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C H A P T E R  1

EMBRACING THE 
TOPICAL SERMON
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Topical preaching recognizes that we might need to take a slightly 
different route than the expository one to arrive at truth. When I 
was a child at school, my exams were almost always an assessment of 
my ability to memorize information and then reproduce it on paper. 
In recent years, there has been a slight but significant shift in focus, 
where now exams often present real- life problems and scenarios that 
students, sometimes collaboratively, must seek to solve. Students are 
still interested in facts, but there is more emphasis on integration and 
problem solving.

In expository preaching we typically start with the facts. We walk 
through a passage verse by verse and explain the details. We confer 
information and, hopefully, work toward the theological thrust of 
the passage. Then we demonstrate the relevance of that to our world, 
often in the concluding, application section of the sermon. In topical 
preaching we simply reverse the order. We start with the real- world, 
existential issue or topic and then seek to shed light on the issue by 
providing responsible biblical insight.

Both approaches are interested in truth. Both seek to apply God’s 
wisdom to life. The difference lies in the path to such truth. Expository 
preaching starts with biblical wisdom and then seeks to apply its rele-
vance, and topical preaching starts with an issue of relevance and then 
seeks to find what the Bible says about it. (See fig. 1.)

Figure 1

EXPOSITORY PREACHING

Biblical Wisdom Relevance
What does the Bible say 
in this passage?

How does this apply to 
areas of everyday life?

TOPICAL PREACHING

Relevance Biblical Wisdom
A topic of everyday life How does the Bible 

inform the way I should 
think about this topic?
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C H A P T E R  2

HOW TO APPROACH 
A TOPIC
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Resonance, Dissonance, Gospel Fulfillment
Persuasive 
Sequence 1. Resonance 2. Dissonance

3. Gospel
Fulfillment

What we do to 
the topic

construct deconstruct reconstruct

What we do to 
the audience

resonate with 
them

dissonate reconfigure them 
with the gospel

The audience 
says

“Yes!” “Huh?” “I need Jesus!”

Our method Speak their 
worldview back 
to them.

Demonstrate 
a deficiency or 
dissonance in 
their worldview.

Complete their 
worldview with 
Jesus.

The audience 
feels

affirmed, stable, 
secure

deconstructed, 
disequilibrated, 
destabilized

longing to be 
fulfilled by 
Jesus

Metaphor We show them 
a cup filled with 
their worldview.

We empty the 
cup in front of 
their eyes.

We fill the cup 
with the gospel.
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C H A P T E R  5

HOW TO ADDRESS A 
TOPIC CULTURALLY
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as well as emotional intelligence (EQ) and informational intelligence 
(IQ)?2 To do this, we need to learn the art and skill of contextualization.

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CULTURE AND PREACHING

Figure 2
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C H A P T E R  6

HOW TO INTERPRET 
CULTURE
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Figure 3

Culture: A Dynamic Relationship between Worldview and Texts
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Paul Hiebert suggests that we look at themes and their opposites,
or counterthemes. Every culture belongs somewhere on a group of 
spectra between themes and counterthemes. (See fig. 4.)5

Figure 4

individual group

private emotions public emotions

order and predictability chaos

material world nonmaterial world

this- worldly otherworldly

secular space sacred space

achievement acquirement

hierarchy equality

freedom control

universal, whole picture particular, specific

Excerpt from Transforming Worldviews by Paul G. Hiebert, copyright © 2008. Used by 
permission of Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group.
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Topical Preaching in a Complex World

or Die” emblazoned on its license plates. I would rather die without a 
motorcycle helmet than be forced to wear one. I can’t imagine them 
banning chewing gum in New Hampshire.

Whole Picture versus Particular

In the West we concentrate on the particular: “Just the facts.” If 
there is a car accident, we focus only on who is in the wrong. Which 
car failed to stop at the stop sign? End of story.

But many other cultures will take in the whole picture. It matters if 
it’s the village chief who was driving the car. It matters if someone was 
visiting their sick grandmother. It matters if someone let their car get 
hit! “Why did you let the other car hit you? Couldn’t you see it shooting 
through the stop sign?”

Combining the Spectra

Paul Hiebert shows how we can gain further nuance and insight by 
combining some of these spectra. For example, we can form a grid by com-
bining the freedom- control and hierarchy- equality spectra. (See fig. 5.)

Figure 5
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C H A P T E R  7

HOW TO ADDRESS A 
TOPIC PASTORALLY
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Figure 6

NON- CHRISTIAN CHRISTIAN

Abortion

Yes, it’s a woman’s right! No, it’s a child’s 
right to live!

Sexual Ethics

I have sexual freedom. I value sexual fidelity.

Euthanasia

Everyone should be 
free to die the way 

they want to.

Only God has the right 
to take someone’s life.

Embryonic Stem Cell Research

It’s fine. It will help 
humanity move forward.

Embryonic cells are 
living and shouldn’t 

be destroyed.
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In these moral areas we find considerable degrees of conviction. Some 
people feel strongly about these topics, while others have no emotional 
skin in the game. Because we find people all along the spectrum in 
these areas, we need to be strategic in how we canvass the issues in 
our preaching.

Let’s say I have been asked to give a topical sermon called “Caring 
for God’s World” in my church. In particular, the church would like 
me to help them understand what a Christian worldview on climate 
change should be. As I prepare to speak on this topic, I assume there 
will be a range of views among my audience. (See fig. 7.)

Figure 7

SHOULD WE CARE ABOUT CLIMATE CHANGE?

No Maybe Yes

“Relax, it’s not a big deal.” “We need to change now!”

“God will start over, so why 
worry about the world?”

“God wants us to 
steward this world.”

“Focus on people’s souls, 
not on the world.”

“God is interested in human 
hearts and the world.”

9780310108870_TopicalPreaching_int_HC.indd   1539780310108870_TopicalPreaching_int_HC.indd   153 9/3/21   9:58 AM9/3/21   9:58 AM



APPENDIX 1
Topical Preaching and the COVID-19 Pandemic
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Sample Sermon: Fear and Uncertainty
(Available at https://youtu.be/iLl4gKBmSQc.)
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Sample Sermon: What COVID-19 Teaches Us about Christmas
(Available at: https://youtu.be/GJa1oxJxCiM.)
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Sample Sermon: Easter 2021 and COVID-19
(Available at: https://youtu.be/bH7h6oIRoIY.)
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TAKING IT TO THE NEXT LEVEL: 
HOW TO USE OBS AND NDI

If you really want to engage your audience, watch these sample sermons 
that I preached— to a mix of believers and nonbelievers— to camera 
from my study or living room.

• “What Would Jesus Say to the Broken?” (recorded):
https://youtu.be/isjt1BFlCOk

• “What Would Jesus Say to the Afraid?” (livestreamed):
https://youtu.be/e6A0t0stfKM (starts at 5:08)

• “How Can We Find Joy in a Joyless Year?” (recorded):
https://youtu.be/GJa1oxJxCiM

• “How Easter Can Give You the Reboot You’re Looking For”
(recorded): https://youtu.be/bH7h6oIRoIY

How to Use OBS
OBS stands for Open Broadcaster Software. It is a free and open- source 
software for producing video. This is the secret to producing videos 
in which you get to control the size and shape of your headshot 
and PowerPoint slides.

Step 1: Download and Set Up OBS

Download OBS from https://obsproject.com.
Go to these YouTube tutorials to set up OBS:
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Tech Gumbo
https://youtu.be/DTk99mHDX_I

Right TV (parts 1–3)
https://youtu.be/5pJrHsBLKc8
https://youtu.be/vV6I- IU7oz4
https://youtu.be/BtzDdZTc0mU

Awall
https://youtu.be/hk7W9ECtpZE

Step 2: How to Use PowerPoint Slides with OBS

Watch this short clip: https://youtu.be/C8f0tPdcC8s.
Now when you present the slideshow, it won’t fill up your whole 

screen. This way you can continue to see and use both OBS and 
PowerPoint at the same time.

Step 3: Turn OBS into a Virtual Camera

Watch this clip: https://youtu.be/bfrknjDzukI.

Step 4: See What Others Are Doing

For example, I watched this: Nick Nimmin, https://youtu.be/j2H 
zbY8E4yQ.

This is obviously a bit too much for what we’re trying to do. But it 
showed me relevant possibilities to use for my preaching.

How to Use NDI
NDI stands for Network Device Interface. It allows me to convert my phone 
or tablet into a webcam. This is great news because my phone’s camera 
is far superior in resolution and dynamic range to my laptop’s webcam.

Step 1: Download NDI HX to Turn Your Phone into a Webcam

Buy and download NDI HX to turn your phone into a webcam. 
You can also make an additional purchase and download NDI Capture, 
which allows you to share the screen of your phone or tablet.
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Step 2: Download NDI Virtual Input onto 

Your Laptop or Computer

Download (free) and install NDI Virtual Input onto your laptop or 
computer. Now your laptop/computer will detect your phone’s camera (if 
you run NDI HX) and your phone/tablet’s screen (if you run NDI Capture).

Step 3: Using NDI as a Video Source for OBS

Watch this tutorial: https://youtu.be/1OyfzQ- sHRs.
You’ll have to install this plug- in to get NDI to talk to OBS:

https://github.com/Palakis/obs- ndi/releases/tag/4.9.0

Step 4: See What Others Are Doing

For example, here’s Eddie Woo using the following (I reckon) on 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=2CaVZyCkcr4:

1. OBS
2. NDI HX as his webcam (for his face)
3. NDI Capture on his tablet (for the math stuff)

If you watch again my “How Can We Find Joy in a Joyless Year?” 
(https://youtu.be/GJa1oxJxCiM), I’m using:

1. NDI HX on my iPhone (which converts my iPhone into a
webcam)

2. My OBS uses the iPhone webcam as its video source
3. And then I recorded the video from OBS

If you watch again my “What Would Jesus Say to the Broken?” 
(https://youtu.be/isjt1BFlCOk), I’m using:

1. NDI HX on my iPhone (to convert it into a webcam)
2. OBS for the split screen of my face and the PowerPoint slides
3. Zoom recording for the wider shots of me only (with no slides)
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Awall
https://youtu.be/hk7W9ECtpZE

Step 2: How to Use PowerPoint Slides with OBS
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Now when you present the slideshow, it won’t fill up your whole 

screen. This way you can continue to see and use both OBS and 
PowerPoint at the same time.
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which allows you to share the screen of your phone or tablet.
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Your Laptop or Computer

Download (free) and install NDI Virtual Input onto your laptop or 
computer. Now your laptop/computer will detect your phone’s camera (if 
you run NDI HX) and your phone/tablet’s screen (if you run NDI Capture).

Step 3: Using NDI as a Video Source for OBS

Watch this tutorial: https://youtu.be/1OyfzQ- sHRs.
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If you watch again my “How Can We Find Joy in a Joyless Year?” 
(https://youtu.be/GJa1oxJxCiM), I’m using:

1. NDI HX on my iPhone (which converts my iPhone into a
webcam)

2. My OBS uses the iPhone webcam as its video source
3. And then I recorded the video from OBS

If you watch again my “What Would Jesus Say to the Broken?” 
(https://youtu.be/isjt1BFlCOk), I’m using:

1. NDI HX on my iPhone (to convert it into a webcam)
2. OBS for the split screen of my face and the PowerPoint slides
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If you watch again my livestreamed “What Would Jesus Say to the 
Afraid?” (https://youtu.be/e6A0t0stfKM?t=307), I’m using:

1. NDI HX on my iPhone (which converts my iPhone into a
webcam)

2. My OBS uses the iPhone webcam as its video source
3. And then I streamed my video from OBS to Zoom (or

whatever video conference platform is being used)

Anyway, this is a lot to take in at once. There is a steep learning 
curve with OBS. But once you’ve mastered it, you’ll never go back 
to what you were doing before. You will love how you can set up the 
look and feel of your video to suit you and your presentation style. 
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