SEMS 28 November 2011								David Sprouse

Preaching Old Testament Narrative

 Part 1 – The Art of Listening 
A. Why did God author a book full of stories?
	“it is peculiar and culturally significant, that among the ancient peoples only Israel should have chosen to cast its sacred national traditions in prose” (The Art of Biblical Narrative - Robert Alter)
 
What does it say about God?
· The God of History – God’s Story
· One God  
· Creator God  
· Relational God  
· Sovereign God 

What does it say about the hearer?
· We learn through stories
· We can remember stories
· We can relate to stories about real people
		Rom 15v3-4, Hebrews 11

B. What an OT narrative is
 1.  A History of the Old Covenant people of God for the Old Covenant people of God
· Set within a particular Biblical context	
· Recorded firstly for them.  
· A  purposefully, selected  history  
 
Be careful not to read things into the narrative to fit our neat expectations
		  
2. Part of the overall history of redemption to point us to Christ 
· The greatest reason to preach them 
“these are the scriptures that testify about me” John 5v39

· Follow the story line that leads to Christ and beware of short cuts! 

3. A Timeless record of selected historical people and events
 	A record of men and women of faith/unbelief
	BUT 
 		- many of the actions of key characters reflect the uniqueness of their role/place 
		 -remember they are the OT people of God
		- teach us more by illustration than explicit teaching 
		-we aren’t always told what was a good or bad example 

NOTE: What an OT narrative isn’t 
· Allegories or stories with hidden meanings
· Stories where the main aim is to teach a moral lesson
		 “Individual OT narratives are not intended to teach moral lessons.  The purpose of the various individual narratives is to tell what God did in the history of Israel, not to offer moral examples of right or wrong behaviour” (How to read the Bible for all its worth – Fee and Stuart)
C. How to listen to what the narrator (and therefore God) is saying
1. Soak yourself in the narrative
	
“religious tradition has by and large encouraged us to take the Bible seriously rather than enjoy it, but the paradoxical truth of the matter may well be that by learning to enjoy the Biblical stories more fully as stories, we shall also come to see more clearly what they mean to tell us about God, man and the perilously momentous realm of history.” (Alter)
 
2. Look out for the Words
· Repetition of a single word or short phrase
· Key words 
· Detailed/repeated description
· How a character is introduced
		 
3. Spot the repeated Actions 
· With the whole Bible story
· In the same narrative
		 
4. Listen carefully to the Dialogue
· Dialogue is often used to tell the story
· Dialogue is used to flag up what is significant
· Dialogue is used to reveal character
 
5.  Pay particular attention to the Narrator
· Look out for deliberate structure
· E.g. Judges 10-11 - Parallel of how God and Jephthah are treated 
Rejection (10v6, 11v1-3)
Distress (10v7-9, 11v4)
Repentance (10v10, 11v5-6)
Objection (10v11-14, 11v7)
	Appeal  (10v15-16a, 11v8)
Acquiescence (v16b, 11v9-11)
(Dale Ralph Davis – Judges: Such a Great Salvation)		
· Chiasms can occur in narratives -  ABCBA  etc. 
		 
· Look out for the narrator’s comment or summary
· Narrators combine omniscience (revealing the divine point of view) with unobtrusiveness
· They may hide information but never mislead
· Note when he tells you something that the characters in the story are unaware of  

· Look out for when the narrator steps outside the narrative, or goes back or forward in time
 
· Look out for a change of pace
· Perhaps in extended dialogue, more detail, longer introduction
	 
· Look how the story ends
· There may be resolution or deliberate non-resolution	 
 

“in any biblical narrative, God is the ultimate character, the supreme hero of the story.” (Fee and Stuart)
Part 2 – the challenge of preaching
 
Some pointers
· Preach the whole book! 
· Don’t be afraid of tackling long narratives  
· Read long narratives even in a Sunday morning meeting 
· especially because many will be unfamiliar with them
· find someone who will read it well	
· Make sure you tell the story in your sermon 
· convey the drama and so let the story speak for itself  
· Keep reminding your hearers of the bigger picture and show how it points to Christ
· it is safest to see Types ONLY where the NT explicitly sees them!
· distinguish between hints of the Coming Christ and direct links	
· in most cases you need the big picture and the big promise to see Jesus
· Make sure your application reflects what the Narrator is saying
· beware of personalizing: “who are you in this story?”
· beware of moralizing: “the moral of the story is that you must be good parents”
· beware of misappropriation: “a fleece is a way of finding out God’s will”
· beware of redefinition: “if we want God to bless England we must learn from Israel’s behaviour”  “God is clearly judging England just like he judged Israel”
· they usually illustrate a doctrine or doctrines taught propositionally elsewhere

  A worked example:

Light in the darkness		Ruth 1-4
 
1.    Unexpected faithfulness


2.   Unexpected provision

 
3.  Unexpected kindness
 
 

A selected resource list
The Art of Biblical Narrative – Robert Alter ( Basic Books)
How to read the Bible for all its worth – Gordon Fee and Douglas Stuart ( Zondervan)
Preaching and teaching with imagination - Warren Wiersbe (Victor Books)   - though some care needed!
Preaching the Living Word  - helpful chapter by Alec Motyer on Preaching the OT (Christian focus)
Judges and Ruth
	-Judges: such a great salvation – Dale Ralph Davis (Christian Focus)
	-Judges and Ruth – Arthur  Cundall and Leon Morris (Tyndale Series – IVP)
	-Judges and Ruth – Daniel Block (NIV – New American Commentary – (Broadman and Holman)
	-sermons on Judges 13-16 at EMA 2010 by Rupert Bentley Taylor (Proclamation Trust)
	-Proc. Trust Autumn Lectures 1997 on Judges and Ruth by Roy Clements (St Helen’s Media)
