


“I’ve never been one to wear hats. Some say it’s because my head 
is too big, but that’s another story. However, Dr. Gary McIntosh 
has helped me realize that to lead more effectively as a pastor I 
must wear various hats. In this book, hats represent the roles of a 
pastor, and I’ve never seen them defined so clearly. This book will 
help you lead better as soon as you engage it. We will be studying 
the book as a staff, and I encourage you to take a deep dive into 
the wisdom of my good friend Dr. McIntosh. Now that I think 
about it, I’ve never tried on a cowboy hat. I wonder if they have 
one in my size . . .”

Dr. Nelson Searcy, author and founding/teaching pastor,  

The Journey Church, New York City

“Pastors bearing a heavy load of demands and pressures have 
just been given a gift! This book simplifies the work of leading a 
church and is a practical tool for moving into an uncertain future.”

Tom Harper, publisher, BiblicalLeadership.com;  

author of Servant Leader Strong: Uniting Biblical  

Wisdom and High- Performance Leadership

“Gary is known as a down- to- earth writer who provides principles 
that any pastor can use. He does not disappoint in this book. All 
pastors would agree with the ten key roles he identifies. The il-
lustrations he shares come from his wealth of experience working 
with churches of all sizes. You will find the information about 
prioritizing your hats very helpful in implementing the insights 
provided.”

Dr. Phil Stevenson, district superintendent, PSW Movement

“This book is destined to be a pastoral preparation classic, as 
McIntosh defines ten critical roles of today’s pastor. The book is 
brimming with telling research, provocative stories, and sage wis-
dom. Reading his synthesis on leadership hats will set hearts afire 
and minds spinning on how to lead the church more effectively. 
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Some of the mirroring illustrations may be potent enough to help 
you avoid pastoral pitfalls and launch you into bigger and better 
mission trajectories. The ‘Dr. Mc Sez’ sections cut through the 
haze with straight talk. Get it. Read it. Apply it. Work it into your 
life and picture. You won’t regret it!”

Gary Comer, author of Soul Whisperer and ReMission; 
president of Soul Whisperer Ministry

“Pastoring a church is not for the faint of heart! This book reflects 
the complexity of the pastor’s role. It is a treasure of guidance 
based on both knowledge and experience. A must- read for those 
preparing for ministry, and a wise read for every functioning pas-
tor. Dr. McIntosh provides a lifetime of priceless direction for 
every pastor and church leader.”

Kent R. Hunter, church consultant, Church Doctor Ministries; 
author of Restoring Civility: Lessons from the Master
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9

What Pastors Do

What do pastors actually do? While the answer may seem obvi-
ous to many, others ask the question with honest curiosity. It is 
difficult to explain to people what a pastor does all week. From the 
viewpoint of some, the pastor works only on Sunday. In point of 
fact, of course, this mindset is completely inaccurate. My research 
shows that pastors work an average of sixty- three hours a week 
on various aspects of ministry. However, what a pastor actually 
does during that time is complex, subtle, and difficult to express.

Being a pastor is an engaging job, at once supported by over 
two thousand years of tradition, while challenged by the chang-
ing face of today’s culture. Advancing technology opens doors of 
innovation, new philosophies call for fresh approaches to com-
munication, and changing generations bring new expectations. It’s 
an intriguing job with endless opportunities to do good. It’s by far 
one of the most fascinating jobs I know—a job that makes a great 
deal of difference in the lives of people for now and for eternity.

As a trainer of future pastors at Talbot School of Theology, 
Biola University, for the past thirty- five years, I’ve found that stu-
dents preparing for pastoral ministry think they’ll wear only one 
hat— the speaker’s hat! Such students place high value on classes 
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What Pastors Do

like biblical studies, languages, and homiletics, while slighting 
courses on church management, leadership, and general pastoral 
skills. Yet, as most experienced pastors realize, time spent each 
week on teaching and preaching is quite minimal compared to the 
other demands that come their way. Congregations expect their 
pastors to spend time setting the church’s direction, providing 
care and counsel, and working for organizational effectiveness. 
The hats cover a multitude of approaches, challenges, and op-
portunities unique to each person. Nevertheless, hats are made 
to be worn, and successful pastors wear them.

Pastors come from nearly anywhere today. Historically, most 
pastors came from small churches located in smaller communi-
ties. They were trained in Bible schools, colleges, and seminaries 
before joining the ranks of dedicated clergy. Over the last half cen-
tury, age- old barriers have deteriorated. Pastors now come from 
larger churches and larger communities. Many young women, as 
well as men, now aspire to (and some do) lead congregations. A 
significant number of middle- aged people enter pastoral minis-
try with years of experience in various fields of work. However, I 
some times wonder if these future pastors understand what all is 
involved in ministry.

Pastors can, do, and must wear many different hats in their 
work. Each hat represents a role. Pastors shift roles in a matter 
of a few minutes. One moment they are activists, the next coun-
selors, and the next managers. I remember wearing four different 
hats in a matter of just a few hours when I was a pastor. Sunday 
morning I wore the speaker’s hat. Immediately after the worship 
service I wore the counselor’s hat while talking with a middle- 
aged couple in my office. Later that afternoon, in a meeting with 
the board, I wore the executive’s hat, and that evening I wore the 
reporter’s hat as I spoke at a neighborhood meeting. Many are the 
days when pastors wear all the hats. I know there were days when 
I wore them all. One day I counted up all the hats I wore during 
the week, and it came to ten: speaker, captain, coach, executive, 
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director, counselor, student, pioneer, conductor, and reporter. Pas-
tors are involved with nearly every role known to humanity, for 
which many have little training.

In this book, I introduce, explain, and demonstrate how all ten 
hats must be part of each pastor’s wardrobe if they are to lead a 
church fruitfully into the future. No pastor wears every hat equally 
well, but I’ll show you how to make maximum use of each hat in 
your ministry. If you’re not a pastor, this book will help you as you 
lead any organization. If you can improve the way you wear the 
ten hats of a pastor, you will put into action proven procedures 
and practices for making your church, ministry, or organization 
as fruitful as possible.

So, glance over the ten hats in the table of contents, or simply 
scan through each chapter. Start reading about the hat that in-
terests you, or challenges you, or presents struggles for you. Start 
applying the insights and actions described in that chapter. By 
doing so, you will put into action strategies for fruitful ministry.

Gary L. McIntosh, Temecula, CA
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1

The Speaker’s Hat

Hats, hats, and more hats. Look around as you walk down the 
street, and you’ll see people wearing numerous types of hats. Many 
hats, perhaps most, are just an expression of personal style. Some, 
of course, convey allegiance to a sports team, and others signal 
that a person is employed in a particular field. For example, you 
might spot a person wearing a yellow plastic hard hat. In most 
situations, you’d be correct to assume the person worked in con-
struction. Yellow hard hats are regularly worn in that job to protect 
the worker from harmful objects.

If you look at pictures from years ago, you’ll see it was quite 
common for public speakers to wear a top hat. Presidents Abraham 
Lincoln, Teddy Roosevelt, and John Kennedy regularly wore a top 
hat as they made their way to places where they were to speak. 
The practice of wearing top hats has disappeared in recent years as 
people embraced more casual styles. Even presidents have selected 
different hats to wear. Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush regu-
larly wore cowboy hats, for example. However, the top hat repre-
sents a speaker and is used here to depict the speaker or preacher.
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The speaker’s hat is the most visible hat worn by all pastors. 
Every time pastors preach, lead a study, speak at an event, or 
in some way address people, they put it on. Pastors in growing 
churches average ten hours a week wearing this hat, which includes 
preparation time for any speaking events. They spend five hours 
more per week (twice as much) wearing this hat as do pastors in 
declining churches, and three hours (43 percent) more per week 
than pastors in plateaued churches. For many people, perhaps 
most, this is the only hat they ever see the pastor wearing. Since 
church attendees primarily see pastors in this hat, they tend to 
judge them by their ability to communicate.

Preach the Word

Pastors and preaching— they go together like peanut butter and 
jelly. Church members rarely extend a call or accept an appoint-
ment of a pastor without first hearing them preach. If you hear 
others discussing the strengths and weaknesses of a pastor, the 
criterion is most often their preaching skill. Even the apostle Paul 
evaluated his ministry based somewhat on his preaching and teach-
ing. When leaving the Ephesian church, Paul told the elders, “I did 
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not shrink from declaring to you anything that was profitable, and 
teaching you publicly and from house to house. . . . I did not shrink 
from declaring to you the whole purpose of God” (Acts 20:20, 27). 
Later he exhorted Timothy to “preach the word” (2 Tim. 4:2), a 
command taken to heart by all pastors ever since.

Speaking is an important aspect of any pastor’s ministry. It is 
the first hat on the rack! All pastors rank the speaker’s hat as the 
primary one they wear weekly.

The Case of  the Confused Pastor. Pastor Carl Robinson started 
Faith Baptist Church right after graduating from Bible college. 
His personable style, which included what he called a “gift of 
gab,” enabled the church to grow quickly in its first year from 
a launch team of 27 to 130 worshipers by the beginning of the 
church’s second year. He spent a great amount of time caring for 
the members of his congregation, which endeared him to their 
hearts. His Sunday sermons were not always the best, and members 
of the congregation were heard to make comments like, “Pastor 
Carl hit a double today.” He had often used a baseball analogy 
to explain his preaching, saying, “Well, I hit a home run today.” 
Or, when the sermon wasn’t so good, “I hit a single today.” The 
people knew Pastor Carl loved them and forgave the low quality of 
his sermons. As the church continued to increase in size over the 
next few years, Pastor Carl noticed a changing attitude among the 
people regarding his preaching. He observed less laughter when 
he jokingly said, “I only hit a single today.” People still seemed 
to enjoy his personal visits and conversations over coffee at local 
restaurants, but he had no doubt that they were less accepting of 
his sermons. He couldn’t understand the change. It was puzzling.

What Pastor Carl experienced is a natural occurrence. The larger 
a church grows, the more important the speaker’s hat becomes. In 
larger churches, people don’t have the same level of personal rela-
tionship with the pastor, which means they are usually less forgiving 
if a sermon is not prepared or delivered well. No longer are they 
satisfied with the pastor hitting a single or double. Since the Sunday 
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sermon is what they primarily know about the pastor, they expect 
a triple or home run each week. While wearing the speaker’s hat is 
important for every pastor, it is crucial for pastors in larger churches. 
As a church increases in size, the pastor’s sermons must also improve.

Can pastors become better preachers? Yes, they can. If  you 
want your church to grow, you must improve. Good preaching, of 
course, depends on a number of factors. Here are some ideas to 
help you hit more triples and home runs each week.

Know Your God

One of the words used for leader in the Old Testament (He-
brew: nagid, root nagad) is translated by several English words, 
including captain, ruler, prince, governor, noble, officer, and of-
ficial. Basically, it means that the kind of leader God desires for 
his people is a person who (1) knows him, (2) knows his desires, 
and (3) announces his desires to others.

The Case of  the Uncertain Pastor. First Presbyterian Church 
was once a larger congregation of eight hundred people located 
just across the river from New York City. After fifty- seven years of 
fruitful ministry, it experienced a decade of decline, which raised 
numerous questions about its future. The congregation naturally 
looked to its long- standing pastor, Mike Bruce, for answers. Un-
fortunately, Reverend Mike was quite uncertain about both the 
church’s direction as well as his own. One Sunday he ended his 
sermon with the following comment: “Folks, I wish I could be 
more certain about the direction of our church, but I’m not even 
sure I’m going to heaven.” As you might expect, his comment 
created a major furor in the congregation. Many called the elders 
and asked, “If our pastor isn’t even sure of his own salvation, how 
can he lead us?” It was a good question, indeed.

Pastors have all been taught, in one way or another, techniques 
or processes for putting a sermon together. Finding a formula for 
experiencing the awe or special anointing or work of the Holy 
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Spirit in a sermon is akin to trying to find the smell of a rose by 
pulling off each petal.

Older pastors used to call this mysterious aspect unction. All 
pastors need some sort of process for putting together their ser-
mons, but if a pastor doesn’t know God personally and deeply, 
nothing is likely to happen.

Know Yourself

If you really know God, then you must consider yourself in the 
light of his attributes. In doing so, you realize your personal failure 
to live up to God’s standards and your own need of forgiveness 
and redemption. Thus, you come to the sermon as one who needs 
the Savior. The tone of your sermon inevitably reflects this knowl-
edge, as you appropriately admit your own struggle with living 
the Christian life. The sermon then projects an air of authenticity 
rather than superiority. It communicates a feel of humility rather 
than pride. It presents an aura of reality rather than pretense. You 
also must come to the sermon as one who has the Savior. Knowing 
yourself means you know not only your weaknesses and failures 
but also the liberty, hope, and joy found from embracing the Sav-
ior’s redemption. You can stand in the pulpit knowing your frailties 
but also the Savior’s grace. Thus, you preach as a participant in 
the message rather than as a performer of the message. Instead of 
hiding your weaknesses (performing), you allow your personality 
to come out (participating), knowing that God applies his Word 
to human hearts through an authentic messenger. It is glorious to 
be yourself. Preaching really is delivering truth through personality.

Know Your Text

Pastors typically don’t find exegesis challenging. They can work 
their way through the scriptural text, get the flow of thought, and 
understand the context. They know the basics of sermon prepa-
ration: choose the text, determine what it means, meditate on it, 
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isolate the dominant thought, arrange the material to serve the 
dominant thought, add the introduction and conclusion, etc. It 
all begins with the text. Understanding it is paramount. What’s 
much more difficult, of course, is determining, “What does it mean 
today?” Knowing the text implies both accurately exegeting it and 
letting it touch your own life. Good preaching arises out of wres-
tling with the text— thinking about it and experiencing it in some 
fashion. How has it touched your own life? Where have you seen it 
worked out in others’ lives? Preaching is not merely repeating the 
first idea that comes out of a commentary or out of a respected 
leader’s mouth; the idea must come out of your critical study of 
the text, which is then applied to real life. Knowing the text is a 
two- sided coin: knowing what it meant to the original writer, and 
then knowing what it means to people today. Stuart Briscoe, a 
respected pastor, discloses, “I like to live in a message for a week 
until it becomes as comfortable as a pair of old slippers.”1

Know Your Audience

Good sermons are sermons that do good. The major league 
of preaching is seeing people change their lives to become more 
like Jesus. So, focus on doing good with your sermons, not on 
preaching great sermons.

Be aware of the questions people are asking. Each generation 
asks different questions. Younger people in their twenties want 
to know how they are uniquely created by God, particularly how 
they are different from their families of origin. They desire to 
know where to center their lives— around God, work, friends, etc. 
Thirty- year- olds face serious responsibilities— mortgages, spouses, 
babies, in- law relationships, and work stressors. They have many 
questions revolving around these aspects of life. For people in their 
forties, they wonder about career and marriage disappointments. 
Should they scale back their dreams or forge ahead? By their fifties, 
people wonder if they’re past their prime. Few friendships, children 
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leaving the home, and less- than- satisfying jobs force unexpected 
feelings to the surface. Some fight feelings of loss, search for inti-
macy in wrong places, and wonder if they bring value to anyone 
any longer. Those in their sixties wonder what it means to be old, 
if they look as old as their peers, and how to deal with long- term 
resentments. For people in their seventies and beyond, questions 
arise as to how long they have left on this earth, how to maintain 
their independence as they grow older, and what will happen to 
the family when they’re gone.

The pastor must know the people to address these fears, in-
adequacies, and regrets. This requires pastors to have a deep love 
for the people. It’s impossible to preach well if you don’t love your 
people. If you can’t peer into their eyes and see their hurt and lost-
ness, you have little right to preach the gospel to them. Pastoring 
is never impersonal. If you are in a smaller church, it’s likely that 
you know everyone fairly well. On the other hand, if you’re in a 
larger church, where it’s impossible to know all the people, you 
must know some of them well enough to speak to their pains, 
struggles, and hopes. When pastors first come out of seminary 
or Bible school, they end up preaching to their professors. Some 
are still preaching to their professors after years of being a pastor. 
Preach to your people. Let them see that you know and understand 
what they need to follow Christ in their world.

Other Factors That Impact Sermon Preparation

Other factors, of course, affect how a pastor prepares a sermon. 
Experience has a major impact on the time necessary to prepare 
a sermon, with younger pastors typically taking longer, and more 
experienced pastors needing less time. The genre being preached 
affects preparation time. Is the message from a Psalm or a passage 
in Revelation? Some parts of the Bible are just easier to get a handle 
on, thus take less time to develop. Regardless of the topic, time, 
or context, “we preach Christ crucified” (1 Cor. 1:23).
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DR. MC SEZ

Excellent preaching is more of an art than a science, but I’ve discovered a 
few tips over the years.

• Good preachers prepare. I have found that the best preachers spend 
about fifteen hours in sermon preparation, divided over two weeks. In 
the first week, the pastor spends about seven to eight hours exegeting 
the passage(s) of Scripture in order to understand it. The big idea or 
eternal principle is defined, and a tentative outline is prepared. Many 
pastors will then let the message percolate for a week of prayerful 
reflection. The following week, an additional seven to eight hours are 
given to filling out the outline with illustrations, stories, testimonies, 
and other didactic techniques, as well as practicing the delivery.

• Good preachers preach twenty to thirty minutes; bad preachers 
shouldn’t preach any longer. I recall the late Haddon Robinson, a 
world- renowned expert on preaching, writing, “Some men preach 
for an hour and it seems like twenty minutes, and some preach for 
twenty minutes and it seems like an hour. I wonder what the differ-
ence is?” That’s a wonderful question. Every pastor would do well to 
seek an answer to it.

• Good preachers practice. The great soccer player Pelé was asked 
how he defined success. Reportedly, he said something like, “Success 
isn’t how many games you win but how hard you practice after you 
lose.” One pastor I know took Pelé’s definition to heart. Each Friday 
and Saturday, he’d go into the auditorium when no one was around 
and preach his entire sermon to empty seats— six times! Yes, six times 
he preached the entire sermon, making changes, corrections, and 
adjustments. By the time he stood up on Sunday morning to preach, it 
was his seventh time! People thought his ability to catch their atten-
tion in the introduction, lead them through a well- thought- out mes-
sage, and end with a thoughtful challenge was a natural gift. What 
they didn’t know or see was his practice. Preachers who wear the 
speaker’s hat well put in the time. They practice.

• Good preachers are interesting. If you’re going to bore people, bore 
them with Shakespeare, not the Bible. Fruitful preachers live with a 
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fear of boring people, that is, making the Bible and God— which are 
relevant— irrelevant. Boredom is difficult for people to tolerate. Instead 
of drawing people to God, boring sermons drive them from him. God is 
not boring, so why should your sermons be?

• Good preachers entertain people. I’ve heard critics say we 
shouldn’t entertain people, but I’d like to file a minority report here. 
Entertainment means “to hold one’s attention,” which I think all speak-
ers desire to do. What you should not do is amuse people, which 
means “to be without thought.” Keep people’s attention, but make 
sure to keep them thinking.

• Good preachers listen to their people. Some church members will 
give you feedback or offer criticism. They most likely lack the preach-
ing experience and training to diagnose problems and prescribe how 
to help you preach better. But their comments may point out an issue 
that you need to hear and address. Listen to what they are saying.

• Good preachers offer solutions. They spend more time giving an-
swers than pointing out problems. I get it. It’s easier to show others 
what’s wrong than to offer solutions. It’s a problem/solution issue. 
Many pastors spend twice as much time on describing the problem 
as on the solution. Make sure your most powerful illustrations and 
descriptions show people what to do. An old Christian saint, Francis de 
Sales, once noted, “The test of a preacher is that his congregation goes 
away saying, not ‘What a lovely sermon!’ but ‘I will do something.’”

• Good preachers condition themselves. Preparing a sermon is 
different than preparing yourself. No good long- distance runner at-
tempts a marathon without conditioning their body ahead of time. 
Neither should a pastor step into the pulpit, or on the stage, without 
prior conditioning. Personal submission to the Lord throughout the 
week is a must. Prayer, journaling, fasting, solitude, reflection, and 
meditation help condition you for delivering God’s Word to the people.

Preaching is a challenge in today’s environment. The world has 
people around 110 hours a week (168 total hours minus about 56 
hours for sleeping and maybe 2 hours for church). We’re in a time 

_McIntosh_10KeyRolesPastor_AN_jck.indd   21_McIntosh_10KeyRolesPastor_AN_jck.indd   21 3/3/21   9:19 AM3/3/21   9:19 AM

Gary L. McIntosh, The 10 Key Roles of a Pastor 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission.



The 10 Key Roles of a Pastor

22

disparity wilderness, trying to be heard amongst the noises of a 
thousand other voices. Many times you won’t see anything hap-
pening week to week, but God is working unseen under the surface 
in people’s lives. It’s the Spirit of God who enlivens those who hear 
your preaching. It’s similar to eating three meals a day. Most of us 
cannot remember what we ate last week or even yesterday. Sure, we 
can remember an occasional fantastic meal, but most meals don’t 
create any lasting memories. Yet, we’d be considered impoverished 
if we hadn’t had the opportunity to eat three meals a day every 
day over the last year. It’s good to remember that preaching is like 
that too. People normally don’t change dramatically every Sunday. 
However, your faithful preaching of God’s Word works over time 
to move people in the right way.

It’s also good to remember that your sufficiency for preach-
ing is in God. From time to time, it’s common for pastors to feel 
like failures or even like hypocrites. Preaching the Word of God 
challenges your life all the time. When pastors preach about com-
mitment, they ask themselves, “How committed am I?” If they 
preach about sacrifice, they ask themselves, “How sacrificial am 
I?” If they preach about forgiveness, they ask themselves, “How 
forgiving am I?”

Like Paul, pastors always ask quietly in their hearts, “Who is 
adequate for these things?” (2 Cor. 2:16). The answer, of course, 
is no one. Except Paul declares that “our adequacy is from God” 
(3:5). Where does such adequacy arise? Paul says, “We are not like 
many, peddling the word of God” (2:17). We do not adulterate the 
word of God (4:2), “for we do not preach ourselves but Christ Jesus 
as Lord” (4:5). When wearing the speaker’s hat, pastors always 
have total inability but overwhelming adequacy.

Build Your Ethos

You may not like to acknowledge it, but people in your church 
have an opinion of you. Hopefully most see you as credible, which 
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means you have high ethos. The concept of ethos refers to the per-
ceived credibility of the speaker. If your ethos is poor, people will 
turn you off before you speak. If your ethos is high, people will be 
anxious to listen and learn from your every word.

At its basic level, ethos is determined by your character and your 
competency. Both are seen in the life of King David, as reported in 
Psalm 78:72. David is described as a shepherd who guided Israel 
with character—“according to the integrity of his heart”—and 
with competency—“with his skillful hands.” This is a hopeful 
commentary, for it lets us know we don’t have to exhibit perfect 
character. David wasn’t perfect, as is well known, but he had the 
integrity to confess his sins and trust in God’s guidance (2 Sam. 
12:13–25). He also had the skill to oversee the government of Is-
rael, lead the army, and guide the nation into a time of prosperity.

Listeners respond to and learn from a pastor they like and trust. 
You can wear the speaker’s hat well if you build your competency 
and character. Studies have found that trust is gained with speak-
ers who have an attractive appearance, a fluent delivery, and an 
organized message (competency).

Our society’s acceptance of casual dress has infiltrated many 
churches. It’s not unusual in some church settings to see worship 
leaders, teams, and pastors dressed anywhere from casual, dressy 
clothes to an extreme bordering on sloppiness. It is argued, of 
course, that dress (and overall grooming) is not a true indicator of 
competency. This is right, but in their minds, listeners do make a 
connection. My advice is to always dress a little nicer than those 
in the audience; always groom yourself a little better than those 
in the congregation. It just makes sense, and it will raise the cred-
ibility factor in the minds of your people. Knowing your material 
and practicing it enough so that you can speak it fluently will 
also help your congregation to trust your message. However, if 
you uh struggle to find words for uh expressing your uh feelings, 
you’ll lower your credibility in the eyes of your listeners. If your 
sermons are easy to follow and have clear structure, people will 
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say, “I understand what you’re saying.” Conversely, if people com-
ment, “I have no idea what you just said,” you’re in trouble. You 
can raise your level of trust and credibility in the eyes and minds 
of your people if you communicate an aura of excellence through 
your appearance, delivery, and the organization of your message.

The other important aspect of building credibility is com-
municating character. David was described first as a person with 
character and second as a person of competence. Perhaps this 
order of words was not an accident but signals the importance 
of character in the life of a leader. From the time of Aristotle, it’s 
been accepted that a person’s character is likely their most per-
suasive power. Thus, if you want people to listen to your message, 
you must demonstrate character. In the mind of the listeners, this 
means they can say with confidence, “I like you, and I know you 
like me.” When you wear the speaker’s hat, your people’s belief 
that you love them is influenced 7 percent by the content of your 
message, 38 percent by your tone of voice, and 55 percent by your 
facial expressions.2 For preachers, this is profound. If people in 
the congregation like you, they will tend to listen to you and fol-
low your directions. If they don’t like you, they will not listen to 
you or put your sermons into practice. Likability comes down to 
two aspects: absence of pride and love for your people. Absence 
of pride is perceived when you focus on building God’s kingdom 
rather than your own, when you lift up others rather than yourself, 
and when you give others praise while you take the blame. Loving 
your people is observed as you smile and talk with a kind tone of 
voice. A pastor should always walk slowly through the lobby, smil-
ing and talking lovingly with people along the way. If you do these 
few simple actions, your people will say, “My pastor likes me.”

Communicate So People Remember

Research indicates that people remember less than 10 percent of 
the unsupported spoken word.3 Yet, Sunday after Sunday, pastors 
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stand behind pulpits, sit next to tables, or walk across stages em-
ploying the weakest approach to communication. Few church at-
tendees can answer yes to the simple question, “Do you remember 
the pastor’s sermon from two weeks ago?”

Yet, you can do much so that your message can be recalled. Here 
are some ideas to use to raise the level of remembrance.

First, know how people learn. Keep in mind the two main princi-
ples by which people learn: through redundancy and multi sensory 
communication. Redundancy means we learn when exposed to a 
message more than one time. Multisensory communication means 
we learn when exposed to a message in more than one way.

Second, get people’s attention and hold it. One question people 
are always asking is, “What’s in it for me?” What gets and holds 
their attention is what they fear (e.g., loss of a job, death of a 
loved one, a major illness, etc.), what is unexpected (e.g., riding 
into an auditorium on a motorcycle, a well- known surprise guest, 
question and answer time as part of the sermon, etc.), and what 
is valued (e.g., knowing God’s will, deepening relationships, cher-
ished memories, etc.). Trying to get attention with the unexpected 
leads to the use of gimmicks, which must be bigger and better 
each week. Obviously, that’s not the best way to gain attention nor 
hold it. The other two are better, as they speak to concerns and 
important values. Determine your people’s values and concerns. 
Then look for what the Bible says about them, and ask and answer 
real questions about those values and concerns.

Third, employ memory tools. You can enhance your people’s 
retention of the message through visualization, drama, storytell-
ing, and testimonies.

• Visualization: Projecting the key words and phrases of 
your sermon on a screen helps sear them into the minds 
of your listeners. Using a projector to outline the sermon, 
highlight Scripture, integrate appropriate video clips, and 
show purposeful cartoons adds additional visual stimuli 
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so people not only hear your words but also see them with 
their eyes.

• Drama: The most helpful use of drama is to illustrate a 
problem in three to five minutes for which the sermon pro-
vides a solution. While scripts are available for purchase 
from major Christian publishing companies, in the long 
run, the drama scripts that churches write themselves fit 
the message they wish to communicate more clearly.

• Storytelling: Jesus was a master storyteller. He knew that 
a story could capture his listeners’ attention and help 
them remember his message. A story is similar to an il-
lustration in that it takes listeners into the realm of their 
imagination—a powerful and engaging part of the mind. 
While an illustration clarifies a point, a story makes a 
point, and the sermon clarifies it.

• Testimonies: Allowing people to share their personal sto-
ries of changed lives has long been practiced in churches. 
Historically, time in worship services was dedicated for tes-
timonies in many churches. With recording and projection 
systems in use by most churches today, filming testimonies 
and playing them on large screens provides an even greater 
impact. As people in the congregation look into the faces 
of people sharing stories of loss and redemption, the 
power of testimony undergirds the sermon dramatically.

Fourth, repeat the primary change you wish to see. One reason 
people are unimpressed by sermons and forget them is that pastors 
don’t know why they’re preaching a particular sermon. If some-
one asks a pastor why they are preaching a sermon, they might 
answer, “I was in Ephesians 1 last week, and I’m in Ephesians 2 
this week.” Pastors rarely ask, “How do I expect people to change 
as a result of this sermon?” If you’re not preaching for a response, 
your message will be flat. It will lack emotion and power. Always 
ask, “What do I want my people to do when I’m done?” Then use 
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the principle of redundancy by repeating what you want people 
to do multiple times throughout your message.

DR. MC SEZ

Wearing the speaker’s hat requires that you know what you know and are 
aware of the world around you. Listeners believe the preaching of a pastor 
who knows their job and who is likewise knowledgeable about the listeners’ 
interests. People trust a pastor who is aware of their world: jobs, personal 
situations, schools, families, and news. Being aware of happenings around 
you demonstrates to your people that you understand them, their challenges, 
and their opportunities. At the least, this means being a reader of more than 
blogs and listening to more than podcasts. Most blogs and podcasts reflect 
the opinions of others, which are most often not vetted for accuracy or con-
tent. Reading solid books and articles, as well as listening to documented 
teachers and pastors, is needed more than ever in our society. Having a 
wide- ranging familiarity with life, government, local and national issues, 
and human life shows up in your preaching, allowing listeners to perceive 
you as likeable and credible.

Wearing the speaker’s hat requires a pastor to communicate in 
numerous ways besides preaching. Yet, it is the most visible hat to 
those in the congregation, and it must be worn well. It’s called a 
top hat for a reason— it’s the top hat on the pastor’s rack.

For Further Reading

Classic: Haddon W. Robinson. Biblical Preaching: The Development 
and Delivery of  Expository Messages. 3rd ed. Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic, 2014.

Newer: Donald Sunukjian. Invitation to Biblical Preaching: Proclaim-
ing Truth with Clarity and Relevance. Grand Rapids: Kregel Aca-
demic, 2007.
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