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Novum in vetere latet et in novo vetus patet.
(The New is in the Old concealed, and the Old is in the New revealed.)

—St. Augustine

Scripturae autem divinae sancta profunditas adeo communes sermones 
habet, ut eam universi incunctanter admittant. Sensus autem recon-
dit veritatis arcano, ut in ipsa studiosissime vitalis sententia debeat 
indagari.
(Now the holy depth of divine Scripture is expressed in such common 
language that everyone immediately takes it in. But buried within it 
are hidden senses of truth, so that the vital meaning must be most 
carefully sought out.)

—Cassiodorus
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Foreword
Sacramental Theology

The pulpit is ever this earth’s foremost part; all the rest comes in its 
rear; the pulpit leads the world. . . . From thence it is the God of breezes 
fair or foul is first invoked for favorable winds. Yes, the world’s a ship 
on its passage out, and not a voyage complete; and the pulpit is its prow. 

—Herman Melville, Moby-Dick

I read those words while at university, and they took root in my 
imagination and eventually formed a strong sense of identity of 

myself vocationally as a pastor with a pulpit: Yes, the world’s a ship on 
its passage out, and not a voyage complete; and the pulpit is its prow.

But in the fifty-five years that I have been a pastor, I haven’t had 
many colleagues who share that conviction. What a delight to find 
a friend in Hans Boersma who does, who believes that the “pulpit is 
its prow” and is doing his best to make that believable. This book is 
evidence of his passion.

The Bible as a whole comes in the form of narrative, what I have 
come to think of as incarnational storytelling, God revealing himself 
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viii  Foreword

in human form—“the Word became flesh . . . and we have seen his 
glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father” (John 1:14)—and 
what Hans Boersma designates sacramental storytelling.

Wallace Stegner, deceased but with a still alive reputation as one 
of our great contemporary storytellers, tells us: “if the forms are 
bad, we live badly.” Our Holy Scriptures are a good and true form by 
which we live well. Storytelling creates a world of presuppositions, 
assumptions, and relations into which we enter. Stories invite us into 
a world other than ourselves, and if they are good and true stories, a 
world larger than ourselves. The story that is Holy Scripture invites 
us into a world of God’s creation and salvation and blessing, God in 
human form in action on the very ground on which we also live, an 
incarnational story, that is, a flesh and blood story, a story worked 
out in actual lives and places (not in abstract ideas or programs or 
inspirational uplifting anecdotes), but a Jesus story in which we rec-
ognize the action of God in the everydayness of a local history in our 
stories, a sacramental story.

This idea of sacramental story is important, for a widespread 
practice in our postbiblical church culture is taking the story and 
eliminating it by depersonalizing it into propositions or “truths” or 
morals or ideas. The story is eviscerated of relationships and persons. 
Jesus, the center of the Christian faith, is depersonalized into an ab-
stract truth, and men and women are depersonalized into problems to 
be fixed or resources to be exploited. Eventually there is no story left.

The distinctiveness of what we have learned to name gospel is 
that it brings the centuries of Hebrew storytelling, God telling his 
story of creation and salvation and blessing his people, to the story 
of Jesus, the mature completion of all the stories, in a way that is 
clearly revelation—that is, God’s self-disclosing—a way that invites, 
more like insists on, our participation.

In some respects this is an odd kind of story, this Jesus creation/
salvation/blessing story. It tells us very little of what ordinarily in-
terests us in a story, and we learn virtually nothing about what we 
are really interested in. There is no description of Jesus’ appearance. 
Nothing about his friends, his schooling, his childhood. Very little 
about what he thought, how he felt, or his interior struggles. There is 
a surprising and disconcerting reticence in regard to Jesus. We don’t 
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figure Jesus out, we don’t search for Jesus, we don’t get Jesus on our 
terms. If we stay with the story long enough, we recognize that Jesus 
and the life he embodies are not consumer items.

Immersion in this gospel world has always been the primary way 
Christians have developed a sacramental imagination. The first fol-
lowers of Jesus saw this world take place in their company and before 
their eyes; they saw “the Word become flesh” in the humanity of 
Jesus and actually live among them. Peter was the first to name what 
they saw and heard as God took human form and over an extended 
period of time (three years) lived in their neighborhood. Subsequent 
generations searched the Old Testament, the Hebrew Scriptures, for 
implicit evidence of the incarnation, Jesus the Christ. But they did 
not arbitrarily put him there; they found him there. The New was 
always already present in the Old. “Christ himself is hidden in all of 
the Old Testament. The biblical text is a sacrament, and Christ is 
really present in it,” is Dr. Boersma’s summary conclusion.

Reynolds Price uses the term “narrative hunger” to call attention 
to our “need to hear and tell stories . . . second in necessity appar-
ently after nourishment and before love and shelter. Millions survive 
without love or home, almost none in silence; the opposite of silence 
leads quickly to narrative, and the sound of story is the dominant 
sound of our lives.”1

American poet Christian Wiman, exploring his newly realized 
Christian identity, says it like this: “I begin to think that anything 
that abstracts us from the physical world is ‘of the devil.’”2 Wiman 
adds, “Christ speaks in stories as a way of preparing his followers 
to stake their lives on a story, because existence is not a puzzle to be 
solved, but a narrative to be inherited and undergone and transformed 
person by person.”3

So we are speaking of an incarnational imagination, a Jesus-soaked 
imagination, a sacramental imagination so that every truth becomes 
a lived truth, lived in the homes and workplaces that our congrega-
tions face us with every time we preach a sermon.

1. Reynolds Price, A Palpable God (San Francisco: North Point Press, 1985), 3.
2. Christian Wiman, My Bright Abyss: Meditation of  a Modern Believer (New 

York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 2013), 115.
3. Ibid., 88.

 Foreword
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x  Foreword

Pastoral preaching is rooted in language: God speaks. When God 
speaks, things happen. Holy Scripture opens with the words “God 
said . . .” ringing out eight times. After each sounding we see, piece 
by piece, one after another, elements of heaven and earth coming into 
being before our eyes, and then climaxing in man and woman formed 
in the image of God. Psalm 33 compresses Genesis 1 into a single 
sentence: “For he spoke, and it came to be” (Ps. 33:9). This sets the 
stage for everything that follows in our Bibles, a profuse outpouring 
of commands and promises, blessings and invitations, directing and 
comforting that make up our Holy Scriptures.

As Jesus speaks, his words flourish into conversations and dis-
courses with all sorts and conditions of people, conversations brief 
and lengthy, conversations pithy and elaborate, but conversations. 
Several times the conversations develop into discourses. But the con-
versational tone is always maintained. The Lord of language uses 
language not to “lord it over” anyone but to enter relationships of 
grace and love, creating community and bringing it to maturity from 
the pulpit and through person-to-person conversations that include 
the praying presence of Jesus.

In the final book of the canon, The Revelation of Jesus Christ, 
the risen Jesus Christ identifies himself to John alphabetically, “I 
am the Alpha and the Omega” (1:8)—that is, “I am the alphabet, 
all the letters from A to Z, the vowels and consonants out of which 
all words are made.” Jesus speaks in such ways that the brokenness 
of the world and our experience develop into a dazzling holiness that 
evokes worship on a grand scale involving everything in heaven and 
earth, and concludes with a celebratory wedding banquet.

And here is something that never ceases to astonish me. Pastor 
John of Patmos knew his Bible inside and out. The Revelation has 404 
verses. In those 404 verses are 518 references to earlier Scripture. But 
there is not a single quote; all the references are allusions. Here is a 
pastor who is absolutely immersed in Scripture and submits himself 
to it. He does not merely repeat, regurgitate, and proof-text. As he 
preaches, the Scriptures are re-created in him. He first assimilated the 
Scriptures and then lives and preaches these same Scriptures.

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)

Jans Boersma, Sacramental Preaching
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2016. Used by permission.



xi

The Revelation is a thorough immersion in and the last word in 
what I have come to think of as lived theology, often designated as 
spiritual theology. It is the “one great poem which the first Christian 
age produced.”4

My metaphor of choice for grasping what is involved in listening 
and meditating on God’s Word is “eat this book.” It occurs first in 
Jeremiah (15:16) and Ezekiel (3:3) in their role as prophets during the 
devastating Babylonian exile. It comes to unforgettable prominence 
in the final book of the Bible when the apocalyptic strong angel in 
the presence of John of Patmos took the cosmos for his pulpit, one 
foot planted in the ocean and the other on land, and held the Scrip-
tures in his hand, ready to preach. The angel “called out with a loud 
voice, like a lion roaring” (Rev. 10:3). John was about to write what 
he heard. He grabbed his notebook and pencil, but a “voice from 
heaven” said, “do not write it down” (10:4). The words in the book 
had just been revoiced, taken off the page and set in motion in the air 
where they could enter ears. Writing them down would be like taking 
the wind out of the words and flattening them soundless on paper. 
The preaching angel had just gotten them off the printed page, and 
now John was going to put them back again. “No,” says the heavenly 
voice, “I want those words out there, creating sound waves, enter-
ing ears, entering lives. I want those words preached, sung, taught, 
prayed—lived.” The voice from heaven told John to ask for the scroll 
from the angel. The angel gave it to him and told him, “Take and eat 
it” (10:9). “Get this book into your gut; get the words of this book 
moving through your bloodstream. Chew on the words and swallow 
them so they can be turned into muscle and gristle and bone.” And 
John did it; he ate the book: “I took the little scroll from the hand of 
the angel and ate it” (10:10). He preached the word of God.

What I eventually came to recognize in John as a preacher is 
this: Godtalk—depersonalized, nonrelational, unlistening, abstract 
language—kills. In the “land of the living” it is blasphemous, whether 

4. Austin Farrer, A Rebirth of  Images: The Making of  St. John’s Apocalypse 
(Westminster, MD: Dacre Press, 1949), 6.

 Foreword
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xii  Foreword

spoken from pulpits or across the breakfast table. We pastors can’t 
be too careful in the way we use language, this sacred language, this 
word-of-God language. When we enter John’s language world, we 
soon realize that he was totally immersed in his Bible (which for 
him was the Old Testament) and in his seven congregations, their 
strengths and weaknesses, testings and difficulties. At the same time, 
he was mindful of the political and economic world in which they 
lived, the killing and suffering and evil. Then taking all of this into 
account, with his incredible sacramental, Spirit-formed imagination, 
he gathered his congregations into the great drama of salvation and 
provided them with an embracing story, a clear instruction and a 
dramatic poem that rocks with “Amens” and “Hallelujahs.” And not 
a cliché anywhere to be found.

I have used this metaphor for much of my pastoral/preaching life 
as a way of focusing on and clarifying what it means to have these 
Holy Scriptures and how the holy community has learned to eat them, 
receive them in a way that forms us into Christian women and men 
created and saved and blessed by God the Father, God the Son, and 
God the Holy Spirit.

Eugene H. Peterson 
Professor Emeritus of Spiritual Theology 

Regent College, Vancouver, BC
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Preface

Sermons are tied to particular times and places that shape them in 
countless ways. I would like to say a few words, therefore, about 

the places where I first preached the contents of this book. The most 
important context for these sermons is my local church—Immanuel 
Christian Reformed Church in Langley, British Columbia, where our 
family has worshiped for the past seventeen years. I preached each 
sermon in this collection first in this evangelical, Reformed church of 
about 350 members on Canada’s west coast. The date at the heading 
of each sermon indicates the Sunday on which I first preached it in 
my home church. For this collection, I have changed the wording and 
sentence structure here and there, and the very public character of 
this collection required other changes and omissions (such as refer-
ences to events in our congregation). For the most part, however, the 
changes are minimal, so the sermons as you find them here are not 
much different from how I preached them in my home congregation.

I also preached quite a few of these sermons in our Tuesday 
morning chapels at Regent College, an evangelical graduate school 
of theology in Vancouver, where I have been privileged to teach since 
2005. Our chapels are well attended by students and faculty, com-
prising a group of about two hundred worshipers. Because of time 
constraints, I presented most of the sermons at Regent in abbreviated 
form. Although one might think that preaching for graduate theology 
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xiv  Preface

students is quite different from preaching in a regular evangelical 
congregation, I have found that usually just minor adjustments for 
the sake of my Regent College audience suffice. I suppose the reason 
is that when we preach, we’re meant not to come with “lofty speech 
or wisdom” but with “Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:1–2).

It remains for me to thank the people who have contributed to this 
book—most especially my home congregation and my students, for 
the sake of whose final happiness I wrote these sermons in the first 
place. I would also like to thank Kees van der Kooi, along with his 
colleagues at the Faculty of Dogmatics and Ecumenics at the Free 
University in Amsterdam, for inviting me to join them for several 
months as researcher-in-residence during the summer of 2014, dur-
ing which time I was able to prepare several of the sermons as well 
as the Preacher’s Notes accompanying each. I very much enjoyed 
their generous hospitality and support. I am also obliged to C. J. 
de Vogelstichting for providing me with additional funding for our 
stay in Amsterdam. The board and administration of Langley Chris-
tian School were most gracious in giving my wife a two-month leave 
of absence so that she could join me on our mini-sabbatical in Am-
sterdam. I am particularly grateful to the group of Regent College 
students who meticulously read through this entire book and gave 
up many of their Friday evenings to discuss its contents together. 
A very warm thank you, therefore, to Corine Boersma, Alex Fogle-
man, Kevin Greenlee, Kyle MacKenney, Brittany McComb, Becky 
Pruitt, and Tracy Russell, as well as to Matthew Thomas, who took 
time away from his doctoral studies in Oxford to painstakingly read 
through the whole manuscript. The efficiency and skill of my research 
assistant, Phillip Hussey, were a tremendous asset to the final stages 
of proofreading and of compiling the indexes. Alec Arnold is not just 
an excellent scholar but also a great artist, and I am indebted to him 
for the drawing of the ziggurat (fig. 2 on p. 156). Eugene Peterson’s 
endorsement of this project in the form of the foreword to the book 
is deeply humbling, and I am most grateful to him for fueling the 
sacramental imagination with the Scripture story. It is my hope that 
this book will be a small but fitting continuation of his many years 
of faithful preaching, teaching, and writing, both for Regent Col-
lege and the people of God more broadly. I would also like to thank 
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David Nelson and his fellow editors at Baker Academic for their 
support of this project. I am well aware that publishing sermons is a 
risky endeavor, and I am all the more honored by the trust they have 
shown in me by publishing these sermons. Finally, my wife, Linda, 
has not only listened to each of these sermons but has also been my 
most honest and faithful critic. I am most grateful to God for the 
happiness that you bring into my life.

 Preface
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xvii

Int roduc t ion

These sermons try to give an answer to a question I have often 
been asked over the years: Can we read the Bible today in the 

same way the church fathers did? Particularly, my students have repeat-
edly come to me with this question. Sometimes the question comes 
with a slightly skeptical undertone: surely, the allegorical flights of 
fancy that we see in the early church and Middle Ages have no lasting 
value. To adopt their approach to the Bible, and to interpret Scrip-
ture the way they used to do, must lead us down the garden path. 
More often, however, my students have asked me the question out 
of genuine interest. They have become intrigued with questions of 
interpretation—sometimes because they have encountered contem-
porary theoretical treatments of interpretive practices and as a result 
have begun to wonder whether patristic exegesis can shed light on 
the questions raised in these contemporary debates. Or in preparing 
for pastoral ministry, they have become intrigued with the profound 
depths of insight they are discovering in the church fathers. As a 
result, they ask themselves some basic hermeneutical (interpretive) 
questions. Almost invariably at some point the question comes up: 
What do we do today with patristic modes of exegesis?

My response comes as a compilation of sermons for at least three 
reasons. First, had I used some other format, it would have been pos-
sible to hide behind the rhetoric of a theoretical discussion regarding 
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xviii  Introduction

the importance of patristic interpretation. Sermons, by contrast, 
speak for themselves. Any reader can decide for himself or herself 
whether my sympathies with patristic biblical interpretation lead to 
fruitful results, and readers schooled in the early church’s reading of 
the Bible can see for themselves where the points of continuity and 
discontinuity lie between premodern readings and the exegesis that 
lies behind these sermons. Second, I work with the conviction that the 
Bible is the book of the church. So it’s best to test whether a particular 
exegetical or interpretive approach is viable, not through theoretical 
discourse (however valuable in itself), but in the church’s preaching.

Third, the genre of sermon or homily reaches not just theology 
students but also a wider audience. I preached all the sermons in this 
book in my local church; no particular training is required, therefore, 
to read them. I hope and pray that the Spirit will use these sermons 
to allow people from a wide variety of backgrounds to see the face 
of Christ more clearly. For those learning how to preach or wanting 
to know more about what happens at the preacher’s desk prior to 
Sunday morning, the Preacher’s Notes following each sermon will 
hopefully be of help. These notes are of a somewhat “theoretical” 
nature. They explain in more depth what I believe it means to preach 
sacramentally as well as some of my exegetical choices and other 
matters of interpretive, pastoral, and homiletic interest. If you just 
want to read some sermons, skip the rest of this introduction and 
the Preacher’s Notes.

The response I give to my students’ question is not that they should 
simply imitate patristic or medieval exegetical approaches in their own 
exegetical work. Such an answer would clearly fall short. Throughout 
the tradition, there have been differing approaches to the biblical 
text. To regard patristic and/or medieval exegesis as a homogeneous 
whole would be obviously problematic. What is more, the sermons 
we preach today land in an audience whose horizons differ in im-
portant respects from people listening to preachers such as Gregory 
of Nyssa, Augustine, or Bernard of Clairvaux. More than anything 
else, the sense of history to which modernity gave birth sets today’s 
listeners apart from those of the premodern period. Chronological 
progress, change, and development have become part of the modern 
consciousness in ways they simply were not for earlier generations. 
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xix

While it may be a bit of a shortcut, it is not wrong to characterize this 
difference by saying that a vertical mind-set, a focus on eternal, time-
less truths, has made room for a horizontal viewpoint, seeing truth 
as embedded in historical circumstance. Whatever the metaphysical 
convictions of the preacher, we cannot ignore the more horizontal and 
historical mind-set that our audience has likely absorbed. Preaching 
in the twenty-first century will of necessity be different from preach-
ing in the fourth century.

But does it matter what kind of mind-set we have—a vertical or a 
horizontal one? We may want to give this metaphysical question some 
attention. If the more vertical understanding of reality assumed by 
earlier Christians has greater semblance to truth than the focus on 
history that we have inherited particularly through the eighteenth-
century Enlightenment, then preachers cannot ignore the implications. 
It would mean, for instance, that the realities we encounter in time 
and space aren’t as ultimate as many in our society tend to assume.1 
As a result, preachers will want to challenge the contemporary one-
dimensional focus on the here and now (the physical realities of our 
sensible world) and also take seriously the spiritual and moral dimen-
sions of reality. Paul Tyson helpfully characterizes the metaphysics of 
the Christian tradition as 3-D (three-dimensional), distinguishing it 
from the reductionism of the 1-D (one-dimensional) approach that 
tends to inform our basic stance in the modern period.2 Patristic 
and medieval audiences worked with a 3-D metaphysics that took 
eternal, heavenly realities as its focal point; contemporary audiences 
lean toward a 1-D metaphysics that takes seriously only the things we 
can see and touch. Aware that this 1-D metaphysics has infiltrated 
their congregations, preachers have the task of guiding them to a 
more wholesome mind-set that takes seriously the upward thrust of 
the Christian faith.

1. Daniel J. Treier, in his helpful introduction to theological interpretation, rightly 
comments: “The Enlightenment and its aftermath finalized this metaphysical sepa-
ration between history and God. Ever since, time and space no longer seem to par-
ticipate in the divine but rather have ‘natural’ autonomy.” Introducing Theological 
Interpretation of  Scripture: Recovering a Christian Practice (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic, 2008), 27.

2. Paul Tyson, Returning to Reality: Christian Platonism for Our Times (Eugene, 
OR: Cascade, 2014), 16.

 Introduction
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xx  Introduction

I have elsewhere characterized the metaphysics common among 
premodern listeners as sacramental.3 By this I mean that this-worldly, 
created realities participate in the heavenly, uncreated reality of the 
eternal Word of God. Created being is merely derivative, and it receives 
its value from the divine “real presence” that gives it existence. To be 
sure, speaking of creation as “sacramental” in character has its dangers. 
When doing so, we should be careful not to undermine the qualitatively 
different sense of sacramentality that we encounter in Christ and in the 
church’s sacraments, most notably baptism and the Eucharist. Kathryn 
Tanner’s distinction between “weak” and “strong” participation, or we 
could say a weak and a strong sacramental presence, is important.4 We 
don’t want to lose the distinct salvific character of the church. None-
theless, it seems to me that the Christian tradition has rightly worked 
with a sacramental metaphysics, assuming that the appearances of the 
physical realities around us not only point to, but also make present, 
greater and more significant realities than the appearances themselves.

Although there were numerous theological and homiletical differ-
ences among individual preachers in the premodern era, most would 
have agreed that some kind of “depth dimension” or mystery—a 
sacramental reality—underlies the created objects of time and space. 
Therefore, these preachers were keen to point to this depth dimension 
in their preaching. Convinced that created realities of time and space 
find their deepest truth in Christ himself, the Word incarnate, these 
preachers explored the biblical text primarily to locate Christ. Put 
differently, we can say that not only did they regard created objects, 
such as trees and dogs and stars, as in some sense sacramental; they 
also viewed the biblical text—particularly the Old Testament—as 
sacramental. They viewed both as sacramental because both point 
upward to Christ as the reality in whom all things hold together (Col. 
1:17). It is this basic sacramental understanding of the Scriptures—as 
divine means of grace, making Christ present to us—that is also of 
value for us today. In this sense, we can still preach the same way the 
church fathers used to preach.

3. Hans Boersma, Heavenly Participation: The Weaving of  a Sacramental Tapestry 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011).

4. Kathryn Tanner, Christ the Key, Current Issues in Theology 7 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010), 11–12.
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We see the same sacramental approach to the Scriptures in the 
cover image of this book. The painting is the last of a set of thirty-
five known as the Armadio degli Argenti (Silver Chest), painted by 
Fra Angelico between 1451 and 1453. Each panel depicts an aspect 
of the life of Christ, and in each Fra Angelico portrays Christ’s life 
as a typological fulfillment of the Old Testament. The final panel is 
known as the Lex Amoris (Law of  Love), and a woman in the bottom 
left (not visible on the book cover) holds a shield that displays these 
Latin words. Fra Angelico, drawing on Thomas Aquinas, meant to 
juxtapose the New Testament as the law of love (lex amoris) to the 
Old Testament as the law of fear (lex timoris),5 while at the same 
time recognizing their close connection.6 Fra Angelico’s concluding 
panel shows both aspects. On the one hand, the twelve prophets, 
each holding a scroll with a key prophetic verse, are juxtaposed with 
the twelve apostles, each holding a scroll containing a line of the 
Apostles’ Creed. On the other hand, the central axis, rising up from 
the middle branch of a menorah, connects the two sides by going 
through the life of Christ (and the church) in twelve subsequent steps. 
The message is that Christ links the prophets of the Old Testament 
to the apostles of the New.

Thomas Aquinas underscores this close link between Old and New 
by insisting that the latter is contained (continetur) in the former. 
Similar to the way a species is present in a genus, a whole tree in a seed, 
and a kernel of corn in an ear, so also the New Law is contained in 
the Old.7 Apparently, the law of love was already present—virtually, 
that is—within the law of fear. Thomas’ description is extremely 
compelling. He seems to suggest that the truth or reality (res) of 
the New Testament is somehow present in the Old Testament. His 
“containing” language turns the Old Testament into a sacrament 
(sacramentum) of sorts, with the Old Testament types containing 

5. Thomas Aquinas does so in the Summa Theologica, trans. Fathers of the En-
glish Dominican Province (New York: Benziger, 1948), I/II, q.107, a.1.

6. Lasse Hodne points out Fra Angelico’s dependence on Thomas in “Reading and 
Viewing Words in Fra Angelico’s Typological Paintings,” in Inscriptions in Liturgical 
Spaces, ed. Kristin B. Aavitsland and Turid Karlsen Seim, Acta ad archaeologiam et 
artium historiam pertinentia, new series, 10 (Rome: Scienze e lettere, 2011), 243–63, 
at 251.

7. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica I/II, q.107, a.3.
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their New Testament antitype—which is their fulfillment in Christ and 
the church. Thomas wasn’t particularly innovative in his claim that 
exegesis of the Old Testament is a sacramental practice. Nor did Fra 
Angelico’s Armadio degli Argenti start a new trend by emphasizing 
the close link between the law of fear and the law of love. Sacramental 
reading is something that goes back to the church fathers—it goes 
back to the New Testament—and is something we need to recover 
in our preaching today.

It will be clear from the sermons that follow that I am not advocat-
ing a wooden adherence to the particularities of patristic exegesis. 
But it will also be obvious that I have learned a great deal from pre-
modern exegesis and that I work on metaphysical assumptions that 
are no different from those that characterized this earlier tradition. 
Really, at bottom the homiletic implication is simply this: We always 
want to preach Christ. By preaching Christ we do not arbitrarily 
impose him on the text, even if we happen to preach from the Old 
Testament; we attempt to find him there, since he is the deepest real 
presence contained within the outward symbol of the biblical text. 
As an important aside, we should note this also means no gap exists 
between exegesis and application. Application is not something we 
do after we have finished our exegesis. Application is found by open-
ing up the treasure of the text to see what’s already inside: Christ 
himself, along with all the gifts he brings to us.

The sermons that I have selected for this book illustrate my con-
viction that for much of church history, theologians would have read 
the biblical passages under consideration not just at a historical level, 
but also at a spiritual level. That is to say, they would have looked for 
Christ as the sacramental mystery present in the text. These homilies 
attempt to follow the church fathers in their move from the surface 
level of the text, as the fourth-century preacher Gregory of Nyssa 
put it, to the deeper, contemplative level. In doing so, I try to retrieve 
a key aspect of patristic exegesis and show that the sacramental cast 
of exegesis isn’t just an ancient relic but is still the key to Scripture 
reading. The outward sacrament still contains the reality of the in-
ward mystery.

In one important respect, these sermons differ from many other 
sermons I have preached over the years. These sermons reflect on the 
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nature of exegetical practice. More or less explicitly, each addresses the 
question of how we should read the biblical text and what it means to 
read the text sacramentally. In other words, I encourage the congrega-
tion to consider what we do when we move from the letter to the spirit 
in exegetical practice. Each of the sermons in this book doesn’t simply 
practice a theological hermeneutic, but also consciously reflects on 
this practice of spiritual interpretation. Obviously, not every sermon 
should do this, and usually my sermons don’t. But since I want to 
deal with the viability of patristic and medieval exegesis, I thought 
it would be helpful to address this question not just by example (i.e., 
by pointing out the christological depth behind the letter of the text) 
but also by reflecting on the hermeneutical questions more directly in 
the contents of the sermon. As a result, you will find in these sermons 
not only a deliberate engagement with the sacramental, christological 
depth of the biblical text, as each sermon moves from the historical 
to the spiritual level, but also hermeneutical discussions on how we 
move sacramentally from the letter to the spirit of the text.

The move from the historical to the spiritual is, as I have indicated, 
a vertical or upward move from the temporal sacrament to its eternal 
reality. One of the insights I have gained from St. Gregory of Nyssa 
is that this interpretive move in our (or the preacher’s) biblical ex-
egesis corresponds to a spiritual move in readers (or the audience); 
they increasingly ascend so as to enter further into the life of God 
as revealed in Christ. It is this ascent that gives us the happiness of 
Christ—both the happiness that comes from Christ and the happiness 
that is Christ. First, true happiness comes only from Christ. As Robert 
Wilken puts it in his reflections on Gregory of Nyssa’s sermons on 
the Beatitudes: “Happiness is possessing Christ. The beatitudes are 
not simply moral maxims, but invitations by Christ to his disciples 
‘to ascend with him’ that they might enjoy ‘fellowship with the God 
of all creation.’”8 Second, Christ himself is the very definition of 
happiness. As we see more of him on our upward journey, we realize 
more and more that growing in Christ means growing in happiness. 
Christ himself is the happy ending to which these sermons point. 

8. Robert L. Wilken, The Spirit of  Early Christian Thought: Seeking the Face of 
God (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 278.
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I have deliberately resisted the temptation to surrender using the 
term happiness in favor of blessedness. The latter term does have an 
advantage: it doesn’t convey that our purpose is simply a fleeting, 
subjective emotion, which is central to the common use of happiness. 
However, the large majority of Christian theologians have understood 
our aim in life to be happiness, that is, the eternal possession of Christ 
as our greatest good.9 Thus happiness is a term worth reclaiming in 
the service of Christian doctrine.

This upward or anagogical move (from the Greek anagōgein, mean-
ing “to lead upward”) to Christ as our happiness is reflected in the 
four-part structure of this book. Part 1, “Sensed Happiness,” deals 
with passages that help us to reflect on the role of the physical senses 
and the created realities they access. In part 2, “Pilgrim Happiness,” 
we move to the Christian life as a journey to the Promised Land. 
The sermons in part 3, “Heavenly Happiness,” refer to heaven as 
the reality behind the objects of the senses and as the destination 
of the journey. Finally, since we aim for contemplation of God in the 
heavenly beatific vision, part 4, “Unveiled Happiness,” asks ques-
tions about the contents of our eternal bliss or happiness. The four 
parts of the book deliberately ascend step by step into the heavenly 
realities and mirror the move from sacrament to reality that unfolds 
in each sermon. As a result, every sermon individually, and the book 
as a whole, conveys the significance of the sacramental character of 
biblical preaching.

The fourfold structure of the book should not be taken to imply 
that those listening to the last sermon have advanced further on their 
spiritual journey than those listening to the first. Although genuine 
spiritual progress is possible, no spiritual elitism is either meant or 
implied. After all, each individual sermon takes us from sacrament to 
reality. Nor should these sermons be taken to imply that the created 
realities of time and space are negative and should be escaped as we 
move from material to spiritual realities. To be sure, the anagogical 
ascent asks for practices of discipline and renunciation, and the Chris-
tian vision regards spiritual union with God as a higher aim than 
material pleasure. At the same time, however, in a sacramental vision 

9. See ibid., 274.
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the realities of time and space participate in the life of God, which 
gives them genuine value. The tension this implies runs throughout 
the tradition and is one that we should not attempt to resolve, either 
by lapsing into crass materialism or into gnostic escapism. Nor are 
these sermons meant to imply that only at the summit of the journey 
(Unveiled Happiness) do we see God. Although the Christian journey 
moves in stages, we truly do see God every step of the way—though in 
more indirect and veiled ways in earlier stages than in subsequent ones. 
The created realities of time and space convey the presence of God, 
so they can function as theophanies—divine appearances. We need to 
recognize their theophanic character so that we strain forward (Phil. 
3:13) to enter more deeply into the life of God and ever more clearly 
see his face in Jesus Christ.10 So, on the one hand, the various stages 
of the Christian life correspond to varying degrees of participation 
in the life of God. On the other hand, we genuinely participate in 
the being of God at every stage and already share in the final hope of 
eternal happiness. Even our sensed happiness—the basic satisfaction 
we derive from material goods—is in some small way a participation 
in the supernatural heavenly happiness for which we aim.

10. I am currently working on a long-term project on the beatific vision of God 
in the hereafter, which I hope will result in a publication in due time.
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Why Join the Chariot?
Acts 8:26–35

Acts 8:26–35
26 Now an angel of the Lord said to Philip, “Rise and go toward the 

south to the road that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.” This is a 
desert place. 27And he rose and went. And there was an Ethiopian, 
a eunuch, a court official of Candace, queen of the Ethiopians, who 
was in charge of all her treasure. He had come to Jerusalem to wor-
ship 28 and was returning, seated in his chariot, and he was reading 
the prophet Isaiah. 29And the Spirit said to Philip, “Go over and join 
this chariot.” 30 So Philip ran to him and heard him reading Isaiah the 
prophet and asked, “Do you understand what you are reading?” 
31And he said, “How can I, unless someone guides me?” And he 
invited Philip to come up and sit with him. 32 Now the passage of 
the Scripture that he was reading was this:

“Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter
and like a lamb before its shearer is silent,
so he opens not his mouth.

33 In his humiliation justice was denied him.
Who can describe his generation?

For his life is taken away from the earth.”
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34 And the eunuch said to Philip, “About whom, I ask you, does 
the prophet say this, about himself or about someone else?” 35 Then 
Philip opened his mouth, and beginning with this Scripture he told 
him the good news about Jesus.

Sunday, July 27, 2014

Christians are people of the book. Adam and Eve, Abraham, Moses, 
David, Jesus, Paul—they are key figures in the book. The mere men-
tion of their names calls to mind the things they did and the stories 
to which they belong. Knowing the people, knowing their stories, 
we nonetheless go back to them again and again. The reason is that 
we are deeply aware that the people of these stories aren’t buried in 
the rubble of history. Even today they shape our lives and give us our 
identity. Therefore, even today each of these characters in the bibli-
cal narrative lives on in our lives. This is why as Christians we are 
people of the book. This book—its people and its stories—makes 
us who we are.

The Ethiopian eunuch and Philip both know that the biblical sto-
ries make us who we are today. Recognizing the shaping power of the 
ancient Scriptures for his life, the eunuch has been reading Isaiah 53. 
Encouraged by the Holy Spirit, Philip soon joins him in the chariot, 
and together they explore how the ancient story is supposed to shape 
their lives. You and I too want to join the chariot. We too want to 
read along with the eunuch and with Philip. This morning, therefore, 
all of us are traveling from Jerusalem to Gaza. All of us are reading 
yet again the well-known Servant Song of Isaiah 53.

Why? Why join the chariot? Why doesn’t Philip just leave the 
Ethiopian eunuch reading on his own? And why don’t we leave these 
two Bible readers alone while we do our own thing without getting all 
hung up about this chariot? “Why join the chariot?” is the question 
we’re going to put front and center this morning.

The most immediate answer to the question is, of course, that we’ve 
been asked to join the chariot. We read in Acts 8:31 that the eunuch 
invites Philip to come up and sit with him. The reason for the invita-
tion is that the eunuch needs Philip to explain to him what is going 
on in the Bible passage that he’s reading. All by himself, the eunuch 
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doesn’t get it. “Do you understand what you are reading?” Philip asks 
(8:30). “How can I,” is the response, “unless someone guides me?” 
(8:31). Both Philip’s question and the eunuch’s answer are instructive. 
“Do you understand what you are reading?” “Understanding” and 
“reading” are the two key words in the question, and they are not the 
same. Sometimes they look as though they are the same, and in Greek 
the two sound almost the same: “to read” is anaginōskein, and “to 
understand” is ginōskein. On the surface, there is very little difference. 
But merely to read, to sound out the words, is not yet to understand. 
We all know that sometimes reading leads to mis-understanding rather 
than to understanding. The eunuch realizes he needs someone else 
with him in the chariot to guide him in understanding the Scripture.

We shouldn’t think, though, that the Bible—and we have to think 
here of the Old Testament—was a completely foreign book to the 
eunuch. We know he made the trek all the way from Ethiopia, south 
of Egypt, to Jerusalem, and that he was on his way back home via the 
coastal city of Gaza. The reason for his long journey up to Jerusalem, 
we read, was to worship (8:27). This prominent official at the court 
of Candace, the Ethiopian queen, worshiped the God of the Jews. 
We don’t know exactly what caused this remarkable situation—the 
Ethiopian minister of finance worshiping the God of Israel. One way 
or another, however, this man came under the spell of the stories of 
Israel’s people. They shaped him. They made him into a different 
person. They formed his identity. Somehow, I suspect, this was not 
the first time this man read Isaiah 53.

Yet he remains puzzled—something that no doubt bothers him. 
He wants not just to read but also to understand, for he knows from 
experience—especially from his conversion to the God of Israel—that 
reading with understanding will allow him to become the person he is 
meant to be. Confronted with Philip’s question, he therefore readily 
acknowledges that he doesn’t get the meaning of the passage: “How 
can I, unless someone guides me?” The eunuch’s deepest desire is that 
these words from God would chisel and mold him.

In a remarkable way, God enters into this spiritual journey. The 
event is marked both beginning and end by God’s activity: in the begin-
ning, Acts 8:26, “Now an angel of the Lord said to Philip, ‘Rise and 
go toward the south,’” and also verse 29, “The Spirit said to Philip, 
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‘Go over and join this chariot’”; in the end, verse 39, “the Spirit of the 
Lord carried Philip away, and the eunuch saw him no more, and went 
on his way rejoicing.” It is an angel of the Lord, and it is the Spirit of 
the Lord, who enter into this man’s search for God and ensure that 
Philip joins the chariot. In a real sense, it isn’t just Philip, but it is the 
Lord himself who joins the chariot. He doesn’t leave us traveling on 
our own when, hearts burning, we read the stories yet again.

Luke wants us to note that it is the Lord who meets up with the 
eunuch in his chariot. After all, the ascended Lord himself is on a 
mission and has been on a mission since the beginning of the story. 
In Acts 1:1, Luke tells us that in his first book, his Gospel, he “dealt 
with all that Jesus began to do and teach.” If Luke’s Gospel tells us 
what Jesus begins to do and teach, then the implication is that the 
book of Acts tells us what Jesus continues to do and teach. He may 
have ascended into heaven, but Jesus is still doing things and teaching 
things. He pours out his Spirit in Acts 2, and it is the Spirit of the Lord 
who from that moment directs the mission, beginning at Jerusalem and 
moving from there via Judea and Samaria “to the end of the earth” 
(1:8). The Ethiopian eunuch’s story, then, is part of a larger narrative. 
With persecution scattering the church from Jerusalem “throughout the 
regions of Judea and Samaria” (8:1), Philip, one of the seven appointed 
as deacon back in chapter 6, “went down to the city of Samaria” to 
preach the word (8:4–5). Thanks to Philip’s work, “many villages of 
the Samaritans” had the gospel preached to them, we read in 8:25.

What’s happening in our passage is that the Spirit of the ascended 
Lord is telling Philip to keep the mission going. When the eunuch 
becomes a disciple of Jesus, for the first time in the story, the gospel 
moves past the boundaries of Judea and Samaria into gentile territory.

This mission, on the forefront of our minds, shapes the way we 
read the story of the Ethiopian eunuch. It guides us as we move from 
reading to understanding. Later tradition fills us in on some of the 
details of this story. It reports that the eunuch’s name was Indich. 
Once back in Ethiopia, Indich preached the gospel and converted 
Queen Candace and many other people to the Christian faith.1 Much 

1. Nicephorus 2.6; taken from Paton J. Gloag, A Critical and Exegetical Com-
mentary on the Acts of  the Apostles (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1870), 1:310.
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of this story is probably apocryphal. But it nonetheless reminds us 
of something important. The book of Acts is about mission. Philip 
is a link in that mission. The eunuch too is a link in that mission. 
Everyone who joins the chariot becomes a link in that mission. The 
links continue, just as the mission continues. These missional links 
make up a long tradition. After all, we still read the Scriptures; we 
still read Isaiah 53. One way to read the Scriptures well—to move 
from anaginōskein to ginōskein, from reading to understanding—is 
to ask, how does our reading fit our mission?

If still today our Lord is on a mission—if still today he uses the 
same Scriptures to pass on the good news—then that mission is our 
mission, and much like the eunuch and much like Philip, we learn to 
read the Bible in a way that serves the mission. To understand the 
Bible’s meaning well, it’s crucial to know its purpose. Its purpose is 
missional. After all, we’re reading the Bible on our journey, traveling 
together in the chariot. The characters of the biblical story—Adam 
and Eve, Abraham, Moses, David, Jesus, Paul (and also Philip and 
the Ethiopian eunuch!)—do not lie buried in the rubble of history. 
They continue to help us on our journey. They still guide us on our 
mission. Whatever other reasons we may have to read the Bible, the 
overall purpose is always this: to join the mission of our Lord.

To join the chariot is not only to join the mission of Christ; it is 
also to join the church of Christ. Again, this is of central importance 
to Luke. The Feast of Pentecost in Acts 2 is also the feast of the be-
ginning of the church. It is when the twelve apostles are “all together 
in one place” (2:1) that the Spirit is poured out. The entire book of 
Acts is about the church. It’s about the church’s origin. It’s about 
the church’s growth. It’s about the church’s mission. The church is 
the context, the framework, within which we read the Bible. So the 
eunuch’s response, “How can I [understand], unless someone guides 
me?” (8:30), implies that we need the church’s guidance to read the 
biblical story well.

The eunuch knows he’ll never figure out the meaning of Isaiah 53 
as long as he’s alone in the chariot. He needs Philip, led by and filled 
with the Spirit of God, with him in the chariot. Philip—or we could 
perhaps say the chariot—stands for the church. Reading together 
in the chariot means that we read the Bible in line with the way the 
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church has read it in the past. Bible reading has to do with both the 
future and the past. We have already seen how the Bible takes us to 
the future, that Bible reading is missional in purpose and direction, 
and that the end point is the gospel being preached to the ends of 
the earth. But the Bible also takes us to the past. Reading the Bible 
makes us want to stand in line with the eunuch, with Philip, and with 
all the others who follow in that long chain, that long tradition of 
Bible readers—all those people who joined the chariot long before 
you and I did.

We don’t like others telling us what to do. We are a fiercely indepen-
dent lot. But if we want to move from reading to understanding, 
from anaginōskein to ginōskein, then we need to recognize that our 
reading of the Bible happens between the future, the mission of the 
church, and the past, the tradition of the church. And in our reading, 
we are bound to both. We can’t understand the Bible properly if we 
forget the missional purpose of reading. Neither is it possible to get 
the fullness of what Scripture means if we go it alone without the 
guidance of Bible readers who have gone before us.

Reading the Bible is kind of like playing jazz piano. There’s a lot 
of freedom in how you go about it and a great deal of creativity in 
your own performance. But as every jazz pianist knows, when you 
refuse to play by the basic ground rules of the musical tradition, 
or when you’re unfamiliar with the skills involved in playing jazz, 
the result will be people closing their ears as soon as you put your 
fingers to the keys. Playing jazz implies that you have learned to 
take your place within the bounds of the proper rules for playing 
jazz. Reading the Bible is similar. It implies that we have learned to 
take our place within the long tradition of the church and that we 
read the Bible in line with the way others in the church have read 
it before us. To understand the Bible, we need to take our place 
inside the chariot.

There’s one final point. So far, I’ve talked about mission as the 
future purpose of our reading, and I’ve spoken of tradition as the 
past starting point for our reading. But we haven’t done the actual 
reading yet. Sure, we’ve perused Acts 8 in some detail, but we haven’t 
yet looked at Isaiah 53. And that’s the passage Philip is explaining to 
the eunuch in the chariot.

 Sacramental Preaching

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)

Jans Boersma, Sacramental Preaching
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2016. Used by permission.



7

Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter
 and like a lamb before its shearer is silent,
 so he opens not his mouth.
In his humiliation justice was denied him.
 Who can describe his generation? 
For his life is taken away from the earth. 

(Isaiah 53:7–8 as quoted in Acts 8:32–33)

Note that the eunuch asks a specific question about Isaiah: “About 
whom, I ask you, does the prophet say this, about himself or about 
someone else?” (Acts 8:34). The question takes us to the heart of the 
passage from Isaiah. It’s a question of identity: Who is this about?

Now, I would like us to do a thought experiment. Imagine you 
didn’t know the gospel. Imagine you didn’t know the story of Jesus, 
of his silent suffering, of his humiliation, and of his death. Imagine 
that none of this is familiar to you. And now you read Isaiah 53. How 
would you read it? Who do you think the prophet is talking about 
here? Could it be himself? Could it be someone else? The eunuch’s 
question is an entirely sensible one. It’s a question any ordinary reader 
would wonder about.

When we do a thought experiment like that, we realize that the 
question can be answered in different ways. You and I know the 
prophet is speaking about Jesus. We’ve learned that from Philip: 
“Then Philip opened his mouth, and beginning with this Scripture 
he told him the good news about Jesus” (8:35). Philip tells the eunuch 
plainly that the prophet is talking about Jesus. But let’s stick for a 
moment with our thought experiment. How would we respond to 
Philip’s claim that Isaiah is talking about Jesus? “Jesus?” we might 
ask. “Who is that? Tell me more about him. Why do you think Isa-
iah is talking about Jesus? How do the events of Jesus’ life pattern 
onto this passage of Isaiah?” We don’t know how the conversation 
between Philip and the eunuch continued, and we don’t read the exact 
questions the eunuch asked Philip. But it’s hard to imagine that the 
eunuch would not have asked questions much like these.

Do you see what Philip is doing? He is not just preaching the gospel 
all by itself, talking about Jesus’ death and resurrection. Nor is he 
simply explaining Isaiah 53 all by itself, ignoring the gospel of Jesus 
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in the process. No, instead he begins with the gospel about Jesus, 
taking what he knows about Jesus and fitting it back into Isaiah 
53. Then he says to the eunuch, “See how well the gospel fits? Isn’t 
it clear now that these words of Isaiah 53 speak of someone who 
would come much later?” From the outset, then, Philip takes as a 
given that this passage speaks about Christ. Philip teaches us that if 
we want to move from reading to understanding, from anaginōskein 
to ginōskein, we have to move from the words on the page to the per-
son of Christ. Christ is the true meaning of the Scriptures. Whether 
we’re reading about Adam and Eve, about Abraham, about Moses, 
or about David, it doesn’t matter. At its profoundest depth, the 
meaning of the Scriptures is always about Christ. The reason is 
this: Christ is the treasure hidden in the field; Christ is the sacra-
ment hidden under the surface of the text. As long as we haven’t yet 
seen Christ in the Scriptures, we haven’t yet moved from reading to  
understanding.

I would love to have been a fly on the wall, listening in on the 
conversation between Philip and the eunuch in the chariot. I wonder 
how Philip would have read Isaiah 53 as being all about Jesus. What 
links would he have seen between Isaiah 53 and the life and death of 
Jesus? Or, to go back to the music analogy, what would the jazz have 
sounded like with Philip playing the piano? We don’t know. But we 
do have examples from later in the Christian tradition. For instance, 
when Augustine reads Isaiah 53:7 about the sheep led to the slaugh-
ter and the lamb without a voice in the presence of his shearer, he 
asks the same question the eunuch asked: “Who is this?” Augustine 
believes the next verse, 53:8, gives us a clue. When Isaiah says that 
in his humiliation the Servant’s “judgment” is taken away and that 
nobody can explain his generation, Isaiah must be talking about the 
judgment that Christ has as eternal king and about the Son’s eternal 
generation from the Father. The lamb, therefore, is at the same time 
the lion of Judah (Rev. 5:5). Augustine then waxes eloquent about 
this Savior who is lamb and lion at the same time:

Who is this, both lamb and lion? He endured death as a lamb; he de-
voured it as a lion. Who is this, both lamb and lion? Gentle and strong, 
lovable and terrifying, innocent and mighty, silent when he was being 
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judged (cf. Mark 15:5), roaring when he comes to judge. . . . Why a 
lamb in his passion? Because he underwent death without being guilty 
of any iniquity. Why a lion in his passion? Because in being slain, he 
slew death. Why a lamb in his resurrection? Because his innocence is 
everlasting. Why a lion in his resurrection? Because everlasting also 
is his might.2

Did Philip link the life of Jesus back to Isaiah 53 exactly the way Au-
gustine did? I have my doubts. I rather suspect Philip and Augustine 
each had his own interpretation of Isaiah 53. Good jazz pianists all 
create their own performances. But both Philip and Augustine opened 
up the prophet to the new reality that is Jesus.

Why join the chariot? When we join the chariot, we become part 
of a mission, a mission involving Philip, the eunuch, and everyone else 
who takes as his or her purpose the mission of Christ. Why join the 
chariot? When we join the chariot, we join the church; we link up to 
tradition reaching back as far as the Feast of Pentecost. Why join the 
chariot? When we join the chariot, we recognize Christ whenever we 
open the Scriptures. Traveling home in the chariot, we move from mere 
reading to understanding. Between the past and the future, between 
the church’s tradition and the church’s mission, Christ is the content 
of all our understanding. He is the good news from beginning to end.

Preacher’s Notes

This first sermon is the most straightforward in this collection in 
asking the question head-on: Is it possible for us meaningfully to 
read biblical texts that were written thousands of years ago, many 
of them long before the coming of Christ? Preaching always touches 
on the relationship between what the text meant and what it means. 
The book of Acts deals with preaching and contains a number of 
sermons. This passage highlights a specific instance of gospel preach-
ing as Philip preaches the good news to the Ethiopian eunuch.

2. Augustine, Sermon 375A.1–2, as quoted in Robert Louis Wilken, trans. and 
ed., Isaiah: Interpreted by Early and Medieval Commentators, with Angela Russell 
Christman and Michael J. Hollerich, The Church’s Bible (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2007), 427.
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It is not my primary purpose in this sermon to expound the entire 
pericope. The passage runs from Acts 8:26 to 8:40, and I cut it short 
at verse 35, omitting the eunuch’s baptism, the Spirit’s carrying Philip 
away to Azotus, and his subsequent preaching. My choice of verses 
26–35 was determined by the overall aim of the sermon (also the aim 
of this whole book): to see what the passage teaches about how to 
interpret the Scriptures. So I made the sermon topic the question of 
what makes for proper interpretation, the question of hermeneutics. 
This choice introduces a potential tension between the central mes-
sage of the passage and the hermeneutical question I want to address 
in these sermons. My preaching is hardly ever topical, so as a result 
I generally don’t deal with this kind of tension in my preaching. In 
writing the sermons collected in this book, however, I found the 
tension to be a fruitful one. As long as the preacher is careful not 
to impose a topic on a text in ways that are clearly contrary to the 
overall intent of the passage, I think it is possible to reflect on a given 
topic, such as the question of how to read Scripture, while at the same 
time bringing to the fore one or more of the key aspects of the text.3

Topical preaching often goes wrong by abstracting certain timeless 
principles or gleaning practical messages from a biblical text. One 
way to counter these problems is to draw attention to the context of 
the passage and indicate how the context is integral to the meaning 
of the text. In this sermon, I do this especially in the sections deal-
ing with the future aim (mission) and the past backdrop (tradition) 
of biblical interpretation. The overall context of the book of Acts is 
obviously missional, and the Spirit’s shaping of the church over time is 
also central to the book. As both mission and tradition are important 
to the book of Acts, they properly enter into our understanding of 
this passage. These topics are also of theological importance since 
the apostolicity of the church—highlighted particularly in Acts 1, but 
also at several subsequent major junctures in Luke’s narrative—speaks 
both of the church’s apostolic origin and character (tradition) and of 

3. Eugene H. Peterson has a keen sense that we ought to combine spiritual reading 
with careful exegesis. While advocating a personal, participatory reading of the text, 
he also comments, “Exegesis is the discipline of attending to the text and listening to 
it rightly and well.” Eat This Book: A Conversation in the Art of  Spiritual Reading 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 50.
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the church’s task (since the Greek apostellein means “to send forth”). 
Therefore, in this sermon, I deliberately try to deconstruct any kind 
of opposition between the importance of tradition and mission.

In the sermon I use several rhetorical strategies to add to the per-
suasive character of what I have to say. It is key that listeners find 
themselves not just engaged by the sermon but also recognize they 
have a place in it. To facilitate this understanding, it is often helpful 
to place listeners in the position of one or more of the narrative’s 
characters. In this case, the listeners could find themselves in the story 
when they were invited to join the eunuch and Philip in the chariot. 
Because they had a place in the chariot, the listeners faced the same 
questions and issues as the eunuch and Philip. As a result, they too 
had to struggle with the question of how to read Isaiah 53.

Also, by speaking of the move from reading to understanding 
(Acts 8:30) as a transition from anaginōskein to ginōskein, I am not 
trying to put my own knowledge of Greek on display (always a bad 
thing to do in a sermon). Instead, I am indicating that the difference 
between reading and understanding may seem rather small, only three 
letters in Greek, but is in reality an important issue. Rhetorically, the 
centrality of that difference, which not all listeners may immediately 
recognize as serious, was highlighted by repeatedly alluding to the 
Greek terms anaginōskein and ginōskein.

I am not a great fan of telling stories, either to introduce a sermon 
or to illustrate key points. Such stories can insult the listeners’ intel-
ligence, and while stories initially have the advantage of being easy 
listening, after a while the congregation tends to be anesthetized to 
their effect and ends up being troubled, whether consciously or not, at 
being patronized. In the long run, sporadic use of illustrations keeps 
people engaged and makes the illustrations more effective. In this 
sermon, I use two extrabiblical sources in part for rhetorical purpose. 
First, I briefly relate the idea that the eunuch (named Indich) preached 
the gospel in Ethiopia. Second, I explain how Augustine reads Isaiah 
53 christologically. As a rhetorical ploy, the latter obviously contrib-
utes to the sermon’s contents more substantially than the former.

Let me briefly elaborate on the christological point. Underlying 
the sermon is the conviction that Old Testament narrative functions 
as a sacrament that contains Christ as its real presence. Christ is the 
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reality to which the Old Testament narrative points and which it makes 
present. Put differently, the Old Testament narrative is the outward 
sacrament of which Christ is the true meaning and reality. This in 
no way renders genre, context, or historical backdrop insignificant. 
In this sermon, as well as others in this book, I reflect on a variety of 
these aspects, but always with the purpose to illuminate the central 
christological point I am trying to make in the sermon. Christ is the 
center, and historical issues should not supplant the spiritual purpose 
of the text.

In this sermon we are dealing with a prophetic passage that the 
church has always read as pointing toward Christ. In some sense, 
then, I make things (overly) easy for myself as a preacher, because 
in a prophetic passage the christological meaning may be more ob-
viously present for my listeners than in other Old Testament texts. 
Still, the question of whether Isaiah 53 is properly read messianically 
and prophetically speaks of Christ is much under debate among con-
temporary scholars.4 Generally, I think it best to avoid referencing 
contemporary scholars and debates in sermons because they tend to 
be far removed from most people’s experience. Therefore, I do not ad-
dress the academic question of whether to read Isaiah 53 messianically. 
Instead, I assume that—regardless of the passage’s initial intent—we 
are to read it as a messianic text since the New Testament does (apart 
from the fact that every Old Testament passage, prophetic or not, 
should be read christologically). A sermon does its job when it moves 
from sacrament to reality—that is to say, when Christ is preached.

4. See John Goldingay and David Payne, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary 
on Isaiah 40–55 (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2007), 2:284–88.
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