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One of the hardest things for us to achieve in life is balance. We all have the tendency 
to go off to one or other extreme. This is visible in every walk of life and it is seen 

in the church no less than elsewhere.
Nowhere probably is balance harder to maintain than in the work of the Christian min-
istry. But nowhere is it more important that we should strive to have a healthy and a 
biblical balance. It ought to be said that there is a wide difference between balance and 
compromise. Terms which sometimes sound alike are really very far apart. Compromise 
is accommodation to what is false; balance is the maintenance of harmonies within what 
God himself has revealed in his Word. Truth has its harmonies, which cannot be upset 
without doing violence to its essence.
The subject before us therefore is not one which is trivial but which concerns the pres-
ervation whole and entire of the gospel which we love and by which we are saved. If 
violence is done to the balance of divine truths or divine practices then this will be re-
flected in the characters of those Christians who hold such distortions in their doctrine 
or practice.
As our interest here is in the balance of the Christian ministry we must lay stress on the 
need which exists for preachers to minister to all aspects of the human soul. In general 
it may be said that there are three departments which require the preacher’s attention: 
doctrine, practice and experience. Leave any one of these aspects aside and the outcome 
will be a weakening of the soul and of the entire congregation.
It is the temptation of the young minister who loves the doctrines of grace to concentrate 
his energies on the theological part of his ministerial task. This is understandable. The 
young preacher has found that the doctrines of grace are enthrallingly beautiful and that 
they possess a charm and a fascination over his mind which is compelling. He comes 
fresh to his work therefore with a delight and a relish for theology. It is the food of his 
own soul and he yearns to make it the food of others’ souls also. This is excellent. A man 
who begins to preach without a delight in the glories of divine doctrine will hardly sur-
vive the race. He will be no more than humdrum.

The Need for Application
It may come as a surprise to the young preacher after a little experience to discover that 
his hearers do not all put the truth which he preaches into practical application in their 
own lives. He at first imagined that the clear statement of gospel truths would of itself 
lead to practical obedience on his people’s part. But experience teaches him that this may 
not be so. As time goes on therefore he comes more and more to see that his sermons 
must consist of something more than pure Bible teaching or pure doctrine. They need 
to be punctuated throughout with applications of many kinds to the duties which derive 
from the theology which he has been preaching.
The minister will apply truth to himself and will preach to himself by a sort of ministerial 
instinct. But the people to whom he ministers will scarcely do this without his help.
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Arising out of this discovery the young preacher finds 
that his maturer sermons consist of fewer points of 
theology, but that the points which he does cover are 
carried home to the hearers’ consciences with greater 
force and with a more careful attention to their appli-
cations.
There is danger from another direction at this stage. 
Sermons may decline into being too weak in doctrinal 
content. From being too occupied with doctrine the 
minister may now fall into the opposite fault of dimin-
ishing his theological content unduly in the interests 
of making fuller practical application. He has become 
at this stage conscious of the moral and spiritual de-
fects of his people as he was not at the start of his ministry among them.
However, this tendency needs to be guarded against. Exhortation comes best on the 
back of doctrine. All the imperatives of the Christian life are based on the indicatives. As 
Christians we begin to be what we are not from the starting-point of what we are. This is 
the true nature of progress in sanctification. Hence the theoretical basis of our standing 
as redeemed sinners needs constantly to be stated, explained and re-stated. In this way 
the souls of our people grow and advance in faith.
In our judgment the modern pulpit is weak in the demands which it makes on the in-
ward and outward obedience of the Christian. Sermons generally today do not aim suffi-
ciently hard to lift the hearers up to the level of full biblical obedience and righteousness. 
They fail to engender in the soul that passion for God and godliness which is demanded 
in holy Scripture. How far short most of our churches come of the standards expected 
even half a century ago! This appears to be true at the levels of personal, family and social 
life. If the above statement is correct then the fault must lie in part in the weakness of the 
contemporary pulpit. It would suggest that enough time and concentration is not being 
devoted to pointing out the believer’s responsibilities in the light of his privileges. We 
are living below our proper level and need to be urged to perform with greater conscien-
tiousness those areas of our duty which are set before us by God.

Experiences
The same might be said of Christian experience. Personal knowledge of God and of his 
dealings with the soul are often enough not made the subjects of preaching. Too little 
information is given in the average sermon on experiential themes which are both highly 
interesting to the believer and highly profitable to him. We refer to such topics as: assur-
ance, the experience of fear and doubt, enjoyment of God in the means of grace, relief of 
conscience, freedom in prayer, spiritual loneliness and the like.
A method which is practical for the preacher, and one which we advise, is for him to have 
a different emphasis in each of the three main sermons of the week. Let the service on the 
morning of the Lord’s Day be devoted more to doctrine and the practical duties of the 
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SPECIFIC 
COUNSEL

James Durham

“Application is the life of preaching” 



1. How Christ Refutes Error
In attacking error we find that Christ:

1. does not insist on less relevant questions, though there were many in those times. 
He focuses on those most abominable in nature and destructive in effect. 

2. addresses the errors that were troubling the Church at that time, particularly these 
Churches to whom He writes. Old and buried errors are not suitable for ordinary 
preaching. 

3. pursues such errors to show how foul and abominable they are and to make them 
odious and abominable to His people. To that end He compares those who pro-
mote them to Balaam and Jezebel. Richard Greenham (Puritan minister) regretted 
that some made error ridiculous by refuting it in a trivial way. They ought rather to 
have made it hateful by earnest and serious warnings.

2. How Christ Exhorts to Practical Godliness
Christ’s practical teaching relates to the power of godliness. He notes the spiritual decline 
of those who are sincere. He urges repentance and holy duties on all. He also attacks hy-
pocrisy and presumptuous self-confidence in the most searching and convicting way. This 
is particularly seen in the letters to Sardis and Laodicea.
This shows the kind of teaching ministers should insist on in preaching to their con-
gregations. If we look at our Lord’s practice while in the flesh we will not find Him on 
any subject more frequently than these. He taught that the way to heaven is narrow, that 
many who were first will be last, that hypocrisy should be guarded against etc. See the 
parable of the sower, the foolish virgins, the marriage-feast and many other instances. 

3. How Christ keeps Mainly to the Main Things 
The Lord does not dwell on the most obscure things in His teaching, reproof or coun-
sel.  He does not deal with abstruse theological questions or the most advanced spiritual 
experiences of mature Christians. The latter can be useful at the right time, however. In-
stead, He urges the most plain, obvious and undeniable duties of religion.  These include 
repentance, self-examination, faith, zeal etc.  
Stirring people up to practise such duties and refrain from sin is an important and central 
aspect of application. In fact, it is the very life of application. Since the life of religion 
consists in practising these, so the most powerful preaching consists in urging them.  The 
Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7) shows how Christ urges spiritual service to God 
in a simple way. He does this in expounding the law (both tables of the Ten Command-
ments) and in giving directions about prayer, fasting and other duties.

4. How Christ applies the Word for their Profit
Christ pursues the application so as to impress it on the conscience and make it profitable 
and fruitful. He convicts, exhorts, reproves, offers counsel etc. so that they may be edified 
by it and every word may achieve its objective. When Christ convicts and reproves for sin, 
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He  does the following:
1. points out the particular sins with which He charges them. 
2. increases the gravity of these sins by demonstrating their guilt and sinfulness. 
3. declares heavy and solemn threatenings to terrify them. The more complacent and 

self-confident they are (as with Laodicea) the more sharply He rips up their inside 
with the sword of the Word. The more emphatic He is also in expressing His ab-
horrence of it and showing the danger they are in from it. 

When Christ exhorts to duty He: 
1. makes it clear what duty He requires.
2. gives some help so that they can make better progress in fulfilling them e.g. re-

membering what is past, examining their own way, watchfulness in the future and 
such like. These things are both duties of primary importance and great helps in 
practising holiness. 

3. urges exhortation to duty with motives that include both the danger of neglecting 
them and the benefit of doing them.

When Christ offers the gospel and invites them to believe (as to the Church of Laodi-
cea) He: 

1. exposes their sinful and dangerous condition. He batters down their hypocrisy and 
ignorant self-confidence in their merely formal profession.  

2. presents the right remedy for their condition. This is Himself and His benefits.  
Only His imputed righteousness can cover their spiritual nakedness. 

3. makes clear how this is obtained i.e. buying, opening etc. 
4. powerfully and tenderly presses the offer of the gospel on them through friendly 

counsel and urgent request. He makes a large, free and personal offer to anyone 
who will open to Him. He urges this call in a weighty and rousing way by saying 
“Behold, I stand”. It is as though after making the offer and having knocked, He 
is now making a solemn legal declaration in the consciences of His hearers, using 
this nail to fasten His invitation on them.  By this means He urges them to em-
brace His offer and if they do not He assures them that He will leave this solemn 
declaration on record against them.

5. How Christ Draws People to Himself
No matter the condition of those to whom Christ speaks, the upshot and aim of His 
message is always to persuade them to embrace the covenant between Him and them. 
Therefore, when He charges with sin He does not leave it there. He commends repen-
tance to them and promises to welcome them on that condition. When He finds fault 
for hypocrisy and deadness in profession, He offers Himself and counsels them to accept 
Him. Even when He exhorts to repentance and zeal He offers His righteousness as the 
only cure and cover of their nakedness (to Laodicea).  This shows us: 
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Appl icat ion is  the l i fe  of  preaching. 

Yet  appl icat ion prompts  many quest ions. 

How do we k now from Scr ipture  that  i t  should be a  pr i -
or i t y  in  preaching? How much t ime should we give to 
i t?  What  k inds  of  appl icat ion are  needed?  How should 
we approach i t?  James Durham addresses  such ques-
t ions  by examining the example of  Chr ist  H imsel f. 

Ever y  preacher  needs to  study these lessons careful ly 
before  apply ing them in  the pulpit .  I f  t ru ly  fo l lowed, 
they would revolut ionise  preaching today.
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