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: First published in
|ntr0dUCt|0n 1980, this seminal
: The work has become a
. cornerstone of

Endurlng homiletical
Legacy of a education across
p hi denominational
reac |ng lines. lts central
Masterpiece thesis—that every

For generations of
seminary students,
seasoned pastors,
and aspiring
communicators, few
texts have carried
the weight and
influence of Biblical

sermon should be
built around a
single, unifying "big
idea"—has shaped
how countless
preachers approach
the sacred task of
explaining Scripture.
But what makes this
book so enduring?
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4sidoM Rgbinson
remain required
reading in homiletics
courses decades
after its initial
release? The answer
lies not only in
Robinson's clear
methodology but
also in his profound
respect for both the
biblical text and the
listener in the pew.
This article explores
the core principles of
Robinson's
approach, the step-
by-step process he
advocates, and the
lasting impact of his
work on the practice
of expository
preaching.

Who Was
Haddon
Robinson?

Behind the
Method

To understand the
weight of Biblical
Preaching By
Haddon Robinson,
it helps to know the
man himself.
Haddon Robinson
(1931-2017) was a
distinguished

professor of
homiletics who
served as the Harold
John Ockenga
Distinguished

Professor of
Preaching at

Gordon-Conwell
Theological

Seminary. Before
that, he taught at
Dallas Theological
Seminary and
served as president
of Denver Seminary.
Robinson was not
merely an academic;
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he was a preadhebinsbage of their
who practiced what journey.

he taught. His

approach was forged The Core

in the classroom and

the pulpit, blending concept:
rigorous biblical The "Big
exegesis with a keen .
awareness of how Idea" and
people listen and PI'OpOSitiOﬂ

learn. His famous
dictum—"The

purpose of a sermon
is to produce a
change in
people"—reveals his
conviction that
preaching is never
merely an
intellectual exercise.
It is a means of
transformation. This
blend of scholarship
and pastoral heart is

precisely what
makes Biblical
Preaching By

Haddon Robinson
so accessible and
practical for

al Preaching

At the heart of
Biblical Preaching
By Haddon
Robinson lies a
single revolutionary
concept: the "big
idea." Robinson
argued that every
passage of Scripture
contains one central,
governing

truth—what he
called the
"exegetical idea."
The preacher's task
is to identify that
idea, refine it, and
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entire sermon
around it. This
approach, often
termed

"propositional
preaching," stands
in stark contrast to
thematic sermons
that wander through
multiple unrelated
points or verse-by-
verse commentary
that lacks a unifying
thread.

How the Big
Idea Works

Robinson taught that
the big idea has two
essential
components: the
subject and the
complement. The
subject answers the
question, "What is
the passage talking
about?" The
complement
answers, "What does
the passage say

about that subject?"
Together, these
form a complete,
preachable
proposition. For
example, in a
passage on prayer,
the subject might be
"persistent prayer,"
while the
complement could
be "reflects trust in
God's character.”
The resulting big
idea is: "Persistent
prayer reflects trust
in God's character."
Every element of the
sermon—the
introduction, the
body, the
illustrations, and the
conclusion—must
serve this central
proposition. This
structural clarity is
one of the reasons
Biblical Preaching
By Haddon
Robinson has been
so widely adopted; it
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gives preachemRodindkealihood that the

clear roadmap message will stick.

rather than leaving
them to wander
through the text
aimlessly.

Why the Big
Idea Matters
for Listeners

Robinson was deeply

informed by
communication
theory. He
understood that

listeners can only
retain one main idea
from a sermon.
When preachers try
to cover too much
ground, they leave
the congregation
with a fog of
concepts but no
clear takeaway. By
anchoring the
sermon in a single,
memorable big idea,
the preacher

This listener-
centered approach
is a hallmark of
Biblical Preaching

By Haddon
Robinson and
reflects Robinson's

pastoral sensitivity.
He believed that
preaching is not
about showcasing
the preacher's
knowledge but
about serving the
congregation's
spiritual growth.

The Step-
by-Step
Process:

From Text
to Sermon

Biblical Preaching
By Haddon
Robinson is not
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treatise; it is a
practical handbook.
Robinson laid out a
detailed, repeatable
process for moving
from the biblical text
to a finished
sermon. This
process remains one
of the book's most
valued contributions.

Step 1: Study
the Passage
Thoroughly

Robinson insisted
that the preacher
must first become a
student of the text.
This involves careful
exegesis:

understanding the
historical context,
the literary genre,
the original
language (where
possible), and the
flow of the passage.
The goal is to
discover what the

author intended to
communicate to the
original audience.
This step is non-
negotiable for
Robinson; without it,
the preacher risks
imposing personal
opinions onto the
text rather than
faithfully
representing
Scripture. Biblical
Preaching By
Haddon Robinson
emphasizes that the
sermon's authority
rests on the
preacher's fidelity to
the text.

Step 2: Identify
the Exegetical
Idea

Once the passage
has been studied,
the preacher must
distill its meaning
into a single
sentence. This is the
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exegetical Robinsomtemporary
idea—what the \.UllglEgaLiuu. tt
passage meantinits 3s5ks: "What does
original context. this ancient truth
Robinson urged

preachers to write
this down clearly
and precisely. If you
cannot state the
exegetical idea in
one sentence, you
likely do not yet
understand the
passage well enough
to preach it. This
discipline is central
to the methodology
of Biblical
Preaching By
Haddon Robinson.

Step 3:
Formulate the
Homiletical
Idea

The homiletical idea
is the exegetical
idea translated into
language that

mean for people
living today?" For

example, the
exegetical idea "Paul
commands the

Ephesians to forgive
one another as
Christ forgave them"
becomes the
homiletical idea "Our
forgiveness of others
must be rooted in
the forgiveness we
have received
through Christ." This
bridge between the
ancient text and the
modern listener is a
crucial contribution
of Biblical
Preaching By
Haddon Robinson.

Step 4: Develop

th e
2 p[()eoevlnﬁgadecti (f)rom tra(ceker.dreammachineusa.org
by Kaitlyn & Herrera ¢ Every book is a hew
adventure. ¢ Page 7



Structure

With the big idea
settled, the preacher
then develops the
sermon's body.
Robinson advocated
for a clear, logical
structure in which
each main point
flows directly from
the big idea and
supports it. He was
less prescriptive
about how many
points to use, but he
was adamant that
the structure should
serve the idea, not
the other way
around. The body of
the sermon includes
explanation
(showing what the
text means),
argumentation
(proving why it
matters), illustration
(making it vivid),
and application
(showing how to live

it out).

Step 5: Craft
the
Introduction
and Conclusion

Robinson taught that
the introduction
should grab
attention, surface a
need, and introduce
the big idea. The
conclusion should
drive the big idea
home with clarity
and urgency, calling
for a response. He
famously said that
the conclusion is not
the place for new
material; it is the
place to land the
plane. Every
element of the
sermon serves the

big idea, and
Biblical Preaching
By Haddon

Robinson provides
clear guidance on
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how to ensure Rubintomesolutely text-

W]’ O

driven=The-sermon‘'s

The
Enduring
Impact:

Why This
Approach
Still Matters

In an era of shifting
homiletical trends,
from narrative
preaching to topical
series to video-
driven messages,

the legacy of
Biblical Preaching
By Haddon

Robinson remains
remarkably stable.
Why?

It Grounds
Preaching in
Scripture

authority comes
from the biblical
text, not from the
preacher's
personality, stories,
or cultural
commentary. This is
especially important
in a time when many
congregations are
hungry for
substantive biblical
teaching. Biblical
Preaching By
Haddon Robinson
equips preachers to
deliver content that
is rooted in God's
Word rather than in
personal opinion.

It Respects the
Listener

By focusing on a
single, clear idea,
Robinson's approach
honors the listener's
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and remember. In a
world saturated with
information, the gift
of a well-focused

sermon is
increasingly rare
and valuable.
Preachers who
follow the principles
of Biblical

Preaching By
Haddon Robinson
learn to
communicate with
clarity and purpose.

It Is Teachable
and
Reproducible

One of the reasons
Biblical Preaching
By Haddon
Robinson has been
so influential is that
its methodology is
eminently teachable.
It provides a step-
by-step framework
that new preachers
can learn and

experienced
preachers can
refine. It demystifies
the process of
sermon preparation
without reducing it
to a formula.
Robinson's work has
been translated into
multiple languages
and is used in
seminaries around
the world precisely
because it is so
practical.

Critiques
and
Conversatio
ns:
Engaging
with
Robinson's
Approach

No work of this
magnitude has
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escaped critiRgbinBohinson himself
I BibHeal £ 4

Preaching By
Haddon Robinson
is no exception.
Some scholars argue
that the "big idea"
approach can force
a single proposition
onto passages that
are inherently more
complex, poetic, or
narrative in nature.
For example, the
Psalms or the
parables of Jesus
may resist reduction
to a single
propositional
statement. Others
suggest that
Robinson's method
is too cognitive,
focusing on ideas
and propositions
while
underemphasizing
the affective and
imaginative
dimensions of

tensions. In later
editions of the book,
he engaged with
narrative preaching
and acknowledged
that different genres
of Scripture may
require different
homiletical

strategies.

Nevertheless, he
maintained that the
search for a central

idea—even in
narrative
passages—is
essential for

coherent preaching.
The goal is not to
flatten the text but
to find its governing
truth. This openness
to dialogue and
refinement is part of
why Biblical
Preaching By
Haddon Robinson
continues to be
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rather than
dismissed.

Practical
Takeaways
for Today's
Preachers

Whether you are a
seminary student
preparing your first
sermon or a veteran
pastor seeking a
refresher, Biblical
Preaching By
Haddon Robinson
offers timeless
wisdom. Here are a
few practical
takeaways drawn
from the book:

e Start with
the text.
Resist the
temptation to
begin with a
topic, a story,
or a cultural
issue. Let the

Scripture set
the agenda.
Find the one
thing. Work
diligently to
identify the
single,
unifying idea
of your
passage. If
you can't say
it in one
sentence,
keep studying.
Build your
sermon
around that
idea. Every
point, every
illustration,
every
application
should serve
the big idea.
Cut anything
that does not.
Think about
your
listener.
Preaching is a
conversation,
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not a

Consider what
your
congregation
needs to hear
and how they
will receive it.
e Be willing to
revise.
Robinson's
process is
iterative.
Expect to
refine your big
idea and your
structure as
you study and

pray.
Conclusion:
A Timeless
Resource
for a Sacred

Robin
- monologue.

Calling

Biblical Preaching
By Haddon
Robinson is more
than a textbook; it is
a gift to the church.
It calls preachers
back to the primacy
of Scripture, equips
them with practical
tools, and
challenges them to
preach with both
clarity and
conviction. While
homiletical methods
will continue to
evolve, the core
insight of Robinson's
work—that every
sermon should be
built around a
single,
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