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Exegesis and Sermon Structure 
Detailed Outline 

Part 1 of 3 
 

“Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a worker who has no need to be ashamed, 

rightly handling the word of truth.” (2 Tim. 2:15 ESV) 

We want to look now at exegesis and sermon structure. This is going to be very simple and 

elementary material. It is for people teaching the whole congregation, Bible studies, Sunday school. I 

have kept it elementary because I know many of you don’t have time to be a full-time teacher. Maybe 

you don’t have the ability to teach all people in the church, but maybe you are able to teach a small 

group or a Sunday school class, even one-on-one. These are basic things we need to know. 

I. Meditate on the Passage—Observe, Observe, Observe 

How do you prepare a message from the Bible? Here’s how I like to start. I start with meditation 

and observation.  

1. What I like to do is take my text and photocopy or print it out so I have the text before me.  

2. Then I carefully meditate through this text. As I’m meditating, I’m marking, color-coding, 

and drawing arrows. I destroy the piece of paper. If it’s a small text, I might even memorize 

it. I ask lots of questions, and I always have the text right in front of me. I don’t want to use 

my Bible for this because it is too destructive to my Bible. With a printout, I can take it 

with me, stick it in a book, and carry it with me for an entire week. I can save it in my notes 

for later.  

3. Do not start with your commentary. Start with the text of Scripture, ask lots of questions of 

the text, see how the text develops, and try to interpret it by just looking at it. 

Charles Haddon Spurgeon believed in this method, and I want to give you two fabulous quotes by 

him on meditating and, as he says, “boring your way into” the text. 

“It is a great thing to pray one’s self into the spirit and marrow of a text; working into it by sacred 

feeding thereon, even as the worm bores its way into the kernel of the nut.” – Spurgeon  

He goes on to say this: 

“Let us, dear brethren, try to get saturated with the gospel. I always find that I can preach best when I 

can manage to lie asoak in my text. I like to get a text, and find out its meaning and bearings, and so 

on; and then, after I have bathed in it, I delight to lie down in it, and let it soak into me.” – Spurgeon 

Those are very powerful words. Spurgeon was a great preacher and a very vivid writer. As he says, 

soak in your text and let it soak into you.  
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II. Study the Passage 

Our sample text is going to be Ephesians 6:18–20.  

“Praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication. To that end keep alert with all 

perseverance, making supplication for all the saints, and also for me, that words may be given to me in 

opening my mouth boldly to proclaim the mystery of the gospel, for which I am an ambassador in 

chains, that I may declare it boldly, as I ought to speak.” (Eph. 6:18–20) 

Let’s look at the text and let’s start to study it, putting together a sermon. We want to lift out the 

meaning from the text, not read a meaning into it. Our job is to figure out what the inspired writer 

meant. What did he say, what did the readers hear and what did they understand the text to mean? 

We want to be accurate in this. Paul writes to Timothy in the context of dealing with false teachers 

and his own teaching. 

“Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a worker [a servant of the Lord and a 

teacher] who has no need to be ashamed [because he hasn’t done his homework], rightly handling the 

word of truth.” (2 Tim. 2:15) 

The false teachers did not “rightly handle the word of truth.” They were not good workers. They 

should’ve been ashamed of what they were teaching. I believe we should have a healthy fear of 

error, of teaching wrong doctrine. When I come to the text, I want to know what the text says. I do 

not want to be a teacher who teaches false doctrine, or misleads God’s people. So there should be 

this sanctified fear, so that we are good workers and not ashamed of what we produce. 

III. Basic Principles of Interpretation and Preparation 

Let’s look at some very basic principles of exegesis, lifting out the meaning and seeking the right 

interpretation for people. You should know these, but somehow we don’t practice them in our 

Bible study, often because we are in a hurry.  

A. Context 

1. Everyone knows this rule. I’m not telling you anything new. Yet again and again, here’s 

where we fail. We don’t let the context determine the meaning of words or the theology 

that is being presented. It’s so easy to read into the text our own pre-conceived ideas or 

our own traditions.  

2. We need to be students of context. There is also the circle of context. For example, we are 

looking at Ephesians. You need to know Pauline literature, which is the larger context. We 

could even broaden it and say you need to know biblical literature, because the Bible is a 

whole. For our particular passage, we need to know the whole book of Ephesians—who 

it’s written to, what it’s about—because it all fits together. It is one letter. 

3. Then we need to know the immediate context. For our passage, this is Ephesians 6:10–20, 

which is about spiritual warfare and the Christian armor. That is its immediate context.  

When we interpret and preach on this passage, we have to display the context and tell 

people, the larger context in which it fits. 
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This is a principle well known, but it is also a principle too often neglected or not given close 

attention. Be a student of context, and always ask, how does this fit in the context? 

B. Emphasis of the text 

What is the big idea or theme in the text? What are the main words and verbs? In the case of 

our example sermon, it is prayer and praying at all times.  

C. Figures of speech 

The Bible uses many figures of speech, so you must know about them. Get a book on 

hermeneutics and learn about the different figures of speech, such as similes, metaphors, and 

hyperbole. You need to know these because they are scattered throughout the Bible.  

Here in our passage, we have some beautiful figures of speech, such as “ambassador in chains,” 

the soldier, Roman soldier, prayer, warfare. These figures of speech help us interpret the 

passage. Also they provide great illustrations for us in communicating the passage.  

D. Key words 

The key word in our example passage is “all,” and it is repeated four times. You should take 

note of that. Why does Paul say “all?” Undoubtedly he is speaking very comprehensively. Also 

Paul uses different words for prayer. Look for key words. The ideas are carried by key words.  

E. Grammar 

Most people hate grammar. You will have to know basic grammar—the main verb, key nouns, 

descriptive adjectives. In the Greek language, little transitional words and prepositions are 

very important in following the logic. That’s why I said earlier that you need a good Bible that 

is essentially literal that will not remove all these key words, such as “for” or “therefore” or 

“in.” These give us the writer’s logic and thought development. You must look for those little 

words. They are very important.  

F. Problems and disagreements 

1. You need to be honest with the text. There might be things you don’t understand or areas 

of serious disagreement.  

2. When you’re teaching the Bible, tell people that there are different view on an issue. For 

example, in our text some people might think that prayer is one of the pieces of armor. 

Others say, it is not. So you can present both views and give your view.  

3. If there are problems and disagreements, acknowledge them. Don’t try to explain them 

away. You don’t know everything. As Paul says, we know in part. That’s why we go to 

commentaries, to get help from people who have done a lot more studying than us. Tell 

people that. You can even say, “I’m not sure at this point.” They will respect you for that. 

G. Analogy of faith 

The “analogy of faith” means the Bible interprets the Bible. The Bible is the best commentary 

on itself. It is amazing how the whole Bible fits together. I’ve read the Bible consistently for 50 

years now, and again and again I am amazed how the Scripture helps me to interpret Scripture. 
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That’s why we go to commentators who have studied the Bible for 50 years. They know the 

whole of Scripture and can bring Scripture to bear on Scripture. So the analogy of faith is very 

important. 

In our passage, we are told to pray in the Spirit. What does that mean? Well, we can go to Jude 

20 and you have a similar phrase, “Pray in the Holy Spirit.” You can go to Romans 8:26, which 

tells us the Spirit helps us in our prayers, and so on. The Scripture will help us to interpret 

these difficult Scriptures. That’s why I recommended to you a Bible concordance. You look up 

“Holy Spirit” and “prayer.” And you can get help in your Bible interpretation. 

 

We want to be good interpreters of the Word. We want to be accurate. We do not want to give false 

teaching. We need these basic principles of Bible exegesis, lifting out the meaning and letting the text 

speak to us and control our thinking, our sermon and our preparation. 
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Exegesis and Sermon Structure 
Detailed Outline 

Part 2 of 3 

IV. Building an Outline 

The first place to start is with building a simple and clear outline. The outline is the bones of your 

sermon. It is not the job of the listener to figure out what you’re saying. It is your job to make what 

you are saying and all the material you have studied and put together clear and present it to your 

listeners so they don’t get lost.  

The outline will manage your material, it will keep you on track, and it will make listening much 

easier. It is very essential that you understand the importance of a good, strong outline. 

A. Keep it clear and simple 

1. Illustration: When I first started to be a preacher as a very young man, my wife was really 

my best critic. One of her first criticisms of me was this: “Alex, I couldn’t follow you today. 

You did not have a clear logical outline.” She would remind me and say, “You know, that is 

not a good sermon because I had to work too hard to figure out what you were talking 

about.” As I said, she was my best critic, and I believe that she was right.  

2. Illustration: One time, more recently, my wife and I were at another church and we were 

listening to this speaker. I leaned over to my wife and said, “Honey, what is he talking 

about?” She leaned over to me and said, “I don’t know. You’re the preacher!” The speaker 

had very good thoughts, and he said some good things. But there was no flow of 

development or structure. It was too much work for the listeners, and most people just fell 

asleep. 

3. Whenever I am preparing for a message, and I am reading the commentaries, I’ve 

meditated on the passage, I’ve worked the passage over, I always have a note pad. You may 

prefer to use your computer. But on my note pad, I work on my outline. As I’m studying 

and reading the passage, I’m always working with a good, logical, simple outline.  

B. Make your headings parallel 

Your outline should be written in very clear, parallel thoughts. If you want to use two words, 

“study love,” “teach love,” and “model love” would be an example. They are parallel.   

If you will look at the passage we are using as an example, I want you to see the outline I have 

used. Notice carefully how I use parallel thoughts and parallel sentences to present the 

material. I’ve entitled the message “Six Lessons in Prayer.” Look at the outline on the next page. 
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SIX LESSONS IN PRAYER 

Ephesians 6:18–20 

 

Lesson One: Always Be Creative in Your Prayer Life—“with all prayer and petition” 

Lesson Two: Always Be in a Spirit of Prayer—“pray at all times” 

Lesson Three: Always Be Praying in the Power of the Spirit—“in the Spirit” 

Lesson Four: Always Be Watching and Praying—“Be on the alert with all perseverance and 

petition” 

Lesson Five: Always Be Praying for Others—“for all the saints” 

Lesson Six: Always Be Praying for Missionaries and the Gospel 

 Pray for clarity in the Gospel 
 Pray for courage 

1. Did you notice how easy that is to follow? You’re looking at these points and you can figure 

the whole sermon out. The outline builds anticipation, and it holds all the material 

together.  

2. This outline is something that the listeners can remember and take home with them.  

3. I always tell people they are welcome to use my outlines. If you want to use someone else’s 

outline, that is fine. But you need to acknowledge that it is their work or it is plagiarism. In 

some cases, you may have to call and get permission. But in many cases, it is out there for 

people to use. Just acknowledge that you took the outline from someone else, because you 

could not improve upon it. 

4. If you prepare your own outline, it is better for you. And remember that the outline should 

represent the text of Scripture. You don’t want to be so creative that no one can figure out 

what it has to do with the text of Scripture. 

C. Have a strong introductory sentence 

1. You have finished your outline. Now, right after your main outline point, you want a good, 

strong sentence that leads right into what the main point is.  

2. Do not wander around or get off track. Move right to the theme, the main point that you 

want to make under each major heading.  

3. Have a nice, clear statement of that main point.  

4. Don’t over-speak or over-use words. Be concise. People like that, and it makes the sermon 

more interesting. 

V. The Body of the Message 

Let’s look at the body of the message. We started with the bones, or the outline. 
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A. Title 

1. Your title should tell people what you’re talking about and focus them on the main point. 

For our example, I used a very elementary title. I called it, “Six Lessons in Prayer.” It might 

even be too simple for most people.  

2. Some people are more creative. They would like something like “I Prayed til I Dropped” or 

“I Broke My Knees Praying So Much” or “I Have Camel Knees.” Those are all very creative 

titles, and if that is what you like to do, that’s fine.  

3. I like something simple but that allows my listener to grasp right away what the sermon is 

about. 

B. Introduction 

1. The purpose of the introduction is to capture the audience’s attention and interest, and 

then introduce the theme and the subject. John Broadus once quipped, “Well-begun is half 

done, and ill-begun is apt to be wholly ruined.”  

2. Your introduction is important, but this is where many people make a big mistake. I have 

seen people take 20 minutes for an introduction. That means they won’t have time for 

their whole sermon. So the preacher will get halfway through the sermon or near the end, 

and then he’ll run out of time and won’t be able to finish. The reason for this is he didn’t 

take control of the sermon at the beginning.  

3. If you want a review of last week’s sermon, keep it nice and short and succinct. Don’t go on 

and on with the review. You will bury your listener and it will be boring to most people.  

4. If you want to use an illustration or a story, that is fine. Don’t let it get out of control. 

Remember you’re just introducing the material, and you’re raising interest.  

5. Personally, I like to move through my introduction rapidly and not spend much time on it. 

C. Sub-points 

You have your outline and your different parallel thoughts that are easy to remember and easy 

to follow. You now want sub-points. You’ve made a nice, clear statement for each major point 

that you will make. Now you start breaking down the material you have into sub-points. In the 

example, I used sub-points in the last heading because Paul has two requests, that he’ll be bold 

and that he’ll be clear in the message. These became two nice sub-points.  

You want your sub-points to be clear. The purpose of the main points and their sub-points is to 

follow the development of your message and your flow of thought. You do not want to lose 

your listener! Therefore, you break down your material into these sub-points that are 

following the text and make your train of thought easier to follow.  

D. Illustrations and applications 

After you have your outline, your sub-points, and the body of your material from your reading 

and your study, you need to place illustrations and applications in the right places in your 
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sermon. If you like to use personal and practical suggestions or helps, those are important to 

indicate too. This way you know right where everything fits in the sermon. 

E. Conclusion and response 

1. I call this “landing the plane.” Some people are good at “taking off” – good introduction, 

good major points, nice flow of development, good illustrations – but they can’t land the 

plane. Instead, they circle the airport.  

2. The conclusion is important! You bring your sermon to a conclusion and that is where you 

focus on the audience.  

3. I personally like to have a response, either in silent prayer or a song or asking the audience 

to respond to a particular aspect of the message. I believe it is a very good thing to have a 

conclusion that causes audience response. 

 

That is basic structure. There is so much more that can be said about this. A book that is very helpful 

is Jack Hughes’ book, Expository Preaching with Word Pictures. The author explains what expository 

preaching is. He’ll give you excellent illustrations, and he’ll show you how to get illustrations from the 

text and from key words. I recommend this book for building the body of your sermon. 
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Exegesis and Sermon Structure 
Detailed Outline 

Part 3 of 3 
 

I want to deal now with three special aspects of building your sermon that often aren’t emphasized. 

So I want to give a little more attention to these. They are illustration, application, and practical 

suggestions or helps to implement the truth of the Word of God. 

VI. Illustrations 

The word “illustration” has the idea of shining a light on something. Some have called it a “verbal 

flashlight,” a clear window into your teaching. The higher the wattage, the more truth is revealed.  

The master illustrator was the Lord Jesus Christ. No one illustrated like He did. He constantly 

illustrated.  

 Remember in Luke 10, he is giving a definition of what it means to love your neighbor.  

 He could have given a formal, lengthy, lawyer-like definition for loving your neighbor.  

 But he doesn’t do that. He gives a living illustration about a man who is going down to 

Jericho and he is beaten on the road. The nice, religious people walk right by him. But the 

Samaritan comes by and takes the man to the inn. He cares for him and gives him money 

and promises to come back and visit him again.   

 That illustration has lasted two thousand years. Everyone knows the story of the Good 

Samaritan, even people who aren’t Christians. It is a wonderful, lengthy, parabolic 

illustration. These kinds of things stick in the mind and they illuminate the truth of what it 

is to love your neighbor. 

I mentioned to you earlier the book, Expository Preaching with Word Pictures by Jack Hughes. He 

does a nice job in this book helping us with how to use words and to use the Bible as its own 

illustration. He writes,  

Dr. Guthrie tells that at the commencement of his ministry he determined that he would so speak as to 

compel the attention of his hearers. In order to do this, he carefully watched his congregation, to see 

what caught and fixed their attention most readily. When he discovered that it was the illustrations 

used, he sent himself to cultivate that faculty to the fullest extent; and by so doing gained the ear of 

the crowd. – Jack Hughes, from Expository Preaching with Word Pictures 

This is very true. I’ve seen this in my own experience, particularly when speaking in third world 

countries. People love good illustrations. You’ve given them the teaching. You’ve gone through 

point one. You’ve given some sub-points. You’ve brought the body of material together. But these 

are all straight facts.  
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Now you give a good illustration of everything you’ve just said, and all of a sudden, as Dr. Guthrie 

said, you will see the people move forward. The people need a break from the facts, and the 

illustration often gives them that.  

Particularly some of us preachers who may be very scholarly and very technically minded may do 

great at presenting the topic or the text of Scripture, but after a while they weary you. You can only 

take so much hammering before you need the sermon brought to life.  

A. Where do we get illustrations? 

1. The key images and words of your text 

As Jack Hughes has said, some of our best illustrations come right from our text. In our 

example text, it is very obvious.  

a) You have the soldier, and everyone can think of a soldier.  

1) You can even take something contemporary from the newspaper, or from the 

news of our armed forces and what soldiers are like.  

2) You could show a picture of a Roman soldier and take just a few minutes to talk 

about a Roman soldier.  

Let’s say you are talking about a Roman soldier. Don’t take 5 or 10 minutes going 

through a long explanation of a Roman soldier.  

b) Break it down into sub-points.  

1) A Roman soldier looks like this.  

2) A Roman soldier gets this kind of training.  

3) A Roman soldier will serve for 20 years.  

4) He can retire, and he can make some money.  

You break it into nice sub-points so people can remember. Remember to keep a nice 

flow and development. Don’t just give a long diatribe on Roman soldiers. 

c) Paul also says, “I am an ambassador in chains.”  

1) Talk about what it means to be an ambassador,  

2) If you’ve ever met an ambassador,  

3) Who some of our ambassadors are today.  

4) Paul’s an ambassador for the King of kings and Lord of lords, but he’s a very 

unusual ambassador: he is in chains.  

d) Right in the text, we have key words, such as “warfare” and “this present darkness,” 

back in verses 11 and 12. You pick up on these words as great illustrations to bring 

life and light to the text. 
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2. Your own life 

Also, you can get illustrations from your own life. These are some of the most popular 

illustrations. People want to know about you. Try to remember things you’ve experienced. 

When I’m preparing a message, I try to think, “What have I experienced that illustrates 

this?” In the case of our example, where have I entered into spiritual warfare? When have I 

actually acted like a Christian soldier? When have I sung and acted “Onward, Christian 

Soldier?” Think of some illustrations from your own life. People like those the best.  

3. Other people’s experiences 

You can go to books that give illustrations, too. Usually they aren’t that good, though. You 

can call and ask other people. I have fellow preachers who call and ask me, do you have an 

illustration for this? And I will try to help them get an illustration. I will call some other 

people. I have found it is just as hard to get illustrations as it is to prepare the sermon. 

Sometimes it is even harder. You have to work at it. 

B. Don’t let your illustrations get out of control. 

One warning: be careful of misuse of illustrations, letting the illustration become the sermon, 

or letting it get out of control, or not having an appropriate illustration that fits the text. It may 

be very interesting, but it may not fit the text. It must illuminate the text and be kept in control 

and not become the sermon itself. I know there are people who complain, “All our preacher 

does is give illustrations.” That is imbalance and overdoing it. 

VII. Applications 

The second thing is application. You will often find that seminary students or new preachers have 

very little application. They have an overload of information. You can only give so much 

information and facts before people just weary. They cannot follow particularly if you’re reading a 

manuscript or you’ve got your content very condensed. They can only follow you for about 10 

minutes, 15 at most, and that is if they are used to that type of preaching. So, the Word of God needs 

to be applied in a way that illuminates the text into our life and challenges our life, moves our heart, 

and convicts us and makes it applicable for Monday when you go to school or work.  

1. Taking this text before us, I would give a very strong application on praying for all the 

saints, because all of us are in this war together.  

2. It is a serious war. It is against spiritual forces in the heavenly places.  

3. We must be praying for one another. We must be laboring in prayer for one another.  

4. Are you praying for your children? Your children are being secularized so quickly. They 

need your prayer.  

5. Are you praying for your spouse?  

6. How about your missionaries? That is verse 20 and 21, where Paul says pray for all the 

saints. I’m a saint—pray for me!  

7. Pray for the gospel, that it would go forth.  
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I’m applying this text, so that Monday morning and Sunday night, people will think, “I need to be 

praying for my children,” or, “I need to be praying for our missionaries.” And so I will charge them 

to take this text and start applying it in their life because it is a desperate need that we be people of 

prayer and that we’re praying for one another in this great warfare that we’re in. 

VIII. Practical Suggestions and Helps for Implementing the Truth 

Lastly, we have practical suggestions and implementation of the Word of God. I personally like to 

give people practical, hands-on helps. I call it “painfully practical helps,” what they can do.  

 Rather than tell them over and over what they already know, such as “pray, pray, pray,” I 

like to give them specifics.  

 I will give them 4 or 5 examples of how to improve their prayer life.  I’ll give them 

examples, such as:  

o George Muller—how he knelt and read the Scriptures first and prayed the 

Scriptures. 

o Hudson Taylor—he admitted he couldn’t concentrate, so he would walk back 

and forth.  

o Martin Luther prayed out loud because he also had a hard time concentrating. 

With so many busy activities for the day, to concentrate on prayer he would pray 

and talk to God out loud.  

o Some people use prayer lists. 

o I’ll talk about postures or time of day.  

People know they should pray. They know the need is great, but they’ve tried and failed, or it’s 

boring. Maybe they don’t even think that their prayers get up to the ceiling. I can give them things 

that they can leave here with right away and the next day start. That is why I personally like giving 

practical suggestions, ideas, and helps so we can take the Word of God and start implementing it 

right away in our life and our daily conduct.   


