rhetorical Function, 14, 15. 
643 Gunn and Frewell, Narrative in the Hebrew Bible, 7. They note that monologic narrative embodies 
long speeches, elicits narrower ranges of responses from readers, minimizes tensions and ideological 
pluralities and “tells” rather than “shows” through extended monologues from narrator and characters. 
644 Davis, “Swallowing the Scroll,” 106, parenthesis hers. 
645 Ibid., 151. 
646 Boadt, Reading the Old Testament, 387. 
647 Muilenburg, “Ezekiel,” 568. 
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In addition to these problems, the discourse presents a self-representation of a 

prophet who does not seem to be overly emotionally disturbed by his extreme 

experiences.648 Critics have therefore subjected Ezekiel to psychoanalysis, diagnosing 

him as an individual at best insensitive and at worst psychotic, neurotic or 

psychologically disturbed.649 Block maintains that the prophet remains a mystery for 

many Christian readers, who often struggle with the complex and bizarre nature of the 

book and are thus unable to give the work serious attention.650  

 This section demonstrates that these observations do not depict a fair 

representation of the prophet and his rhetorical situation, and that a careful reading 

reveals a different picture of his character. Yahweh informed Ezekiel upon his initial 

prophetic commission in Ezekiel 2-3 that his exilic audience was “a rebellious house” 

who would not listen to his words (Ez. 2.3-8; 3.4-11; 26-27). The exiles suffered from 

intense theological shock and as a result were disillusioned, cynical, bitter and 

angry.651 As a divinely commissioned watchman tasked with the heavy responsibility 

of warning the recalcitrant exiles (Ez. 3.16-21, 33.7-9), Yahweh commissioned 

Ezekiel to break through the theological and psychological denial of his exilic 

audience.652 In order to assess the rhetorical situation of Ezekiel, this section will 

utilize a modified approach to Bitzer’s model of the rhetorical situation, addressing 

the exigence, the audience and the effectiveness of the rhetor’s response. Bitzer’s 

model has proven its worth as a critical tool; despite being widely accepted yet deeply 

contested, critics no longer question the usefulness of the concept itself.653 

                                                 
648 Davis, “Swallowing the Scroll,” 120. 
649 Broome, “Ezekiel’s Abnormal Personality,” 277-292. 
650 Block, Ezekiel 1-24, xi. 
651 Ibid., 7,8. 
652 I argue later in this chapter in the section “Identifying the Exigence” that the real audience consisted 
of Ezekiel’s fellow-exiles, and that they had both theological and psychological reasons for believing in 
the inviolability of Jerusalem as demonstrated from within the discourse itself. 
653 Garrett and Xiao, “The Rhetorical Situation Revisited,” 30. This thesis will follow this critical 
process by adapting two modifications to Bitzer’s basic model. The first modification concerns the 
location of meaning attached to the exigence. Vatz held that according to Bitzer’s view events have 
intrinsic natures from which rhetoric should follow and that the situation dictates or invites fitting 
verbal or physical responses. In contrast to Bitzer, Vatz argued that there may be more than one 
“fitting” response to an exigence and moreover that not everyone may agree to the solution the rhetor 
offers to modify the exigence. Vatz held instead that rhetors creatively interpret events and then pass 
along those interpretations to audiences, thereby creating meaning rather than discovering it in 
situations (|Vatz, “The Myth of the Rhetorical Situation,” 227ff). The second modification concerns the 
nature of influence and the implications of that influence upon the audience. Biesecker also critiqued 
Bitzer’s model, maintaining that regardless of positions held or theories espoused rhetorical critics and 
theorists all embrace the same basic presupposition regarding rhetorical situations and the logic 
informing them (Biesecker, “Rethinking the Rhetorical Situation,” 232). 
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 These modifications to Bitzer’s approach demonstrate an area of critical 

correspondence to the book of Ezekiel by maintaining the dignity of the exiles instead 

of treating them as an amorphous group. For example, whilst Yahweh views Israel as 

a corporate entity he still evinces concern for the formation of their national identity. 

Fox demonstrates that this concern can be seen in particular in the rhetorical strategies 

of Ezekiel 37.654 Beyond this concern for the national identity of Israel, Yahweh 

displays a burden for the righteous choices of the individual person within the context 

of community (Ez. 18, 33).655 Furthermore, both modifications also have relevance 

for homiletics. From Vatz’s point of view, a preacher presents an interpretation of a 

biblical text to an audience and desires a response on their part. This observation more 

clearly reveals various rhetorical strategies and resultant preacher-audience dynamics 

present in the preaching event. Biesecker gives further insights as to the nature of the 

preacher’s influence upon the audience, as well as maintaining concern for the 

individual identity of the audience member whilst functioning within a communal 

context. 

 

Exigence, Audience and Constraints within the Rhetorical Situation 

Bitzer’s “rhetorical situation” model is composed of three constituent 

elements. The first element consists of an exigence, which Bitzer defines as 

“something that is other than it should be” whether in the physical or mental 

environments. 656 The second element constitutes an audience capable of being 

constrained in thought or action in order to effect a positive modification of the 

exigence.657 The final element comprises a set of constraints capable of influencing 

both the rhetor and an audience. By means of a rhetorical discourse that utilizes 

                                                 
654 Fox, “The Rhetoric of Ezekiel’s Vision.” In light of the vision of bones taking on flesh, this 
rhetorical strategy formed an essential element “for keeping the people together until the time comes to 
return, and for giving them a belief in national restoration strong enough to move them to get up and 
return to the ruins of Judah when the call comes to do so” (6-7).  
655 One must acknowledge, however, that there is a tension between corporate and individual 
responsibility within the book of Ezekiel. For example, Lapsley notes that the notion of individualism 
in Ezekiel has been noted by scholars early on as a seeming contradiction between corporate and 
individual responsibility, as noted in representative chapters like 18 and 33. See, for example, her 
helpful overview of this controversial topic within Ezekiel scholarship in Can These Bones Live? 19-
26; additionally see Matties, Ezekiel 18, 113-125, and Kaminsky, Corporate Responsibility, 177. 
656 Bitzer, “Functional Communication,” 23. For Bitzer the physical environment consists of all the 
physical elements that make up our world, while the mental environment comprises feelings, images, 
meanings, ideologies, etc. (23). 
657 Ibid., 23. 
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constraints as rhetorical strategies,658 the rhetor attempts to motivate the audience to 

act in some fashion for the purpose of bringing about positive modification of the 

exigence. This modification ideally restores harmony and balance to the total 

environment.659 In order for an exigence to exist two elements are needed: a factual 

condition and a related interest on the part of both the rhetor and the audience. 

 

Identifying the Exigence 

 A cursory examination of Ezekiel would seem to indicate that the exigence 

consisted of Yahweh’s judgment of the Jerusalemites and the impending doom of 

Jerusalem. However, a careful reading of the discourse reveals that this was not the 

exigence and rather that the exigence was the exile itself, which was the great crisis 

point in Israel’s history.660 The exile presented a unique opportunity for Yahweh to 

employ Ezekiel in an unparalleled ministry among the exiles that would not have been 

possible within the context of the homeland. In terms of rhetorical situations the book 

presents not one but two situations. Whilst Block does not specifically incorporate 

this terminology, he notes that the Ezekiel’s mission develops in two parts. These two 

parts of the discourse relate to the two rhetorical situations that are separated by the 

announcement of the fall of Jerusalem in 33.21.661 Figure 1 below demonstrates these 

two rhetorical situations as seen within the discourse of Ezekiel. 

 
Rhetorical Situation #1                 Rhetorical Situation #2 
Prior to fall of Jerusalem                    Post-fall of Jerusalem 

Exigence of Exile (Story level) 
                        33.20    33.21 
 

 
11.14-21      16.53-56   17.22-24  28.25-26  29.21                                                     34     35      36     37 

Primary Message: Judgement for Jerusalem     Primary Message: Future hope for Israel 
Secondary Message: Future hope (light grey)     Secondary Message: Judgement (dark grey) 

Rhetorical Argument (Discourse level) 

Figure 1. The two rhetorical situations in Ezekiel. 

 

                                                 
658 Smith and Lybarger, “Bitzer’s Model Reconstructed,” 199. 
659 The combination of both the physical and mental comprises the total environment: “the total 
environment within which we live and constantly interact is clearly a massive and complex mix of the 
physical and mental” (Bitzer, “Functional Communication,” 23). 
660 McKeating, Ezekiel, 11. 
661 Block, Ezekiel 1-24, 14-15. 
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Figure 1 demonstrates that despite the two rhetorical situations within the 

discourse as a whole, the reality of the exigence did not change for the exiles, 

remaining static from Ezekiel 1 through 48. The diagram reveals that within the first 

rhetorical situation the added exigence of the impending fall of Jerusalem had not 

occurred. It is precisely this reality that becomes the overriding theme which Yahweh 

the rhetor has Ezekiel deliver to his exilic audience. Zimmerli notes that the 

foreground of Ezekiel’s message within this first situation contains the announcement 

of the imminent and final fall of the city of Jerusalem, which had been spared in the 

year 597 B.C.E.662  

As the chapter will later demonstrate, this reality became the primary objective 

factor giving rise to the rhetorical response of the oracle in Ezekiel 15. Within the first 

rhetorical situation, Yahweh employed Ezekiel to deliver his oracles, thus destroying 

the exiles’ belief that Jerusalem would be spared, and in the process striking a blow at 

the variety of ideological pillars supporting Israel’s “house of pride.”663 As a factual 

condition, the imminent destruction of Jerusalem would have been an item of related 

interest for the exiles since Jerusalem and the Temple were, according to Yahweh, 

“the source of their security and pride” (24. 21, 25). 

Living in Babylon as deportees from that homeland, Ezekiel and his fellow 

Israelites alike shared the factual conditions of exile. However, the point of departure 

came at the element of the related interest where two radically opposing 

interpretations of the implications of the exigence vied for supremacy: that of the 

exiles and that of Yahweh. 664 Hayes points out that since the founding of Jerusalem 

as a city with a royal Davidic dynasty, two important traditions came into being for 

the nation of Israel: first, the inviolability of Zion, and second the inexorable election 

of Jerusalem and of David by Yahweh.665 The exiles therefore held to the belief that 

as long as a Davidic king sat upon the throne and Yahweh’s presence dwelt in the 
                                                 
662 Zimmerli, Man and His Hope, 116. 
663 Block, Ezekiel 1-24, 8. One must acknowledge at this point the motif of Ezekiel’s dumbness, which 
as Kamionkowski points out “fits into a broader picture of a powerless prophet” as consistent with Isa. 
57.3 and Ps.39.3 (Gender Reversal, 70). She notes that “the speechlessness motif fits logically into a 
general prophetic expression of emotional impotence. The prophet is unable to find his own voice just 
as he is unable to control his own body. God controls his movement, his lack of movement, and his 
words” (70). de Jong notes that his dumbness does not present a problem for the production of 
messages to the exilic audience, however; Ezek. 3.27 states that Yahweh would open his mouth when 
he desired him to speak to the exiles (“Ezekiel as a Literary Figure,” 8). For more on this motif see 
Joyce, Divine Initiative, 59; Renz, The Rhetorical Function, 120-121; Wilson, “Ezekiel’s Dumbness”;  
and Davis, Swallowing the Scroll, 56-67. 
664 Vatz, “The Myth of the Rhetorical Situation,” 228.  
665 Hayes, “The Tradition of Zion’s Inviolability,” 419-426. 
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Temple, the land and city would be secure due to God’s commitment to honour his 

covenant with the nation (cf. Gen. 12.1-3, et. al.). Such a view made God contingent, 

irreversibly tied to honour his commitment to the Temple, the Davidic dynasty and 

the priesthood.666  

Within the discourse, Yahweh characterized Ezekiel’s exilic audience as 

rebellious, stubborn, hard-hearted and hard of hearing (2.38; 3.7-8; 3.26-27). Making 

it particularly difficult for Ezekiel was the reality that the exiles had a worldview 

formulated from priestly and parental influences filled with misconceptions about 

their relationship with Yahweh whilst in Babylon. The exiles believed that God dwelt 

in the temple at Jerusalem and that His all-powerful presence provided certain 

protection against any enemy.667 Despite God’s repeated words through Ezekiel to the 

exiles that Jerusalem was doomed, many of the exiles continued to cling to the false 

hope that this destruction would not happen for a long time, if at all.668 For the exiles, 

everything hinged upon the safety of Jerusalem, which was their treasure and source 

of security and pride (24.21, 25). Their position maintained that as long as Jerusalem 

remained standing, the exile would soon be over and they would enjoy a speedy 

return to the homeland. This formed the core of their belief system to which they 

clung.669   

The exilic audience Ezekiel faced exhibited a stubborn sense of denial. For 

example, the people held that God could not see their idolatrous activities (8.12), 

stating in effect that “God no longer pays attention to what men are doing; he has left 

the land.”670 The exiles derided Ezekiel’s words, claiming that he only spoke in 

riddles or “figures of speech” (20.49) and complained that the prophet spoke only in 

unintelligible proverbs.671 The exiles pretended to listen to Ezekiel but laughed behind 

his back with no intention of obeying (33.30-32). Ultimately, the prophet was listened 

to but not heard.672  

                                                 
666 Brueggemann, Hopeful Imagination, 81.  
667 Smith, Introduction to the Prophets as Preachers, 254-255. 
668 Ibid., 255. 
669 For example, Block indicates that the exiles’ worldview consisted of four main “pillars” of support: 
“Israelite confidence in Yahweh was founded on an official orthodoxy, resting on four immutable 
propositions, four pillars of divine promise: the irrevocability of Yahweh’s covenant with Israel (Sinai), 
Yahweh’s ownership of the land of Canaan, Yahweh’s eternal covenant with David, and Yahweh’s 
residence in Jerusalem, the place he chose for his name to dwell” (Ezekiel 1-24, 8; parenthesis his). 
670 Greenberg, Ezekiel 1-20, 170. 
671 Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1, 424. 
672 Walther Zimmerli, Ezekiel 2: A Commentary on the Book of the Prophet Ezekiel. James D. Martin, 
Trans. Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983: 201. 
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Moreover, the exiles participated in blame-shifting, arguing that the the sins of 

their forefathers were responsible for their condition of exilic suffering (18.2).673 

Greenberg argues there was a thin veil of “resentment at a divine order (or disorder) 

in which the evil consequences of fathers’ actions are borne by their sons…Their 

complaint is that the wrong people get punished.”674 Finally, the exiles placed their 

hope in allegiances with foreign nations, trusting that they would help defeat 

Babylon.675 The exiles believed there would be help from foreign powers—

specifically Tyre and Egypt—and that their allies’ armies would crush Babylon and 

thus spare Jerusalem from destruction (17; 25-32). 

A further complication to Ezekiel’s task involved competition from certain 

false prophets, whose words to the exiles directly contradicted the words Yahweh 

commissioned Ezekiel to speak to the exilic audience (13.1-16). These competing 

rhetors676 claimed to speak for Yahweh, proclaiming peace and security while 

denying that Jerusalem would be destroyed (12.24; 13.16; 14.10; 22.28). Ezekiel 

additionally had to deal with female prophets wearing amulets or “magical 

appurtenances” in an attempt to counteract Ezekiel’s prophetic message and divert the 

exiles’ attention away from the reality of their situation.677 These female prophets 

attempted to control the lives of the people (13.18) by telling the exiles what they 

wanted to hear, subsequently undermining the righteous and strengthening the wicked 

(13.22).678 Thus for the exiles, as long as everything remained intact in the homeland, 

they could continue to cling to the belief that the exile would be temporary in nature. 

Prior to the fall of Jerusalem and the inauguration of the second rhetorical situation, 

the exiles hoped to enjoy a speedy return to the land to resume their former lifestyles 

just as before the exile.679  

 Yahweh’s interpretation of the exigence contrasted sharply with that of the 

exiles. He appointed Ezekiel to a unique ministry, which in the first rhetorical 

situation involved a prophetic critique of popular ideology that hoped for a swift 
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restoration.680 In order to accomplish this mission, Yahweh employed the prophet 

Ezekiel to shatter the theological worldview of the exiles “by systematically attacking 

the pillars on which official orthodoxy constructed its notions of eternal security.”681 

Yahweh utilized Ezekiel to establish by various means his decree that Jerusalem was 

absolutely doomed. Through Ezekiel, Yahweh informed the exiles that no foreign 

power could save the city from certain destruction by the Babylonian army (Ez. 26-

32) and moreover that surviving refugees would find no asylum in surrounding 

nations (Ez. 25; cf. Jer. 40.10-12). Within the first rhetorical situation, the exiles 

would ideally realize that no positive modification of the exigence existed and 

furthermore that repentance would neither save Jerusalem from annihilation nor 

shorten the length of exile. Renz observes that the calls to repentance located within 

Ezekiel 14 and 18 are in fact not directed toward those still within Jerusalem, and that  

 
…in contrast to other prophetic books, the book of Ezekiel does not allow for 
a glimmer of hope of salvation for Jerusalem. The possibility of repentance 
averting the disaster is not contemplated. The annihilation of Jerusalem is 
announced from the beginning of the book as unavoidable. The introduction to 
the chapters suggests that the calls to repentance were directed towards the 
exilic community.682  

 
As Figure 1 indicates, although the occasional ray of future hope shone 

through the gloom of the first thirty-two chapters of the discourse, within the second 

rhetorical situation Yahweh began to reveal to Ezekiel a fuller picture of his future 

restorative plan for his people. This could only occur once Jerusalem was destroyed, 

together with the subsequent reality of the exiles’ shattered hopes and dreams (33.21). 

The fall of Jerusalem initiated a fresh period of prophetic activity for Ezekiel. Once 

the earlier prophecies were fulfilled, Ezekiel’s mission changed in order to give “to 

give a new form to the community in exile.”683 From 33.21 to the end of the book, 

although many additional features are offered, in the main the discourse paints a 

picture of Israel in which all the wrongs of the past are redressed and the nation 

finally lives up to the potential promised in Yahweh’s original covenant.684  

As noted earlier, within the first rhetorical situation repentance would not 

spare Jerusalem, and in both situations repentance could neither shorten nor erase the 
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exigence of the exile. Yahweh’s exhortation of the exiles to repent (14.6; 18.30; 

33.11-20) reflects one rhetorical goal for the exiles, which involved dissociating 

“themselves from a communal vision in which Yahweh is not central and to associate 

with the vision of a community that is first and foremost focused on and governed by 

Yahweh.”685 This dissociative move involved both a spiritual and political 

transformation. Although repentance could not modify the exigence, it could bring 

life and hope to those languishing in exile (18.31-32; 33.11). Such a life could be 

made possible only through the rejuvenating work of the spirit of Yahweh, purifying 

them and replacing hearts of stone with hearts of flesh (11.19-20; 36.24-28). Within 

the second situation, Ezekiel’s ministry changed as he offered the hope of Yahweh’s 

future vision and “systematically reconstructing the pillars on which the nation’s 

security had been based in the first place.”686 The ideological pillars of support which 

Yahweh employed Ezekiel to topple within the first rhetorical situation could then be 

replaced with Yahweh’s vision of the future for the nation of Israel. 

 

Identifying the Audience 

 In terms of Ezekiel’s physical location, scholars have posited an exclusively 

Palestinian ministry, a combination of Palestinian and Babylonian ministries or an 

exclusively Babylonian ministry. Furthermore, some scholars have suggested that 

Ezekiel never actually existed and that his work was a pseudepigraph.687 This thesis 

sides with the majority of contemporary scholars who find the origin of Ezekiel in the 

existence of a (probably exclusively) Babylonian prophet, and that moreover the book 

received its basic design during the exile. Such a view does not exclude the existence 

of post-exilic Palestinian material or subsequent editing.688  

Although the discourse presents Ezekiel as living in Babylon (1.1-3; 3.15) 

among the exiles (3.11; 8.1; 14.1), many of his messages are aimed at either 

Jerusalemites or foreign nations. Whilst the putative audience involved those whom 

Yahweh had Ezekiel address, such as the Jerusalemites or foreign nations, his actual 

audience was his fellow-exiles.689 Commentators have noted this detail relating to the 

apparent dual nature of Ezekiel’s messages. For example, Eichrodt states that 
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although almost all of his oracles are aimed exclusively at Jerusalem, since Ezekiel 

was first and foremost a prophet for the exiles his influence on the homeland was 

entirely secondary.690 In terms of the oracles aimed at foreign nations, Greenberg 

more clearly differentiates the audiences by using the terms “ostensible” and “real” 

audiences. The ostensible audience consist of foreign nations, whom the messages 

address in the second-person plural. By contrast the exiles comprise the real audience, 

for whose ears the prophecy is intended and for whom it bears an important 

message.691 The treatment of the rhetorical situation in the reading of Ezekiel 15 later 

in this chapter will demonstrate that the same dynamic occurs between the ostensible 

or putative Jerusalemite audience and the real or actual exilic audience. Since his 

mission was entirely aimed toward the actual exilic audience, Ezekiel’s duty within 

the first rhetorical situation was to explain Israel’s collapse, and within the second to 

give confidence and hope for future restoration.692  

The discussion of audience leads to another point of clarification regarding 

narrative levels. One can term the exilic audience of the prophet on the written or 

discourse level the “inward audience” that functions on the level of the ideal or 

“implied reader.”693 These are described in Ezekiel 2 as the exiles living in Babylon, 

as rebellious toward Yahweh and as yet unaware of the impending destruction of 

Jerusalem. The text signals the stubbornness of this exilic audience as the major 

obstacle to effective communication.694 The “outward audience” can be described as 

the readership of the book, which involves second-generation exiles in addition to all 

later readers of the work.695 On this level, which corresponds to the level of the 
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“implied author,” the attempt is made to reconstruct from the text and its assumed 

context the sender and the intended recipients of its communication..696 This 

distinction is helpful here because at this point this chapter focuses on the inward 

audience of the text, but later demonstrates dynamic equivalents relating both to the 

inward and outward audiences as well as the fitness of the rhetoric of the book of 

Ezekiel for later readers.697 

Clarification of putative and actual audience reveals that the future survival of 

the nation did not lie with the Jews living in Jerusalem prior to its fall. Ironically, on 

the contrary the future lay with those exiles that had been removed from the land and 

prevented access to the temple.698 At no point does the book demonstrate that the 

survival of the nation is based upon the exiles’ religious or moral pre-eminence. As he 

attempted to deliver Yahweh’s messages, Ezekiel faced two difficult obstacles. The 

first difficulty was that the exiles shared the same ideology, rebellious attitude and 

idolatrous defilement as the Jews still in the homeland (2.3-5; 3.7; 14.3). The exiles 

brought their apostasizing baggage with them from the homeland, which included the 

tendency toward idolatry and social evils.699 As a prophet and watchman, Ezekiel 

faced the monumental commission of not only shattering the exiles’ worldview and 

replacing it with Yahweh’s vision for them, but additionally preparing God’s people 

for habitation in the future purified city and Temple.  

A second complication faced by Ezekiel involved an audience in danger of 

absorption into the relatively benign Babylonian culture.700 Eichrodt observes that the 

Babylonians allowed the exiles to farm land, to self-govern and to worship their own 

God unmolested. Due to these factors, he notes that the exiles 

 
…did not have to face a sudden break in the whole of the pattern of their life 
or give up everything to which they had previously been accustomed, but were 

                                                                                                                                            
intended audience of the book (inward and outward audiences) in terms of their basic exilic situation, 
one can see “the measure of resistance encountered by the prophet which requires the readership to see 
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696 Ibid., 19. 
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able to preserve a certain degree of continuity, making it easier to bear the 
yoke of exile. We see here, therefore, no strict imprisonment or permanent 
confinement under continuous hardships at the hands of brutal jailors.701 

 
Ezekiel’s prophetic ministry therefore played a large part in assuring the 

preservation of the national psychology and identity of a nation facing absorption into 

its relatively benign environment.702 For Ezekiel, the rhetorical situation was an event 

that made possible the production of identities and social relations on the part of his 

actual exilic audience by winning them over to Yahweh’s interpretation of the 

exigence.703 For example, Yahweh sought to utilize Ezekiel to produce an audience 

composed of individuals with a sense of their moral obligations within the context of 

community (ch. 18). Boadt maintains that Ezekiel 18 “gives a new accent to the role 

of the individual person in the community. Each must decide for or against God; each 

must take the law into his or her heart and be able to keep it no matter what the 

community is doing.”704 When viewed in this light, Yahweh’s view of “the people” 

involved more than just a plural abstraction of “individual” or “person;” his goal was 

not for them to abandon their individuality and follow blindly what was essentially a 

depersonalizing political myth.705 Moreover, as the vision in 37.1-14 and the oracle in 

37.15-28 presents, Ezekiel passed along to his audience Yahweh’s vision of a 

revivified, resurrected and reunited nation. Such a process sought to re-image their 

national psychology and identities.706 Thus Yahweh’s comprehensive plan for his 

people involved both a total political and religious identity renovation. 

 

Identifying the Constraints 

 As noted earlier, Ezekiel shared with his exilic audience the factual conditions 

of exile as well as an additional exigence of his own.707 The discourse portrays him as 

a divinely-appointed watchman constrained with the difficult moral responsibility of 

warning his audience (3.16-21; 33.1-16). If the prophet failed to warn the “wicked” 

exilic audience he would experience death, but nonetheless Yahweh would still hold 
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him responsible.708 According to his commission in 3.11, he must speak whether 

anyone listens or not.709 The messages Yahweh had Ezekiel deliver to the exiles in 

both rhetorical situations made use of constraints as rhetorical strategies with which 

his exilic audience would have been familiar and to which they could respond. 

Yahweh utilized familiar images such as the vine (15, 17, 19); cedar trees of Lebanon 

(31); swords (5.1; 6.3; 7.15; 11.8; ch. 21); shepherds (34); smelting furnaces (22.17-

22); cooking pots (11, 24); prostitution (16, 23); places such as Jerusalem (passim); 

the Temple (8.16; 10.18; 40-44); and the “mountains of Israel” (6.2; 36.1). Moreover, 

Yahweh appealed to such legal terms as the covenant (16.8, 59, 60, 61, 62; 17.13-20; 

20.37; 34.25; 37.26; 44.7) and the Law (7.26; 22.26; 44.24). Through his prophet 

Yahweh accommodated his message to “fit” the experiential and psychological 

context of the exilic audience. As a rhetorical strategy, this accommodation carried 

with it the greater likelihood of the message being received and acted upon by the 

exiles.  

Characteristically, one expects the rhetor to be actively and creatively 

involved in the production of the messages and rhetorical strategies used to influence 

audiences. Patton observes that typically the “rhetor decides about the form and 

content of intended discourse in accordance with operative constraints…the rhetor is 

an active participant in the rhetorical situation by virtue of choices made in 

responding to actual or potential exigences.”710 A close analysis of voice hierarchies 

reveals that Ezekiel does not originate any oracular messages or visions but rather is 

always a more or less passive recipient. His stance is more of a spectator than 

anything else.711 Phinney notes that “Ezekiel goes out of his way to make clear that he 

is the bearer of a divine message. The message is not from his own mind or 

mouth.”712 Furthermore, the discourse seldom presents Ezekiel as actually delivering 

the message to the exilic audience. One encounters only a brief summary of his 

supernatural trip to Jerusalem (11.24b-25), and only in 24.20-27 does he actually 

address the exiles with direct speech. On this point Renz notes that “the prophet is 
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usually portrayed as someone who receives communication rather than someone who 

receives and conveys information.”713  

For example, the oracular statements of Yahweh to Ezekiel within the 

discourse consistently begin with the formula yl^a@ hw`hy+-rb^d+ yh!y+w~ (“The word of 

Yahweh came to me”). The resulting clarification of voice hierarchies reveals that 

each oracular message originates with Yahweh rather than with Ezekiel, the character-

narrator. The discourse therefore presents a portrait of Ezekiel, the prophet who serves 

as a conduit, tasked with delivering Yahweh’s messages to the exiles. As a self-

presentation of the character-narrator, the authorial stance of the discourse displays 

Ezekiel as a model of a human creature who hears the divine word and who responds 

fully and appropriately to what Yahweh is doing. Displaying that model is the purpose 

of the first-person narrative frame.714 Moreover, as the treatment of Ezekiel 15 will 

demonstrate, clarifying that model carries with it important implications for 

discussions related to the rhetorical effectiveness of the message with regard to 

narrative levels as well as outward and inward audiences.   

 

Conclusion: The Rhetorical Effectiveness of Ezekiel 

  The final step in the discussion of the outer framework concerns an evaluation 

of the effectiveness of the rhetor in achieving the particular rhetorical aims of the 

work. This discussion concerns two issues related to the fitness of the rhetorical 

response to the exigence. First, on the communicative level of the inward audience of 

Ezekiel, the discourse appears to present two alternative and seemingly contradictory 

positions. On the one hand, at times the exilic audience seems to pay attention to 

Ezekiel by responding to a sign-act (12.7-9) and to the circumstances surrounding the 

death of his wife related to his lack of mourning (24.18-19). On the other hand, within 

both rhetorical situations the discourse presents the exiles as not listening to his 

words. Within the first rhetorical situation Ezekiel complains to Yahweh that his 

audience accused him of speaking in riddles (20.49). Despite the reality of the fall of 

Jerusalem within the second rhetorical situation, Yahweh subsequently reveals to 

Ezekiel that his audience only appeared to listen to his words (33.30-33). On the 

communicative level of the outward audience, readers must wrestle with these two 
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options of the fitness of Ezekiel’s ministry. In this regard, the first-person narrative 

frame of the discourse itself may provide a clue.  

 The discourse of Ezekiel functions as a homodiegetic narrative, identified by 

Genette as “a story with the narrator present as a character in the story he tells.”715 As 

a narrator, however, Ezekiel does not function as the “hero” of the story, but plays a 

secondary role primarily as an observer and witness. The point of view is fixed, 

remaining solely his and not varying from character to character. All of the events 

witnessed within the discourse, and the words of Yahweh, pass through him and are 

mediated by him to the reader.716 His point of view is temporal, retrospective and 

limited to the diegetic level of a character. This narratorial strategy forces the reader 

to adopt his perspective and to identify with his frame of reference, knowing nothing 

more about the future than does the character-narrator.717 Other characters on the 

discourse level remain ignorant of what occurs all around them on an even more 

“limited” existential level, but the reader only receives information with Ezekiel as 

Yahweh reveals it to him (as in 14.3; 14.22-23; 24.2-14; 24.16-17). This narratorial 

strategy aligns the reader with Ezekiel’s privileged position of knowing more than 

certain characters in the discourse. Such insight only occurs through the agency of the 

omniscient character Yahweh, who displays his omniscience through his actions and 

by predicting future events.718 

 Such a narratorial strategy calls upon the reader to make a decision over whether 

to identify with him and dissociate with the response of the exiles, or whether to side 

with his hard-hearted and rebellious exilic audience (2.3-8).719 Although the discourse 

presents Ezekiel as obedient to Yahweh in the main, his various protests in the 

discourse (4.14; 9.8; 11.13) lead one to speculate whether or not he was entirely 

willing to obey every injunction, or if he became discouraged with his mission 

(20.49). Since Ezekiel’s narratorial point of view very rarely intrudes into the 

discourse the reader must further wrestle with the issue of whether or not Ezekiel 

himself accepted Yahweh’s interpretation of the exigence or militated against it. This 
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unique narratorial self-presentation allows for both reader and preacher to engage on a 

deeper level with the profundity of Ezekiel’s messages and the sensitivity of his 

personality. What other prophets merely spoke of, Ezekiel suffered personally. 

Uniquely empowered by the Spirit of Yahweh, Ezekiel was gripped, called and 

equipped to carry out his task.720 

 Furthermore, the construction of the first-person narrative frame compels the 

reader to make a choice. One can decide that Yahweh’s judgment of Israel is just and 

that involvement in his future plans for Israel necessitates both repentance and 

acceptance of his sovereign kingship. Conversely, one can side with those audience 

members who accused Ezekiel of speaking in riddles (20.49) and who listened to his 

words but paid little attention even after the fall of Jerusalem (33.30-32). The fall of 

Jerusalem would ostensibly seem to confirm Ezekiel’s prophetic legitimacy. Either 

possibility intersects with one crucial and overriding issue: Yahweh’s singular 

concern as voiced throughout the discourse always returns to the point “Then they 

will know that I am Yahweh” (hw`hy+ yn]a&-yK! Wud+y`w+). The reader must deal with the 

questions as the exiles may have done: do the actions taken by Yahweh, as well as his 

words to the exiles through Ezekiel, result in the people coming to a greater 

knowledge of him? Did the exiles in fact repent, turn from their incomplete belief 

system and embrace the life offered by Yahweh? The discourse does not provide the 

information as to whether or not Yahweh’s rhetorical strategies for his people actually 

accomplished what he intended. As above, this observation has an application for 

open-ended homiletics: the discourse models this very aspect of open-endedness by 

presenting conflicting views of audience reception, Ezekiel’s struggles with his tasks 

and questions of theodicy. The sermon in Chapter 7 will demonstrate the open-ended 

nature of the discourse by presenting three points of view, but will leave the 

interpretation open to the hearer. 

 

A Rhetorical-Critical-Narratological Reading of Ezekiel 15 

 
Following the discussion of the outer frame of the discourse of Ezekiel, the 

thesis will apply the rhetorical-critical-narratological approach developed in Chapter 3 

by engaging in a close reading of the literary unit of Ezekiel 15. This unit concerns 

the disputation oracle of the vine-stock and Yahweh’s subsequent judgment upon the 
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Jerusalemites for their unfaithfulness. This reading will continue to employ a 

complementary approach to both diachronic and synchronic readings, utilizing 

diachronic methods to delineate the literary unit and synchronic methods in order to 

understand that unit in light of a holistic reading of the entire discourse.  

The treatment of Ezekiel 15 has been chosen for the following two reasons. 

First, the continued application of the rhetorical-critical-narratological method 

outlined in Chapter 3 to the text of Ezekiel 15 serves as an example of useful 

exegetical basis for a values-based approach to homiletics. The clarification of voice 

hierarchy, putative versus actual audience and rhetorical strategies will allow the 

sermon to replicate the variety of rhetorical dynamics within the unit. Second, since it 

is a relatively small literary unit comprised of only eight verses, Ezekiel 15 generally 

receives little attention within biblical commentaries. Most commentators devote 

between one and three pages of comments to it before moving on to the controversial 

extended allegory in Ezekiel 16. However, the rhetorical-critical reading of the unit 

will reveal that its rhetorical strategies make a contribution to the discourse as a 

whole. By putting these methods to use, this thesis will extend the trajectory of Block 

by seeking to understand the rhetorical function of prophecy in its attempt to change 

the thinking and behaviour of its audience.721   

 

1. Establishing the boundaries of the literary or rhetorical unit. 

The approach begins by determining the boundaries of the literary or rhetorical unit, 

in order first to delimit it and second to bring clarification to the following questions 

that relate to its rhetorical situation and global theme. Zimmerli maintains that the 

messenger formula with which the unit begins, “even where no date follows, 

delineates the introduction of a new speech unit, which is thereby marked out as 

possessing the character of an event.”722 Hals agrees, stating that Ezekiel 15 should be 

viewed as a distinct unit based on its opening and closing formulae: 

 
This section is manifestly a unit by itself, beginning with the prophetic word  
formula, ending with the prophetic utterance formula, having a consistent  
common subject, and being followed by the beginning of a separate unit [16]  
with a new prophetic word formula.723   
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Based upon these observations, Ezekiel 15 can safely be delineated from 14 and 16 

with its opening and closing formula and also distinctly comprises a rhetorical or 

literary unit defined as an argument by analogy (vv. 2-5) connected to its subsequent 

interpretation (vv. 6-8). 

 

2. Identifying the Rhetorical Situation.  

Following the preliminary determination of the rhetorical unit, the second rhetorical-

critical element in the unit involves determining the rhetorical situation of the unit.724 

The rhetoric involves a response to a particular situation, and therefore this step 

involves analyzing and reconstructing the point of departure of the address.725 The 

study limits itself to the rhetorical situation on the level of inward audience, which 

involves the characters in the book on both the oral and written level. One must 

distinguish at this stage the difference between the inward and the outward audience 

consisting of all later readers of the book on the written or discourse level.726 As noted 

earlier in the discussion of the outer frame of Ezekiel, the rhetorical situation of 

chapter 15 occurs within the first rhetorical situation of the book. This occurs prior to 

the news of the fall of Jerusalem reaching Babylonia in 33.21 and the inauguration of 

the second rhetorical situation (see Figure 1). Chapter 15 serves as an example of yet 

another of Yahweh’s negative “pronouncements of judgment upon his people for their 

infidelity to the covenant” that cut across prevailing opinion hoping Yahweh would 

rescue the Jerusalemites.727  

As noted previously, the actual audience of the oracle consisted of Ezekiel’s 

fellow-exiles as distinguished from the putative Jerusalemite audience.728 Although he 

does not use these two terms specifically Zimmerli notes that the text makes three 

clarifications in regards to audience: the first concerns Ezekiel as the recipient of the 

oracle, the second relates to the inhabitants of Jerusalem, whilst the third concerns the 

exilic audience. The text addresses the putative Jerusalemite audience in the third 

person plural in 15.7a while the actual exilic audience exiles are referred to in the 

                                                 
724 Ibid., 34, italics his. 
725 Gitay, “Reflections on the Study,” 215. 
726 Renz, The Rhetorical Function, 19. 
727 Block, Ezekiel 1-24, 14. 
728 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, 318. While at this point the historical 
audience (oral level, time of delivery) and the audience found in the text (written level, characters) may 
be one and the same, I am not attempting to reconstruct the historical context of the time the oracle was 
delivered using a diachronic approach.  
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second person plural in 15.7c. Zimmerli clarifies this distinction by stating that the 

exiles were “those who are summoned to acknowledge Yahweh’s judgment upon 

Jerusalem.”729 In agreement with Zimmerli, Cooke observes that whilst the 

inhabitants of Jerusalem are named in 15.6-7, it is precisely the exiles to which the 

oracle is addressed. The exiles are those who ideally “will recognize the justice of 

Jahveh in the fate of the city.”730  

As noted earlier in the discussion of the exigence of Ezekiel, no amount of 

repentance by the exiles would avoid the imminent destruction upon Jerusalem. At 

this point within the first rhetorical situation, identifying the actual audience from the 

putative audience becomes important not only for identifying the rhetorical strategies 

of Ezekiel, but also has implications for the homiletical strategy of the sample sermon 

in Chapter 7. Such clarifications can help the preacher to replicate the rhetorical 

dynamics of the biblical text in terms of rhetor, message and recipients. 

 

3. Analyzing and Evaluating the Stance of the Rhetor. 

At this step in the process the study focuses closely upon the persuasive elements of 

the literary unit by analyzing the stance or point of view of the rhetor.731 Clarifying 

the voice hierarchies within the unit becomes a matter of critical importance for 

establishing the stances of both Yahweh and the character-narrator Ezekiel, whom 

Yahweh tasked with delivering the message. On this issue many commentators tend 

to conflate this issue by overlooking the matter of voice hierarchy within the book.732 

The resulting position makes Ezekiel the originator of the various oracles, allegories 

and parables contained in the book and possibly also even the author of the book. 

However, a closer examination of the voice hierarchies and narratorial strategies in 

the unit reveals that the oracle does not originate with Ezekiel, but rather he serves as 

a passive recipient and subsequent messenger. 

In order for prophetic rhetors to convince both the hearts and heads of their 

audiences, Tromp observes that they must take the concrete situation of their 

audiences into account. In order to win them over to his position, the prophet adjusts 

himself to their level by attuning “himself to them in order to convince them of his 
                                                 
729 Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1, 318. 
730 Cooke, Ezekiel, 158.  
731 Fox, “The Rhetoric of Ezekiel’s Vision,” 1. 
732 See for example the following treatments of this passage in: Schofield, Law, Prophets, and 
Writings, 191; Boadt, “Mythological Themes,” 230; Smith, Introduction to the Prophets, 256; Cooke, 
Ezekiel, 156, 157-158; and Greenberg, Ezekiel 1-20, 268. 
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message…The rhetorical skill of the orator guides him in selecting the most effective 

arguments.”733  A carefully analysis of the voice hierarchy in the unit consistently 

demonstrates, however, that Ezekiel is not actively involved in the production or 

creation of the message734 but rather functions as a passive recipient of Yahweh’s 

oracles. As speakers, preachers and proclaimers, prophets address audiences 

consisting of people living in concrete historical settings, imparting to them the will of 

Yahweh.735 As a rule biblical prophets function as receivers as well as the public 

announcers of Yahweh’s messages. Typically they announce that the messages they 

deliver originated from Yahweh and not their own mind, beginning “their speeches 

with the assurance that they are authorized by God to deliver his message.”736 As one 

who received his messages directly from Yahweh and passed them along to an 

audience, Ezekiel fits within this pattern.  

Clarifying the voice hierarchies in the unit reveals both the stance and point of 

view of the character-narrator as well as the resulting rhetorical function of that 

stance. The determination of precisely who speaks and the direction of that speech to 

the addressees lays a foundation for the discussion of all that concerns the “point of 

view” in a piece of writing.737 The introductory messenger-formula with which the 

unit begins reveals the voice hierarchy. The first voice the reader encounters is that of 

the character-narrator Ezekiel stating that “the word of Yahweh came to me, 

saying…” (rm)al@ yl^a@ hw`hy+-rb^d+ yh!y+w~). The second voice belongs to the rhetor 

Yahweh, who addresses Ezekiel in the second verse: “Son of man…” (<d`a*-/B#). 

Zimmerli notes this voice distinction when he states, “After the formula for the 

coming of a message there follows first an address to the prophet.”738 This analysis 

reveals that Ezekiel is not the originator of this oracle but rather is the recipient of it. 

He functions as the messenger, reporting what he hears from Yahweh and faithfully 

delivering the message to the exiles. 

Distinguishing Yahweh as the rhetor and originator of the oracle and Ezekiel 

as the recipient reveals four important rhetorical functions. First, when observed in 

terms of speaker and audience dynamics, the recognition formula establishes 

                                                 
733 N.J. Tromp, “Amos V 1-17,” 57, 60. 
734 Phinney, “The Prophetic Persona,” 24. 
735 Tromp, “Amos V 1-17,” 57. 
736 Gitay, “The Realm of Prophetic Rhetoric,” 219. 
737 LaDriere, “Voice and Address,” 441-443. 
738 Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1, 319. 
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Ezekiel’s credibility or personal-ethical presentation.739 Gitay observes that the 

prophetic messenger formula accomplishes exactly this function. In order to engage in 

the pragmatic attempt to persuade their audience, prophets must establish their 

authority and integrity in order for the audience to trust them. Therefore, the style of 

prophetic speech is specifically “designed to reflect an intimate notion of God who 

spoke directly to his prophet.”740 Wilson further points out that the entire discourse 

characterizes Ezekiel as one who consistently and faithfully “speaks only the divine 

word that is put into his mouth (cf. 3.27) and does not elaborate the message in any 

way.”741 Ezekiel cannot be charged with “stealing” oracles from other prophets, with 

reinterpreting genuine oracles or of speaking falsely. Whoever hears Ezekiel hears 

God’s word directly, and therefore Ezekiel serves as the conduit through which the 

unaltered divine word comes.742  

 The second rhetorical function of this formula establishes Ezekiel’s authority 

as a legitimate prophet by stressing his close relationship with Yahweh. The discourse 

characterizes Ezekiel almost as an automaton, as one whose personality seems almost 

completely subsumed by the divine will.743 Whilst this may seem like a negative trait, 

positively this characterization confirms the closeness of the relationship between 

Ezekiel and Yahweh. Due to the proximity of this connection the prophet makes the 

claim that the prophetic word is actually Yahweh’s and not his own, which places 

responsibility for the prophecy on Yahweh and not on the prophet.744 As the one who 

transmits the message to his fellow-exiles, Ezekiel cannot be ultimately held 

responsible for the content of the message.  

This observation leads directly to the third rhetorical purpose of the formula. 

Since the word is Yahweh’s and not that of the prophet, the potential for hostility on 

the part of the exiles is decreased. Such a stance places Ezekiel in the unique position 

of not being the exiles’ direct adversary, but rather as one tasked with passing along a 

message he only received. Such a stance, notes Gitay, “decreases the potential for a 

                                                 
739 Classical rhetoricians agreed that one of the most important aspects of a speech is the establishment 
of the credibility or ethos of a speaker. For example Aristotle maintained that “Persuasion is achieved 
by the speaker's personal character when the speech is so spoken as to make us think him credible… 
his character may almost be called the most effective means of persuasion he possesses” (Rhetoric, 
Book 1, Part 1). 
740 Gitay, “The Realm of Prophetic Rhetoric,” 226-227. 
741 Wilson, “Prophecy in Crisis,” 165 (parenthesis his). 
742 Ibid., 165. 
743 Ibid., 165. 
744 Berquist, “Prophetic Legitimation in Jeremiah,” 139. 
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hostile attitude towards his public appearance…Such an approach intends to invite the 

audience to listen to the speaker without rejection.”745 As the bearer of the message 

Ezekiel tacitly aligns himself with the audience. This stance not only gives the 

impression of objectivity, but additionally by taking the audience’s point of view he 

makes it congruent with his own. Such a move encourages alignment of both 

perspective and belief. 746  

   The final rhetorical function lays the foundation for the refutation of the 

audience’s belief system by directly contradicting the hope the exiles had that 

Jerusalem would be spared. These are not the words of a mere mortal but the very 

authoritative words of Yahweh as he predicted the future.747 Although the exiles most 

certainly did not welcome the message, that the oracle originated from Yahweh and 

not Ezekiel sets the stage for what follows in the remainder of the discourse. At this 

point in the first rhetorical situation Ezekiel’s accuracy as a prophet was still in 

question. Although he continued to predict the fall of Jerusalem, it had yet to occur. 

An examination of the weight of Ezekiel’s overall prophetic career748 demonstrates 

that the events taking place after 587 B.C.E. bore witness to the truth of the messages 

of judgement in chapters 1-24: Ezekiel was a partially vindicated prophet.749 Within 

the second rhetorical situation, God’s word in exile had been confirmed.750  

As the divinely-appointed watchman functioning as the direct recipient of the 

divine message, Schofield notes that “nothing relieves him of the dread responsibility 

of utterance, of passing on to his fellows the message whenever he hears a word from 

God’s mouth.”751 Although this was Ezekiel’s personal exigence, the reality that he 

served merely as the obedient conduit of the divine message carried with it the 

possibility of predisposing his audience to listen to his words as authoritative and not 

reject them outright.752 

                                                 
745 Gitay, “Rhetorical Criticism and the Prophetic Discourse,” 21. 
746 Fox, “The Rhetoric of Ezekiel’s Vision,” 9. 
747 Adapted from Gitay, “Rhetorical Criticism and the Prophetic Discourse,” 21. 
748 Fox, “The Rhetoric of Ezekiel’s Vision,” 5. 
749 Hals, Ezekiel, 5. 
750 VanGemeren, Interpreting the Prophetic Word, 327. 
751 Ibid., 203. 
752 In addition to this discussion, one must examine the communicative situations both within the 
discourse (on which this thesis largely builds) and the communicative situation for which the book is 
the medium. Renz, for example, believes that whilst the book faithfully records the activities and words 
of the prophet, in terms of rhetorical function as a finished work, its communicative situation as a 
finished text was aimed squarely at a second-generation exilic readership. These readers must, upon 
reading the work, dissociate themselves from the actions and attitudes of the exilic audience 
characterized in the book, and align themselves with Yahweh’s perspective. (See his discussion in The 
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4.  Assessing the Rhetorical Strategies. 

The fourth element of the rhetorical-critical study of Ezekiel 15 concerns both 

structural and rhetorical elements. This section examines the organization of the 

rhetorical unit and the particular rhetorical and persuasive function of each section in 

light of the whole. Here the approach of the thesis distinguishes itself from one 

drawback of the so-called “Muilenburg School” of rhetorical criticism, which displays 

the tendency to focus on structural or stylistic elements largely for the sake of 

aesthetics. In so doing this approach avoids the charge of “rhetoric restrained,” which 

is the reduction of rhetorics to stylistics, and of stylistics in turn to the rhetorical 

tropes or figures.753 Rather the focus is on persuasion in context, evaluating each part 

of the address in terms of its own rhetorical function that leads gradually to the 

programmatic goal.754 Gitay brings clarification to the discussion by stating that 

prophetic discourse  

 
…is not a political speech, not a court speech, but a religious discourse: an  
address which seeks to alter the opinion of an audience already persuaded to 
accept a view opposite to that of the narrator. The narrator did not choose to 
confront such a dispute by reason, which can be answered by another 
argument.755  

 
Ezekiel 15 consists of a religious discourse whereby Yahweh seeks to alter the 

opinion of the exilic audience not by means of rational argumentation but through a 

disputation utilizing comparative analogy and other rhetorical strategies. As noted 

earlier, the character-narrator presents the oracle to the exiles as he received it from 

Yahweh, neither arguing for its validity nor asking the audience to accept it as truth. 

Such a request would potentially invite refusal and such an argument could invite 

refutation.756 The following section discusses both the structure of Ezekiel 15 as well 

as the various rhetorical strategies Yahweh employs in his endeavour to motivate the 

exiles to embrace his plan for their future. 

 
                                                                                                                                            
Rhetorical Function, 1-11). This thesis acknowledges this communicative situation, but focuses more 
upon drawing a dynamic equivalent for modern-day readers, noting that one must in some sense 
identify with the historical readership of the work (See the discussion regarding historical audience 
versus contemporary readers in Beuken, “Isaiah 28,” 21-23). 
753 Wuellner, “Where is Rhetorical Criticism Taking Us?” 451. As noted in Chapter 2 this is one effect 
of the rhetorical reforms of Ramus, still felt currently in biblical rhetorical criticism. Chapter 6 will 
discuss the impact on Ramus for homiletics, particularly seen in Puritan preaching. 
754 Gitay, “Reflections on the Study,” 217. 
755 Gitay, “Rhetorical Criticism and the Prophetic Discourse,” 17. 
756 Fox, “The Rhetoric of Ezekiel’s Vision,” 9. 
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Structure of Ezekiel 15  

Most commentators view Ezekiel 15 as a two-part oracle, comprised of a 

poetry-like parable and a corresponding application section divided into vv.1-5 and 6-

8. Other commentators see a similar two-part structure to the unit, but separate v.1 or 

v. 8 from the main body of the oracle. Therefore, structural options would include a 

division of 1-5 and 6-8, or a threefold division of 1, 2-5, and 6-8.757 Eichrodt follows a 

similar organization with one key difference. He views the unit as comprising two 

sections, the parable in vv. 1-5 and its interpretation in vv. 6-7. He differs from most 

commentators by excising v.8 from the unit, arguing that it does not fit following the 

concluding formula in v.7 about the knowledge of God.758 Zimmerli, on the other 

hand, argues for the inclusion of v.8, maintaining that at this point a later hand has 

sought to expand further the description of the judgment by taking up the formula of 

v. 7aα, but with a slightly altered wording that extends the threat to the desolation of 

the land.759 Upon this basis he does not exclude the line as Eichrodt does. 

Furthermore, Block points out that although v.8 appears anticlimactic after the 

recognition formula in v.7, its lexical connections with 14.12-23 tie it in to the 

previous oracle. Block maintains that this verse belongs to the unit because the 

concluding signatory formula seals the Jerusalemites’ fate.760  

Although this unit can be divided a number of ways, this approach follows the 

three-part structure that includes v. 8. This study agrees with the approach of 

Zimmerli and Block that even if a later hand added the verse, it nonetheless fits in 

thematically into the overall argument of the unit and the book as a whole. For 
                                                 
757 Structurally some commentators include verse 1 in the first section (1-5) such as Cooper, who calls 
the unit a parable or “brief prophecy.” He notes that “Verses 1-5 present the parable and vv. 6-8 the 
interpretation and application of the parable” (Cooper, Ezekiel, 166). Block follows a similar 
arrangement, labeling vv. 1-5 a “word picture” and vv. 6-8 “the interpretation” (Block, Ezekiel 1-24, 
456, 458). Biggs also divides the unit into two, but demarcates the first unit at 1-6 rather than 1-5, 
basing his division on the four rhetorical questions that are then applied to the inhabitants of Jerusalem 
in 7-8 (Biggs, Ezekiel, 45). While not commenting specifically on the structure of the unit, Hals feels 
that it follows a typical shape of a three-part prophetic proof-saying genre due to the use of the 
recognition formula near its end in 7b (Hals, Ezekiel, 99). Zimmerli also views the unit as consisting of 
two parts that follow the introductory formula of v.1: a parable of the vine (vv. 2-5) and an 
interpretation (vv. 6-8) that is rounded off by the concluding formula for a divine message (Zimmerli, 
Ezekiel 1, 318). Greenberg follows suit, dividing the oracle into two parts: a reflection on the ill-fated 
vinestock (vv. 2-5) and a comparison to it of the inhabitants of Jerusalem (vv. 6-8). He further argues 
that the unit becomes an allegory only when the comparison with Jerusalem is broached in v.6, which 
then transforms the vine image into that of an allegory (Greenberg, Ezekiel 1-20, 266, 268). Cooke also 
divides the unit along similar lines, vv. 2-5 containing a little poem on the wild vine, and vv. 6-8 the 
application of the parable (Cooke, Ezekiel, 156, 157). 
758 Eichrodt, Ezekiel, 193, 194. 
759 Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1, 319. 
760 Block, Ezekiel 1-24, 458-459. 
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example, the charge that Israel has “acted unfaithfully” (lu^m^ lu*m+l!) is used of the 

nation in 14.13, of Zedekiah in 17.20 and again of the people in 39.23 as justification 

for Yahweh’s judgments. Moreover, rather than dividing the first section of the unit 

into vv.1-6, the word laken (/k@l*) with which v. 6 begins demarcates the second half 

of the oracle ending with v. 5, with the resultant interpretation and application 

following in 6-8. Zimmerli notes that the discourse in vv. 1-5 and its resultant 

interpretation in vv. 6-8 are clearly divided.761 Greenberg remarks of a similar usage 

of /k@l* in Ezekiel 17.19 whereby the use of the word serves as a structural marker 

and “advises us that only now have we arrived at the consequential part of the 

oracle.”762 Whilst not overlooking the rhetorical function of any one of the sections of 

the unit, this study of 15 will follow a three-part division of the unit: first, the 

introductory formula in v.1; second, the poetry-like argument by analogy in vv. 2-5, 

and third, the interpretation or application of the analogy in vv. 6-8. 

 

Rhetorical Strategies of Ezekiel 15  

Greenberg demonstrates in a study of Ezekiel 17 that the rhetorical strategies 

employed therein develop the allegory of the vine and eagles and make use of two 

“planes” or argumentative levels.763 Chapter 15 displays a similar use of 

argumentative levels by beginning on the plane of nature and moving to the divine 

plane, and thereby is “halved” into an A and a B section.764 Section A, on the plane of 

nature (vv. 2-5), propounds a theme as the parable-like analogy develops, which is 

typical for parables as they point from a human reality to another reality in an aura of 

mystery.765 Section B, on the divine plane in vv. 6-8, interprets and applies the 

implications drawn from the analogy developed on the first plane. The first half of the 

unit involves the rhetorical strategy of quasi-argument that involves the analogous 

comparison between the vine-stock and trees from the forest. In this case the premise 

of the argument is entertained rather than directly asserted.766  

Yahweh the rhetor proceeds to construct his quasi-argument from the 

analogical basis that the wood from the vine-stock is inferior to that of legitimate 

                                                 
761 Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1, 30. 
762 Greenberg, “Ezekiel 17,” 151. 
763 See Greenberg, “Ezekiel 17: A Holistic Interpretation.” 
764 Greenberg, Ezekiel 1, 25. 
765 Solomon, “Fable,” 119. 
766 Strawson, “‘If’ and ‘ ’, 177. 
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lumber from trees. This rhetorical strategy “intentionally avoids creating an 

intellectual ‘platonic symposium’ to debate controversial topics particularly about 

matters that might be conceived by the addressees as disputable.”767 In order to 

construct his analogous quasi-argument, Yahweh utilizes both tradition and 

innovation and then extends these by employing repetition and rhetorical questions.768 

Such an argumentative strategy brings about the potential engagement of his 

audience’s emotions.769  

 

Level A: The Plane of Nature 

Yahweh the rhetor did not engage in a comparison between the vine and the 

trees of the forest in terms of fruitfulness, which the exilic audience might typically 

expect. Instead, his rhetorical strategy of quasi-argument appears to be a thematic 

argument through the analogous comparison between the wood of the vine (/p#G#h^-

Ju@) and the wood produced by trees of the forest (ru~Y%h* y@x&B^). Rather than 

dwelling on the positive value of the fruitfulness of the vine, the quasi-argument 

instead centres on the lack of utilitarian usefulness of the vinestock through the 

rhetorical strategy of repetition of hk*al*m+l!, which is repeated four times in vv. 3, 4 

and 5.  

The quasi-argument advances by employing the strategy of five rhetorical 

questions, each of which serves as a guide along the interpretive path and thus calls 

upon the hearer for an answer.770 Yahweh addressed the rhetorical questions to 

Ezekiel (md*a*-/B+, v. 2a), and their subject relates to the putative Jerusalemite 

audience. As noted earlier, however, the questions are aimed squarely at the actual 

exilic audience as noted by the concluding formula addressed to them (7b). The five 

rhetorical questions follow in sequence, the first of which reveals the basis of the 

quasi-argument. Yahweh asks, “Son of man, how is the wood of the vine (superior) 

than the whole of the wood of the branch which is in the trees of the forest?” (v2).771 

                                                 
767 Gitay, “The Realm of Prophetic Rhetoric,” 225. 
768 Tromp, “Amos V 1-17,” 61. 
769 Gitay, “Reflections on the Study,” 214. 
770 Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1, 318. 
771 While this translation is based on the possibility of the preposition @/m! being rendered as a 
comparative, Olley argues on the basis of the LXX and the thrust of the Hebrew text that it should be 
rendered as a partitive, based on the Greek preposition εκ. This, he maintains, changes the thrust of 
verse 2 to focus on the destiny of the vine rather than its value as compared to wood from the forest, 
which is contra the translation of the NRSV (Ezekiel, 318). This is consistent with Block’s rendering, 
of the verse: “‘What becomes of the wood of the vine from all the trees of the branch that was among 
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At this point the quasi-argument rhetorical strategy merely asserts a claim and does 

not attempt to justify it on a logical or thematic basis. The audience of the oracle 

might be taking smug refuge in the tradition of Israel, and could rest in the assurance 

that the vine will come off well when compared to the trees of the forest on the basis 

of fruitfulness.  

As a rhetorical strategy, analogy functions effectively as the comparisons 

themselves carry the weight of the quasi-argument. Comparison allows the object 

being compared to speak for itself and thereby enables the speaker to make the point 

clearly with no further explanations.772 In this case, Yahweh’s analogous comparison 

of the wood of the vine and the wood of the trees may seem forced or even wide of 

the mark, or perhaps even unfair. Eichrodt observes that “the comparison goes so 

obviously against all the natural facts as to make obvious the intention with which it 

was made.”773 The very apparent unfairness of the analogy in itself is an effective 

rhetorical strategy in that this quasi-argument arouses the hearer’s emotions. Gitay 

points out that “The function of emotion in an argumentative discourse is important 

since it influences in a way which cannot be achieved by purely reasonable 

argument.”774 Hals maintains that “a mocking tone pervades the unit. To switch the 

discussion of the value of a vine from its fruit to its wood is deliberately and 

perversely to ‘stack the deck’ in favor of a hostile verdict.”775 Greenberg agrees, 

pointing out that comparing a “vinestock to Jerusalem (a surrogate for Judah/Israel) is 

a grotesque distortion of the traditional use of the vine as a figure for Israel.”776 Even 

if the hearer believes that the comparison is unfair and his or her anger is aroused in 

defensiveness, the possibility exists that Yahweh has achieved his rhetorical goal of 

engaging the hearer in the argumentative process. Yahweh’s rhetorical strategy of 

                                                                                                                                            
the trees of the forest?’ Contrary to virtually all translations, the issue here is not a comparison between 
not the quality of a vine and other trees, but a comparison of their destinies. The question mah-yihyeh, 
‘What will be…?’ Always concerns a person’s/object’s fate, whether it be the outcome of a specific 
circumstance, the course of one’s life, or one’s final disposition. Here the question is how the fate of 
the vine branch will be distinguished from the rest of the trees” Ezekiel 1-24, 456. On this point Bloc 
utilizes Simian-Yofre’s article in Ezekiel and His Book, p.237. In contradistinction to this translation, 
this thesis translates the preposition as a comparative, as in the translations of Hals, Ezekiel, 98; 
Cooper, Ezekiel, 163-4; Cooke, Ezekiel, 157-8; Zimmerli, Ezekiel I, 317; Eichrodt, Ezekiel, 191-2; and 
Clements, Ezekiel, 65. Regardless of the translation of min as a comparative or partitive, the focus of 
the rhetorical questions in vv.2-5 still points toward the inexorable nature of the final destiny of the 
vine-stock as worthless on any utilitarian grounds and therefore rightly condemned to destruction. 
772 Gitay, “Reflections on the Study,” 218. 
773 Eichrodt, Ezekiel, 193. 
774 Gitay, “Reflections on the Study,” 218. 
775 Hals, Ezekiel, 100. 
776 Greenberg, Ezekiel 1-20, 268 (parenthesis his). 
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quasi-argument deliberately distorts the traditional image of the vine for rhetorical 

effect.777  

Continuing with the development of the quasi-argument, Yahweh employed 

the rhetorical strategy of tradition and innovation. This rhetorical strategy utilizes 

Israel’s tradition to a point but then breaks from it, thereby arresting the attention of 

the exilic audience. Gitay maintains that the creation of an entirely new way of 

expression is impossible, and that “to do so can ruin in advance any channel of 

communication with the audience.”778 In order to avoid this error, Yahweh drew upon 

the deeply-rooted traditions engrained in the literary tradition of Israel, but at a certain 

point utilized the element of innovation as a deliberate attempt to break the literary 

tradition and create a potentially effective appeal to the exilic audience. 779 The 

audience would have understood his message because he was not entirely 

disconnected from the communicative code, but his development of the code did not 

follow expected routine.780 In the employment of this strategy, the rhetor follows a 

certain communicative code while at the same time avoiding stereotypical language 

and cliché.781 The use of cliché could be the death knell for a rhetor’s message as it 

involves routine, and the rhetor faces the immediate danger of his audience 

responding passively.782 In order to avoid passivity, the rhetor attempts to raise the 

hearer’s “expectations beyond the routine, to encourage the addressees to respond by 

stimulating their curiosity.”783 Such a protest against old social-religious conceptions 

requires a style that cannot merely imitate the conventional. The strategy of tradition 

and innovation engages the audience and potentially leaves a personal impression.784  

Beginning in the realm of tradition, Yahweh’s rhetorical strategy utilized the 

image of the vine from Israel’s literary and historical tradition, and from which Israel 

took pride.785 Breaking from expected tradition, Yahweh engaged in a strategy using 

                                                 
777 Block, Ezekiel 1-24, 456. The sample sermon located in Chapter 7 attempts to reveal for modern 
audiences the rhetorical dynamics of the use of the analogy by showing its potential effects on the 
exilic audience.  
778 Gitay, “Reflections on the Study,” 213. 
779 Ibid., 213. 
780 Ibid., 213-214. 
781 Ibid., 214. 
782 Lessing, “Preaching Like the Prophets,” 408. 
783 Gitay, “Rhetorical Criticism and the Study of the Prophetic Discourse,” 14. 
784 Gitay, “Reflections on the Study,” 221. 
785 Many commentators have observed the employment of tradition in this oracle, though most term it a 
metaphorical usage in Ezekiel 15. Cooper argues, “The representation of Israel as a vine is not unique 
to Ezekiel. There was a well-established pattern among Old Testament prophets of using the vine to 
represent Israel” (Cooper, Ezekiel, 166). Smith states that as a nation, Judah “thought of themselves as 
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not a developed metaphor but rather an analogy. A metaphor is defined as “the 

substitution of one thing for another, or the identification of two things from different 

ranges of thought.”786 Metaphors refer to two things that normally are not alike, 

focusing upon some quality shared by the two. In contrast to analogies, metaphors 

assume this resemblance as an imaginary identity rather than directly stating it as a 

comparison.787 Yahweh’s comparison of Israel to dross in Ez. 22.17788 fits the 

category of metaphor.  

Conversely, analogies are frequent devices in arguments and are defined as 

“stated likenesses” or an “inference that things alike in some (supposed basic) respect 

are alike in others.”789 Analogies serve as extended similes, illustrating ideas “by 

means of a more familiar idea that is similar or parallel to it in some significant 

features.”790 Roehm and Sternthal highlight the persuasive factor of analogy by 

maintaining that “an analogy compares a known base item to an unknown target item 

with which it shares a relational structure among attributes, but not surface 

features.”791 The function of analogy is seen when surface attributes are set aside and 

structural relations are transferred from base to target.792 In the case of Ezekiel 15, 

common attributes can be mapped from the vinestock base to the target, which is 

lumber from trees. Whilst the two share in common their essential wood-like nature, 

they differ widely in regards to utilitarian usefulness. It is precisely their structural 

similarities and differences between the two that gives persuasive force to the analogy 

and the argument.  

Rather than allowing the exiles to take refuge in the security of Israel’s proud 

national heritage, Yahweh’s quasi-argumentative rhetorical strategy breaks from this 

                                                                                                                                            
a noble vine of God” (Smith, Introduction to the Prophets, 207). Clements notes that “As a plant, the 
grapevine came to symbolize for Israel all that was rich and desirable about life in a settled agricultural 
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metaphor mainly due to this metaphorical development in Israel’s literary tradition. Eichrodt points out 
that because of its value due to its fruit-bearing capacity the vine was a favourite popular image 
expressive of the nobility and superiority of Israel (Eichrodt, Ezekiel, 193), while Cooper states that 
“There was a well-established pattern among Old Testament prophets of using the vine to represent 
Israel” (Cooper, Ezekiel, 166). Cooke observes that “Other prophets and poets compare Israel to a vine, 
but to the cultivated, fruit-bearing sort…” (Cooke, Ezekiel, 156). Prophets such as Hosea (10.1), Isaiah 
(5.1-7) and Jeremiah (2.20-21) all made profitable use of the metaphor. Other OT passages identifying 
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tradition through innovation, focusing instead upon the unexpected and non-

traditional. His analogy thus compares the vinestock to trees in terms of utilitarian 

usefulness as wood, rather than focusing upon the expected subject of the fruit of the 

vine. In this connection Eichrodt observes that none “has ever claimed that the vine 

wood possesses any exceptional quality…The value of the vine does not depend on 

that; it shows its value by its fruit.”793    

 By placing their confidence in the proud Israelite tradition of the vine and its 

fruitfulness, the exilic audience would potentially be emotionally aroused by 

Yahweh’s apparently deliberate rhetorical distortion. Yahweh’s rhetorical strategy 

employing further rhetorical questions would begin to undermine this position by 

asking the second question in 3a. “Can wood be taken out from it to make 

(something) of use?” At this point the exiles could answer in the affirmative, and thus 

perhaps hope still existed for their ideological point of view. Unfortunately for the 

exiles, the third question begins the march toward the inexorable conclusion that the 

vine is not fit for any utilitarian purpose. In 3.b the next question asks, “Can they 

select from it a peg upon which to hang any utensil?” In point of fact the wood of a 

vine was useless as a source of lumber; it was not good for making furniture or even 

for use as a peg for a tent or a wall hanging.794 It cannot be used for construction or 

for any of the great many uses to which more solid and straight-grained timber can be 

put.795 This relentless series of rhetorical questions has undermined the exiles’ 

confidence in the utilitarian usefulness of the vinestock. 

 Not content to leave the argument unfinished, Yahweh’s next rhetorical 

strategy demolishes any lingering notions of the usefulness of the vinestock. 

Whatever confidence the exiles had in the vinestock would now be shattered when 

Yahweh asks in the fourth rhetorical question, “Behold (hN@j!), if it has been placed 

(/T^n!) into the fire for consumption, (and) both ends are consumed in the fire, and the 

middle has been scorched, is it good for any use/service?” (hk*al*m+l!), v.4. If the wood 

of the vine could not be used for utilitarian purposes, its status could only be lowered 

if it were placed into a fire. 

 Yahweh has reached this conclusion by 5a. “Behold (hN@j!), while it existed 

whole, it was not used for useful service” (hk*al*m+l!). By answering each rhetorical 
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question in turn, the engaged exilic hearer would have reached this same conclusion. 

However, the fifth and final rhetorical question drives the last nail into the coffin 

when Yahweh asks in 5b, “How much less, when fire has devoured it, and it has been 

scorched, can it be made again for useful service?” (hk*al*m+l!). The vinestock, 

worthless for utilitarian purposes when compared to lumber from trees of the forest, 

now suffers the ultimate degradation. The verdict has been rendered: it is useless and 

worthless, either for making a tool or a peg. How much more worthless it is if it has 

been burnt at both ends, leaving the middle still filled with sap.796 On the level of the 

plane of nature, the quasi-argumentative strategy, tradition, innovation and use of 

rhetorical questions have guided the hearer along until the sure interpretation is 

agreed. The vine-stock of the vine is worthless for any purpose, utilitarian or 

firewood, when compared with “legitimate” lumber and firewood from forest trees. 

That verdict is abundantly clear from the first plane of the unit, and the exiles, 

whether they liked it or not, may have likely agreed at least in principle. 

 

Level B: The Divine Plane 

 The change to the second argumentative plane, part B or the divine plane of 

the unit, is heralded by the use of /k@l* in 6. This word informs the reader that, as 

Greenberg notes, the main consequence of the first plane is yet to come.797 Verse 6 

acts as a “bridge” between the two planes due to the switch of subjects: the last 

mention of the vine (/p#G#) flows into the first mention in the unit of the 

Jerusalemites (m*lv*Wry+ yb@v+y)). On the argumentative level of the divine plane, 

Yahweh drove home several points based upon the conclusion already reached via the 

first plane. Through verbal repetition in a series of propositional statements, six points 

are made on this second level that draw their rhetorical strength from the reality that 

Yahweh has already passed judgment on the vine for its utter worthlessness.  

 The first point made is the statement that just as Yahweh had given up 

(wyT!t^n+) the vine to the fire, so had he given up (yT!t^n*) the inhabitants of Jerusalem 

(v. 6). Here the connection between the destruction of the vine and the imminent 

doom of Jerusalem are made clear. Second, Yahweh stated that his face is set against 

(yT!t^n*w+) the inhabitants of Jerusalem (7a, 7c). This phrase is repeated twice, but the 

second usage utilizes the word mWc, indicating Yahweh has set his face against them 
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in opposition. The third declaration indicates that although the Jerusalemites may 

have escaped one fire, the fire will ultimately consume those survivors. Yahweh 

indicates, “They came out from the fire (va@), but the fire (va@) will consume them.” 

While Jerusalem was only charred in the earlier invasions, the coming judgment was 

to be decisive.798   

 The fourth proclamation ensures that Yahweh will be known by these actions, 

as seen in the self-recognition formula hw`hy+ yn]a&-yK! <T#u=d~yw+. This statement 

thematically ties the unit to the extensive usage of the same formula throughout the 

discourse. As noted previously, Zimmerli pointed out that the recipients of this oracle 

are not the Jerusalemites, but rather consist of the exilic audience addressed by 

Yahweh in the second person plural in the recognition formula.799 Zimmerli further 

maintains that the rhetorical function of “the concluding recognition formula also 

affirms that this sequence of judgements is to reveal Yahweh in the mystery of his 

person to those whom the prophet addresses.”800 When the devastation of Jerusalem 

occurs, the exiles should acknowledge the hand of Yahweh at work. 

 The fifth point made by Yahweh is that in addition to the inhabitants of 

Jerusalem suffering judgment, he will also make the land desolate, thus completing 

the totality of destruction even as the vine was burned and charred in the fire. He 

states in 8a, “And I will deliver up the land (yT!t^n*w+) for devastation.” The basis for 

this judgment arrives in the form of the sixth and final point in 8b. The destruction of 

Jerusalem is imminent “‘Because (/u^y^) they acted unfaithfully,’ declares the Lord 

Yahweh.” As the unit concludes Yahweh finally revealed outright the reason behind 

the judgment upon the Jerusalemites, explicitly mentioning the guilt of the people in a 

tardily placed motive clause.801 Rhetorically, an effective epilogue dwells on the 

major points but does not repeat them exactly, thus continuing to attract the hearer’s 

attention and strengthen as well the core of the speech.802  By developing the 

argument on the first plane by way of comparison, rhetorical questions and quasi-

arguments, Yahweh effectively sets the stage for the epilogue in vv. 6-8 as signalled 

by the use of /k@l* in v.6. 
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Evaluation  

 The implementation of the various rhetorical strategies within the unit reveals 

Yahweh’s intention to destroy the exiles’ popular fantasy built upon a delusive 

presumption.803 In this case Yahweh mocks the people listening because they had 

taken refuge in the “dignity and privilege flowing from the Lord’s gifts of grace”804 

and as a result viewed themselves as something special. By the end of the oracle, the 

exilic audience may have been outraged at the seeming unfairness of the analogy 

between the vinestock and lumber. Nonetheless, agreement with the implications of 

the analogy would place the exiles in the position of agreeing with Yahweh that the 

verdict rendered over Jerusalem is legitimate. Greenberg states that “the focus is from 

the start [of the unit] on career and destination, as the single explicit point of 

comparison with Jerusalem.”805 Yahweh’s use of the term “unfaithful” in 15.8 (lu^m^ 

lu*m+l!) when viewed against the backdrop of passages charge Israel with the same sin 

(1 Chron. 5.25; 10.13; 2 Chron. 12.2; 28.19; 29.6; 30.7 and 36.14) sets the OT 

contextual stage for Yahweh’s indictment of the Jerusalemites. Furthermore, the use 

of lu^m^ Wlu&m~ within the larger context of Ezekiel (14.13; 17.20; and 39.23) 

substantiates Yahweh’s charge in 15.8 that Israel’s judgment of the Jerusalemites on 

the grounds of unfaithfulness is just.806 

5. Analyzing the Rhetorical Effectiveness of the Unit. 

The fifth and final element of the study concerns the rhetorical effectiveness of the 

unit in achieving its rhetorical goals as well as its potential for modifying the 

exigence. Wuellner states that at the end of the study the critic must “review the 

whole of this critical enterprise in all of its diachronic parts…in this concluding stage 
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of rhetorical criticism the whole of what is being analyzed must appear as greater than 

the sum of its parts.”807 Kennedy advises the rhetorical critic that once a particular 

literary unit has been analyzed, “it will be valuable to look back over the entire unit 

and review its success in meeting the rhetorical exigence and what its implications 

may be for the speaker or audience.”808 This concluding step therefore discusses the 

possibility of whether the rhetor Yahweh crafted a fitting response to the exigence by 

employing suitable means of persuasion fitted to his audience. Finally, this step 

demonstrates whether the actual exilic audience’s response be demonstrated from the 

passage.  

When examining the possible rhetorical success of the unit, understanding the 

audience at which the analogy is aimed is of crucial importance. Roehm and Sternthal 

maintain that analogies can have a potentially greater impact than other comparison 

types such as literal similarities.809 The ability of an audience to detect and map 

common relations, in the absence of surface attributes and their available cognitive 

resources for processing the analogy, determine its potential success.810 Therefore, for 

analogies to function effectively the target must not be abstracted too far from the 

base in terms of their common structural relations.  

Ezekiel’s exilic audience would have grasped the common structural 

relationship between the image of the vine as the base of the analogy and trees as the 

target, and furthermore would be able to identify the trees as the target without the 

need for overt surface cues or literal comparisons.811 For the exilic audience to move 

from the base to the target would not have been a difficult move, as the analogy is not 

overly abstract. Yahweh established the surface cues by demonstrating that both 

vinestock and lumber consist of wood with the common attribute of flammability. On 

this basis Roehm and Sternthal conclude that analogies are “likely to be more 

persuasive than a literal similarity when a message recipient is an expert in the base 

domain, but not when the recipient is a novice.”812 The audience did not consist of 

novices for whom the analogy would be highly difficult to process. 
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A further significant factor in the success of an analogy is the mood of the 

recipient.813 If the audience is not in a position to devote the necessary cognitive 

resources to process the analogy, then the analogy will likely fail. Since the analysis 

of this unit has shown that the results of Yahweh’s rhetorical strategies cannot be 

demonstrated, two possibilities present themselves. On the one hand, the exilic 

audience may have identified with the analogy and Yahweh’s subsequent treatment of 

it, which leads to the possibility of acceptance of his interpretation in vv. 6-8. On the 

other hand, those exiles clinging stubbornly to the inviolability of Jerusalem would 

have likely rejected the analogy, its interpretation and the potentially dangerous 

repercussions to their theological worldview. As noted previously, the discourse of 

Ezekiel bears witness to these two potentialities. At times Ezekiel’s audience appear 

to listen to him (33.10; 37.11) whilst on other occasions they apparently reject his 

messages outright (12.27; 20.49). Ultimately one must appeal to the broader 

contextual situation of the book as a whole in order to gain a sense of the apparent 

rhetorical success or failure of this unit.  

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has advanced the goal of the thesis to integrate biblical studies 

and homiletics by demonstrating the utility of the rhetorical-critical-narratological 

approach advocated in Chapter 3. The contextual interpretation of the diachronic and 

synchronic approaches led to the construction of a complementary approach to 

biblical studies that drew upon both disciplines for its rhetorical-critical analysis of 

Ezekiel. The analysis of the entire framework of the discourse of Ezekiel clarified its 

genre and rhetorical situation, concluding by analyzing the effectiveness of the work 

in achieving its rhetorical aims.  

Having established the contextual situation of the discourse, the chapter next 

moved to a rhetorical-critical reading of the literary unit of Ezekiel 15. By analyzing 

voice hierarchies within the unit, the study made the distinction between putative and 

actual audiences. This clarifies the point that although the unfaithfulness of the 

Jerusalemites serves as the ultimate basis for judgement, the unit is aimed at the ears 

of the actual exilic audience. The closing statement in v.8 calls the exilic community 

to future faithfulness, and this becomes the major issue with which the exilic audience 
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must wrestle if they would participate in Yahweh’s future. The exilic community 

cannot simply build on the assumption that Yahweh will prove himself loyal to them 

if they continue to be unfaithful to him.814 Conversely, if the exiles embraced the 

analogy and its subsequent interpretation, then the foundation could be laid for their 

future spiritual and national renewal (Ez. 36-37).  

As noted previously, analogies allow the audience to make the parallel 

connections by comparing two or more objects that are similar enough to make easy 

comparison possible.815 Although the audience response cannot be gauged within this 

unit, this particular strategy of analogy utilizing a base and target with which its 

audience would have been familiar enjoyed a high likelihood of its successful 

reception. The audience not only could have easily understood it and applied it to 

their lives, but as a bonus may have caught an uneasy but perhaps useful glimpse of 

their own possible future.816 The analysis of the outer framework reveals that some of 

the exiles were openly hostile, dismissing Ezekiel’s messages as entertaining 

prattle,817 while others appeared to listen.  

This study of Ezekiel in this chapter illustrated that a rhetorical-critical-

narratological approach to biblical studies can serve as a useful exegetical base when 

allied with a values-based homiletic. Such an approach gives the exegete flexible and 

adaptable tools by which to analyze a narrative discourse, clarifying voice hierarchies 

and audience levels, the stance of the rhetor, the rhetorical situation and rhetorical 

strategies. The analysis of the situational nature of the rhetoric involved aids the 

preacher in replicating those same dynamics in a multi-vocal preaching format that 

allows hearers to experience and also to identify with the various points of view 

represented within the text. The open-ended nature of this representation potentially 

leads to a collaborative homiletic that encourages further dialogical interaction 

between preacher and listeners. 

Furthermore, this study has demonstrated that the book itself is open-ended 

regarding the question of the rhetorical effectiveness of Yahweh the rhetor, which 

lends itself to more of an open-ended homiletical form. This observation connects 

with the values-based homiletical approach advanced in Chapter 4, which advanced 

the notion that the rhetoric of preaching should be informed by the rhetoric of the 
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biblical text. The multiple point-of-view sample sermon in Chapter 7 will explore 

these potential responses of both Ezekiel and his exilic audience as each grappled 

with the implications of the argument of this unit.  



CHAPTER 6 

A CONTEXTUAL INTERPRETATION OF EZEKIEL STUDIES AND EZEKIEL 15 
SERMONS 

 
Introduction 

This chapter will continue to develop the aim of the thesis to integrate biblical 

studies and homiletics by engaging in a contextual interpretation Ezekiel studies, and 

three sermons based upon the text of Ezekiel 15. This interpretation will be based 

upon the tasks of the hermeneutical cycle by engaging in a systematic information-

gathering and evaluation of commentators and preachers. The purpose of this chapter 

is to locate both Ezekiel studies and sermons based upon the literary unit of Ezekiel 

15 within the continuum of the pendulum-like shifts that have occurred within biblical 

studies and homiletics as identified in Chapter 3.  

The sermons of Edwards, Spurgeon and Smith were chosen as the only 

available homiletical examples based upon the fairly obscure unit of Ezekiel 15. Since 

they are located within the eighteenth, nineteenth and twenty-first centuries 

respectively, this will allow the chapter to locate them within the continuum described 

within Chapter 3. This critical evaluation will demonstrate first how various elements 

have contributed to shaping their approaches to homiletics and second, by learning 

from their normative practices, will show how these homileticians have combined 

biblical studies and homiletics in their proclamation of Ezekiel 15. The analysis of the 

sermons will detail how the homileticians’ understanding and applications of rhetoric 

are also shaped by cultural, intellectual and theological trends and forces operating 

within societies. The contextual interpretation of the sermons will conclude by 

evaluating areas of continuity and discontinuity between the sermons and the 

rhetorical-critical approach taken in this thesis.  

The chapter will conclude with an evaluative summary regarding the various 

forces and trends that shaped both the commentators and preachers alike. As 

illustrated in Chapter 3, this evaluation will demonstrate that preaching continues to 

evolve due to a variety of forces. Such an observation will serve the thesis goal of 

developing a pragmatic plan of action for future homiletics that is a measured 

response to these trends, rather than merely reactionary.    
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Contextual Interpretation: Ezekiel Studies 

 
  Chapter 3 demonstrated that similar to rhetoric and homiletics, the field of 

biblical studies evinces the tendency to react and change due to a variety of shifts. 

Although the history of Ezekiel studies has been well-documented in greater detail 

elsewhere and does not need to be restated here,823 what is essential for the purpose of 

this chapter is to note three major movements in these studies. These three movements 

correspond to the pendulum-like trends that affect biblical studies and preaching 

identified within Chapter 3. The first movement concerns the shift from largely 

uncritical synchronic readings to the second stage: that of historically-critically 

influenced diachronic readings. The third movement relates to the current trend within 

Ezekiel studies, entailing a return to synchronic readings that nonetheless 

acknowledge redactional activities.824  

  With its discussion of synchronic and diachronic methodologies, Chapter 5 

noted that scholars have reacted in a variety of ways to the phenomenon of the 

homogeneity of the Ezekiel tradition. Within the first phase of Ezekiel studies prior to 

the turn of the century, scholars noted the homogeneous nature of the book utilizing 

synchronic readings,825 but merely agreed as to its authorial unity and general 

integrity.826 Prior to the end of the nineteenth century, scholars read Ezekiel basically 

uncritically, siding with Driver’s position that no critical questions arise within the 

book since it bears the stamp of a single mind.827 Although textual difficulties were 

noted by the turn of the century, scholars such as Redpath held that “scarcely any 

doubt has ever been cast even by the extremest critics upon the unity and authenticity 

of the book.”828     

  Following the turn of the century, historical-critical methods began to have an 

impact upon Ezekiel studies. From approximately the 1900s to the 1950s scholars 

utilizing diachronic methods began to view the text as heterogeneous, separating the 

various texts into multiple layers believed to have been added by different hands at 

different times. Commentators drawing upon increasingly radical historical-critical 
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methodologies produced theory after theory regarding the origins of the book, each 

seemingly more extreme than the last.829 Toward the end of this second phase, 

scholars such as Fohrer, Eichrodt and Zimmerli, while acknowledging the long 

history of tradition, began to view the book in terms of continuity instead of 

fundamental discontinuity. For example, Zimmerli explained the book’s heterogeneity 

in terms of an Ezekielian “school,” which involved a long period of accretion and 

redaction.830 The publication of his first commentary marked the decisive turning 

point toward the third phase of scholarship. Although Zimmerli was influential in 

moving scholarship toward a unified view of the book, his commentary nonetheless 

depended largely upon diachronic, form-critical methodologies. 

  Since the mid-1960s commentators have largely distanced themselves from 

radical historical-critical diachronic methodologies. This current phase in Ezekiel 

studies has reinstated the prophet by adopting the majority opinion that “Ezekiel was 

a real figure with a real ministry in Babylon during the early part of the exile, and that 

significant parts of the book of Ezekiel reflect accurately his words and ministry.”831 

Scholars hold that much of the material within the book “goes back to the prophet 

himself or at least to the exilic period close to his lifetime.”832 This phase, currently a 

move toward synchronic readings based on a redactional unity,833 views the book as 

homogeneous rather than heterogeneous. Commentators increasingly accept that 

although the core of the book may relate to Ezekiel and the exilic period “it has 

received considerable additions and expansions, probably in a multiplicity of stages 

and over a very long period.”834  

  Contemporary Ezekiel commentators and monographs written in English 

within the last thirty years have adopted this majority position, which involves three 

elements. The first element is the essential accuracy of the prophet’s words as 

portrayed in the book, while second is the view that Ezekiel was active solely in 

Babylon. Finally, scholars believe that the bulk of the book was also written in 

Babylon, much of it possibly by Ezekiel himself, and with the likely possibility of 
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this did not necessarily lead to a reinstatement of the book.  
832 McKeating, Ezekiel, 44. 
833 Robson, Word and Spirit, 9.  
834 McKeating, Ezekiel, 44. 
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some post-exilic editorial additions.835 Commentators adopting some or all of the 

elements of this view include Cooke, Fohrer, Eichrodt, Wevers, Zimmerli, Greenberg, 

Marsingh, Hals, Allen and Block.836  

  Greenberg shifted Ezekielian studies closer toward Ezekielian authorship by 

advancing a holistic, synchronic reading of the work. Although he did not break 

entirely from Zimmerli’s form-critical methodology, his approach differs significantly 

from Zimmerli in that he attempted a “holistic” approach to Ezekiel, concentrating 

more on the final form of the text.837 Greenberg worked with the assumption that 

Ezekiel was the product of art and intelligent design and accordingly read the book 

holistically and synchronically.838 Block also follows this tradition, but from more of 

a conservative evangelical position. Block chose to adopt Greenberg’s holistic method 

rather than expending energy isolating an original and genuinely likely Ezekielian 

core from later layers of interpretation.839 Additionally, his commentary seeks to 

relate the “permanent theological lesson” of the text to the New Testament and the life 

of the church today.840  

Chapter 5 demonstrates that oftentimes it is unfruitful or conjectural for the 

critic to attempt to reconstruct diachronically the historical Sitz im Leben behind a 

particular literary unit. The study of Ezekiel 15 illustrates that the critic can 

nonetheless utilize diachronic methods to delineate the boundaries of that unit and to 

help identify its genre or form. Rather than separating Ezekiel 15 into perceived 

“original” and “secondary” layers, the chapter assessed the text in terms of its 

rhetorical function as a productive literary unity. Therefore, this approach attempts to 

understand the artistic, rhetorical and compositional unity of the biblical text as 

viewed in light of the coherence and literary unity of the entire discourse. 

Furthermore, the approach in the previous chapter demonstrates that the critic 

must pay attention to the setting of the historical audiences on the oral and discourse 

levels whilst at the same time extending applications to later readers. Rhetorical 

criticism accomplishes just such a goal since it seeks not only to ascertain the literary 

and rhetorical features of biblical texts, but also to articulate the impact of the 

                                                 
835 Robson, Word and Spirit, 9. 
836 Renz, The Rhetorical Function, 29-31. 
837 Dillard and Longman, Introduction to the Old Testament, 318. 
838 Greenberg, Ezekiel 1-20, 26. 
839 Block, Ezekiel 1-24, 24 fn. 33. 
840 Harland, Review of Ezekiel 1-24, 408. 



6. CONTEXTUAL INTERPRETATION: EZEKIEL STUDIES AND SERMONS 155 

literature upon its various audiences.841 The complementary approach to biblical 

studies therefore brings clarity to the appropriation of both synchronic and diachronic 

methodologies, and further provides a means by which the preacher can draw 

dynamic equivalents for contemporary listeners. Moreover, a holistic approach to 

Ezekiel such as that taken by Greenberg can profitably view the book as a unified 

whole from a literary point of view. The complementary approach began from a 

synchronic perspective but also took into account elements from a diachronic 

perspective as well. Whilst not denying the book’s redactional history, the study in 

Chapter 5 engages the book in terms of its final form and continuity rather than its 

fundamental discontinuity.842 The approach investigates Ezekiel “as a basically 

integrated and coherent text—indeed, with an articulated, artful design—reflecting the 

context of exile [which is a] defensible and critical position when textual and 

redactional issues are carefully weighed.”843  

 

Contextual Interpretation: Ezekiel 15 Sermons 
 

Jonathan Edwards: Rhetorical Influences 

This treatment of Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758) does not attempt to trace his 

achievements as a theologian or philosopher, as that has been done extensively 

elsewhere.844 Rather, the contextual interpretation of his preaching of Ezekiel 15 will 

allow for the location of his homiletical approach along the continuum identified in 

Chapter 3.   

As a product of colonial America, Edwards was also a natural heir of New 

England Puritanism.845 Living in Puritan New England prior to the Revolutionary 

War, Edwards existed in a context that had much in common with English Puritans. 

Both Edwards and English Puritans shared many of the same insights related to the 

centrality of the ministry of the Word and its place in the worship of the church, as 

well as the Puritan “plain style” of preaching. However, the New England context 

differed significantly from England, as Puritans were a majority force both in the 
                                                 
841 Hauser, “Rhetorical Criticism,” 14. 
842 Viewed synchronically the compositional nature of the final form can aid the critic in the 
understanding of its literary coherence as a text artfully and intentionally shaped. 
843 Kutsko, Between Heaven and Earth, 5. 
844 For more on the philosophy and theology of Edwards see: Conrad Cherry, The Theology of 
Jonathan Edwards: A Reappraisal, 1990; George M. Marsden, Jonathan Edwards: A Life, 2004; Paul 
Helm and Oliver Crisp, eds., Jonathan Edwards: Philosophical Theologian, 2003; and Michael James 
McClymond, Encounters With God: An Approach to the Theology of Jonathan Edwards, 1998. 
845 Old, Reading and Preaching of the Scriptures Vol. 5, 248. 
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shaping and guiding of New England society. Puritan New Englanders expected more 

from the preaching ministry than perhaps any other society, and “looked to it for 

guidance in all aspects of life.”846 New Englanders listened intently to sermons, 

supported and trained up preachers and took the reading and preaching of Scripture 

with the utmost of seriousness. As Edwards “undertook preparation for the pulpit, he 

began by assimilating a rich tradition of English pulpit oratory and sermon literature” 

derived from conventions of English Puritan pulpits that were further shaped by 

nearly a century of New England Puritan thought.847  

Edwards had at least three direct influences shaping his preaching style. First, 

he inherited the conventional tripartite sermon from the pulpit ministries of his father 

Timothy Edwards and his grandfather Solomon Stoddard, both of whom were 

respected ministers in New England.848 Chapter 3 demonstrated that the genre of 

preaching evolves, and Puritan preaching experienced just such a transition between 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The earlier seventeenth-century model was 

highly complex, with many points and subheads. By contrast the eighteenth-century 

model evolved to a simplified format of one point of doctrine, with several points 

accompanied by multiple applications. Stoddard used this new threefold form but 

continued its evolution by reducing the number of subheads.849  

The well-established congregation at Northampton, long accustomed to years 

of Stoddard’s preaching in this genre, expected its familiar pattern to continue upon 

Edwards’ installation as pastor following the death of his grandfather.850 Edwards 

adopted the sermon forms of his father and grandfather but maintained its evolution 

by formally simplifying the sermon, reducing “discursive subheads drastically, 

permitting a fuller development of each point and facilitating a more focused overall 

line of argument.”851  Edwards experimented with various modifications particularly 

between 1730 and 1733, introducing various organizational complexities. He 
                                                 
846 Old, Reading and Preaching of the Scriptures Vol. 5, 168. 
847 Kimnach, “General Introduction,” 10. 
848 Marsden notes that “New England’s Congregational clergy were the most revered men in the 
provinces. They were the best educated and had long held a near-monopoly on public speaking, 
preaching at least two sermons a week. Their churches were ‘established’ as state institutions supported 
by taxes. They were usually full, due to either law or custom” (A Short Life of Jonathan Edwards, 5). 
Valeri adds that “In Northampton, as in most towns in colonial New England, the sermon was the 
central event of worship, and accordingly crucial to the corporate religious life of its people” 
(“Edwards’ Homiletical Method,” 15). 
849 Valeri, “Edwards’ Homiletical Method,” 13. 
850 Following the death of Solomon Stoddard, Edwards took over as pastor of his Northampton, Mass., 
church, but largely did not modify the received homiletical form.  
851 Edwards, Sermons of Jonathan Edwards, xiii. 
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compounded the Text-Doctrine-Application format with the addition of multiple 

doctrinal points and uses, but never varied from the basic tripartite structure.852 The 

use of a formal sermon structure established shared expectations between audience 

and preacher; his audiences would have expected it and would not necessarily have 

been open to an obvious innovator.853  

Edwards’ three-part approach to biblical exegesis demonstrates that for him, 

biblical studies and homiletics were closely related. First Edwards would make 

observations on the text, second distil propositions from the text and third would 

develop the text by exegesis, treating the doctrine in an expository fashion as he 

carefully built up the sermon.854 This exegetical approach flowed naturally into the 

received form inherited from his Puritan forebears. Edwards constructed his sermons 

by following in the tradition of Wilkins’ threefold homiletical approach of 

explication, confirmation and application. Based upon this pattern, Edwards typically 

divided his sermons into a tripartite structure consisting of the clarification of the 

biblical text, elaboration of the doctrine implicit in the text and finally application of 

the text and doctrine to the lives of his listeners.855 As a significant part of the appeal 

of the sermon, this tripartite structure enabled attentive audience members to follow 

along with the sermon and facilitated note-taking.856 

The second rhetorical influence upon Edwards’ preaching occurred while he 

was a student at Yale. Here the philosophy and rhetoric of Peter Ramus further 

influenced Edwards.857 Chapter 4 demonstrated that Ramus’s division of the 

categories of classical rhetoric into logic and rhetoric had a profound impact upon 

both biblical studies and preaching alike. Among Calvinist scholars and preachers in 

                                                 
852 The only variation Edwards introduced was the “lecture” sermon, which propounded more abstract 
theological doctrines with a few brief points of application, and had no formal Application section 
(Edwards, Sermons of Jonathan Edwards, xiii). 
853 Cady, “The Artistry of Jonathan Edwards,” 71. Kimnach states that “Edwards became a master of 
his inherited sermon form, but in the 1730s, at the zenith of his mastery, he began experimenting 
artistically with the sermon. He apparently did everything he could do without actually abandoning the 
old form entirely, and the only possible conclusion one can draw from the manuscript evidence of his 
experiments is that he was searching, consciously or unconsciously, for a formal alternative to the 
sermon itself” (“General Introduction,” 40-41).  
854 Turnbull, “Jonathan Edwards—Bible Interpreter,” 429. 
855 Cherry, “Symbols of Spiritual Truth,” 264.  
856 Kimnach, “General Introduction,” 33-34.  
857 Edwards was highly influenced by Harvard thought: his grandfather Solomon Stoddard graduated 
from Harvard in 1662 and his father in 1691 (Kimnach, “General Introduction,” 4). Editions of Ramus’ 
works spread all over Europe, and “both British and Continental editions make their way to the British 
Colonies in America, and especially to Harvard” (Ong, Ramus, Method, and the Decay of Dialogue, 
15).  
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particular, Ramus’s comprehensive new development of logic and rhetoric gained 

lasting favour. Ramist humanism formed the philosophic backbone of much of 

Calvinist theology by the late sixteenth century.858 Ramus served as a connecting link 

between scholasticism and Puritanism, establishing “in the Puritan mind its obsession 

for logic and distaste for symbolism, shaping its views of nature, determining its 

literary preferences and style, and in great part accounting for its attitudes, if any, 

toward epistemology.”859 The Puritans adopted Ramean rhetoric primarily because it 

was advantageous to their creed, since his “dialectic seemed a more efficient method 

than the logic of the schools for interpreting Scripture, and his rhetoric more suited to 

preaching the unadulterated Word.”860 On this exegetical and homiletical basis Ramus 

became the most direct and decisive influence upon the development of the Puritan 

“plain style” of preaching.  

Chapter 3 demonstrates that rhetoric and society exist in a symbiotic 

relationship, and further that the dynamics of this relationship affects the evolution of 

preaching methods. For example, the Puritan “plain style” of preaching originated 

within the context of the widespread seventeenth-century attitude toward logic and 

rhetoric that assumed substance and expression to be distinct and separable 

elements.861 Ramus stressed dichotomies whereby broad questions could be divided 

into various choices, “each of which could in turn be further divided as the thesis 

systematically ascended from easily demonstrable arguments to the more elusive and 

intricate.”862 In the Ramean tradition the content of oration became a matter of reason, 

logic and method, whilst rhetoric served as a subservient and stylistic vehicle by 

which one delivered the content of the oration. According to this reasoning, the 

affections of the listeners “would be moved most cogently if presented with that 

which is in itself true and has been proved dialectically to be as the thing is, with no 
                                                 
858 Kuklick, “Seven Thinkers,” 126. He notes that in the late sixteenth century at Cambridge, Ramean 
philosophy and rhetoric was important to the writings of Richardson and Ames. Amesean ideas and 
texts became central to American Puritanism, forming the core of their thought following the founding 
of Harvard in 1636. Philosopher Samuel Johnson, one of Edwards’ tutors at Yale, saw himself as 
standing very much in line with this tradition. Edwards inherited a Ramist framework, but 
“modernized” Calvinist theology through the lens of Locke comprehended in a Cartesian context, 
through the Newtonian rationalist view of Samuel Clarke. Old points out that while at Yale, Edwards 
had “read John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding, which provided a philosophical 
matrix for him to understand his religious experience” (Reading and Preaching Vol. 5, 249). 
859 Ong, Ramus, Method, and the Decay of Dialogue, 4. 
860 Miller, New England Mind, 328-329. He notes that “it is eminently worth noting that Puritans were 
herein not following a course of their own setting, but one laid out by scholars rather than by divines, 
and not as primarily determined by piety” (329).  
861 Kimnach, “General Introduction,” footnote 2, p. 23. 
862 Vaughan, The Puritan Tradition, 82. 
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other enhancement than pleasing figures of speech and appropriate gestures.”863 The 

Puritan preacher first worked out the content of the sermon through logical means, 

and only after this clothed it with stylistic elements for its ultimate delivery.  

Based upon a Ramist framework, according to Puritan homiletic theory 

preaching had two distinct purposes. The first and most important purpose was for the 

preacher “to impress doctrinal propositions upon the understanding of his 

congregation,” and then only “secondarily was it his task to rouse the emotions and 

raise the affections.”864 In the development of the “plain style” of preaching “the 

logical act was always prerequisite to the rhetorical, and the art of an oration was to 

be not so much ‘concealed’ as not permitted to obscure the theme.”865 Puritan scholars 

believed that the use of Ramist methodology made for sermons that were relatively 

easy to follow and as a result more easily understood and potentially likely to be acted 

upon by their listeners.  

In addition to the Puritan rhetorical tradition, Edwards’ theology further 

impacted his sermon design. Although Edwards was highly interested in the study of 

religious affections, his homiletical style was not designed primarily to stir the 

emotions nor was it filled with grandiloquence. Whilst he believed that religious 

affections motivated human behaviour, as a true Calvinist Edwards felt that they arose 

solely at God’s initiative. Only by the Word, the sacraments and prayer could the 

Holy Spirit be expected to work. Old concludes that if Edwards had infused his 

preaching with emotional appeal, such an approach “would have been much too 

Arminian, much too Pelagian, much too manipulative for Edwards.”866 

The third rhetorical influence upon Edwards was the various preaching 

manuals that further shaped his understanding of preaching.867 William Perkins 

(1558-1602) first advanced and formally defined the Puritan plain style of preaching 

in light of Ramist logic and rhetoric in his treatise on preaching entitled The Art of 

Prophecying.868 According to this method preachers were to organize their sermons 

according to a formal structure, speak only in the vernacular and avoid “the 

                                                 
863 Miller, New England Mind, 317. 
864 Buckingham, “Stylistic Artistry,” 137. 
865 Ibid., 326. 
866 Old, Reading and Preaching Vol. 5, 254. 
867 Kimnach notes that Edwards, as a careful scholar, probably studied “at least one” of the many 
available preaching manuals of his day. Certainly the works of Mather and Edward are listed in his 
“Catalogue” of books, and both find expression throughout his works (“General Introduction,” 10, 16). 
868 Turnbull, “Jonathan Edwards,” 430. Perkins first published a Latin edition in 1592; following his 
death in 1602, Thomas Tuke translated his work into English in 1606. 
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temptation to demonstrate erudition by quoting passages from Latin or Greek 

texts.”869  A chronological succession of Puritan preaching manuals unswervingly 

followed this classic exposition, reaffirming and developing the teaching of Perkins 

and establishing the doctrines of sermon organization, form and technique.870 Most 

American Puritans encountered Ramean logic through William Ames (1576-1633), 

who was tutored at Cambridge by Perkins and undeniably embraced the doctrines of 

Ramus.871 Edwards further studied John Wilkins’ 1646 Ecclesiastes and John 

Edwards’ 1705 The Preacher, each of which developed further the Puritan notion of 

preaching.872 Finally, Cotton Mather’s 1726 Manuductio ad Ministerium also shaped 

his understanding of preaching.873  

 

Rhetorical Evaluation: “Wicked Men Useful in Their Destruction Only.”  

Based upon Ramistic doctrine, Puritan homiletic theory held that the preacher 

should aim at the heart and soul only after the intellect of the hearers had firmly 

grasped the Gospel.874 As noted earlier, Edwards closely followed this homiletic 

theory, albeit with some exceptions and modifications.875 In his adoption of 

straightforward and unadorned prose, maintains Buckingham, “it is not that as a 

‘spontaneous’ writer he cared nothing for style and method; rather he is closely 

following the prevailing homiletic tradition.”876 Puritan divines held that the art of 

oratory was to conceal that art, and that a “natural” style was seldom an effortless 

achievement. In his development of stylistic elements utilized for his sermons, 

“Edwards’s avoidance of decoration and florid themes reflects not so much 

spontaneous self-expression as thoughtful and deliberate choice of a suitable prose 

vehicle.”877 In his “Wicked Men” sermon, Edwards follows the tradition by first 

                                                 
869 Gustafson, Eloquence is Power, 14-15.  
870 Miller, New England Mind, 335.  
871 Miller, New England Mind, 339.  
872 Though the Puritan “plain style” underwent changes by many hands, generations of student-
preachers viewed Wilkins’1646 work Ecclesiastes as an authority. This work “dichotomizes and 
distributes all things into their proper categories. Thus, it is not only clear in its exposition of the 
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sermon” (Kimnach, “General Introduction,” 28).   
873 Kimnach “General Introduction,” 20. 
874 Miller, New England Mind, 344.  
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surprising degree, considering the limitations imposed by such conservative allegiance” (Kimnach, 
“General Introduction,” 180). 
876 Buckingham, “Stylistic Artistry,” 137. 
877 Ibid., 137. 
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appealing to the intellect of his hearers in the introduction and Doctrine sections, 

constructing his argument according to both logic and theology; the use of exempla in 

the Doctrine section serves to reinforce his logical and theological argument. Only 

secondarily does Edwards make use of rhetorical strategies designed to appeal to the 

emotions in his Application section. 

Edwards’ argument in his sermon resembles more of a tightly-reasoned 

philosophical or theological treatise and less an expository verse-by-verse 

development of the argument of Ezekiel 15. His introduction utilizes but one aspect 

from the text of Ezekiel 15.2-4: the issue of the fruitfulness or fruitlessness of the 

vine, from which he proceeds to build his entire argument. In his view, God created 

humanity for one purpose alone, which is the “ultimate end” of humanity: to bring 

forth fruit to God, by which he means “to glorify God.” Edwards makes use of an 

“excluded middle” rhetorical strategy by setting up an either/or paradigm. Either 

humanity can act by actively pursuing their ultimate ends and glorifying God, or if 

they do not work toward those ends, then they can only passively be acted upon when 

God destroys them in hell. However, the title of the sermon makes clear that the 

wicked can serve as passive examples of God’s justice toward them and of God’s love 

and mercy toward the saints spared the agonies of hell.  

Edwards establishes his Doctrine section upon four points that develop this 

tightly-reasoned logical argument. First, he argues that one can either act or be acted 

upon. Here Edwards displays his argument by stating categorically that there is no 

middle ground and that a man can only do something or be the subject of something 

done to him.878 Second, he maintains that the only active use for a person is to bring 

forth fruit unto God. For Edwards, the ultimate end of humanity is “to serve and 

glorify his Maker.”879 He admits that there are other ends that one can achieve in life, 

but these are “subordinate” or “inferior” ends as compared to one’s “ultimate end” of 

bearing fruit for God. Third, he argues that if one does not bring forth fruit unto God, 

the only passive use is that person’s destruction. The final point concludes the 

Doctrine section by stating that the destruction of the wicked becomes the only means 

by which he or she can be useful.880  
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As Edwards reaches the third section of his tripartite sermon format—the 

Applications for the listeners—the language of the sermon becomes more emotive. 

Following Ramist principles, after constructing his case with unassailable logic, 

Edwards can now begin to clothe that logical approach with the rhetoric of style and 

emotion in order to raise the affectations of his hearers. Here he has four points, some 

of which contain multiple sub-points. Edwards here utilizes the rhetorical strategy of 

posing one or more rhetorical questions followed typically by a citation of Scripture 

as its answer. By posing questions to the hearers Edwards would have drawn them in 

and made them think through their own answer, then by providing Scripture as the 

answer to the question Edwards would draw upon its authority to solidify his point.  

Edwards additionally employs the rhetorical strategy of shifting from third-

person plural to second-person plural language when addressing his audience. His 

first application point utilizes third-person plural language when referring to “the 

wicked,” which puts him and his audience in an “us and them” frame of reference: 

“we the righteous” are “over here” observing “the wicked” rightly consigned to 

judgement “over there.” By the end of this first point, however, he personalizes his 

challenges by changing to the second-person when he advises, “Let those among us 

consider this…” what “if God should utterly destroy you.”881 This rhetorical strategy 

effectively points the finger directly at the listeners and forces them to engage with his 

rhetoric, especially as Edwards continues his use of rhetorical questions. This use of 

address continues through the second, third and fourth applications. Only at the very 

end of the sermon does Edwards revert back to the third-person, again placing him 

and audience in the “us and them” frame of reference.  

The Application section builds primarily upon the single proposition with 

which he began the sermon and never abandoned throughout his tightly-reasoned 

argument. The linearity of the sermon’s argument proceeds forward by excluding any 

possibility that a “wicked person” could be productive in any way. Upon examination, 

if the listener concludes that he or she is in fact useless on the grounds of non-fruit 

bearing then what should that person do? Such a person should use their reason and 

rationality to ponder the logic that since God has made us to be superior to the beasts 

of nature, one should be ashamed on the grounds of unprofitability. Such an exalted 

position of potential is all the more tragic, laments Edwards, when such a “noble and 

                                                 
881 Ibid., 216 (italics mine). 
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excellent piece of divine workmanship should fail of its end, and be to no purpose!”882 

One should respond to God’s general and special revelation by seeking to bear fruit in 

honour of God in gratitude for his grace and abundant provision. The person who 

denies God’s efforts at communication through these means of revelation is indeed a 

“mere nuisance” and ‘burden to the earth.”883 

Edwards’ final point of application exhorts his listeners “by all means to bring 

forth fruit unto God.”884 By synthesizing biblical imagery he alludes to the parable of 

Luke 13 and frames a rhetorical question designed to prove the legitimacy of God’s 

own justice. If one had a barren tree in the orchard, or weeds and tares in the fields, 

would not the logical course of action be to destroy such a thing? Edwards declares 

therefore that the sovereign “God will have his end; he will accomplish it.”885 None 

shall frustrate the purposes and plans of God; God’s final judgement awaits those 

trees that bear no fruit (Matt. 3.10) and every tare masquerading as legitimate wheat 

(Matt. 13.30).  

Edwards’ final point of application warns his audience that in light of this 

certain judgement, if they continue in their unprofitable ways and bring forth no fruit 

to God, “hell will be the only fit place for you.”886 By switching back to second-

person pronouns, such a strategy reverses the position at the end of the sermon and 

personalizes the frame of reference: you become the unprofitable sinner. Such a 

strategy puts the listener in the uncomfortable position of imagining the torments in 

the flames of hell, observed by all the hosts of heaven, as they praise God for his 

justice in judging the wicked and sparing the saints. 

 

Critical Evaluation: Edwards’ Ezekiel 15 Sermon 

This critical evaluation of the preaching of Edwards will engage with the 

following six points in this section. First, although the sermon is ostensibly based on 

the text of Ezekiel 15.2-4, after the Introduction Edwards virtually departs from all 

exposition of the text of Ezekiel 15. He refers to Ez. 15.6-8 as “God’s explanation of 

the allegory” in the introduction, and later in the introduction he develops vv.3-4. 

From the Doctrine section onward, however, Edwards’ argument is clearly not based 
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upon an expository development of the text of Ezekiel 15. Rather, the sermon moves 

forward in a linear fashion and is centred upon Edwards’ argument related to the 

ultimate outcome of non fruit-bearing people. This observation reveals that Edwards’ 

biblical studies are not entirely treated in an expository fashion, but rather that his 

theological views tend to overshadow the biblical text. Second, Edwards’ exegesis as 

to the referent of the vine is also ambiguous. From his opening argument, it is not 

entirely clear exactly to which people the vine in 15.2-3 refers. The vine appears to 

refer to the Jews in Jerusalem, the visible church of God in the OT alone or the NT 

church also.887 Furthermore, the comparison with the vine may refer to all of 

humanity in general. Edwards eventually seems to settle upon the final possibility and 

proceeds to build his either-or construct related to fruitfulness or fruitlessness upon 

this basis. However, what is not entirely clear from his exegesis is how he is able to 

make this connection. 

Third, there is no mention of how Ezekiel 15 fits into its contextual situation, 

either in the book of Ezekiel or even its general historical context. A cursory reading 

of Ezekiel 15 would indicate that must have something to do with the impending 

destruction of Jerusalem, but Edwards does not mention this aspect dealing even from 

a historical perspective. Jerusalem is only mentioned in the initial two paragraphs of 

the introduction, whilst the remainder of the sermon is devoted to his development of 

his “fruitful or unfruitful” paradigm. Fourth, Edwards does not distinguish voice 

hierarchies between Yahweh the rhetor and originator or the oracle, and Ezekiel the 

one who delivered the oracle to the actual audience. The only reference to this occurs 

when he states that God provides the interpretation to the allegory in vv. 6-8, which 

would make at least God the speaker at that point.  

Fifth, Edwards’ Reformed Calvinist theology highly influences his exegesis 

and pulpit rhetoric and thereby puts him into a resulting rhetorical bind in this sermon. 

At times Edwards appears to develop his argument from within a limited-atonement 

perspective, but this is not entirely clear. Though he does not mention “elect” or “non-

elect” at any point in the sermon this nonetheless appears to be his basic construct. He 

                                                 
887 Edwards argues in relation to the question of who should be admitted to partake of communion that, 
according to Matt. 20.16 and 22.14 that “many are called, but few are chosen. By which it is evident, 
that there are many who belong to the visible church, and yet but few real and true saints; and that it is 
ordinarily thus, even under the New Testament, and in days of gospel-light: and therefore that visibility 
of saintship, whereby persons are visible saints in a scripture sense, cannot imply an apparent 
probability of their being real saints, or truly gracious persons” (The Works of Jonathan Edwards, 
Vol.1, Objection V: “Many are Called, Few Are Chosen,” italics his). 
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argues that the chief end of humanity is to serve and glorify God, and that God 

created humanity for that express purpose. Humanity thus falls into two categories: 

fruitful or unfruitful—those fit for heaven and those fit for destruction. Working 

against this construct are his concluding exhortations to his audience that they should 

first consider their own potential fruitlessness and second make the decision to bear 

fruit unto God. This makes it appear that Edwards believed that his audience had at 

least some choice in the matter, which would imply a level of free will.888 

 The sixth and final critical evaluation is that Edwards’ entire construct 

revolves around the issue of fruitfulness or fruitlessness; however, the reading of 

Ezekiel 15.2-5 in Chapter 5 demonstrates that this is not the basis of the analogy. Here 

Edwards seems to be more influenced by the argument of John 15 and the parable 

found in Luke 13 rather than a careful exegesis of Ezekiel 15.2-5. Although he 

identifies the unit as an allegory, Chapter 5 of this thesis illustrates that the unit 

functioned rhetorically as an argument by analogy, developed primarily through a 

series of rhetorical questions. The strength of the analogy lies in its comparison of the 

vinestock with lumber from trees of the forest. Thus on the basis of utilitarian 

uselessness are the vine, and ultimately the Jerusalemites, judged and pronounced 

worthless. The final charge of faithlessness in 15.8 seals the fate of the vinestock, 

which has already been weighed and found wanting on the basis of usefulness. 

Therefore for Edwards to conclude his sermon by exhorting his listeners to “bear fruit 

for God” appears entirely to miss the rhetorical point of the unit.  

 This contextual interpretation of Edwards’ historical context demonstrates that 

his preaching form can be located along the continuum identified within Chapter 3. 

Although influenced by Enlightenment thinkers, Edwards existed in an era in which 

higher criticism of the Bible had not fully impacted upon biblical studies.889 As a 

product of eighteenth-century colonial New England, Edwards was clearly influenced 
                                                 
888 Edwards held the Calvinist doctrine of total depravity, stating “that all mankind are by nature in a 
state of total ruin, both with respect to the moral evil of which they are the subjects, and the afflictive 
evil to which they are exposed, the one as the consequence and punishment of the other; then, 
doubtless, the great salvation by Christ stands in direct relation to this ruin, as the remedy to the 
disease; and the whole gospel, or doctrine of salvation, must suppose it; and all real belief, or true 
notion of that gospel, must be built upon it” (“The Great Doctrine of Original Sin Defended,” in The 
Works of Jonathan Edwards Vol. 1, 1:1, italics his). For Edwards, the totality of the effects of sin 
makes humanity’s desires for good and proper choices often turn into improper and wrong choices 
(Freedom of the Will Section IV, “Of the Distinction of Natural and Moral Necessity, and Inability”). 
Though he does not develop it in this sermon, Edwards held that only through the gospel can one’s 
nature be changed such that one’s inclinations be changed to please and glorify God (Tchividjian, 
“Reflections on Jonathan Edwards’ View of Free Will,”4).  
889 Cherry, “Symbols of Spiritual Truth,” 271. 
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by the Puritan development of Ramist rhetorical categories. The rhetorical evaluation 

of his sermon illustrates his dependence upon this conception as he moved from 

logical argument within the Doctrine section to emotive appeals in the Application 

section. Finally, his sermon demonstrates that for Edwards, his Calvinist theology 

may have overshadowed his exegesis of the text.890    

 

Charles Spurgeon: Rhetorical Influences 

The contextual interpretation in Chapter 3 demonstrates that rhetoric exists in 

a symbiotic relationship within society, and further showed that its applications as 

developed from this basis can impact upon preaching theory and practice also. 

Termed the “Golden Age of Preaching,” Victorian homiletics in Britain stands as an 

example of the various shifts in the understanding of rhetoric that have impacted upon 

and continue to impact the theory and practice of preaching.  

Chapter 3 illustrates that sixteenth-century Renaissance humanists reacted to 

medieval scholasticism—a shift which would later impact nineteenth-century British 

Victorian preaching. As the first example of vernacular rhetoric in England, Leonard 

Cox argued for the Ciceronian doctrine of invention in his 1530 work The Arte or 

Crafte of Rhethoryke. His was the first work on rhetoric in English printed in England 

and displays a dependence on the work of the humanist Melanchthon.891 In Britain 

this reliance on Ciceronian categories continued into the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries. The dominant “neo-Ciceronian” rhetoricians objected to Ramus’s division 

of rhetoric into the categories of dialectics and stylistics. Until the eighteenth century, 

Cicero’s six-part oratorical structure also remained a prominent aspect of pre-

Victorian sacred oratory.892 As the eighteenth century progressed, some preachers 

began to modify Cicero’s six-part concept. Preachers considered as optional five of 

the original six categories and began to favour argumentation and application as the 

central parts of the sermon.  

Despite its modifications, Ciceronian rhetoric nonetheless indirectly 

influenced Victorian preaching by demonstrating a degree of association with the 

                                                 
890 Kimnach states, “Although each of Edwards’ sermons begins with a scripture passage and seems to 
be immediately derived from that passage, it is now clear, from examination of the sermon notebooks, 
that the sermon frequently originated in an occasion or personal inspiration of Edwards himself and 
that he subsequently located a biblical text to match the preconceived doctrine” (“General 
Introduction,” 207-208). 
891 Carpenter, “Leonard Cox,” 293. 
892 Ellison, Victorian Pulpit, 22. 
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classical rhetorical tradition.893 Ellison points out that “by the nineteenth century, 

however, even this ‘residue’ [of classical tradition] had virtually vanished from 

homiletic theory, and the structural elements of a sermon were ignored or rejected far 

more than they were emphasized.”894 By the nineteenth century, Victorian preachers 

retained two elements of classical rhetoric: the first element related to an emphasis 

upon persuasion within the application portion of the sermon, whilst the second 

component consisted of the structural element of “heads” or “partitions.” According 

to Cicero, partitions concern the setting forth of the matter the speaker intends to 

discuss within a speech in a methodical way, thus outlining the contents of the speech 

for listeners.895  

In terms of language and style, in contrast to the sixteenth- through eighteenth-

century era high church divines’ development of highly ornamented and elaborate 

preaching, Victorian preachers avoided the overuse of quotations from classical and 

patristic literature and instead developed a plainer, more natural and more literary 

approach in their sermons.896 In this they followed in the trajectory of Reformed 

scholar William Perkins, who during the Elizabethan period advocated the use of a 

“plain style” of preaching. In his Arte of Prophecying Perkins held that “while the 

preacher must use the arts to get at the meaning and application of the biblical text, 

they must be concealed in the delivery of the sermon, so that the only thing on display 

is the Spirit of God, and not the eloquence of the preacher.”897 Victorian homileticians 

preached in the context of a highly literate society, a time “when even the common 

people had access to a highly cultivated language, and understood it and appreciated 

it.”898 Given these shifts toward literacy and orality, the expectation placed upon the 

Victorian preacher was that he should “exhibit the ethos of the classical orator while 

delivering sermons exemplifying the literary sophistication of the accomplished 

essayist.”899   

In contrast to the preaching of Edwards’ generation, Victorian preaching 

exhibited the juxtaposition of the spoken and written word, and thus moved the 

                                                 
893 Ibid., 23. 
894 Ibid., 23. 
895 See for example Cicero, “A Dialogue Concerning Oratorical Partitions,” In The Orations of Marcus 
Tullius Cicero Vol. 4: 533-580. 
896 Ellison, Victorian Pulpit, 28. 
897 Blacketer, “William Perkins,” 46. 
898 Old, Reading and Preaching of the Scriptures Vol. 6, 441. 
899 Ellison, Victorian Pulpit, 15. 
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sermon toward the intersection of orality and literacy. Victorian sermons came to be 

regarded not primarily as orations but as “written pieces” judged by the standards 

applied to writing. These reforms would lead to a conflation of the oral and written 

traditions, as preachers were expected to utilize literary means in order to achieve 

orality-based ends. Preachers aimed to persuade their congregation to embark on a 

spiritually beneficial course of action. This conflation, notes Ellison, is the most 

significant element of the theory of Victorian preaching.900  

On the Victorian homiletical continuum of orality-literacy, Spurgeon’s 

sermons fall into the category of orality-based preaching despite the fact that large 

numbers of Spurgeon’s sermons were published in a written format. Ellison observes 

that Spurgeon’s “theory and practice were grounded in the oral tradition”901 as 

opposed to that of the literacy tradition. Both the context and circumstances of 

Spurgeon’s life and ministry place him within an orality-based context, despite the 

reality that much of his popularity and influence can be attributed to his many 

published sermons. Although largely self-taught, the well-read Spurgeon “was a 

craftsman of words and sentences and paragraphs. He was not a master of the written 

word but of the spoken word.”902  

In terms of both structure and style, the rhetoric of his sermon on Ezekiel 15 

demonstrates Spurgeon’s penchant for delivering orality-based sermons aimed 

squarely for the ears of his listeners. A preacher largely to the working class, 

Spurgeon serves “as an outstanding example of an age in which the common people 

were coming into their own.”903 Both his educational circumstances and ministerial 

context led him toward an orality-based style. Although Spurgeon typically preached 

to largely working-class people, nonetheless many of them were highly literate.904 

Furthermore, since Spurgeon spoke extemporaneously, his delivery tended to be more 

animated in terms of gestures and vocal inflection and thus had more of an impact 

upon a live audience. 
                                                 
900 Ibid., 31-32. 
901 Ibid., 56. 
902 Old, Reading and Preaching Vol. 6, 440. 
903 Ibid., 423. Old points out that Spurgeon was both a product of his age and an expression of it: as a 
preacher to the working class, “His was not so much a voice for the people as a voice of the people” 
(424). 
904 Though well-read, Spurgeon neither held education in high regard nor believe that preachers should 
read sermons from manuscripts. Instead he would prepare in terms of the thoughts of the sermon, and 
leave the words to be found during the delivery. Thus it was that the circumstances of his life “created 
an atmosphere conducive to an oral style of preaching…he invested his London pulpit with the energy 
and passion of the classical orator” (Ellison, Victorian Pulpit, 63; see Spurgeon, Lectures, 153). 
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Rhetorical Evaluation: “The Fruitless Vine.” 

Spurgeon’s orality-based rhetorical strategies can be demonstrated in several 

ways from his sermon on the text of Ezekiel 15. The first rhetorical strategy can be 

demonstrated in terms of the structure of the sermon. Following a short introduction, 

Spurgeon divided his sermon into two points: the first point is a “Lesson of Humility” 

for believers and the second is a “Lesson of Search” for those he terms “fruitless 

professors.” In his construct, fruitless professors are men and women apparently 

masquerading in churches as true Christians. Under this second point Spurgeon had 

four sub-points framed as rhetorical questions that further analyze and predict the 

potential outcome of fruitless professors. Such a structure is typical of a Spurgeon 

sermon and would have been easy for a listening audience to follow. In true 

Ciceronian fashion, at the ending of the introduction he informed his audience of what 

his upcoming two points will be. As the sermon proceeded, he signalled his 

transitions throughout with the words “and now” or “and again,” thus informing his 

audience that he has transitioned to another point. Such strategies reveal his penchant 

for orality-based sermons that allowed his audiences to follow his line of 

argumentation and transitions more easily. 

The second rhetorical feature concerns Spurgeon’s main point, which he 

reiterated several times in the sermon lest the audience lose the impact. His central 

idea dealt with the vine’s lack of fruit. Although he did not develop this concept in 

detail, the introduction observes that the Jewish nation’s lack of fruit led directly to its 

judgment by God. This is the only point at which Spurgeon mentioned the historical 

context, instead spending the remainder of the sermon developing his argument for 

his contemporary context. The major focus of the sermon therefore concerns both 

those who are true believers and those who are allegedly masquerading as such.  

The third rhetorical strategy showcases Spurgeon’s use of stylistic elements. 

Throughout the sermon Spurgeon made of illustrative anecdotes drawn from the 

everyday life-world of his congregation.905 In his treatment of the fruitless professor, 

                                                 
905 Old, Reading and Preaching Vol. 6, 441. Spurgeon believed firmly in the power of illustrations, and 
his theory follows in the tradition of establishing an argument by logical means and then illustrating 
that abstraction. He argued in his Lectures to My Students that “Often when didactic speech fails to 
enlighten our hearers we may make them see the meaning by opening a window [of illustration] and 
letting in the pleasant light of analogy” (349). 
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Spurgeon made use of illustrative hypothetical conversations906 using third-person 

language referring to “they” or “him.” In an extended hypothetical conversation 

intended to establish the worthlessness of a man who is a fruitless professor, Spurgeon 

asked a series of rhetorical questions of the man’s church, of his son, his wife, his 

servant, his employees, and ultimately God. Each character gives their assessment, 

and the man is ultimately found wanting due to his lack of fruitlessness. 907 This tacit 

strategy enabled Spurgeon to align the audience with his point of view by 

constructing a hypothetical situation and inviting them to participate in the resulting 

final assessment. 

The fourth rhetorical-oral feature is his use of repetition, alliteration and 

metaphor as verbal devices designed to pique the interest of his audience. Spurgeon 

claimed that fruitless professors are “neither speaking for Christ; nor praying for 

Christ, nor giving to Christ, nor living to Christ.”908 Elsewhere he utilized alliteration 

to refer to his “hard-hearted hearers” and used the metaphors “the little farthing 

rushlight of their own hopes” and “the bleeding of their own conscience was a killing 

by the hand of God.”909  

The fifth rhetorical strategy can be demonstrated by Spurgeon’s use of 

rhetorical questions, which he employed copiously throughout the sermon as both 

rhetorical strategies and structural transition markers. Spurgeon seized upon the 

rhetorical question posed within Ezekiel 15.2 and referred back to it throughout the 

sermon, drawing upon it to frame his rhetorical questions to his listeners. Closely 

aligned with his use of rhetorical questions is the sixth rhetorical feature, which is his 

use of personal pronouns when referring to his audience. He referred to himself often 

with the first-person “I,” “me” and “my” and used “we,” “us” and “you” when 

referring to his audience. Spurgeon also used direct address when referring to his 

“dear brother,” “dear friends,” and “my young friend,” all of which spoke directly to 

his hearers. Spurgeon often combined rhetorical questions with personal pronouns or 

direct address, as for example when he stated “Yea, look upon thyself as thou art now. 

Does not thy conscience reproach thee?”910 

                                                 
906 Even though the construct is hypothetical, it is nonetheless drawn from true-to-life examples from 
the everyday life-world of his audience. He even goes so far as to say, “I am describing real cases and 
not fictions” (“The Fruitless Vine,” 69). 
907 Spurgeon, “The Fruitless Vine,” 68-70. 
908 Ibid., 65. 
909 Ibid., 67. 
910 Ibid., 60. 
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The final rhetorical strategy concerns Spurgeon’s combination of personal 

pronouns and direct address with the applications developed in his sermon designed to 

drive points more clearly home to the hearts of his listeners. He states: “My young 

friend, I do not want to check any of you in joining a church; but I do say to you, 

make sure work before you make a profession.”911 These applications, scattered 

throughout and reiterated again at the close of the sermon, drove home his argument 

that is intimately tied to his main point related to fruitlessness. If the listener of the 

sermon has indeed become convicted that he or she is indeed a fruitless professor, 

Spurgeon allows but two options for such a person: one, admit to being a fraud and 

resign the church; or two, be honest and repent before God.912   

 

Critical Evaluation: Spurgeon’s Ezekiel 15 Sermon 

The contextual evaluation of the preaching styles of both Edwards and 

Spurgeon demonstrates that both men preached during eras where both preacher and 

Scripture held positions of inherent authority. Similarly to Edwards, Spurgeon’s 

rhetorical strategy appealed to this authority as a matter of course. For some listeners, 

amongst whom there may have indeed been “fruitless professors,” an appeal to the 

truths of Scripture combined with an argumentative strategy would indeed convict 

and motivate them enough to comply with the desired applications.913 Although he 

assigned somewhat dubious motives to fruitless professors, who apparently join 

churches for economic or social benefit, his authoritative conclusion at the end 

allowed for only two possible choices: fruitless professors either must repent or leave 

the church. Either option is framed as an imperative that essentially forces the listener 

into an “either-or” framework somewhat akin to Edwards’ argument and concluding 

applications.   

Regarding the connection between biblical studies and preaching, similar to 

Edwards Spurgeon spends little space exegetically developing the unit itself beyond 

vv. 1-2. He dedicates the bulk of the sermon to the treatment of hypocritical fruitless 

professors, but aside from the introductory comments he rarely returns to develop 

exegetically or homiletically the text of Ezekiel 15. As mentioned previously he 

                                                 
911 Ibid., 66. 
912 Ibid., 72. 
913 For example, Spurgeon advised preachers: “If we give our people refined truth, pure Scriptural 
doctrine, and all so worded as to have no needless obscurity about it, we shall be true shepherds of the 
sheep, and the profiting of our people will soon be apparent” (Lectures to My Students, 78). 
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merely alludes to the rhetorical question of the utilitarian uselessness of the vine in 

15.2. No mention is made of the interpretation found in vv. 6-8 and its implications, 

either for the Jerusalemites or fruitless professors.  

Spurgeon, as Edwards did also, made no mention of the context or argument 

of the unit in light of Ezekiel or historical background other than an oblique reference 

to Israel in the first two paragraphs. Subsequently, all of Spurgeon’s development 

takes up issues related to his current church context. Again as Edwards did, Spurgeon 

focussed upon the issue of the fruitlessness of the vine; however, the study of Ezekiel 

15 in Chapter 5 demonstrates that this is not the rhetorical strategy of the unit. 

Although he mentions the text itself nowhere within this sermon, Spurgeon seems to 

be more influenced by the argument of John 15, transporting Jesus’ words about 

fruitfulness and fruitlessness back into Ezekiel 15. Further, he makes no mention of v. 

8’s claim that judgment is warranted on Jerusalem because of unfaithfulness, not 

fruitlessness.  

Spurgeon does not distinguish the recipients of the oracle other than the brief 

mention of Israel in the introduction, nor does he mention Ezekiel’s role in it as a 

passive messenger. Finally, he labels vv. 2-3 as a parable;914 however, this 

classification is not strictly accurate, as observed previously in the critique of 

Edwards. Chapter 5 demonstrates that Ezekiel 15 is rather an argument by analogy 

that develops along the lines of rhetorical questions and subsequent applications.  

  This contextual interpretation and evaluation of Spurgeon’s sermon on Ezekiel 

15 has demonstrated that like Edwards, Spurgeon was a product of his times. The 

clash between the humanists and scholastics in the sixteenth century would still be felt 

three centuries later within the context of Victorian preaching. Victorian preaching 

combined Ciceronian ideals of a unified and persuasive speaking approach with a 

plain style of preaching aimed at an increasingly literate society. Spurgeon’s sermon 

can be located within the continuum of the evolution of preaching within an 

Enlightenment-inspired era that was beginning to feel the impact of higher criticism 

within biblical studies.  

 

 

 
                                                 
914 Spurgeon, “The Fruitless Vine.”  He states that “He [God] checks their [Israel’s] pride and humbles 
them, with the parable we have here before us” (59). 



6. CONTEXTUAL INTERPRETATION: EZEKIEL STUDIES AND SERMONS 173 

Chuck Smith: Rhetorical Influences 

The final contextual interpretation of Ezekiel 15 sermons concludes with an 

analysis of a sermon delivered by Chuck Smith in 2005. As noted in Chapter 3, with 

the advent of the New Homiletic, North American homiletics experienced a major 

shift from deductive to inductive preaching forms. New Homileticians criticized 

traditional preaching forms and fostered a turn toward the experience of the listener. 

Although the inductive forms of the New Homiletic have largely been abandoned by 

most contemporary preachers, Smith’s preaching can be viewed as one response to 

the continuing evolution of homiletics and the challenges of postmodernism. In order 

to understand the Calvary Chapel phenomenon,915 one must locate the movement 

within the broader religious and cultural context of nineteenth and twentieth century 

America. Viewed against the larger backdrop of the restructuring of American 

Protestantism, the Calvary Chapel movement flourished by discovering culturally 

appropriate ways to meet the 1960s counterculture generation’s felt needs for ultimate 

meaning.916  

Despite denominational differences, American preachers within the mid-

nineteenth century were unified regarding an optimistic view of the future coupled 

with the preaching of revival and reform at the time. Church leadership generally 

agreed that the purpose of American democracy was to build a new social order 

characterized by freedom from slavery and the end to political tyranny, ignorance and 

poverty.917 By the latter half of the nineteenth century, however, American scholars 

and clergy alike increasingly began to wrestle with the issue of acceptable levels of 

compatibility between Enlightenment scientism and mainline Christianity.918 Within 

the early part of the twentieth century, the advent of social, intellectual, religious and 

                                                 
915 Smith, Harvest, 10. Calvary Chapel affiliates currently number over one thousand churches 
worldwide. In their move away from modernist, top-heavy denominational models, Calvary Chapel 
churches do not form a denomination as such but rather exist in a loose association or fellowship. 
“There is no attempt to centralize authority or offer programmatic materials… This is a movement built 
on relationships, not centralized authority or reporting structures” (Miller, Reinventing American 
Protestantism, 35-36). 
916 Miller, Reinventing American Protestantism, 28-29. 
917 Old, Reading and Preaching of the Scriptures Vol 6, 445. 
918 Shires notes that the American post-war formula for success built on “technocracy”: the efficient 
and productive use of technologies. Technocracy itself drew upon “scientism,” which was rooted 
within the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Enlightenment worldview. By its very nature 
materialistic, technocratic science “did not dabble in the supernatural or pause over spiritual or moral 
questions but kept focused on measurable sensorial phenomena.” Based upon the Enlightenment belief 
that the methods and assumptions of the scientific method could be applied to all disciplines, scholars 
held that all phenomena—including the alleged miracles of Scripture and the supernatural—should be 
reduced to natural explanations (Hippies of the Religious Right, 21). 
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political crises and the impact of higher criticism upon hermeneutics made it 

increasingly apparent there were two radically differing responses to this issue: the 

modernists and the fundamentalists.919  

Liberal Protestants, termed “modernists” by their detractors, “were concerned 

to present Christianity in a positive light to their contemporaries.”920 Liberal 

Protestants essentially denied Scripture on an historical level while affirming what 

was believed to be the true ethical teachings of the historical Jesus on an essential 

level. Preaching a social gospel, liberal Protestants hoped to establish the kingdom of 

God through individual conversions and by means of policies carried out through 

large-scale institutional, university and philanthropic agencies. They believed that 

these approaches would construct and sustain a Christian civilization.921 This 

inclusivist view attempting to reconcile Christianity with modern science ultimately 

permeated both Sunday school lessons and the American educational system by the 

1950s. Many of those constituting the 1960s “counterculture” generation were those 

raised within this religious and educational context and would later reject many of its 

inherent values and perceived shortcomings. 

On the opposite side of the debate were the exclusivists, who sought to defend 

the Bible from its critics. These fundamentalists held that even when the Bible 

appeared to conflict with modern science the gospel of personal salvation was still 

clear and that was all that was deemed necessary.922 Rather than preaching a liberal 

social gospel, fundamentalists preferred large-scale Bible revivals while staunchly 

defending from pulpits the two hallmark fundamentalist doctrines: creationism and 

dispensationalism.923 The fundamentalists believed that modernism and evolution had 

undermined the biblical foundations on which American society was built. In its 

public attempts to purge the church of modernism and the schools of Darwinism, by 

                                                 
919 Miller, Harry Emerson Fosdick, 125. Rather than using the terms “modernists” and 
“fundamentalists,” or “liberals” and “conservatives,” Miller argues a better terminology would be that 
of “inclusivists”—those who attempted to include the findings of modern biblical criticism into their 
faith—and “exclusivists”—those who fought against what they believed to be the ever-encroaching 
negative influences of historical criticism and liberalism. 
920 Worral, The Making of the Modern Church, 117. The foundational tenets of inclusivists were an 
underlying rationalism, an optimistic view of human progress, a high view of the moral perfectibility of 
humanity, a desire to separate the “husk” from the “kernel” of Christianity; that is, the teachings of 
Jesus as opposed to those about him. Finally, they believed in the use of historical-critical methods to 
strip away the dogmatic accretions overlaying the historical Jesus 
921 Hart, “When is a Fundamentalist a Modernist?” 618. 
922 Old, Teading and Preaching of the Scriptures, 448. 
923 Hart, “When is a Fundamentalist a Modernist?” 613. 
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the late nineteenth and early twentieth century the movement became characterized as 

separatist, militant, anti-scientific and anti-intellectual.924  

By the 1930s fundamentalists had begun to engage in positive evangelistic 

movements in an effort to change this largely negative and separatist image. The 

“neo-evangelicals” in the 1940s established organizations such as Youth for Christ 

and the National Association of Evangelicals. By the 1950s the emerging movement 

began referring to themselves as “evangelicals” in distinction to those fundamentalists 

demanding ecclesiastical separatism.925 By the 1960s the evangelical movement took 

on different emphases, one of which was the charismatic movement with its focus on 

the experiential and therapeutic elements of Christianity, combined with a sense of 

closeness to Jesus through the indwelling Spirit.926 As an evangelical movement 

combining charismatic experiential Christianity together with a conservative view of 

Scripture, the Calvary Chapel movement struck a chord with many disaffected youth 

from the counterculture generation. 

 Many of the generation raised and educated in an environment shaped by 

reactions to Enlightenment modernism would ultimately radically reject many of the 

values of the mainstream culture with its associated characteristics. These values 

included liberal theology, militant fundamentalism, scientism, intellectualism and 

affluence. While the 1960s generation did not entirely reject the values of the “golden 

rule” ideal and personal freedom, they rejected what they perceived as conformism, 

hypocrisy and intolerance within older generations.927 As the counterculture 

movement gained momentum, American society in the 1960s underwent a period of 

major cultural disruption. Evidence of this upheaval included the civil rights 

movement in the South, the murder of Martin Luther King, anti-Vietnam War 

protests, psychedelic drug experimentation, the sexual revolution and “acid rock” 

music. In their rejection of mainstream values with the empty materialism, affluence 

and pragmatic materialism of their parents, the counterculture generation embarked 

on a spiritual quest and ultimately gained a new identity.928 

The Calvary Chapel movement, associated with the larger cultural movement 

known as the “Jesus movement” of the late 1960s and early 1970s, helped some 

                                                 
924 Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, 3-8. 
925 Marsden, Understanding Fundamentalism, 69-69, 73. 
926 Ibid., 77-78. 
927 Shires, Hippies of the Religious Right, 21. 
928 McGirr, Suburban Warriors, 242; Shires, Hippies of the Religious Right, 20. 
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within the counterculture generation to form and to gain this new sense of identity. 

These young people “brought their counter-culture lifestyles of communal living and 

rock music into the churches that would welcome them.”929 Calvary Chapel was one 

such church seeking to welcome large numbers of the “Woodstock Generation” who 

had reacted against the liberal theology of their parents. Many of this generation 

found an authentic experience in the experiential neo-evangelicalism represented by 

Calvary Chapel. Calvary Chapels continued within the evangelical trajectory of 

repudiating mainstream denominations in favour of independence, whilst retaining 

certain elements of conservative evangelical doctrines.930 Rather than emphasizing a 

fundamentalist exclusivism, Calvary Chapels are associated with inclusive 

evangelical movements.931The movement can be located within the evangelical 

spectrum between Baptists and Pentecostals. Calvary Chapels agree with Pentecostals 

regarding the active gifts of the Spirit, and share the belief with Baptists related to the 

teaching of the Bible as the central goal of worship.  

In the late 1960s Smith was pastor of a small congregation in Corona, 

California, at which point he became convinced that he and his church should begin 

reaching out to the surfers and hippies congregating on the local beaches. Though 

initially repulsed by them, Smith began to meet hippies through friends of his college-

age daughter, “many of whom discovered in Christianity an answer to their 

intellectual searching, and a cure, sometimes instantaneous, for their drug 

dependencies.”932 This movement of bringing sixties’ hippies into the church brought 

about two important shifts in church philosophy of missions and evangelism: first, it 

brought youth back into a multigenerational setting; and second it fostered a 

generational reconciliation born of give-and-take on both sides.933 These 

counterculture youth became characterized as “twice dropouts” since they had left 

behind their parents’ belief systems and secular culture and had dropped out of 

traditional religious systems. In this process this generations essentially reinvented 

ministry by modelling how ministry could adapt to local culture.934  

As a result of this trajectory, the Calvary Chapel movement stands as an 

example of a church in transition from the modern to the postmodern era at the nexus 
                                                 
929 Williams, “Theological Perspective,” 165. 
930 Ibid., 34, 36; Marsden, Understanding Fundamentalism, 71. 
931 Miller, Reinventing, 36. 
932 Balmer, Mine Eyes, 19. 
933 Shires, Hippies of the Religious Right, 125. 
934 Witham, Who Shall Lead Them? 122. 
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between the evangelical and countercultural generations. The Calvary Chapel 

movement “became, in effect, a new denomination that updated informal forms of 

Pentecostal traditions.”935 Calvary Chapel was able to synthesize their brand of 

conservative evangelicalism with the openness of counterculture generations. On the 

one hand, this movement embraces the fervency of conversion and subsequent 

experiences with the Spirit, while on the other hand it holds to a dispensational 

theology supported by a rational hermeneutic that claims to interpret Scripture 

literally.936 In their rejection of their parents’ liberal rationalism and values, 

counterculture youth looked for a deeper, more fulfilling meaning to life. This 

generation subsequently found fulfilment in the combination of Smith’s personable, 

unaffected and simple approach to church leadership as well as his straightforward, 

informal style.937  

Adopting an easygoing, almost conversational style of preaching, Smith is not 

known for dynamism or rhetorical flourish, but often uses personal examples to 

illustrate the text or scriptural passages to prove a point. Smith’s pulpit rhetoric carries 

with it perhaps echoes of Ramist doctrine. Typically his first move is to explain the 

text, usually through a linear, logical explanation regardless of genre. His second 

move is to suggest applications to the hearer through more direct address. In terms of 

the connection between biblical studies and preaching, Smith’s exegesis exhibits two 

characteristics: first he insists upon individual interpretation and second he believes 

that the plain reading of the text is the proper one.938  

Although raised, educated and ordained within the International Foursquare 

denomination, as a preacher Smith disliked the emphasis on topical preaching 

covering the major concepts and doctrines of Christianity, which were major efforts to 

prepare. Since its inception, the trademark doctrine of Smith and Calvary Chapel is 

the verse-by-verse exposition of the Bible. He and other Calvary Chapel pastors teach 

consecutively through the Bible, typically book by book.939 This emphasis on the 

                                                 
935 Roof and Silk, Religion and Public Life, 73. 
936 Williams, “Theological Perspective,” 166; Shires, Hippies of the Religious Right, 126-127. 
937 McGirr, Suburban Warriors, 243; Shires, Hippies of the Religious Right, 126-127. 
938 Balmer, Mine Eyes, 24. He states: “Underlying this insistence on individual interpretation is the 
assumption (which received explicit sanction in the philosophy of Common Sense Realism in the 
nineteenth century) that the plainest, most evident reading of the text is the proper one. There is no 
longer any need to consult Augustine or Thomas Aquinas or Luther about their understanding of 
various passages when you yourself are the final arbiter of what is the correct reading” (24, parenthesis 
his). 
939 Miller, Reinventing American Protestantism, 36. 
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systematic study of the Scriptures has been the hallmark for most of Smith’s pastoral 

career.940 Furthermore, Calvary Chapel has consistently been known for its informal 

style, biblical exposition, evangelistic fervour, culturally current music, belief in the 

current gifts of the Spirit and a focus on the imminent return of Christ and the end of 

the age.941  

The Calvary Chapel movement has successfully appealed to countercultural 

generations by synthesizing a blend of seemingly contradictory elements. Though 

informal, it is conservative; it is both charismatic and experiential, while at the same 

time systematic in its approach to Scripture. Within the continuing evolution of 

homiletics and congregational leadership, the Calvary Chapel movement stands as 

one possible response to the challenges posed by the current cultural paradigm shifts.  

 

Rhetorical Evaluation: “The Parable of the Vine.” 

This particular sermon on Ezekiel 15 is but part of a larger sermon, which also 

covers Ezekiel 16. This is typical with Smith’s approach to the text, covering whole 

chapters at a time in his systematic approach through the Scriptures. Fairly short in 

length, the sermon spans less than fifteen minutes total. Unlike the other two 

preachers and consistent with his systematic exegetical style, Smith preached an 

expository verse-by-verse sermon through all eight verses of the unit. Smith divided 

the unit into two sections consisting of vv. 1-5 and the subsequent interpretation in vv. 

6-8. Unlike Edwards and Spurgeon, who exhibit three- and two-point outline 

structures respectively, Smith’s treatment of the passage does not reveal any type of 

outline format or formal structure other than the divisions in the text. Beginning with 

vv. 1-5, Smith labelled the genre of the unit as a parable and then proceeded to 

develop the Old Testament metaphorical background of Israel being likened to a vine, 

referencing God’s planting and care of Israel as a vine in passages such as Isa. 5 and 

Ps. 80.      

As do both Edwards and Spurgeon, Smith maintained that the sole purpose of 

the vine was to bear fruit, which similarly serves as the basis of his argument and 

subsequent concluding application. Here he appealed to Jesus’ statements regarding 

fruitful vines in John 15 as proof of this statement. On this basis, Smith claimed that 

the purpose of Israel as a nation was to bring forth fruit unto God by serving the Lord. 
                                                 
940 Balmer, Mine Eyes, 16. 
941 Williams, “Theological Perspective,” 166; Witham, Who Shall Lead Them? 25. 
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Israel would ideally demonstrate to the world the blessings available from serving 

God in a theocratic kingdom. However, he noted that Israel failed in this pursuit by 

not bringing forth fruit unto God and thus deserved judgement. Smith confirmed this 

point by again referring to Jesus’ argument in John 15 that all vines not bearing fruit 

are rightly consigned to the fire. 

Moving to the interpretation of the parable in vv. 6-8, Smith stated that in 

Babylon Ezekiel proclaimed God’s message in the face of false prophets. These 

prophets predicted Jerusalem’s victory over Babylon and encouraged people in their 

rebellion against Babylon. These false prophets attempted to persuade the exiles by 

arguing that Jerusalem would be spared and that the people should stand up and resist. 

In this regard, Smith noted that Jeremiah had similar clashes with false prophets in 

Jerusalem. He concluded the sermon with the application apparently drawn from this 

passage and John 15 that believers should strive to “bring forth fruit, more fruit, and 

much fruit,” and that for Christians “God wants your life to be fruitful.”942 There is no 

purpose and meaning in life outside of this other than bringing forth fruit. Here Smith 

sided with both Edwards and Spurgeon, both of whom made the same point that the 

highest duty of humanity is found in bringing forth fruit to God. Smith, however, did 

not make the same move as do Edwards and Spurgeon, stating nowhere in the sermon 

that unfruitful people are consigned to hell. Rather, he concluded the homily on a 

positive note by exhorting his audience to “bring forth fruit, that the Father may be 

glorified.”943 

 

Critical Evaluation: Smith’s Ezekiel 15 Sermon 

Of the three sermons, Smith spends the highest amount of expository time 

developing the actual text of Ezekiel 15. He discusses the literary and historical 

background of Israel as the vine metaphor as viewed in the contexts of Isaiah and 

Psalms. He further places Ezekiel clearly in Babylon during the exile, and also 

discusses briefly Ezekiel’s struggle with the false prophets. He labels the genre of the 

unit as a parable (vv. 2-5) with an attendant interpretation (vv. 6-8). As noted within 

the critical evaluation of the previous two sermons, the exegesis of the previous 

chapter labels the genre of vv. 2-5 as an argument by analogy rather than a parable.  

                                                 
942 Smith, “The Parable of the Vine.” 
943 Ibid. 
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Whilst Smith is the only preacher to mention the false prophets of the exile, in 

terms of rhetorical dynamics he does not develop further the tension between Ezekiel 

and the false prophets. Smith maintains that the false prophets’ rhetorical goal was to 

have the exiles “stand up and resist,” but he does not demonstrate what they hoped to 

gain by this resistance. Furthermore, Smith does not clarify the originator of the 

oracle or its audience, whether on the oral or written level, and does not deal with any 

issues of voice hierarchy. In his development it is unclear whether the oracle 

originates either with Yahweh or Ezekiel. Unlike Edwards and Spurgeon, Smith deals 

with the text in a verse-by-verse commentary-style fashion but makes no mention of 

the rhetorical strategies employed in the unit, how they function rhetorically or what 

aim these strategies attempt to achieve in terms of their addressees. His application in 

light of the text and John 15 that believers “bear much fruit and glorify God” implies 

that this is the point of the unit, but the application is high upon the ladder of 

abstraction.  

Positively, unlike the other preachers Smith develops both the OT contextual 

background of Israel and the vine metaphor and discusses briefly the exiles’ situation 

with the false prophets. Like Spurgeon and Edwards, however, he does not mention 

how chapter 15 fits thematically into the contextual situation of the book of Ezekiel. 

Moreover, he does not clarify voice hierarchies or the identity of the actual audience 

of the oracle. Smith does not discuss the various rhetorical dynamics between 

Yahweh, Ezekiel and audience other than his brief mention regarding the role of the 

false prophets. Rather, as with Edwards and Spurgeon, his development and 

application of the unit seems more dependent upon the argument of John 15. This text 

seems to function for Smith almost as a one-for-one correlation basis, in that the point 

of John 15 transfers directly back into Ezekiel. He takes as the only point of contact 

between the two passages the issue of fruitfulness and fruitlessness. However, as 

demonstrated both in Chapter 5 and the above two critiques, the argument of Ezekiel 

15 consists of a quasi-argument that employs analogy in the comparison between the 

vinestock and lumber from trees. Therefore, for Smith to correlate the argument of 

Ezekiel 15 with John 15 would seem to miss the rhetorical strategy of the unit.  
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Conclusion 

Both the Ezekiel commentaries and preachers alike bear witness to the impact 

of various cultural, intellectual, theological and hermeneutical shifts and trends. For 

example, the contextual interpretation of the Ezekiel commentaries allows one to 

locate them along the continuum of these shifts and trends as outlined within Chapter 

3. The first phase of Ezekiel studies corresponds to the pre-critical era up to the late 

nineteenth century, whilst the second phase relates to the period of increasingly 

radical historical-critical methodologies applied during the early twentieth century. 

The final phase corresponds to the current increasingly balanced view that takes into 

account both diachronic and synchronic observations regarding the homogeneous 

nature of Ezekiel. In essence the advent, rise and subsequent decline of the hegemony 

of historical criticism correspond to the lines of demarcation for the three major stages 

of Ezekiel studies.944  

Although none of the preachers whose sermons are evaluated in this chapter 

make explicit mention of the impact of historical criticism upon their exegesis of 

Ezekiel 15, the ministry contexts of all three were shaped to various degrees by trends 

within the understanding of rhetoric and currents of biblical studies. This 

demonstrates the trend observed within Chapter 3 that biblical studies and homiletics 

are closely related. For example, within the eighteenth-century American Puritan 

context Edwards faced the issue concerning the contested quality of the interpretation 

of Scripture that arose from the impact of the new Enlightenment scholarship. Whilst 

on the one hand Edwards consistently rejected the radical implications of the 

emerging historical criticism, on the other hand he found useful insights at times from 

commentators who vigorously contested his theological positions.945 Edwards also 

disputed deists who sought to discredit the Bible through the use of early historical 

criticism, and opposed their view of a mechanistic universe run by natural laws whose 

Creator was distanced from its everyday operations.946 Edwards countered these 

secularizing Enlightenment trends by instead advocating the view that God is 

personally and intimately involved with his creation. Rather than through church 

authority, regeneration of the individual becomes a voluntary act that is at the same 

time initiated by the direct involvement of Christ. In this regard Edwards can be 
                                                 
944 See for example Boadt, “Mythological Themes,” 211-212; Joyce, “Synchronic and Diachronic,” 
116. 
945 Stein, “Editor’s Introduction,” 83-84. 
946 McDermott, “Present at the Creation,” 3; Marsden, Understanding Fundamentalism, 130. 
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viewed “as representing the culmination of American Puritanism” and as a preacher 

who “played such a large practical role in helping to establish America’s long-lasting 

revivalist tradition.”947  

Ministering within the nineteenth-century context, Spurgeon much more 

keenly reacted against what he termed the “deadly cobra” of Germanic higher 

criticism invading the British church.948 As an avowed Calvinist, Spurgeon stood 

firmly in the Puritan tradition and held Edwards in high esteem. Puritan theology also 

played a great role in the development of his spirituality.949 Furthermore, the Great 

Awakening of the eighteenth century significantly touched Victorian British 

Baptists.950  

Consistent with Puritan homiletical tradition, Spurgeon argued that the 

preacher’s chief object is the glory of God, the aim of which is achieved by “seeking 

the edification of the saints and the salvation of sinners.”951 Like the Puritans and 

Edwards before him, Spurgeon held that conversion is properly a direct work of the 

Spirit achieved through the prominent teaching of Scriptural truths. Such preaching 

involved an emphasis on humanity’s depravity, the certainty of punishment, 

justification by faith and the love of God in Christ Jesus. Spurgeon held that these 

aims could be achieved by using a variety of modes of instruction including teaching, 

appealing to the understanding through logical means and emotional persuasion, 

which could involve threatening as well as invitation.952 

Located within a twenty-first century North American context, Chuck Smith 

and the Calvary Chapel movement can be situated within the tradition of American 

“neo-evangelical” reformers of fundamentalism. These neo-evangelicals viewed 

themselves as standing firmly in the tradition of Whitefield, Edwards, Finney and 

D.L. Moody. Such a stance represented the “long-standing transdenominational center 

of the American evangelical tradition.”953 Reacting to what they perceived as the 

                                                 
947 Marsden, A Short Life, 136, 137. 
948 Spurgeon, “Another Word,” 1. The nineteenth century witnessed the encroachment of higher 
criticism in Britain. As a result Spurgeon spent the final four years of his life fighting the trends of 
early modernism, which he saw as a threat to evangelical, biblical Christianity. Spurgeon’s 
involvement in the “Down-Grade Controversy” raised public objections that Arminianism, 
evolutionary thought and higher criticism were making negative inroads into British theology (See 
MacArthur, Ashamed of the Gospel, 21; Swanson, “The Down-Grade Controversy,” 5). 
949 Gladstone referred to Spurgeon as  
950 Drummond, Spurgeon: Prince of Preachers, 259, 572. 
951 Spurgeon, Lectures to my Students, 336. 
952 Ibid., 340-324. 
953 Marsden, Understanding Fundamentalism, 64. 
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negative elements within modernism, the neo-evangelicals of the 1940s organized 

themselves around the belief that they could represent a formidable force to the 

dominant trends moving toward increasing secularism in the West. However, by the 

1970s this movement had fragmented into multiple and widely divergent evangelical 

streams, including for example black Pentecostal, Mennonite Peace Churches, 

Episcopal charismatics, Nazarenes, Southern Baptists and the Calvary Chapel 

movement.  

Despite their independent status and wide diversity, evangelicals agreed with 

their Puritan forebears regarding the authority of Scripture and salvation as a life-

transforming experience of Christ as wrought by the Spirit.954 Smith continues in this 

tradition by affirming the inerrancy, authority and centrality of Scripture and 

expository over topical sermons.955 Just as Perkins argued in the sixteenth century, 

Smith affirms Nehemiah 8.8 as his model for systematic expository preaching, which 

involves the consistent reading of Scripture and making its meaning clear to the 

congregation.956 As both Edwards and Spurgeon did, Smith holds that conversion is a 

work of the Holy Spirit. True to his charismatic heritage, unlike Edwards and 

Spurgeon, Smith holds that there can be an empowering experience of the Spirit that 

is separate and distinct from conversion.957 

Finally, all three preachers have been shaped by incipient evangelical 

traditions located within the Puritan movement. These traditions include the belief in 

the authority of the Scriptures, the importance of a heartfelt conversion and the 

urgency of missions and evangelism.958 William Perkins, whose Art of Prophecying 

shaped the Puritan plain style of preaching, stressed biblical preaching of the 

authoritative Scriptures that edified the individual through clear teaching and also led 

to the salvation of one’s neighbour.959 Although each made use of differing 

homiletical forms, regarding the purposes of preaching all three preachers held to the 

centrality of biblical preaching and its subsequent role within the task of evangelism.     

 This evaluation of both the commentaries and preachers demonstrates the 

notion advanced within Chapter 3 that biblical studies and homiletics are impacted by 

a variety of cultural, intellectual and theological developments. Both the 
                                                 
954 Ibid., 65. 
955 Smith, Calvary Chapel Distinctives, 7-8; 32.  
956 Old, Reading and Preaching Vol. 4, 262; Smith, Calvary Chapel Distinctives, 33. 
957 Smith, Calvary Chapel Distinctives, 18. 
958 Marsden, A Short Life, 135. 
959 Old, The Reading and Preaching Vol. 4, 262. 
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commentators and the preachers evince certain reactions against various trends, but at 

the same time are also products of their cultural and intellectual environments. This 

thesis has consistently demonstrated thus far that homiletics as a genre has evolved 

historically, and will continue to do so in an increasingly postmodern era. The 

contextual interpretation both in Chapter 3 and this chapter have demonstrated this to 

be the case, and the resulting evaluation of this analysis has led to the construction of 

a pragmatic plan for future homiletics. As a measured response, the approach of this 

thesis seeks a balanced approach to congregational leadership and homiletics. Such an 

orientation avoids adopting a reactionary response, since it embraces the classical 

rhetorical concept of engaging both the mind and emotions of listeners as well as 

placing importance upon the ethos of the congregational leader.960    

In order to achieve the goal of the thesis which aims to integrate biblical 

studies and homiletics, Chapter 5 applied the rhetorical-critical-narratological 

approach developed within Chapter 3 to the discourse of Ezekiel. The resulting study 

of Ezekiel and Ezekiel 15 demonstrated that a reading of the discourse as a monologic 

narrative presented from a first-person character-narrator framework reveals an 

entirely new set of expectations. Such a reading enables interaction with the discourse 

from within a fresh frame of reference, and subsequently gives the preacher facility in 

replicating the rhetorical dynamics located within the text. In Chapter 7 the thesis will 

demonstrate an example of how this can be achieved as it will integrate exegetical 

theory with homiletical practice. The sample sermon from Ezekiel 15 will draw upon 

the variety of textual rhetorical and narratological dynamics based upon the study in 

Chapter 5. Following the critique of the sample sermon, Chapter 7 will furthermore 

compare areas of continuity and discontinuity between the three sermons evaluated in 

this chapter and that of the sample sermon.  

This thesis therefore continues in the trajectory of the hermeneutical cycle by 

developing a pragmatic plan for future practice, seeking to take action to shape events 

toward the desired goal, which involves an anticipatory leadership stance that takes 

into account available preaching opportunities for the twenty-first century.961 

                                                 
960 As noted in Chapter 3. See Quintilian, The Institutio Oratoria of Quintilian Volume 4, Book XII 
Chapter 1, 3; Aristotle, Rhetoric, Book 1, Part I. 
961 Quicke, 360-Degree Preaching, 110. 



CHAPTER 7 

THE INTEGRATION OF BIBLICAL STUDIES AND HOMILETICS 
 

Introduction 

Following the previous chapter’s contextual interpretation of Ezekiel 

commentaries and sermons based upon Ezekiel 15, this chapter represents the 

culmination of the goal of the thesis to integrate biblical studies and homiletics with 

the production of a sample sermon. As a measured response, this goal concerns the 

utilization of rhetorical criticism for biblical exegesis in order to produce a multi-

vocal and non-hierarchical homiletic appropriate to postmodernity. As a task of 

pastoral theology, the development of a pragmatic plan for future congregational 

leadership and homiletics concerns itself with the task of expression within “a 

pluralistic society of diverse religio-cultural assumptions, differing cultural 

disciplines, and conflicting ethical patterns of life.”962 The development within this 

thesis of this measured response therefore becomes a practical theological work, since 

it discerns the theological meanings inherent in the ongoing activities of the church as 

well as that of the wider society.963  

This multi-vocal sermon will combine theory and practice by integrating the 

exegetical elements of the rhetorical-critical-narratological method developed in 

Chapter 3 with the values-based approach to preaching developed in Chapter 4. The 

resulting multiple point-of-view sermon draws upon the reading of Ezekiel and 

Ezekiel 15 in Chapter 5. The open-ended preaching form which this sermon will 

follow bases its rhetoric upon the open-ended nature of the discourse itself, thus 

replicating the rhetorical dynamics located within Ezekiel 15.964  

The chapter will then engage in a critical evaluation of the relative strengths 

and weaknesses of the sermon, and will furthermore discuss areas of continuity and 

discontinuity with the approach of this thesis and the sermons evaluated in Chapter 6. 

Following this assessment the chapter will also demonstrate a sample rhetorical-

                                                 
962 Browning, “Pastoral Theology in a Pluralistic Age,” 91. 
963 Long, “Theology of Preaching,” 462; Ballard and Pritchard, Practical Theology, 1.  
964 The final step of the rhetorical-critical analysis of Ezekiel and Ezekiel 15 in Chapter 5 demonstrated 
that the rhetorical effectiveness of the book (and the unit of Chapter 15) cannot be gauged from within 
the discourse itself. The reader of the discourse will be left to wonder if Ezekiel’s mission was 
ultimately a success or a failure in terms of its rhetorical aims. One can only appeal to later tradition to 
judge its effectiveness in terms of the communicative situation which gave rise to the text. Renz, for 
example, concludes his work on the rhetorical effectiveness of the work by appealing to later sources to 
judge the effectiveness of the message of the book to the second-generation of exiles. On this see, for 
example, the section entitled “What Happened After the Exile?” in The Rhetorical Function, 235-246.  
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critical reading of 1 Corinthians 4.18-5.13 in order to demonstrate the utility of the 

rhetorical-critical approach of this thesis for homiletics upon a genre of discourse 

literature. The chapter will conclude with a critical assessment of the integration of 

the elements of theory and practice for the normative practice of preaching within 

liturgical contexts. 

 
Hermeneutical Scope and Aims 

In terms of the aim and scope of the hermeneutical approach to the text, the 

approach of this thesis recognizes that the text of Ezekiel represents an act of 

communication to those living in another time and a different context than our own. 

Chapter 4 represents an attempt to read and understand the text of Ezekiel on its own 

terms as much as is possible, and the sermon in this chapter represents an attempt to 

respond to, and apply, that text for a listening audience.965 In this connection, one 

must clarify the distinction between explanation and understanding. In the role of 

explanation or knowing, the text of Ezekiel in its final form is the primary the object 

of scrutiny.966 This study was accomplished in Chapter 5 with its rhetorical-critical-

narratological approach to the discourse of Ezekiel and Ezekiel 15. Focusing upon the 

text as the primary object of scrutiny, however, does not involve a solely rationalist, 

brittle and closed approach to the text. Rather, as Thiselton notes, the approach to 

understanding “depends more fundamentally on the receptivity of the hearer or reader 

to listen with openness” and therefore invites engagement and self-involvement.967  

This hermeneutical process can be described as an act of communication 

whereby the text, as the source of the subject matter, conveys a message to target 

audiences who seek to understand, appropriate and apply that message.968 The 

analysis of audiences in Chapter 5 clarified both the historical audience within the 

diegetic level of the discourse itself and all later readers of the text as a finished 

literary work. As was pointed out earlier, to some extent all later readers must identify 

on some level with the historical and pluriform audience to which the prophet 

addressed his messages. The audience to which the text was addressed, however, 

change continually over time.969 The following sermon represents a provisional way 

                                                 
965 Thiselton, Hermeneutics, 1. 
966 Ibid., 9. 
967 Ibid., 7,8 (italics his). 
968 Ibid., 3. 
969 Beuken, “Isaiah 28,” 23. 
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in which to help later reader identify with the historical audience since it draws upon 

the wider picture of Ezekiel as a whole and the individual literary unit of Ezekiel 15 

as a smaller “piece of the puzzle.”970 Rather than forming direct applications from the 

text for hearers, as many traditional sermons seek to do, the sermon instead seeks to 

reflect the reality that the responsiveness of the actual exilic audience to this particular 

oracle cannot be demonstrated from within the text. Therefore the sermon, like the 

text itself, is intentionally open-ended, opening up the way for continued dialogue. 

The hermeneutical and homiletical approaches represent a preliminary understanding 

or provisional “way of finding a bridge or starting point toward further, more secure 

understanding.” As a dialogical rather than a monological model, and moreover as a 

work in process, the approach taken in this thesis is therefore capable of correction 

and readjustment.971 

 

Theoretical Approach of Sample Sermon 

The following multi-vocal sermon integrates the values-based approach to 

preaching advocated in Chapter 4 with the study within Chapter 5 which investigated 

the rhetorical and narratological dynamics of Ezekiel 15. This sample sermon 

illustrates the concept that the preacher can replicate the rhetorical dynamics of the 

biblical text within the rhetoric of the sermon form. Sermon form plays an important 

role in achieving the preacher’s hoped-for homiletical goals, potentially gaining and 

holding interest, shaping listeners’ experiences of the material and their faith and 

determining their degree of participation.972 In contrast to the passive nature of an 

audience subject to deductive preaching, sermons attempting to re-create experiences 

for the listener embrace conative aspects of change by engaging both the mind and the 

emotions.973   

This open-ended homiletical approach allows for alternative interpretations 

and moreover trusts the audience to respond with the aid of the Spirit.974 Although 

potentially creating insecurity or frustration in certain church cultures, dialogic or 

                                                 
970 Thiselton, Hermeneutics, 14. Thiselton utilizes the parable of putting a puzzle together as an 
illustration of the hermeneutical spiral, noting that “…this dialogue between pre-understanding and 
understanding merges into a further process of examining the parts or pieces of the puzzle that we 
handled initially and relating them to an understanding of the whole picture” (14). 
971 Ibid., 13. 
972 Craddock, Preaching, 172-174. Of course these rhetorical goals are to some extent theoretical in 
terms of what the preacher aims to accomplish with the sermon itself.   
973 McDonald, “Rhetorical Criticism,” 600. 
974 Craddock, Preaching, 17, 30, 136. 
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intentionally open-ended sermons carry the increased possibility of higher ownership 

on the part of listeners choosing to engage in the process.975 The following sample 

sermon presents the rhetorical and narratological aspects of Ezekiel 15 in relation to 

the rhetorical dynamics of the book of Ezekiel by representing three points of view. 

The first voice encountered is the character-narrator Ezekiel, whom Yahweh tasked 

with delivering the oracle. The second voice heard is that of an exilic spokesperson as 

a member of Ezekiel’s actual audience. Finally, the voice of Yahweh the rhetor 

concludes the sermon.     

 

Sample Sermon: Ezekiel 15, “The Worthless Vinestock” 

 
Point of View 1: Ezekiel, the Character-Narrator 

I’ve just returned from delivering yet another of Yahweh’s oracles to my 

fellow-exiles here in Babylon. Quite a lot of time may go by in between them—days, 

weeks, months or even years—and then the word of Yahweh comes to me again. His 

oracles always begin the same way. Whenever I hear those fateful words, “Son of 

man…” I know I have yet another message to deliver.  

Let me guess what you might be thinking. Why did Yahweh choose me, as if I 

haven’t been through enough? Briefly, I will tell you my story. Back in our homeland 

I was all set to become a priest, trained for a lifetime of service in the Temple. But I 

never really had the chance to serve in the Temple. When the Babylonian army 

besieged Jerusalem, many of us Jews were deported off into exile. So here we sit, 

along the banks of the Kebar River in Babylon, our whole existence summed up in 

one word: survival. And as if that wasn’t enough to have to deal with, Yahweh chose 

me to be his prophet to the exiles. 

Perhaps you are wondering how all of this came about. How is it that I ended 

up a prophet to a bunch of Jewish exiles in Babylon? Yahweh commissioned me a 

few years ago, not that long after we had arrived here. I was thirty years of age when I 

saw an overwhelming vision of Yahweh in the skies near the river. Yahweh informed 

me that he had appointed me to be his prophet sent to my fellow-exiles. Even 

describing the vision later I struggle to explain it. Afterwards, I couldn’t even speak 

                                                 
975 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 14, 46. Sweet argues: “Despite the risks, there are even 
greater risks in nonparticipation” (The Gospel According to Starbucks, 84). 
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for a week. I was completely dumbfounded, and I supposed that people thought I had 

gone completely out of my head.  

But there was one major problem in carrying out his commission. Yahweh 

informed me that I wouldn’t exactly have an easy ministry. He told me that my 

fellow-exiles were stubborn, rebellious and hard-hearted. They weren’t going to listen 

to the words he would have me speak. However, he promised to make me tough 

enough to stand up to the task. At all events, this toughness has turned out to be a 

lifesaver for me, since he has ordered me to perform some incredibly difficult and 

frankly humiliating exercises in front of the exiles.  

 Why didn’t I complain? Why didn’t I ask Yahweh to find somebody else to do 

the job? In our Scriptures, we read how Moses, Jeremiah and Gideon all protested that 

God should choose somebody else who would be up to the task. I had no illusions 

about the complexity of the situation. I knew that we were in exile precisely because 

of our defilement. As a people we had disobeyed Yahweh, broken his covenant scores 

of times over and committed idolatry along with multiple other violations of the Law. 

Perhaps I thought that I could serve as an example to my fellow-exiles. The oracles of 

Yahweh I delivered might just convince them that he had not abandoned us in exile.  

 What about this oracle that Yahweh had me deliver? I’ll grant him two points: 

first, it was short, and I was able to deliver it in just a few moments and second, it was 

very clever. The first part involved just asking my fellow-exiles a few questions. As a 

treasured symbol of our national identity, we Israelites love the image of Israel as a 

fruitful and blessed vine that grows in a well-watered place of peace and safety. But 

he took that image and gave it a clever, subtle twist. Rather than focusing on what my 

fellow-exiles might expect, which was the fruit of the vine, he focused instead on the 

wood of the vine—the vinestock.  

 All of his questions related to the uselessness of the vinestock, especially 

when compared to lumber and firewood taken from the mighty trees of the forest. Can 

that skinny little vinestock be used to build useful structures? No. Can one even use it 

to make a peg to hang a pot on the wall? No. Is it useful as firewood? No. One can’t 

get much of a fire from thin little vinestocks. Furthermore, once the vinestock has 

been burned and charred, can anything useful be made from it? No. It was virtually 

useless for any serviceable purpose before being put on the fire! What about 

afterwards? The verdict was clear, that the vine-stock had absolutely no productive 

value. At this point in the oracle, the audience were nodding in agreement. They may 
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not have enjoyed his focus on the vine-stock instead of its fruit, but still the audience 

understood and even agreed with Yahweh’s argument.  

 If only Yahweh had allowed me to stop at that point perhaps none of my 

fellow-exiles would have been offended. Unfortunately for both me and my audience, 

the oracle contained a second half. The only possible use for the vine-stock was as 

firewood, and even then one can’t get much warmth. Toss a bundle of vines on to the 

fire! Burn it up, enjoy the few minutes of precious heat before the fire consumes 

them. Even with that point my audience agreed. But then Yahweh had me tell them 

that just like the useless vine-stock burning in the fire, the same fate awaits those still 

living in Jerusalem. What? 

 Yes, it was all too true. To those exiles that stayed to hear the rest of the 

oracle, I had to inform them that Yahweh set his face against the Jerusalemites. This 

statement, however, posed a serious problem. My fellow-exiles will certainly wonder 

if anybody in Jerusalem will survive apparently certain doom. Imagine picking up the 

charred ends of the vinestock that have fallen out of the fire. What does one do with 

them? Of course one would throw the ends back into the fire. Yahweh’s point was 

that Jerusalem will suffer the same fate when it falls, and even those who survive the 

initial onslaught will be annihilated.  

For certain this message of Yahweh was grim. And worse yet, if it were 

possible, he had me tell them that even the homeland will become desolate. I am sure 

my fellow-exiles must have wondered how such a situation could come to pass. The 

last line of the oracle revealed the reason. Yahweh indicated that the Jerusalemites 

had been unfaithful to him. But this presented a major problem for me and my fellow-

exiles since the Jerusalemites would never hear this oracle of impending doom. The 

only ones who heard it were the exiles standing before me. One may ask why Yahweh 

had me deliver this message to the exiles, since we were hundreds of miles from 

home and are unable to alter the fate of Jerusalem.  

My fellow-exiles had to face the sobering reality that if Yahweh would not 

spare the Jews in Jerusalem for their unfaithfulness, he may not spare any of the 

exiles who are unfaithful to him in Babylon. But this statement involves the ultimate 

irony: for Yahweh, the future of his people no longer lies with the Jerusalemites, but 

with these unfaithful and defiled exiles! However, Yahweh’s glorious vision of the 

future will not take place if my fellow-exiles persist in their unfaithful behaviour. 
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 But now perhaps one might ask if I be certain that Jerusalem will in fact be 

destroyed. What if it never comes to pass? Does this proclamation put me in a 

precarious situation, along with the other prophecies I’ve been asked to deliver? 

According to the Law I can be stoned as a false prophet if Jerusalem never falls. My 

only defence is to reply that I am only acting in my capacity as a watchman. I deliver 

oracles exactly as I hear them from Yahweh and submit to his will in the hope that I 

might set an example for my fellow-exiles. Although at times I have disputed with 

Yahweh, nonetheless I submit and obey. I am deeply concerned about my audience, 

but I am not responsible for their choices. I can only make my own choices, which 

free me to act with intentionality.  

 I have few illusions about my audience. I have known since my prophetic 

commission that they would not listen to my words. My resounding message from 

Yahweh to my fellow-exiles is clear: Jerusalem is doomed. If the city falls, then these 

exiles will be shaken down to the very core of their beings. Yahweh’s message 

involves knocking down every pillar of support in which they believe, and upon 

which they base their future hope and security. But to be perfectly honest, I don’t 

believe they will listen. 

 

Point of View 2: An Exilic Spokesperson 

 We have just heard the “prophet” Ezekiel deliver the latest oracle that he 

insists comes directly from Yahweh. Some of us discussed the possibility that what he 

said might be true, as well its implications. We were even able to reach a conclusion 

of sorts. Before I tell you what we concluded, I need to explain a bit of our history. 

Although we would certainly rather be back in our homeland, in point of fact life in 

exile is not all that bad. It may not be a perfect life, but for the most part the 

Babylonians leave us alone as long as we keep to ourselves, act like good citizens and 

perform what they ask of us. Having said that, though, let me be clear on one point. 

Just because this exile is not terrible does not mean that we want to live here 

indefinitely! Above all else, we exiles are certain that our situation will soon be put to 

rights, we will be home shortly and this experience will fade into distant memory. 

 One might ask: how could we be so certain of this claim? The answer is 

straightforward. For those of us in exile, Jerusalem represents everything. As long as 

the city stands, we know that this exile will soon be over. Furthermore, we are 

absolutely certain that the city will never fall. Jerusalem forms the very foundation of 
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our hope, our security and our very theology. To put it bluntly, we know for certain 

that Yahweh will never—I repeat never—allow Jerusalem to be destroyed. In this 

regard, we have an absolutely unassailable argument built on a strong history of 

teaching and traditions that have been handed down among our people for 

generations. Please allow me to explain. 

Yahweh makes his home in the Temple. I cannot make my point any clearer. 

We know that Yahweh will never stand idly by and let pagan infidels destroy his 

home. Did not Yahweh inform King Solomon upon the dedication of the Temple that 

his name would be there forever, that his eyes and his heart would always be there? 

He never violates his promises. What is more, Jerusalem is the holy and chosen city 

of Yahweh, and it houses the Temple. Look to our Scriptures and discover how many 

times Yahweh has saved the city from certain destruction. Did he not deliver 

Jerusalem from the Assyrian hordes when there seemed no way of deliverance? 

Scripture attests to the fact that Yahweh has committed to save his city.  

 What is more, on the throne we have the kingly line of David chosen by 

Yahweh himself. This equates to the preservation of Jerusalem as well, since Yahweh 

will never wipe out the chosen dynastic line. It would violate his immutable word. 

Scripture indicates that Yahweh promised David that one from his line would sit on 

the throne forever! Moreover, Yahweh chose us as his people when he made a 

covenant with our patriarch Abraham. Yahweh promised Abraham that the very 

nation that came from his line would be a blessed nation as numerous as the stars in 

the sky and the sand on the seashore. For him to annihilate us would be a violation of 

his binding covenant. If this evidence is not enough, we possess even more proof that 

Jerusalem will never fall: both we and Yahweh have an emotional attachment with 

our homeland, since our loved ones still exist there. Clearly a loving God would not 

destroy those innocents. We know that this is not the way that he behaves. 

All of this evidence from our proud tradition proves for a fact that God is on 

our side. We are merely asking him to honour his immutable promises and to be 

consistent with his nature. We know that he is a faithful God who neither leaves nor 

forsakes his chosen people in his chosen city. 

 Furthermore, we exiles have heard conflicting reports. Perhaps you were 

unaware that Ezekiel is not the only prophet here in Babylon. Claiming to speak for 

Yahweh, the other prophets insist that Jerusalem will be spared! To whom should we 

listen? Each prophet alleges the he speaks for Yahweh, but none of us can decide 
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which of these prophets are false. Finally, there is one last point to make. The facts 

are clear that we are not to blame for our exile, but instead we are suffering in 

Babylon as a result of the sins of our forefathers. Sour grapes! We would like to know 

why Yahweh insists upon punishing us for their sins—surely he will not hold the 

grandchildren responsible for the sins of the grandparents. Once this injustice is 

brought to his attention, our situation here will quickly be rectified and we will return 

to the homeland.  

 One may ask what if the unthinkable occurs and Yahweh completely abandons 

his chosen people in exile? In that case Jerusalem surely must be destroyed. However, 

even if Yahweh has deserted us, all is not lost. In order to safeguard our situation, we 

have not one but two contingency plans. First, we have our magic charms, our 

amulets that assure Jerusalem’s safety. Those who sold them practically guaranteed a 

one hundred percent success rate. And second, as a last resort we believe that our 

leaders back home can form an alliance with one of the surrounding nations. This 

would not be the first time that diplomacy has saved us from a threatening situation. 

Even if we have to debase ourselves or have to pay tribute, it’s still better than 

allowing Jerusalem to be destroyed.   

 All of these reasons provide us the certain knowledge that Yahweh will spare 

Jerusalem. With such certitude, it is obvious why we did not pay too much attention 

to this latest “oracle” Ezekiel said he received. Certainly we agreed that the wood 

from the vine is indeed worthless, but why compare Israel to a vinestock? The 

luscious fruit-bearing vine is our national symbol! The comparison between the 

vinestock and wood from trees frankly is unfair and also offensive. As if that weren’t 

enough, Ezekiel crossed the line when he proceeded from that unfair comparison to 

several statements about how Yahweh was going to have Jerusalem destroyed. Maybe 

those in Jerusalem have been unfaithful to Yahweh a time or two, but name me one 

person who has not been unfaithful to him. Surely we exiles have not acted 

unfaithfully. Clearly this whole situation is little more than a misunderstanding soon 

to be rectified.  

 As I mentioned earlier, we reached a conclusion of sorts about this oracle. The 

reality is that we cannot come to an agreement about this latest message. Some of us 

think Ezekiel clearly suffers from delusions of prophetic grandeur. Remember, we 

speak a man who claims to be a prophet commissioned by Yahweh, which of course 

we regard seriously. But we have never heard of a prophet performing actions similar 
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to Ezekiel. Ezekiel is definitely a madman claiming to speak for Yahweh, but in 

reality speaks nothing more than riddles. Though interesting to hear for the moment, 

at the end of the day his words mean nothing more than indecipherable parables. Thus 

some of us maintain that Ezekiel is absolutely mistaken. Jerusalem will be spared and 

soon enough we will be back in our homeland, worshiping at the Temple just as 

before. Matters will surely be put to rights soon enough, and life will carry on without 

interruption.   

 Some of us urge caution, however. They state that even if Ezekiel is a bit mad 

he may in fact be correct. If the messages he delivers come directly from Yahweh 

then they will absolutely come to pass. Furthermore, if Jerusalem falls it would be 

hard to see any type of future hope for our nation. According to Ezekiel, however, 

Yahweh has a future plan for those of us in exile, but it is hard to see the way through 

to that future. It would appear that he is attempting to destroy the very foundations of 

everything we accept as correct, which forms our entire belief system. If we abandon 

those beliefs where does that leave us? Where can we go from there? Surely we have 

learned our lesson. Haven’t we suffered enough? Why can’t we simply return to our 

old way of life before all of this happened?  

 

Point of View 3: Yahweh, the Rhetor  

 One may ask why I chose Ezekiel to reach the exiles rather than a more 

effective approach to communicate my purposes and plans. Why task him with such a 

difficult mission in Babylon? Why commission him with not one, not two, but three 

distinct offices: as a prophet; as a priest; and a watchman? Surely there must be a 

more effective way to reach these hard-hearted people. Yet I chose Ezekiel and tasked 

him to carry out my mission to the exiles. Why? 

 Ezekiel’s assignment overwhelmed him from the beginning when he 

encountered a vision of me that he can never truly put into words. However, once 

commissioned to be my prophet and watchman, he performed every difficult task I 

have asked of him, although he has questioned me at times. This proves that although 

he submits he is not spineless. Since he suffers along with his fellow-exiles, Ezekiel 

has increased credibility in the eyes of the exilic community. If I had thundered down 

proclamations from the clouds upon their heads, they would not understand and 

would most likely cower in fear. This explains why I have tasked the man Ezekiel to 

deliver my message to them. 
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 As he has already pointed out, the exilic audience understood the value of the 

vine as a fruit-bearing plant but took offence to the way in which I compared its wood 

to trees. I used that strategy to hammer home the point concerning the imminent fate 

of Jerusalem. One may ask why I had Ezekiel deliver a message about the fate of 

Jerusalem to exiles living nearly one thousand miles away. Surely this message would 

be better suited for the ears of the Jerusalemites than the exiles. In reality, however, it 

was precisely the exiles that needed to hear this message, since Jerusalem’s doom is 

assured. The exiles must grasp the reality that nothing they can say or do will spare 

the city from imminent destruction. Moreover, if the Jerusalemites will not be spared 

on account of their unfaithfulness, why should I spare the exiles if they also persist in 

unfaithfulness? The exiles cannot appeal to their “special status” while committing 

the same atrocities and expect me to do nothing but turn a blind eye.   

This oracle contains many implications for the exiles. They must understand 

first that the exile will be longer rather than shorter. They will not enjoy a speedy 

return to their homeland where they can live exactly as they did prior to their 

deportation. My plan involves wiping away virtually every aspect of their old way of 

life. I am about to smash into a thousand pieces everything they think they know and 

understand about me, their religion, their security in Jerusalem and the Temple. My 

desire for them is to focus on the future I have in store for them, and this means 

leaving the past far behind. Furthermore, the exiles can no longer view me as their 

contingent cosmic servant. I am not irrevocably tied to honour their every want, their 

every desire and every wish. I cannot be controlled and am not tied to the 

commitments they make for me. I must be completely free to do what I must do, even 

if that involves a distasteful act of judgement upon my chosen people. 

 My spokesman was therefore burdened with an unenviable task. I engaged 

him with nothing less than destroying utterly the theological worldview of the exiles. 

However, this task involves only one aspect of my bigger picture. Only when their 

entire belief system lies in ruins may the exiles finally come to the place where they 

can listen to my future plans for the nation. This can only take place when Jerusalem 

finally falls, which is the foundation forming their entire argument. One could say that 

the destruction of Jerusalem serves as a metaphor for the destruction of their entire 

theological position.  

I must shatter their position because, on the one hand, it has deluded them into 

thinking that their position is airtight and therefore unassailable. If this belief system 
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is unchallenged they will never experience change. On the other hand, their position 

puts me into a completely untenable position. Their view makes me contingent by 

tying me irreversibly to honour their claims and promises that I never made, and thus 

makes me their servant. As a result I will never be free to carry out my plans and 

purposes, and this state cannot be allowed to continue.   

 My ultimate plan for the exiles is to preserve some sense of their national 

identity. I am committed to carrying out the entire strategy involving far-reaching 

future implications. My hope for them is that in the future, their personal and 

corporate identity will still be intact. Some day the people may see that it was my 

hand, and the work of my Spirit, that preserved them both as individuals and as a 

nation. But I do not enjoy having to work by these means, judging my chosen people 

that will always have a special place in my heart forever. I do not rejoice when my 

people suffer.  

Nonetheless, I am committed to seeing my plan to fruition. One must realize 

that my people were unfaithful to me even though I have never been unfaithful to 

them. I would be perfectly within the legal rights of the covenant to destroy them a 

hundred times over for their numerous violations. Despite this situation, I could not 

bring myself to wipe them out utterly from the face of the earth, even though they 

deserved it time and again. These are my chosen people: the ones whom I love. The 

exiles are the future, the only hope for the preservation of my chosen people. One day 

in the future I will remove their hard hearts of stone and replace them with a soft heart 

of flesh. This will be the work of my Spirit that brings about this transformation. One 

day they will serve me, safe in their land once again, but it is I who will have made it 

all possible. 

 In spite of all the hammer-blows I have rained down upon them, in spite of all 

the hardship and the suffering, I still fear that these exiles will persist in their 

unfaithfulness to me. They must come to the place where they abandon the past, 

together with all that it holds, and embrace the glorious future I have promised for 

them. Hope for the future can only come from me alone and not by clinging to the 

illusory hope that Jerusalem will be spared. Ultimately, the exiles must make the 

choice to abandon their unfaithfulness and enter into my future I have for them. This 

is where I stand; I have made my case clear.  
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Critical Analysis of Sample Sermon 

 
Potential Weaknesses 

1. The argument of the points of view involving the three characters is difficult to 

sustain from Ezekiel 15 alone without appealing to the larger contextual situation of 

Ezekiel. The exiles’ response is not clearly represented in this unit, although the 

presence of the actual exilic audience can be noted in the use of the second-person 

plural of 15.7a.976 Furthermore, Ezekiel’s point of view in this unit is the same as 

Yahweh, if one understands the character-narrator to be faithfully delivering the 

words of Yahweh verbatim. If read in isolation, some literary units may not be able to 

serve this particular multiple point-of-view sermon form.  

However, the study of Ezekiel 15 in Chapter 5 illustrated that the rhetorical 

function of smaller literary units can be located in light of the contextual situation of 

the entire discourse. In the case of a literary unit where the potential audience 

response is not readily apparent, nonetheless the preacher can accurately replicate the 

dynamics between various characters in light of the contextual and rhetorical situation 

of the entire discourse. The sermon established the exilic point of view by noting the 

various responses of the exiles throughout the discourse, as well as from direct 

statements about them from Yahweh to Ezekiel. An understanding of the situational 

nature of the rhetoric involved in the entire discourse becomes indispensable for 

establishing and replicating these points of view within the sermon. 

 
2. Some listeners may feel uncomfortable with the presentation of Yahweh’s point of 

view. The representation of Yahweh in this manner involves a unique perspective that 

perhaps receives little time in most pulpits. However, Yahweh’s point of view as a 

character needs representation since “Scripture presents a counter-view of the world, 

one that militates against the dominant worldviews encountered in societies.”977 Even 

though some may feel as if this sermon takes poetic licence with Yahweh as a 

character, the study in Chapter 5 demonstrated that the discourse of Ezekiel portrays 

him as a decisive agent who acts with intentionality.  
                                                 
976 Yahweh here distinguishes between the putative Jerusalemite audience (“I set my face against 
them”) and the actual exilic audience of the oracle (“then you will know that I am Yahweh.”) see 
Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1, 318; Greenberg, Ezekiel 1-20, 17; and Cooke, Ezekiel, 158. 
977 Brueggemann, The Word Militant, 16. In terms of the prophets, he states, Yahweh “is a key player 
in the life of the world, even though YHWH as a key player had been largely excluded or domesticated 
by dominant descriptions of reality. That counterdescription is everywhere committed to representing 
YHWH as the decisive agent in the life of Israel and in the affairs of the nations” (16). 
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The sermon illustrates Yahweh’s central concern behind the doom prophecies 

within texts such as Ezekiel 15, which was to convince the exiles that their hope of 

well-being and independence was indeed false.978 Ezekiel itself serves as a theodicy, 

explaining the motivation of Yahweh as evidenced by his actions of judgement upon 

Israel and the nations. The sample sermon represents this point of view by articulating 

in this theodicy, drawn from the way in which the discourse characterizes him, a 

careful analysis of voice hierarchy and Yahweh’s role in the rhetorical situation.  

 
3. Although the sermon attempts to portray the fairest possible point of view of the 

various characters, one cannot avoid making interpretative moves. Narrative-styled 

sermons necessitate the inclusion of subjective elements, especially when one 

attempts to bring a character’s voice to life beyond the details found within the 

discourse. Whilst subjectivity in interpretation is inevitable and unavoidable, it can be 

balanced, controlled and employed in a disciplined way for the good of the text.979 

Furthermore, the combination of gaps within the text and the way in which the 

narrator presents the narrative encourage or even demand interpretation.980 As noted 

earlier, the open-ended nature of the discourse, with its lack of clear examples of the 

rhetorical effectiveness of the oracles preached to the exiles, lends itself to a multi-

vocal and open-ended homiletical form and allows for listeners to wrestle with their 

own conclusions. This is consistent with the values-based approach to homiletics 

advocated in Chapter 4, which seeks to construct a homiletic with applicability for 

postmodern audiences who resist interpretive closure and embrace the polyvalent and 

open-ended nature of biblical texts.981    

As noted in Chapter 4, this thesis locates itself within the “toward” side of 

homiletics, which seeks to hold form and content together in both interpretation and 

meaning and does not avoid interpretative possibilities.982 Such a stance embraces the 

more postmodern concept that all claims to truth are perspectival. Rather than 

asserting dogmatic conclusions in a deductive-propositional sermon form, sermons 
                                                 
978 Greenberg, Ezekiel 1-20, 14. 
979 Fokkelmann, Reading Biblical Narrative, 25. 
980 Ibid., 148-149.  
981 Jost, “Preaching Old Testament,” 39. He observes that the “polyvalence of the biblical text 
corresponds to the post modern pluralistic paradigm. Reality cannot be reduced to a single perspective. 
The Old Testament text incorporates various, sometimes competing, viewpoints without trying to 
reconcile them. Preaching invites the audience to allow the text to catch our attention as we seek to 
figure out this polyvalent world of text and reader. Preachers need to condition people to relish the 
multiplicity of messages without becoming frustrated” (39). 
982 Cosgrove and Edgerton, In Other Words, 16. 
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such as this bring about a respectful conversation by entertaining various points of 

view. Encountering a different “viewpoint often challenges preachers to clarify what 

they commend, and what they do not.”983 Therefore the sermon becomes an occasion 

to prompt growth and new discovery rather than provide authoritative, closed 

interpretations.984 

 
4. The objection may be raised that this sample sermon does not adequately replicate 

the particular genre of literature found within Ezekiel 15. In the development of the 

values-based homiletical approach, Chapter 4 articulated the value that the form of the 

biblical text should impact upon the form of the sermon. In particular, this criticism is 

aimed at the observation that the multiple point-of-view sample sermon perpetuates 

some level of violence toward the genre of parable-like argument by analogy of the 

unit because its form was not reproduced homiletically.  

This objection can be answered by noting Craddock’s point that the preacher 

need not be devoted to reproducing slavishly each aspect of a particular biblical form 

or genre. While at times the preacher can carry the shape of the text over into the 

sermon the preacher has freedom to utilize creativity when crafting the sermon form 

and not distort the biblical genre.985 Rather than aiming to reproduce the technicalities 

of the genre of Ezekiel 15 exactly, this sermon built upon the rhetorical-critical-

narratological study within Chapter 5 by demonstrating the rhetorical dynamics and 

tensions that occur between the three sets of characters. This interpretative move was 

informed by reading the unit itself in light of contextual situation of Ezekiel. 

Recasting the sermon as a narrative with characters creates a more accessible format 

with which listeners can engage yet still achieves what the text attempts to achieve in 

terms of rhetorical strategy. On this basis, the sermon demonstrated the ability to “do 

what the text does” and thus achieve what the text achieved in terms of rhetorical 

function.986 

 
5. The final potential weakness concerns the objection that a multiple point-of-view 

sermon effectively “closes off” other interpretative options for an audience. 

                                                 
983 Allen, “Preaching and Postmodernism,” 36. 
984 Although one could argue that Yahweh’s point of view includes a many “closed” statements 
explanatory in nature, the discourse of Ezekiel serves as a theodicy of sorts as Yahweh continues to 
give to the exiles a multiplicity of reasons for his actions. 
985 Craddock, Preaching, 178. 
986 Ibid., 28. 
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Obviously in a single sermon, the preacher cannot possibly represent every possible 

interpretative option such as feminist, liberation, post-colonial and queer theologies. 

In order to answer this objection two points will be considered. The first point is that 

no single homiletical form will serve as a panacea that satisfies every objection. 

Multiple point-of-view sermons such as this are but one homiletical strategy available 

to the preacher. Chapter 4 demonstrated that a values-based approach to preaching 

and leadership intends to stimulate dialogue whether before, during or after the 

sermon. Such dialogue opens up interpretation of biblical texts by allowing for a 

collaborative roundtable discussion.987  

As a second point, in light of the postmodern assertion that all claims to truth 

are perspectival the values-based homiletical approach embraces preaching forms that 

reflect these multiple interpretative options. The recognition that every act of 

awareness is interpretative calls the preacher to help the congregation interpret the act 

of interpretation itself. By representing fairly, for example, the theological points of 

view listed in this chapter’s sample sermon, the preacher can enable the congregation 

to become cognizant of their own interpretative lenses through which they perceive 

life. Through this exploration, deeper and more respectful conversations can result.988 

 

Potential Strengths  

1. Multiple point-of-view sermons allow the audience a fairer representation of each 

of the characters’ perspectives and opens up room for continued dialogue. Chapter 4 

highlighted the close relationship between preaching and congregational leadership 

philosophy in terms of organizational culture. Not every congregation will feel 

comfortable with dialogical sermon models, especially those still operating within 

traditional liturgical contexts. Like the situation faced by Ezekiel, however, the old 

systems are in the process of passing away, and new modes are approaching on the 

horizon. Churches continue to use the inappropriate and dated categories of traditional 

practical theology, “but these are embedded in a world that is passing away before our 

eyes.”989  

Chapters 1 and 3 demonstrated that the preaching situation in the Western 

tradition continues to evolve as older modes of church absolutes are decreasingly 

                                                 
987 Rose, Sharing the Word, 49; McClure, Other-Wise Preaching, 61-62. 
988 Allen, “Preaching and Postmodernism,” 36. 
989 Reader, Reconstructing Practical Theology, 1, 2. 
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trusted. Traditional church structures are increasingly viewed as patriarchal, 

hierarchic, monologic and authoritarian. Clearly discernable lines of authoritarianism 

are nonverbally communicated not only in intonation and manner, but in the form and 

movement of the sermon as well.990 The Enlightenment goals of objectivity in biblical 

studies and preaching militate against the more postmodern value of communal 

learning and experiences. 

In this connection, Brueggemann advances the notion that the postmodern 

value of pluralism represents a new reality for preaching. Such a pluralistic context 

involves the connection between the orientation and perspective of an interpretative 

community that both hears and interprets the biblical text with an awareness of the 

polyvalent nature of Scripture.991 Within such a pluralistic context, preaching makes 

proposals and advocacies but does not seek to advance “objective” conclusions. This 

mode of preaching can only function in a conversation where no participant seeks to 

convert the other and no participant knows the outcome ahead of time. Rather, the 

discussion functions when each participant enters “with full respect for the good faith 

of others and the willingness to entertain the troublesome thought that new ‘truth’ 

received together may well be out in front of any of us.”992  

Such a form of collaborative preaching and leadership fits within the 

homiletical values advanced within this thesis. This approach may well fit emerging 

or postmodern church contexts that value multi-vocal sermons and non-hierarchical 

congregational leadership forms. Such communities embrace the values of 

connectedness, a sense of community and dialogue whereby all participants can speak 

out in a context of trust and safety.993 Postmodernism, notes Jost, identifies the 

bankruptcy of individualism fostered by the Enlightenment focus on a fundamentally 

individualistic rationalism. A homiletic that lets the text speak “in its own voice” as 

much as is possible demonstrates that the biblical text refuses to whitewash its heroes. 

Preaching that avoids an easy moralistic solution, and that engages with a variety of 

points of view, fosters a more dialogic homiletic of realistic authenticity and hopeful 

anticipation that potentially builds authentic community.994  

                                                 
990 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 17. 
991 Brueggemann, The Word Militant, 23. 
992 Brueggemann, The Word Militant, 21-22. 
993 Rose, Sharing the Word, 122-130. 
994 Jost, “Preaching Old Testament,” 40. He states that “the Old Testament story of the struggle for 
community speaks more powerfully to post moderns who are lost in the sea of individualism than a 
mythical communitarian ideal without struggle” (40).   
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2. Although this is a sample sermon, it represents merely one homiletical possibility. 

The values-based homiletic articulated in Chapter 4 noted that effective preaching 

takes place using a multiplicity of creative forms. Furthermore, preaching itself must 

be integrated in conjunction with leadership styles, philosophy of ministry and the 

culture of the particular congregation. The homiletical form chosen for the literary 

unit of Ezekiel 15 could involve many preaching forms that nonetheless replicate the 

rhetorical dynamics of the text. Examples include the following: single point of view 

first-person narrative sermons representing Ezekiel, the exiles or Yahweh; inductive 

or plot-like sermons that attempts to guide the listeners along in the interpretative 

process; topical sermons developing either a single or multiple themes from the unit; a 

more deductive sermon form that teaches content in light of the larger context of the 

discourse; or finally an interactive and dialogical study of the unit.995 

 

3. The sermon demonstrates how one can begin to draw dynamic equivalents from the 

text and place them within the current rhetorical situation. Whilst its focus remains 

upon the diegetic levels of characters and narrator, the level of “inner explanation” 

within the sermon allows the engaged listener to identify with the individual 

characters. On this basis the listener can thereby draw equivalent implications for his 

or her own situation.  

The sermon advances the goal of the thesis to integrate biblical studies and 

homiletics by illustrating the transference between the rhetorical-critical exegesis of 

the literary unit and the replication of those rhetorical dynamics for the listeners. This 

allows the hearers personally to experience the tensions of the exigence, and fulfils 

Craddock’s value of allowing the audience to experience inductively the process of 

exegesis. In this regard, the method itself brings about the experience for the 

listeners.996 As an example of this notion of transference, Brueggemann establishes 

dynamic equivalents between the historical context of Ezekiel’s day and the 

contemporary North American context. Such a move involves establishing “what it 

meant” for the characters of Yahweh, Ezekiel and the exiles and “what it means” for 

current church ministry contexts in the West. On this basis Brueggemann argues that 

the exiles’ contingent view of Yahweh is starkly similar to that of many North 

American churches preaching a gospel of social utilitarianism. This viewpoint, like 
                                                 
995 See Duck, Finding Words of Worship, 52.  
996 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 44. 
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that of the exiles, identifies God as attached to certain ideological causes.997 Although 

the sermon does not make this dynamic equivalent explicit, identification with the 

various points of view within the sermon potentially allows the engaged hearer to 

identify similar trends and patterns in his or her theological worldview.    

 

Areas of Continuity and Discontinuity with Ezekiel 15 Sermons 

  

 In addition to this critical evaluation of the sample multiple-point-of view 

sermon, the chapter now further engages in a critical analysis relating to the Ezekiel 

15 sermons assessed within Chapter 6. The purpose of this analysis is to illustrate 

areas of continuity and discontinuity between the homiletical approaches of Edwards, 

Spurgeon, and Smith and the approach of this thesis. Furthermore, such a critical 

evaluation provides for a demonstration of the particular contributions that the 

rhetorical-critical-narratological exegetical methodology makes to the production of 

homiletical forms. 

  

Areas of Continuity 

The single area of continuity between the approach in this thesis and the 

sermon evaluated in Chapter 6 is found only partially with Smith’s sermon. Unlike 

the other two sermons, Smith makes the connection between the vine and the literary 

historical context of Israel. Chapter 5 demonstrated that a development of the literary 

history of Israel as a vine metaphor in the OT is a key element of the argument of 

Ezekiel 15. However, this continuity with Smith is merely partial.  

The interpretation of the literary unit of Ezekiel 15 in Chapter 5 demonstrated 

that Yahweh’s rhetorical strategy makes use of the rhetorical strategy of tradition and 

innovation. Yahweh begins his argument within the realm of tradition and then 

misdirects the exilic hearers by using the innovative strategy of a quasi-argument. 

Through a series of rhetorical questions, Yahweh draws the analogy between the 

vinestock and the lumber from trees. By redirecting the attention to the vinestock and 

not upon the fruitfulness of the vine itself, Yahweh’s argument focuses upon the issue 

of the utilitarian uselessness of the vinestock.  

                                                 
997 Brueggemann, Hopeful Imagination, 85-87. 



7. THE INTEGRATION OF BIBLICAL STUDIES AND HOMILETICS 204

Within the second half of the unit, this argument extends to encompass 

Yahweh’s subsequent issue of the judgement of the Jerusalemites upon the grounds of 

unfaithfulness. The resulting application for the exilic audience forces them to 

examine their own potential unfaithfulness in the face of Yahweh’s judgement upon 

the Jerusalemites for the same reason. Viewed in light of the contextual situation of 

the discourse, this unit strikes a blow one of the exiles’ ideological pillars that 

supported a contingent view of Yahweh.998 Rather than drawing upon a potentially 

weak correlation to John 15 that encourages current believers to “bear much fruit” as 

Smith posits, the chapter suggested dynamic equivalents for contemporary readers 

that are consistent with the rhetorical goals of the unit itself.  

 

Areas of Discontinuity 

There are six areas of discontinuity between this approach and those taken in 

the sermons evaluated in Chapter 6. First, the study within Chapter 5 demonstrated 

that this approach is a rhetorical-critical-narratological method that seeks to uncover 

inductively the various rhetorical dynamics present in the discourse. The resulting 

analysis of voice hierarchies clarified the distinctions between the rhetor Yahweh and 

the messenger Ezekiel, the contents and rhetorical effectiveness of the message, and 

the reception of the exilic audience. This approach follows Davis’s suggestion that 

one should view the text in terms of the rhetorical function of its distinctive forms of 

speech rather than focusing upon its source history.999 None of the evaluated sermons 

present any of these rhetorical dynamics: they focus instead upon the issue of 

fruitfulness or fruitlessness and its application mainly for their liturgical context. In 

this regard, the preachers appear to read the text with scant regard for its meaning for 

the historical exilic audience in their desire to bridge the gap into their contemporary 

church era.1000    

Second, Chapter 5 demonstrated the contextual nature of the approach by 

examining the outer framework of Ezekiel from a synchronic point of view prior to 

reading the literary unit of Ezekiel 15. The study viewed the discourse of Ezekiel as a 

literary unity and sought to understand how smaller sections of the book function 
                                                 
998 Block, Ezekiel 1-24, 8; Brueggemann, Hopeful Imagination, 81. 
999 Davis, “Swallowing the Scroll,” 716. 
1000 McKnight points out that in a sense this hermeneutic imitates a pre-critical, pre-Enlightenment 
reading of the text, where “the cultural and intellectual difference between the biblical world and the 
reader’s world was small. No distinction was made between the world depicted in the Bible and the 
real historical world” (“Reader-Response Criticism,” 203).  
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together to achieve its overall rhetorical aims.1001 The study also established the larger 

contextual frame of Ezekiel by examining the issues of genre, rhetorical situation, 

narratological strategies and the rhetorical effectiveness of the book as a whole. 

Additionally, the study demonstrated how Ezekiel 15 fits into its contextual situation, 

both in the literary history of the OT and the book of Ezekiel. Whilst Edwards and 

Spurgeon alike make scant mention of this history, Smith develops it in the greatest 

depth. However, none of the preachers go into any detail regarding how Ezekiel 15 

fits into its contextual situation. As the sample sermon demonstrated, the resulting 

homiletical strategy makes use of this contextual analysis in order to replicate the 

exilic point of view. 

Third, this approach clarifies the issue of the genre of Ezekiel 15. As noted in 

Chapter 5, many commentators view the vine in 15.2-3 as a metaphor set within a 

parable. Edwards labels it an allegory, while Spurgeon and Smith refer to it as a 

parable. The study of Ezekiel 15 demonstrated that Yahweh does not employ 

metaphor by stating that “Israel is a vinestock,” but rather makes the analogous 

comparison between the vinestock and the wood of the trees. Furthermore, nowhere 

within Ezekiel 15 is the unit self-labelled. It is not called a lv*m* in the unit as in 17.1, 

which is the only parable in the OT explicitly labelled,1002 or a hn`yq! as in 19.1. It does 

not seem to function as an “illustrative story” or extended metaphor as do other 

parables in the OT.1003 Snodgrass defines parables as “stories with two levels of 

meaning; the story level provides a mirror by which reality is perceived and 

understood.”1004 All three preachers proceed on the basis of the identification of the 

unit as a parable, but none of the three develop its rhetorical function as a parable. 

Rather, they seize upon the issue of fruitfulness or fruitlessness as the exegetical basis 

of their arguments and subsequent applications. 

A fourth area of discontinuity concerns the narratological elements of the 

approach, which in the study of Ezekiel 15 clearly distinguished levels of voice 

                                                 
1001 Boadt’s article “Mythological Themes” demonstrates how the various larger units (1-24, 25-32, and 
33-48) function together to produce a coherent and demonstrable argument (228-230). 
1002 Snodgrass, “Parable,” 595. 
1003 Ibid., 595. Snodgrass identifies only seven parables in the OT: 2 Sam. 12.1-10; 2 Sam. 14.5-20; I 
Kin. 20.35-40; Ezek. 17.2-10 and 19.10-14; and finally Isa. 5.1-7. 
1004 Ibid., 594. 
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hierarchy.1005 Although acknowledging the presence of Yahweh to a certain extent, all 

three preachers tend to conflate the voices, typically making Ezekiel the originator of 

the various oracles found within the discourse. Except for Smith, both Edwards and 

Spurgeon miss the exilic audience dynamic found in the third-person address in 15.7. 

The exegetical approach in this thesis clarifies that the first voice the reader 

encounters is Ezekiel is the character-narrator. The study clarifies that the second 

voice heard belongs to Yahweh, who begins the oracle by speaking to Ezekiel the 

character-narrator as the “son of man.” By failing to take this voice hierarchy into 

account, the preachers overlook a major rhetorical dynamic which concerns the 

tensions inherent between Yahweh, Ezekiel and the actual exilic audience to whom 

the oracle was addressed. The study makes the distinction particularly clear between 

the Jerusalemites with whom the oracle is concerned and the exiles who actually 

heard the message.1006   

The fifth area of discontinuity between the sermons and the approach of this 

thesis concerns the attempt to trace the rhetorical strategies in the unit of Ezekiel 15 in 

light of the book as a whole. The delineation of voice hierarchies in Chapter 5 

demonstrated that, within the unit, it was Yahweh who originated the oracle and 

subsequent rhetorical strategies, not Ezekiel. Furthermore, the rhetorical-critical study 

illustrated how these strategies functioned to achieve Yahweh’s rhetorical goal(s) 

within the discourse. The previous chapter noted that although Yahweh did not 

specifically mention the lack of the vine’s fruitfulness, the hearers would have 

inferred or supplied that connection from Israel’s literary history and this is exactly 

what Yahweh desired for the exilic audience. This rhetorical strategy involves 

misdirection due to the nature of the analogy itself by drawing attention to the 

utilitarian uselessness of the vine-stock when compared to useful lumber from trees. 

Both Edwards and Spurgeon, and to a lesser extent Smith, by placing the focus of 

their interpretation upon the issue of fruitfulness ironically fall victim to the 

misdirection strategy of the unit itself and instead follow an interpretative path 

leading to John 15.  

The sixth area of discontinuity relates to the clarification which the approach 

of this thesis brings to the issue of the audiences of the oracle and of the book as a 
                                                 
1005 La Driere observes that “In the analysis of a speech or literary composition, nothing is more 
important than to determine precisely the voice or voices presented as speaking and the precise nature 
of the address” (“Voice and Address,” 441-442). 
1006 Renz, The Rhetorical Function, 34. 
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whole. None of the evaluated sermons make clear at which audience the oracle is 

aimed. Edwards seems to relate it to several audiences, including the Jerusalemites, 

the “visible church” and all of humanity.1007 Spurgeon briefly admits that the referent 

seems to relate to Israel, but spends the majority of his time dealing with issues of his 

contemporary church era. Smith does this also; however, in distinction to Edwards 

and Spurgeon’s fairly negativistic tone and by contrast he views the passage 

positively in light of Jesus’ exhortations found in John 15.  

In contrast to the exegetical approach of these three preachers, Chapter 5 

demonstrated a reading of the text from both diachronic and synchronic perspectives 

which noted the differences between the oral and written levels. This approach 

clarified the distinctions between Ezekiel the character-narrator, Yahweh the rhetor, 

the putative audience of the Jerusalemites, the actual audience of the exiles and finally 

all later readers of the finished text. The resulting clarifications form a critical 

connection for understanding the rhetorical focus and function of the discourse for 

both historical and literary audiences.1008 This interpretative clarification allows the 

preacher to ascertain areas of possible identification between the historical audience 

and contemporary audiences by viewing them both as addressees of the text along a 

continuum over time.1009    

 

1 Cor. 4.18-5.13: A Rhetorical-Critical-Homiletical Case Study 

 
Introduction 

 The following study of the discursive literature of 1 Corinthians demonstrates 

the effectiveness of the approach of this thesis when applied to other genres of 

biblical literature. The purpose of this section is not to engage in an in-depth 

exegetical study of the text of 1 Corinthians 4.18-5.13, but rather to demonstrate the 

rhetorical-critical exegetical approach of this thesis when applied to a biblical genre 

other than the monologic narrative of Ezekiel.1010 Heil points out that rhetorical-

                                                 
1007 Edwards, “Wicked Men,” 300-301. 
1008 Boadt observes that literary approaches such as this move away from exclusively historical-critical 
concerns for the origins and editorial development of texts, “seeking instead to interpret the biblical 
texts as literary objects in their own right, and at the same time to highlight the role of readers in the 
interpretive process” (“The Poetry of Prophetic Persuasion,” 1). 
1009 Beuken, “Isaiah 28,” 21. 
1010 For an approach that combines rhetorical criticism and homiletics on a dialogic narrative text see 
for example Koptak’s article “Rhetorical Criticism of the Bible: A Resource for Preaching,” Covenant 
Quarterly Vol. LIV, No. 3 (August 1996): 26-37.  
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critical approaches to the epistles of Paul are currently in vogue in NT studies due to 

the nature of the materials themselves. Paul, himself trained in Graeco-Roman 

rhetoric, transformed and adapted if for his own purposes. Furthermore he also made 

use of distinctive Hebrew rhetorical devices and the Septuagint when constructing his 

argument. Through the use of distinctive rhetorical techniques and Scripture, 

therefore, Paul did not merely aim at informing his listeners but to persuade and 

transform them in a variety of ways.1011 Although 1 Corinthians can be technically 

defined as discourse literature as an epistolary genre,1012 the pastoral concerns of Paul 

proclaim a “narrative” of sorts, as Phillips points out: “The world had come into the 

church. What Paul had to say about that is the subject matter of his Corinthian 

letters.”1013 Utilizing the method illustrated in the study below leads to an 

understanding of the situational nature of the rhetoric within 1 Corinthians. This 

approach then allows the preacher to apply a measure of exegetical rigour to the text 

in a step-by-step fashion. Moreover, the results of that study allow the preacher to 

carry across the rhetorical dynamics of the text in such a way that the audience both 

experiences and participates in them to a certain extent. Such an exegetical and 

homiletical formulation demonstrates the values-based approach to homiletics 

advanced within this thesis, which seeks to let the form of the text inform the strategy 

and form of the sermon itself.1014  

The account that the Corinthian church was guilty of tolerating gross 

immorality reached Paul by rumour and common report, and the text bears witness to 

his righteous indignation at the flagrant nature of the immorality.1015 The way in 

which Paul utilizes various rhetorical constraints in responding to this exigence 

establishes his vision of Christian community that involves a high level of group 

consciousness. His strategies additionally sought to authenticate his status and role 

within a voluntaristic community.1016 The following analysis of the contextual and 

rhetorical situation within this literary unit will illustrate the goal of this thesis 

concerning the ability of rhetorical criticism to inform multi-vocal homiletical 

                                                 
1011 Heil, The Rhetorical Role of Scripture, 4-5. 
1012 See Thiselton’s discussion of epistolary genre in The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 44. 
1013 Phillips, Exploring 1 Corinthians, 9. 
1014 This echoes the sentiment of Randolph, one of the early proponents of the New Homiletic. Three 
decades ago he called for the renewal of preaching such that preaching would be defined as “the event 
in which the biblical text is interpreted in order that its meaning will come to expression in the concrete 
situation of the hearers” (“Toward a New Homiletic,” 1). 
1015 Phillips, Exploring 1 Corinthians, 109.  
1016 Witherington, Conflict and Community, 152-153. 
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strategies. Such preaching forms are consistent with the values-based approach to 

homiletics that seeks to replicate creatively the rhetorical dynamics of the biblical 

text. Moreover, the representation of the variety of points of view within the passage 

can lead to a more open-ended and dialogical homiletical form that potentially 

increases the level of audience participation and ownership. Such a multi-vocal and 

polyvalent approach therefore has applications for increasingly postmodern 

audiences.  

 

The Outer Framework of 1 Corinthians 

 As with the treatment of Ezekiel, the study of this literary unit first begins with 

an assessment of the contextual situation of the outer frame of the entire book prior to 

a close reading of the unit itself. Rather than focusing solely upon diachronic 

concerns related to historical context and source materials, this reading utilizes a 

synchronic analysis which treats the entire book holistically as a literary unit in the 

attempt to discern the rhetoric of the book.1017 Furthermore, the critic has two 

possibilities in terms of the reconstruction of the audience. On a diachronic level, one 

could engage in a discussion of the legitimacy of Pauline authorship, the historical 

context of Paul and that of the Corinthian audience, the possible sources that make up 

the two letters and the possible rhetorical effectiveness of the letter upon the original 

readers.1018 Conversely, on the level of synchronic readings level the critic could 

adopt a literary and rhetorical approach, reading the text as a case study in terms of 

Paul’s rhetorical strategies when dealing with a disunified and dysfunctional church. 

Such a reading does not ignore the historical context of the original readers, but also 

involves the engaging the contexts of all later readers of the letter. This study of 1 

Corinthians will adopt a complementary reading that engages with the historic 

audience, the rhetorical strategies located within the letter itself and all subsequent 

readers and environments unanticipated by the actual author.1019 Such a reading 

allows the preacher to draw dynamic equivalents from the context of the historical 

audience within the text to the contemporary homiletical situation.   

                                                 
1017 Gitay, “Reflections on the Study,” 216; Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation, 33. 
1018 Marshall, Travis, and Paul, Exploring the New Testament Vol. 2, 74; Thiselton, The First Epistle to 
the Corinthians, 29-40. Some scholars believe, for example, that because of their apparent fragmentary 
nature both 1 and 2 Corinthians involve compilations from several Pauline letters that can be 
rearranged in a different chronology. Others doubt that Paul was the author of certain letters attributed 
to him.  
1019 Tull, “Rhetorical Criticism and Intertextuality,” 156. 
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Classen indicates that when analyzing NT letters rhetorically, the exegete 

should seek to identify “the writer’s intention in directing it to an individual or a 

group of persons or even several groups.”1020 In terms of the rhetorical situation the 

author uses his judgement by assessing a particular situation involving an exigence 

and the possible audience(s) involved. The author decides what to say and how to 

pose it to the listeners in the particular circumstances. Operative constraints guide the 

author regarding the choice of various rhetorical strategies that may or may not be 

effective in achieving his rhetorical goals.1021 On the literary level, the rhetorical 

situation of 1 Corinthians reveals multiple exigences which Paul attempted to address 

throughout the letter. The situational nature of this discursive rhetoric allows the 

preacher to reconstruct elements of those dynamics for an audience, rather than 

adopting a more traditional propositional-deductive homiletical form. 

An analysis of the rhetorical situation of 1 Corinthians reveals that the major 

exigence Paul faced involved his audience that consisted of a church deeply divided 

into various schisms and factions (1.10-12; 3.1-9; 11.17-18). In short, dissension had 

infested the Corinthian church.1022 This overarching exigence manifested itself in 

multiple specific issues, which included the following examples: these included 

splinter groups claiming to follow differing authorities (1.12; 3.4); a party spirit and 

associated spiritual attitudes (1.10-4.21); sexual immorality apparently tolerated 

within the church (5-6.9-20); litigation in the church (6.1-7); debates over the roles 

and status of singles and married, and questions regarding divorce (7); the issue of 

eating meat sacrificed to idols and idolatry (8, 10); attacks on Paul’s apostolic 

authority (9); divisions between rich and poor at the Lord’s Supper (11); debates over 

superior and inferior spiritual gifts (12-14); the status of believers who died prior to 

the resurrection (15) and finally the collection for the Jerusalem church (16).  

In order to achieve his rhetorical goal of defusing the debates and re-unifying 

a fractious church, Paul made use multiple operative constraints as rhetorical 

strategies, involving for example: logical argumentation and rhetorical questions 

(passim), sarcasm and irony (4.8-13), image and metaphor (5.6-8; 12.14-26), 

quotations from Scripture (1.19, 31; 9.9; 14.21; etc.), argumentative and polemical 

                                                 
1020 Classen, Rhetorical Criticism of the New Testament, 46. 
1021 Ibid., 46; Bitzer, “The Rhetorical Situation,” 220. 
1022 Calvin, Commentaries on Corinthians Volume 1, 22. 
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statements (15.2, 36), autobiographical reference (1.14-17; 2.1-5; 15.3-11) and 

quotations from secular proverbs (15.32-33).   

 A final consideration concerns the rhetorical effectiveness of Paul’s rhetorical 

strategies. The critic must analyze whether or not Paul achieved his goal of re-

unifying this divided and schismatic church. 2 Cor. 1.12-2.12 appears to give 

evidence that his painful visit and earlier letter resulted in some positive outcomes 

within the church. However, the letter concludes on a doubtful note as he anticipates 

finding further schisms, outbursts and sexual immorality within the church during a 

subsequent visit (12.19-13.10). Clearly the relationship between Paul and the 

Corinthian church involved much difficulty, and one must question the rhetorical 

effectiveness of Paul’s advice to the church located within the literary unit studied 

below. 

 

A Rhetorical-Critical Reading of the Literary Unit of 4.18-5.13 

 The first step in a rhetorical-critical approach is to delineate the boundaries of 

the literary unit, recognizing as precisely as possible where it begins and ends.1023 At 

this point two options present themselves regarding the division of this unit. Fee, 

Witherington, Phillips and Thiselton all establish the boundaries of the unit as 

encompassing 5.1-13, focusing upon the moral matter prior to moving on to the issue 

of lawsuits in 6.1ff.1024 A second option is that of Calvin, who believed that 4.21 

should have been made the beginning of the fifth chapter rather than as it is in current 

chapter divisions.1025 The case can be made that the entire unit of 4.18-5.13 encloses a 

logical argument. As Paul discusses his potential visit in 4.18ff, in 4.21 he gives the 

Corinthians the choice as to what his coming visit might look like if they chose to 

heed or disregard his advice. The unit further displays linguistic connections as Paul 

characterizes the Corinthian audience as “puffed up” (ἐφυσιώθησάν , 4.18-19, 5.2) 

and as “boasting” (καύχημα, 5.6). This approach will adopt the second option and 

will treat the literary unit as encompassing 1 Cor. 4.18-5.13.  

                                                 
1023 Muilenburg, “Form Criticism and Beyond,” 57. 
1024 Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 194; Witherington, Conflict and Community, 151; 
Phillips, Exploring 1 Corinthians, 108; and Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 381. Fee 
notes, however, that there are verbal ties between 5.1 and the previous section as noted by Paul’s use of 
the term “arrogant” in both sections (194); Thiselton maintains that links readily emerge with this new 
unit and 1.10-4.21 because of the common issue of community divisiveness (381).  
1025 Calvin, Commentaries on Corinthians Volume 1, 136. 
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The second step in the rhetorical-critical analysis is to describe the rhetorical 

situation. Paul the rhetor describes the exigence, which consists of two elements: the 

first is an apparent case of incest or at the least gross immorality (5.1b), and the 

second element concerns the acceptance and tolerance of the situation of the 

Corinthian church, who seemed proud of their open-mindedness (5.2, 6a). Paul argues 

that not even those within the secular world would tolerate such a situation; worse, 

they were arrogant about it (5.1-2a). Both culprit and church were therefore guilty, 

and Paul “was astounded that such behavior could be tolerated for a moment.”1026 

Paul faced an apparently impossible exigence that would “seem to imply that these 

people thought that any kind of conduct was compatible with being a Christian.”1027 

 The third task of rhetorical criticism is to identify the stance of the rhetor. 

Within this unit the stance of Paul is certainly not that of a dispassionate spectator 

witnessing these events, but rather the stance of an active and authoritative participant 

in the exigence and its potential solution. In order to authenticate his role in this crisis 

of authority,1028 Paul makes it clear that he plans on visiting them to rectify the 

situation in person (4.19-20) and in the meantime that their actions decided what that 

visit might entail. He could either come with a whip, or alternatively in a gentle spirit 

(4.21).  

Such an active stance also reveals the constraints Paul utilized as rhetorical 

strategies for dealing with the exigence and to convince his audience to modify it. 

These strategies include rhetorical questions designed to engage the audience (5.2b; 

6b; 12a-b), passing judgement on the offender by proxy (5.3-4), use of the yeast 

metaphor to illustrate the influence of sin in the church (5.6b-8), reinforcing the 

command of an earlier letter (5.9), imperative statements (5.4-5; 11-12) and finally 

use of biblical citation as an additional authority (5.13b). As an additional motivator, 

Paul revealed the potential damage if the situation were allowed to continue (5.6), and 

upon this basis he used an imperative to command them to expel the immoral brother 

from the church (5.2b-5; 13b). The focus upon the grave consequences of the 

wrongdoing of the church as opposed to the sins of the individual reveals that Paul is 

far more concerned with the church and its attitudes.1029  

                                                 
1026 Phillips, Exploring 1 Corinthians, 109. 
1027 Marshall, Travis and Paul, Exploring the New Testament, 82. 
1028 Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 195. 
1029 Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 195. 
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 The final step in the rhetorical-critical process is to analyze the effectiveness 

of the rhetorical strategies used by the rhetor in achieving his goals. Scholars have 

been divided over this issue, but 2 Cor. 2.5-6 appears to give evidence that the 

Corinthians indeed followed Paul’s advice in expelling the sexually immoral man 

from the congregation. The matter could now be brought to an end following the 

successful application of church discipline, which caused the offender to repent and to 

seek forgiveness.1030 Paul’s greater concern, as evidenced in both passages, involved 

the potential behaviour of the audience. He reveals that the reason he wrote to them 

was to see if they would stand the test and obey his injunctions, which apparently they 

did (2 Cor. 2.9). The application of strict community discipline made clear the limits 

of acceptable behaviour and established the moral boundaries of the community.1031 

Having corrected their earlier clemency and carelessness, nothing now should hinder 

them from lifting up the downcast and repentant man.1032  

 

Homiletical Strategies 

 The next step in the process of the integration of biblical studies and 

homiletics concerns the formation of a homiletical strategy in order to present the 

findings of the rhetorical-critical reading of the text. The values-based homiletical 

approach advanced in Chapter 4 noted that in order to give the sermon integrity, the 

form of the text should ideally impact the form of the sermon, but not be slavishly 

bound in every case to replicate it. More important than replicating form is to discern 

what the text achieves rhetorically and then to design the sermon in such a way that it 

achieve similar ends.1033 The situational nature of the rhetoric in the unit allows the 

preacher to explore a multiplicity of homiletical strategies, all of which are designed 

to replicate the textual dynamics and therefore engage the listeners. 

 For example, one could construct the sermon as a narrative, since the above 

observations regarding the rhetorical situation demonstrated the involvement of three 

“characters.” The first involves Paul the rhetor, second the man involved in the 

incestuous relationship, and third the audience of the Corinthian church. This situation 

gives rise to multiple homiletical possibilities that illustrate the rhetorical dynamics of 

the unit. One could construct a first-person narration from any of the points of view: a 
                                                 
1030 Marshall, Travis and Paul, Exploring the New Testament, 96. 
1031 Witherington, Conflict and Community, 161. 
1032 Calvin, Commentaries on Corinthians Volume 2, 109. 
1033 Craddock, Preaching, 178, 179. 
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multiple point-of-view narration as in the sample sermon. Finally, one could design 

an interactive study assigning each character to a group of participants and engaging 

the groups to justify the particular actions of each character.  

 Furthermore, the preacher could also present the situational nature of the unit 

in terms of a “plot-like” narrative sermon style that portrays the conflict as a problem 

to be solved, either as a case study from ancient Corinth or as a narrative 

imaginatively retranslated into a current church context.1034 From a deconstructive 

point of view, the preacher could facilitate a dialogue that “interprets interpretation” 

by identifying and then debating some of the various theological and leadership issues 

that arise from this passage. Additionally, the preacher could initiate a discussion 

examining how this passage has been interpreted within church tradition, or by 

various theological positions such as feminist, liberationist or black theologians.  

Whilst this list of homiletical possibilities is not an exhaustive list, each 

strategy attempts to achieve what the passage achieved by revealing and exploring the 

dynamics of the situational nature of the rhetoric involved. By engaging within these 

preaching forms, the preacher need not preach the passage to the listeners in a 

propositional-deductive fashion, but rather can seek to involve the audience through a 

variety of participatory strategies.        

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has demonstrated its advancement of the goal of the thesis to 

integrate biblical studies and homiletics with the production of a multi-vocal sample 

sermon. The sermon illustrated the culmination of the integration of the rhetorical-

critical-narratological approach advanced in Chapter 3 and the values-based homiletic 

advocated in Chapter 4. Utilizing the study of Ezekiel and Ezekiel 15 within Chapter 

5, the resulting multiple point-of-view sermon illustrated its ability to replicate the 

rhetorical dynamics of the biblical text. The critical analysis of the sermon 

demonstrated an awareness of the potential strengths and weaknesses of the sermon 

form, and furthermore illustrated areas of continuity and discontinuity between the 

approach of the thesis and that of the Ezekiel 15 sermons evaluated within Chapter 6. 

Finally, the rhetorical-critical reading of a discursive biblical genre drawn from 1 

Corinthians demonstrated the benefits of the approach of this thesis for a genre 
                                                 
1034 Such an approach follows Lowry’s narrative preaching model as articulated in his work The 
Homiletical Plot. 



7. THE INTEGRATION OF BIBLICAL STUDIES AND HOMILETICS 215

differing from that of the monologic narrative of Ezekiel. The concluding suggestions 

for homiletical strategies arising from the study of 1 Corinthians illustrates the 

potential for preachers to achieve what the text achieved in terms of its rhetorical 

function.  

The following chapter will conclude the thesis by analyzing the contribution 

each chapter made toward achieving the goal of this work as well as a critical analysis 

of the thesis argument. The chapter will suggest areas for further studies beyond the 

scope of the thesis and will finish with a contextual interpretation of contemporary 

responses to preaching and postmodernism. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CONCLUSION 
 



CHAPTER 8 

THESIS CONCLUSION 
 

Introduction 

This study began by postulating that since both the preaching and hearing 

contexts of the Western church have experienced major changes within the last thirty 

years, contemporary homiletics exhibits much confusion regarding the relationship 

between the biblical text and the sermon.1035 By way of response, this thesis addresses 

this issue by advocating a values-based approach that integrates biblical studies and 

homiletics as a productive unity. This thesis demonstrates a consistent and coherent 

method of theological interpretation by applying an adaptation of Richard Osmer’s 

hermeneutical cycle model,1036 thus establishing a pragmatic plan for future 

homiletics as a measured response to an increasingly postmodern context as heralded 

by major cultural paradigm shifts.1037 As a practical theological work, this thesis 

addresses both the life and practices of the church in addition to the relationship of 

those practices to the wider society, focusing upon the issue of the interconnectedness 

of ministry as well as the relationship of theory to practice.1038  

The thesis consistently engages in the task of contextual theological 

interpretation by connecting with both Christian tradition and Scripture, moving 

through the tasks of information-gathering, evaluation, analysis and the formation of a 

pragmatic plan for future homiletics. The interpretative nature of this task has led the 

thesis to the formation of a rhetorical-critical exegetical approach as well as a values-

based approach to homiletics and congregational leadership. In order to illustrate the 

outcome of the hermeneutical cycle, in the previous chapter the thesis demonstrates 

the results of the integration of biblical studies and homiletics approach in the 

production of a sample multiple-point-of-view sermon based upon the text of Ezekiel 

15. 

Chapter 1 introduces the problem the thesis aims to address by demonstrating 

that the current confusion between text and sermon exists for the three reasons. First, 

since the 1960s the increasingly post-Christian culture with its questioning of 
                                                 
1035 Imminck, “Homiletics: The Current Debate,” 89-90; Thompson, “Text and Sermon,” 32. 
1036 See Osmer, Practical Theology, 10ff. 
1037 As noted within Chapter 2, postmodernism can be defined in either philosophical or sociological 
and economic terms. The preacher, as a congregational leader, must therefore be aware of these larger 
contextual issues in terms of both social standing and the wider society to which he or she is attempting 
to minister. 
1038 Ballard and Pritchard, Practical Theology, 1; Osmer, Practical Theology, 12. 
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traditional authorities led to a fundamental change in the nature of the historic 

relationship between the authoritative preacher and the passive listener.1039 Second, 

the rigorous application of historical-critical exegetical methods that ideally led the 

preacher to a nonintrusive view of the biblical text in its own milieu has been 

demonstrated to be neither objective nor free from ideological assumptions.1040 

Finally, the current multiplicity of rival interpretative voices has altered the landscape 

both for biblical studies and preaching.1041 Chapter 1 notes, however, that this variety 

of hermeneutical voices within the contemporary context potentially opens the way to 

a reimagining and reinterpretation of the preaching task.  

As a measured response to the contemporary situation, Chapter 1 clarifies that 

the goal of the thesis was to argue that attention to rhetorical criticism in the exegesis 

of biblical texts sheds new light on the nature of preaching in terms of homiletical 

theory and practice, form and function. This integration of biblical studies and 

homiletics results in a multi-vocal and non-hierarchical preaching form that is 

appropriate to postmodernity. The chapter concludes with an overview of each 

following chapter and discusses how each chapter contributed to achieving the goals 

of the thesis.    

Chapter 2 establishes the structural methodology consistently employed within 

the thesis by illustrating the hermeneutical process of contextual interpretation with 

which the thesis engages. The chapter demonstrates the four tasks of the 

hermeneutical cycle adapted from Richard Osmer’s model. The resulting contextual 

interpretation and analysis advances the notion that the Western church currently 

exists in a state of liminality, caught in a marginal experience between cultural norms 

in the shift from modernist to increasingly postmodernist worldviews.1042 The chapter 

concludes firstly that in light of this observation, the Western church faces the 

ongoing need for revitalization and relevance in both preaching and leadership, and 

secondly that the approach of this thesis serves as a potential response to this need. 

Such a homiletic can therefore serve as a new approach for new times by attempting 

to converge the elements of emerging need, historical theology and careful biblical 

study. The methodological approach in this thesis results in an integration of “new” 

                                                 
1039 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 14. 
1040 Long, “The Use of Scripture,” 342. 
1041 Ibid., 342. 
1042 See Turner’s, The Ritual Process, 166-167, and his article “Variations on a Theme of Liminality,” 
87ff, as well as Roxburgh, The Missionary Congregation, 26-27. 
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rooted in “old” and thereby brings about lasting potency for church ministry.1043 

Furthermore, the chapter maintains that contextually-based approaches such as that 

utilized for this thesis avoid the charge that theological reflection oftentimes is weak 

in its use and development of traditional Christian sources, namely Scripture and 

church history.1044 The chapter concludes its contextual interpretation by suggesting 

that the pragmatic plan developed within the thesis develops a potential way forward 

by addressing the variety of needs faced by the Western church, both in terms of 

homiletics and congregational leadership.   

Chapter 3 advances the aim of the thesis to integrate biblical studies and 

homiletics by demonstrating that a contextual interpretation of a selected history of 

rhetoric, biblical studies and homiletics can result in the formation of a rhetorical-

critical-narratological approach to biblical studies. The analysis of that contextual 

information-gathering allows the chapter to establish three historic examples of the 

tendency in preaching to separate rhetorical theory from practice. The resulting 

analysis of these three examples leads to the conclusion that homiletics historically 

displays the tendency to utilize overly rational, linear and logical preaching forms. 

Furthermore, the evaluation of these forms observes that corresponding reactions arise 

seeking to develop more emotive and engaging sermon forms. The contextual nature 

of the study illustrates that the application of rhetorical theory, both for biblical 

studies and homiletics, is in many ways dependent upon historical and social 

conditions. The chapter clarifies that this trend can be viewed most clearly during 

transitional periods in the understanding and application of classical rhetorical theory 

within societies. The evaluation of this contextual interpretation in Chapter 3 leads to 

the observation that homiletics as a genre has not only historically evolved, but 

evolves presently and will continue to do so in the future.1045 

Based upon this contextual analysis and by way of measured response to the 

continuing evolution in homiletics, Chapter 3 constructs a pragmatic plan for future 

exegetical approaches. This has been accomplished by evaluating the normative tasks 

of modern rhetorical criticism in light of the historic developments discussed 

previously in the chapter. The chapter advances the notion that the rhetorical-critical-

narratological approach of this thesis integrates elements of classical rhetoric with 

                                                 
1043 Leiderbach and Reid, The Convergent Church, 27. 
1044 Graham, Walton and Ward, Theological Reflection, 7. 
1045 Edwards, Sermons of Jonathan Edwards, xi. 
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developments from modern rhetorical theory and narratology. The chapter therefore 

aides in achieving the goal of the thesis by constructing an exegetical approach 

applied thereafter to the discourse of Ezekiel and Ezekiel 15 in Chapter 5.  

Chapter 4 achieves the goals of the thesis to integrate biblical studies and 

homiletics by demonstrating that a contextual interpretation of the New Homiletic can 

result in the formation of a values-based approach for future homiletics. The chapter 

begins by utilizing the systematic information-gathering process in order to 

demonstrate that a variety of cultural and intellectual shifts identified in Chapter 3 

contributed to the formation of the New Homiletic. The chapter then investigates 

other derivative homiletical models that arose from the New Homiletic, and further 

explored its current status. In order to establish the conceptual basis for its values-

based homiletic, this section of the chapter concludes by analyzing and critiquing 

various strengths and weaknesses of the normative practices of Craddock’s New 

Homiletic.  

Based upon this contextual interpretation, Chapter 4 engages the final task of 

the hermeneutical cycle in order to construct a pragmatic plan of action by 

constructing a values-based homiletical approach. The chapter advances the notion 

that certain recovered values of Craddock’s New Homiletic can be employed in the 

formation of a multi-vocal and non-hierarchical preaching form that is appropriate to 

postmodernity. Based upon the rhetorical-critical-narratological exegetical method 

advanced in Chapter 3, the values-based approach to preaching allows preachers to 

open up biblical texts interpretatively by allowing the variety of indigenous literary 

biblical forms to impact upon the structure and rhetoric of the sermon. The formation 

of the values-based homiletic in Chapter 4 advances the goal of the thesis to integrate 

biblical studies and homiletics by demonstrating the convergence between historical 

theology and the current need for revitalization in the preaching ministry within an 

increasingly postmodern cultural context. 

Chapter 5 applies the rhetorical-critical-narratological exegetical approach 

developed in Chapter 3 to the discourse of Ezekiel, thus achieving the goal of the 

thesis to integrate biblical studies and homiletics by illustrating the natural movement 

from exegesis to proclamation.1046 The chapter demonstrates that a contextual 

interpretation of the contemporary landscape of approaches to biblical studies can 

                                                 
1046 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 98. 
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lead to the development of a complementary approach to biblical studies that is 

neither defensive nor reactionary. Such a balanced approach draws upon elements 

from both diachronic and synchronic readings and thereby avoids the charge of lazy 

eclecticism.1047 

Chapter 5 begins its study of Ezekiel by first analyzing the outer framework of 

the contextual situation of the discourse. The study clarifies the genre of the discourse 

as a monologic first-person autobiographical presentation of the character-narrator 

Ezekiel. Next, the assessment of the rhetorical situation of Ezekiel engaged in a 

critical modification of Bitzer’s model of the rhetorical situation. Utilizing this 

modified understanding, the study analyzes Ezekiel and establishes that not one but 

two rhetorical situations exist within the discourse before discussing the implications 

of such an observation. The study of the rhetorical situation clarifies issues related to 

the competing interpretations of the exigence, putative versus actual audience, and 

finally the constraints utilized by Yahweh the rhetor in order to influence the exilic 

audience to adopt his interpretation of the exigence. Finally, the section concludes its 

discussion of the outer framework by analyzing the overall effectiveness of the 

discourse in achieving its rhetorical goals. The resulting study of the outer framework 

of the discourse illustrates that the discourse itself displays an open-ended structure 

having no rhetorical or narrative closure. This rhetorical format later influences the 

rhetoric of the sample sermon developed within Chapter 7. 

Following the development of the contextual situation, Chapter 5 then narrows 

the focus of the study by developing a close, rhetorical-critical-narratological reading 

of Ezekiel 15 building on the work of Daniel Block and Michael V. Fox. Block’s 

approach emphasizes the rhetorical functions of the messages of Ezekiel, whilst Fox 

accentuates the suasive rhetorical force of the discourse by adding narratological 

elements.1048 The study investigates the persuasive function of the literary unit by 

integrating narratology to the task of rhetorical criticism by using the five-step 

rhetorical-critical methodology advanced in Chapter 3. The first step establishes the 

boundaries of the literary unit, and the second step analyzes the rhetorical situation of 

the unit as located within the first rhetorical situation previously established. The third 

step adds narratological elements by analyzing the stance of the rhetor and clarifying 

voice hierarchies within the unit. The fourth step demonstrates the variety ofrhetorical 
                                                 
1047 Joyce, “First Among Equals?” 17. 
1048 Fox, “The Rhetoric of Ezekiel’s Vision,” 1; Block, Ezekiel 1-24, 11. 
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strategies Yahweh the rhetor employed within the unit, and the fifth step concludes 

the study by discussing the effectiveness of the literary unit in achieving its rhetorical 

goals.  

The results of the rhetorical-critical-narratological study of Ezekiel 15 

illustrates that Yahweh the rhetor employed the character-narrator Ezekiel to deliver 

an oracle to his actual exilic audience. Yahweh drew upon the rhetorical strategies of 

analogy, innovation and tradition by comparing the vinestock to legitimate lumber 

from trees of the forest. The study demonstrated how Yahweh’s quasi-argument 

advanced through a series of rhetorical questions and led to an inexorable conclusion: 

just as the vinestock had been deemed worthless upon the grounds of utilitarian 

uselessness, so also would the Jerusalemites face certain judgement based upon the 

grounds of their unfaithfulness to Yahweh. The implications of this strategy would 

potentially lead the actual exilic audience to question their future faithfulness to 

Yahweh in light of the impending doom of the Jerusalemites. Following this analysis 

of the unit, the chapter concludes by drawing dynamic equivalents between historical 

and contemporary audiences, thereby illustrating the utility of the rhetorical-critical-

narratological methodology for contemporary homiletical applications.   

Chapter 6 engages in a contextual interpretation of Ezekiel studies and three 

sermons based upon the unit of Ezekiel 15. The resulting analysis and evaluation 

allowed the chapter to locate Ezekiel studies and sermons along the pendulum-like 

continuum of shifts in rhetoric, biblical studies and homiletics identified within 

Chapter 3. The contextual nature of the evaluation of demonstrated that Ezekiel 

studies in general have been influenced by various cultural, intellectual and 

hermeneutical shifts. The chapter noted that the three major phases of Ezekiel studies 

correspond with post-nineteenth century uncritical readings of the book, early- to 

mid-twentieth century increasingly radical historical-critical treatments of the text and 

current readings of Ezekiel that view the work as a literary unity whilst not 

discounting its literary genesis. This contextual analysis and interpretation enables 

Chapter 6 to locate the approach of this thesis within the third phase of current 

Ezekiel studies. Beyond building upon past analyses of the discourse of Ezekiel, the 

thesis furthers the exploration of Ezekiel as an autobiographical first-person narrative 

text, and moreover analyzes its implications for exegetical and homiletical purposes.   

Following the contextual interpretation of Ezekiel studies, Chapter 6 next 

engages in a contextual interpretation and evaluation of the normative task of 
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preaching by analyzing three sermons based upon Ezekiel 15 from Jonathan Edwards, 

Charles Spurgeon, and Chuck Smith. This section illustrates the variety of influences 

upon these preachers by contextually interpreting each sermon, analyzing and 

evaluating the various exegetical approaches and rhetorical strategies adopted by each 

preacher. This contextual evaluation of these rhetorical and exegetical influences 

lends credence to the observation in Chapter 3 that the genre of preaching experiences 

a continual evolution for a variety of reasons. As a measured response to this trend, 

this thesis addresses the challenges preaching faces within an increasingly 

postmodern societal context by placing homiletics in an anticipatory rather than 

reactionary stance for future congregational leadership and preaching. 

Chapter 7 demonstrates the achievement of the goal of the thesis to integrate 

biblical studies and homiletics by exhibiting a sample sermon based upon the literary 

unit of Ezekiel 15. This multi-vocal sermon draws upon the values-based homiletic 

advanced in Chapter 3 by allowing the rhetoric of biblical forms to influence the 

rhetoric of the sermon. Furthermore, the sermon illustrates the exegetical results of 

the rhetorical-critical-narratological study of the discourse of Ezekiel and the close 

reading of Ezekiel 15 in Chapter 5 also. The clarification of voice hierarchies, 

rhetorical situation, the stance of the rhetor and resulting potential implications for the 

hearers all bore influence upon the multiple-point-of view form of the sermon. The 

sermon form illustrated the open-ended nature of the discourse itself by evaluating the 

results of the rhetorical strategies of the unit from the points of view of Ezekiel the 

character-narrator, the exiles and Yahweh the rhetor. Such a multi-vocal sermonic 

form potentially increases the engagement and ownership on the part of the hearers 

and by its very nature encourages a non-hierarchical and collaborative roundtable 

discussion format. The results of the sermon illustrate that giving attention to 

rhetorical criticism in the exegesis of biblical texts sheds new light upon preaching 

forms and thereby results in a multi-vocal and non-hierarchical homiletic that is 

appropriate to postmodernity. 

Following the sample sermon, Chapter 7 engages in a critique of its relative 

strengths and weakness. This critique demonstrates that this multi-vocal sermon form 

is but one of several possible forms with which preachers could potentially engage. 

The evaluation of the sermon notes the difficulty encountered in attempting to 

replicate homiletically the genre and rhetoric of Ezekiel 15. In order to demonstrate 

the utility of the rhetorical-critical approach for homiletics from differing biblical 
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genres, the chapter next engages in a case study of a literary unit from the discourse 

genre of 1 Corinthians 4.18-5.13. The study of this literary unit follows the five-step 

rhetorical-critical method outlined in Chapter 4 and illustrated in the study of Ezekiel 

15 in Chapter 5. The analysis of the unit investigates issues related to the contextual 

and rhetorical situation, the variety of rhetorical strategies in the unit, the stance of the 

rhetor and finally the effectiveness of the unit in achieving its rhetorical goals. 

Chapter 7 concludes by advancing a variety of homiletical strategies based upon the 

study that demonstrates how the rhetoric of the literary unit from 1 Corinthians can 

influence the rhetoric of the sermon.   

The following section of Chapter 8 concludes this thesis by presenting four 

contributions this study has made to the disciplines of biblical studies and homiletics. 

The chapter will demonstrate that the thesis has contributed to scholarship by 

advancing a coherent method of theological interpretation that connects both with 

Christian tradition and Scripture. This forward-looking response connects both the 

academy and the pulpit with its cross-disciplinary approach and furthermore 

accentuates the interconnectedness between the life and practices of the church and 

that of the wider society.  

Following this discussion, the chapter will suggest three areas for potential 

further studies engendered by this project. This will involve a discussion of the 

possible future of preaching in light of the impact of postmodern thought upon its 

potential deconstruction and future functionality, and involves various implications of 

implementing increasingly multi-vocal and non-hierarchical preaching and leadership 

forms also. Finally, the thesis will conclude with a contextual interpretation 

concerning a variety of responses to the challenge of preaching in an increasingly 

postmodern cultural context, and will finish by drawing evaluative conclusions for the 

future. 

 

Contributions of the Thesis   

 As a work of practical theological interpretation, this thesis makes at least four 

contributions to the fields of both practical ministry and academics in its attempt to 

integrate exegetical and homiletical theory with practice. First, each chapter 

demonstrates the method underpinning the thesis by utilizing consistently the four 

tasks of the hermeneutical cycle. Overall the thesis thereby illustrates the movement 

from contextual interpretation to the formation of a pragmatic plan for future biblical 
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studies and homiletics. The recurring use of these four tasks throughout the thesis 

demonstrates that they are not linear, but rather their use can be more circular.1049 

Connecting with both Christian tradition and Scripture allows the methodology used 

in this thesis to avoid the inherent weakness found within many contemporary 

contextual theologies that are often under-theorized and narrow, and fail adequately to 

connect with biblical, historical and systematic scholarship.1050 Moreover, the 

integration of emerging sensibilities coupled with tradition and biblical care 

potentially revitalizes the preaching ministry of the church for the future by providing 

for a biblically faithful and methodologically effective disposition for the Western 

church.1051  

 Second, the contextual nature of the method of theological reflection 

employed in this thesis demonstrates that as a genre, preaching has evolved over the 

centuries. Based upon these observations, the thesis concludes that preaching will 

continue to evolve in order to welcome or to resist the challenges posed to it by 

increasingly postmodern and post-industrial Western societies. The evaluation of the 

various actions and reactions within the normative activity of Christian preaching has 

led to the development of a measured response for the future--namely a values-based 

homiletic that determines a forward-looking strategy of action for those involved in 

congregational leadership roles. The multi-vocal homiletic and non-hierarchical 

leadership orientation has applicability for some of the challenges raised by 

postmodernism, one of which involves the potential rejection of a single, authoritative 

interpretation of a biblical text.1052  The rhetorical-critical exegetical approach to 

biblical texts allows the preacher to explore the multidimensional nature of Scripture, 

and the values-based approach potentially leads to a multivalent use of Scripture for 

preaching.1053 Furthermore, the value that communication should seek to build 

community emphasizes the close relationship between preaching and leadership 

                                                 
1049 Osmer, Practical Theology, 4, 10. He notes that the interpenetrating nature of the four tasks 
demonstrates their interactive and mutually influential nature, which distinguishes the tasks of practical 
theological interpretation from other disciplines.  
1050 Graham, Walton and Ward, Theological Reflection, 1. 
1051 Leiderbach and Reid, The Convergent Church, 22-27. 
1052 Jost, “Preaching the Old Testament,” 38. 
1053 Farley, Practicing Gospel, 92. He observes that it is “our temptation and need to resolve the 
situation of preaching into a step-by-step method whose product is a clearly written composition” (92). 
However, he maintains that this stance may frustrate some since this cannot be done due to the 
unfinished and exploratory nature of the paradigm itself. 
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ethos, and this orientation requires faithfulness and competence on the part of those 

within congregational leadership roles.1054   

 Third, the approach of this thesis increases the level of potential 

connectedness between the life and practices of the church as well as its interaction 

with the wider society.1055 This thesis builds upon the notion that currently within the 

Western context churches exist in a period of liminality, facing a time of transition in 

which they must move into new positions from which to minister to a rapidly-

changing world.1056 The formation of a measured response to this challenge has 

brought about the cross-disciplinary integration of the fields of rhetoric, homiletics, 

historical and biblical studies in this thesis.1057 The contextual nature of the approach 

of this thesis accentuates the deep connections between various forms of ministry and 

furthermore addressed leadership issues that move beyond mere task maintenance. 

Such an orientation has implications for future patterns of theological education by 

ensuring that task competence is not taught in a decontextualized fashion.1058  

Building upon the notion that all of theology is indeed essentially a single and 

practical activity, this thesis demonstrates that the tasks of practical theology can and 

should be carried out in conjunction with other disciplines. 1059 The interdisciplinary 

approach of this thesis has allowed practical theology to be placed within the 

spectrum of theological disciplines as both an academic and ecclesiastical task. The 

end result makes practical theology a descriptive, critical and normative activity and 

thus narrows or helps to eliminate altogether the often sharp divide between the 

academic and the practical.1060 The resulting stance integrates theory and practice, 

combats the tendency for increasing specialization within patterns of theological 

education and furthermore emphasizes the interconnectedness in ministry between the 

congregational system and its interaction with its context.1061  

                                                 
1054 Osmer, Practical Theology, 10. 
1055 Ballard and Pritchard, Practical Theology, 1. 
1056 Leiderbach and Reid, The Convergent Church, 75. 
1057 Graham, Walton and Ward, 8. 
1058 Osmer, Practical Theology, 221. 
1059 Ballard and Pritchard, Practical Theology, 5. They indicate that “Theology, in its service of the 
community of faith, is essentially practical...all theological activity...is a resource for further action in 
the service of the gospel” (12). 
1060 Ibid., 9, 11-12. Reader notes: “The whole idea of an applied theology in which the real theologians 
do the hard thinking about the Christian tradition behind the scenes and then somehow pass it on to the 
front-line practitioners to work out what they are then supposed to do about it, simply reproduces that 
gap between theory and practice that has haunted practical theology from the beginning” 
(Reconstructing Practical Theology, 4). 
1061 Osmer, Practical Theology, 15. 
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  Finally, this thesis makes a variety of contributions to the discipline of biblical 

studies. The contextual interpretation of rhetoric and biblical studies in this thesis has 

led to the formation of an exegetical approach that integrates elements of classical 

rhetoric, modern rhetorical theory and narratology. Furthermore, the contextual 

interpretation and evaluation of diachronic and synchronic approaches has led to the 

construction of a complementary reading of the biblical text that avoids the charge of 

lazy eclecticism. The subsequent application of this complementary rhetorical-

critical-narratological approach to the discourse of Ezekiel demonstrates that the 

study of the entire discourse of prophetic narrative texts allows the critic to evaluate 

issues of genre, rhetorical situation and potential effectiveness of the work in 

achieving its rhetorical aims. Additionally, the critical evaluation of Bitzer’s 

conception of the rhetorical situation clarified issues related to potential 

interpretations of the exigence as well as the identity of the audience. The study of 

Ezekiel then put this modified understanding of the rhetorical into practise by 

analyzing the rhetorical situation of Ezekiel. This critical analysis enabled the thesis 

to draw fresh conclusions related to the interpretations of the exigence by rhetor and 

audience, and further developed the rhetorical strategy of the discourse as related to 

the identity and future formation of the exilic audience in light of their reactions to the 

various constraints employed throughout the text.  

The suggested complementary approach to synchronic and diachronic 

readings forges a way ahead for future biblical studies, having allowed the thesis 

carefully to utilize elements of both methodologies. The resulting analysis clarifies 

issues concerning the various addressees of the book including historical audiences, 

putative and actual audiences, and finally literary audiences made up of all later 

readers of the book. The identification with the historical audience provides the means 

for the thesis to draw dynamic equivalents for contemporary audiences. Furthermore, 

the delineation of voice hierarchies within the unit of Ezekiel 15 enables the study to 

draw distinctions between the character-narrator Ezekiel, the actual exilic audience, 

the putative audience of the Jerusalemites and Yahweh the rhetor who originated the 

oracle. The resulting clarification enables the study to discuss the stance of Ezekiel 

the messenger, the rhetorical strategies of the unit and its potential for receptivity by 

the exilic audience. Finally, the results of this rhetorical-critical-narratological study 

directly influence the sample multi-vocal sermon produced in Chapter 7 that sought to 

reproduce the rhetorical dynamics of Ezekiel 15 itself.    
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Areas for Further Studies 

This section identifies three dimensions in which this work can be expanded 

beyond the scope of this project. The first concerns the future for the disciplines of 

practical theology, hermeneutics and homiletics in light of the increasing changes 

brought about by postmodernism and globalization.1062 This thesis has attempted to 

address this issue by advocating a values-based multi-vocal homiletic that is allied 

with a non-hierarchical leadership orientation. More work, however, can be done in 

exploring the continued evolution of preaching in an increasingly postmodern context. 

Perhaps in the future, as some homileticians suggest, preaching as it has been 

traditionally understood will be deconstructed and the very notion of preaching itself 

may be called into question.1063 Within this period of late modernity, reports McClure, 

both critics and practitioners of the sermon are deconstructing preaching by 

investigating “various contradictions or problems within the plausibility structures 

(authorities) for preaching that may reorient preaching itself.”1064 In light of these 

observations, the exploration of the variety of preaching forms that will replace more 

traditional methods  represents an area for further research. 

The second area for further development involves the role to be played by 

future congregational leadership in light of new goals and expectations for both 

traditional and emergent churches. This dimension involves analyzing and evaluating 

congregational leadership forms that are anticipatory rather than reactionary. 

Churches facing threats to their traditional identities can display the tendency to 

regress, resulting in a fundamentalist and closed reaction to changes wrought by 

globalization1065 and postmodernism. Resistance to change and stagnation may well 

bring about the very real possibility of churches becoming irrelevant to the 

surrounding culture, thereby losing the influence they could otherwise have.1066  

 One potential response is that of Viola, who reimages traditional and 

hierarchical and positional leadership forms. Rather than adopting the positional 

mindset of traditional authority, Viola advocates instead a New Testament functional 

mindset that portrays leadership authority organically by focusing attention upon the 

                                                 
1062 Reader, Reconstructing Practical Theology, 129-131.  
1063 See Allen, “Preaching and Postmodernism,” 5-6; Loscalzo, Apologetic Preaching, 13. 
1064 McClure, Other-Wise Preaching, 3. 
1065 Reader, Reconstructing Practical Theology, 130. 
1066 Leiderbach and Reid, The Convergent Church, 76. 
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expression of spiritual life.1067 This issue of future congregational leadership mindsets 

and orientation should be explored in greater detail, as the contexts of church ministry 

inevitably will continue to evolve.         

The third area for expansion involves the transition between more traditional 

homiletics and increasingly collaborative sermon forms. Craddock asked in 1971 if 

preachers could realistically continue to serve up monological sermons in an 

increasingly dialogical world.1068 Currently, emerging preaching forms explore 

increasingly dialogical formats that involve the listeners in the process of exegesis as 

well as application.1069 Despite the changes wrought to the landscape of contemporary 

preaching within the past thirty years, however, Quicke reports that many 

contemporary preachers have returned to more traditional homiletical forms. Such an 

orientation refuses to engage the homiletical cutting edge, maintaining the status quo 

and specializing in survival by “playing it safe.”1070 

The latter dimension entails investigating the close relationship between 

congregational leadership and preaching. In order to explore new homiletical forms, 

congregational leaders must analyze the culture of their particular organization in 

terms of the receptivity to potential changes in preaching and leadership styles.1071 A 

corollary issue involves the efficacy of a team-based approach to preaching. Whilst 

the preacher may believe that involving others in the tasks of exegesis and 

proclamation brings significant gains,1072 the implementation of such teams may 

prove to be difficult for a variety of reasons. The task of establishing a shared pulpit 

ministry may directly clash with the expectations and values of traditional 

congregations. Furthermore, the establishment of collaborative and dialogical 

preaching forms involves preachers facing the difficult task of empowering the voices 

of those who view themselves as marginal and muted.1073  

 

Contextual Interpretation: Preaching and Postmodernism 

 The thesis concludes by returning to the issue with which it began. As noted 

earlier, this thesis is fundamentally concerned with the interconnectedness of ministry 

                                                 
1067 Viola, Reimagining Church, 154. 
1068 Craddock, As One Without Authority, 15. 
1069 Sweet, The Gospel According to Starbucks, 85. 
1070 Quicke, 360-Degree Preaching, 38. 
1071 Osmer, Practical Theology, 47. 
1072 Ibid., 93. 
1073 Rose, Sharing the Word, 97. 
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between the life and practices of the church and the wider cultural context. As a final 

work of contextual interpretation, this conclusion examines the issue of the impact of 

postmodernism upon the church in the West, and specifically upon the task of future 

preaching. Whilst “modernism” and “postmodernism” are neither easily defined nor 

easily separated, nonetheless it is clear that “we live in an age in which many of the 

foundations of contemporary Western culture seem to be dissolving.”1074 It is 

becoming increasingly clear that churches in the West desiring to have maximum 

impact cannot “keep ‘doing church’ in a manner geared only to reach people who live 

in the context of modernity.”1075   

The implications of the current cultural paradigm shifts experienced by 

churches in the Western tradition will continue to exert a major influence on the 

disciplines of pastoral ministry and homiletics.1076 Reid notes that the typical 

paradigm of Christendom that has defined the mission of the church for centuries is in 

the process of shifting to something new and different. This change is leaving 

 
… behind structures of denominations, theologies, hierarchies,  priorities, 
roles and commitments that all need to be reconfigured for a new age where 
Christianity can no longer be assumed as part of the cultural ethos or interests, 
in a world in which Christian congregations may increasingly be viewed with 
suspicion, incredulity, even hostility. Skepticism concerning the relevancy of 
Christianity and the church is no longer a prerogative of the privileged few. It 
is the reigning assumption of the emergent culture. Old structures, including 
the function of homiletic strategies, must be reconceived to meet the needs of 
a new missions frontier.1077 

 
Whilst negatively the postmodern era may lead to feelings of uncertainty or the desire 

for regression to familiar modernist categories amongst some, positively Graham 

argues that practical theology, “reorientated for a postmodern age of uncertainty, 

provides a method for connecting theory and practice in a reconception of faithful 

identity…Practical theology therefore functions in order to enable communities of 

faith to ‘practise what they preach.’”1078  

However, not all biblical scholars and theologians respond as positively to the 

challenge of postmodernism for practical theology as does Graham. Thiselton raises 
                                                 
1074 Graham, “Practical Theology,” 106. Regardless of what one makes of it this shift carries 
implications for church leadership and preaching. 
1075 Leiderbach and Reid, The Convergent Church, 80. 
1076 Loscalzo states: “We live and preach between times. The dogmatism of the modern era’s pulpit has 
given way to ambivalence in pulpits of the postmodern era” (Apologetic Preaching, 11).  
1077 Reid, “Postmodernism and the Function,” 2. 
1078 Graham, “Practical Theology,” 106.  
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the question as to whether or not Christianity is indeed compatible with 

postmodernism at all.1079 Regarding this debate, positions range on the spectrum from 

those who would dismiss outright any attempts at a “postmodern theology” to those 

who embrace a plurality of options for practical theology. For example, conservative 

theologian Moreland characterizes postmodernism negatively by stating decisively 

that it “is an immoral and cowardly viewpoint that people who love truth and 

knowledge, especially those of the Lord Jesus, should do all they can to heal.”1080 

Moreland’s operative thesis is that the correspondence theory view of truth statements 

are best because they are stated propositionally. Viewed from this perspective, 

postmodernism is inherently flawed because it rejects objective reality, truth, reason, 

value, linguistic meaning, and the conception of the self as well as other notions.1081 

Ultimately Moreland rejects the values of postmodernism because it represents in his 

view “the easy, the cowardly way out that removes the pressure to engage alternative 

conceptual schemes, to be different, to risk ridicule, to take a stand outside the 

gate.”1082 Given such a view, it is difficult to see how any sort of constructive 

dialogue can be had in relation to the exploration of potential changes in practical 

theology due to the impact of postmodernism. 

 As an example of a more balanced approach to the issue, D.A. Carson views 

postmodernism from an apparently modernist point of view. Carson maintains that the 

total “rejection of everything postmodern is culturally backward, intellectually 

wrongheaded, and denies the common grace found in every culture.”1083 Despite this 

seemingly positive statement, Carson nonetheless believes that one should be wary of 

those who label themselves “postmodern Christians” because they have scorned 

modernism, or possibly caricatures of it, whilst at the same time uncritically adopting 

a postmodern agenda.  

Although Carson admits that postmodern openness to spirituality and the 

valuing of relationships over truth structures have significance, he feels that preachers 

should not forsake the Bible’s metanarrative in the face of postmodern scepticism. 

Carson displays his modernist leanings by arguing for an objectivist view to Scripture 

that he appears to believe apparently will settle all interpretative arguments by 

                                                 
1079 Thiselton, Hermeneutics: An Introduction, 327. 
1080 Moreland, “Truth, Contemporary Philosophy, and the Postmodern Turn,” 77. 
1081 Ibid., 79. 
1082 Ibid., 88. 
1083 Carson, “Why Should Christians Think About Postmodernism?” 12. 
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appealing to “what God has said.” If the preacher’s interpretations are challenged, the 

preacher “must ask our challenger what his or her interpretation is and then examine 

what Scripture actually says.”1084 Such a view appears to be based upon the 

assumptions that the interpreter can be truly objective when looking at Scripture, and 

that Scripture contains a controlling meaning that when properly understood will 

apparently settle all disputes.  

 On the more accepting side of the spectrum, Willimon takes a more positive 

view of postmodernism and its impact on hermeneutics and homiletics. He argues that 

postmodernism can serve as a liberating force from the perceived objectivity and 

interpretative controlling forces within modernism. Willimon observes that 

“postmodernity has wonderfully exposed the way that our epistemologies have been 

corrupted by Western, modern, democratic, and capitalist ways of knowing.”1085 

Willimon points out that the legacy of modernism fostered closed-mindedness rather 

than openness because modernists believed that nothing can be added from outside 

the natural world, including the miraculous or that which was unavailable to the 

knower. Willimon argues that postmodern preaching, which is by nature open to new 

experiences outside itself, embraces the “convoluted thickness of the biblical text” in 

its multiplicity of forms and genres. Rather than attempting to control the outcomes, 

such preaching will instead seek “to expose, unmask, and then to change the world 

through the generation of a countercultural community who now know something 

they could not possibly have thought up on their own.”1086 Therefore, he maintains, 

postmodern preaching is not afraid to embrace the potential ambiguity of open-

endedness. Postmodern preaching realizes the grave limits of modernity, and “will be 

preaching that is willing not to be heard, understood, or grasped by affluent, early 

twenty-first century people.”1087 Similarly, preachers like Sweet, Jost and Allen view 

postmodernism as a liberating opportunity for homiletics.1088  

 Perhaps the final word on the subject of the compatibility of Christianity with 

postmodernism should go to Thiselton, who represents a balanced approach to the 

                                                 
1084 Ibid., 13. 
1085 Willimon, “Peculiar Truth: Postmodern Preaching,” 27. 
1086 Ibid., 28. 
1087 Ibid., 28. 
1088 See Allen, “Preaching and Postmodernism,” 34-48, and Jost, “Preaching the Old Testament.” 
Sweet mentions: “Authentic participation requires a diversity of participants…The more diverse the 
participants, the more real and original the experience” (The Gospel According to Starbucks, 82-85, 
90). 
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subject. After analyzing the impact of postmodernity from a philosophical and 

hermeneutical point of view feels that “some of its insights are of positive value to the 

Christian faith, while other themes and aspects are not only mistaken but also 

seductive and disastrous.”1089 As a movement that resists generalizations, postmodern 

approaches to the sacred and the secular represent an undermining of traditional 

substantive and methodological formulas.1090 This freedom to question and critique 

the “theological” approaches found within large sections of the contemporary Church 

on the one hand represents a challenge to traditional Christianity, but on the other 

hand also offers the opportunity for believers in the chance to shift the discussion 

from the abstract to the concrete and in the process begin actively to embody their 

expressions of faith.1091 

 

Conclusion 

 This thesis has investigated the integration of biblical studies and homiletics, 

thus formulating a measured and coherent response to the challenges postmodernism 

poses to the church and its preaching ministry. The study presented here establishes 

that attention to the rhetorical-critical-narratological study of biblical texts sheds new 

light upon preaching form and function, and results in a multi-vocal and non-

hierarchical form appropriate to postmodernity. Structurally, the thesis demonstrates 

the use of the hermeneutical cycle by approaching both Christian tradition and 

Scripture contextually. Based upon the various contextual interpretations involved 

within its chapters, the thesis constructs a rhetorical-critical-narratological exegetical 

approach to biblical studies combined with a values-based homiletical approach as a 

pragmatic plan for future preaching and congregational leadership. This task 

demonstrates the cross-disciplinary nature of the various tasks of theological 

interpretation.   

The development of the rhetorical-critical approach combines elements of 

classical rhetoric, modern rhetorical theory and narratology, and this developed 

approach was then applied to the book of Ezekiel and the literary unit of Ezekiel 15. 

The values-based approach to preaching was then integrated with the exegetical 

approach with the production of a sample sermon drawn from the study of Ezekiel 15. 

                                                 
1089 Thiselton, Hermeneutics: An Introduction, 331. 
1090 Davie, Religion in Britain, 196. 
1091 Rollins, How (Not) to Speak of God, 73. 
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This multi-vocal sermon achieved the goal of the thesis to integrate biblical studies 

and homiletics by utilizing rhetorical criticism as an exegetical basis for a values-

based approach to homiletics, and furthermore illustrated the notion that proclamation 

is a normal and natural outcome of exegesis. This flexible, adaptable and inductive 

methodology shows that the forms, genres and rhetorical dynamics of Scripture can 

have a major influence on a variety of preaching forms. This approach allows the 

preacher to replicate the rhetorical dynamics located within the multiplicity of biblical 

literary forms and genres.  

As a final consideration, since this thesis also connects the preaching and 

teaching of Scripture with leadership ethos, the charge is presented to those involved 

in the pursuit of academics and ministry vocations alike that “true interpretation of the 

word of truth is an act of understanding that must be proved and exhibited in 

practice.”1092 

 

                                                 
1092 Vanhoozer, “Lost in Interpretation?” 114. 
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