
The Interrogative Method of Sermon Development 
“Listening to the Text” 

 
The interrogative method of sermon development is based on three questions we 

ask of the text – What? Where? How?  This is a guide on how to answer the 

“what” question. 

 
“What is the Holy Spirit saying in the text?”  We answer by listening to the text.  

Listening has two parts:  

o (a) listening to the text for myself 

o (b) listening to the text through other Christian sources 

 

1. Listening to the text for myself – this step has four elements: 

 
(a) Read the text in its context, without commentary or other Bible helps 

• This allows us to hear the Holy Spirit directly from His Word without any 

intervening voice.  God has something to say to me directly in the text. 

 
(b) Broaden the context and read what comes before your text and after  

• Context is important to meaning, especially when you’re trying to 

understand a text that was written in another era and another language. 

 
 
 



(c) Read the text in various Bible translations 

• This allows us to consider the text more fully when we don’t have the 

original languages.  Translations are considered primary sources, 

paraphrases secondary sources. 

 
• A translation is a rendering of the text from the original languages without 

adding or subtracting meaning.  Some translations: 

o King James Version, New International Version, New American 
Standard, English Standard Version 
 

• A Paraphrase is a loose rendering of the text based on the translator’s own 

ideas. It has more in common with a commentary than a translation.   

o Living Bible, Message Bible, Clear Word, Amplified Bible, Good News 

 

(d) Read comparison texts that are related to your text 

• The Bible index will lead you to other passages of scripture that cover 

similar themes or use the same key words.  The Bible is its own interpreter. 

 

Tips on how to listen well 

• (a) quiet surroundings – find a place of solitude with no distractions 

• (b) quiet mind – relax, clear your mind, focus on God; the Holy Spirit will 

not try to “out-shout” other voices, including your own voice 

• (c) humility - my thoughts follow the text, not try to lead the text 



2. Listening to the text through other Christian sources – after listening for 

myself, I am ready to listen to what other believers have heard in the text.  

Remember, the Bible itself is the authoritative voice, not the other sources.  Their 

validity is measured by scripture, not the other way around. 

 

(a) Bible Commentaries, Study Bibles – a good Bible commentary or study Bible 

will help you understand the original context of your passage, such as – the 

author, the audience, the era and customs of the time, the circumstances under 

which the passage was written.  It will also help with understanding key words in 

the text.  The SDA Bible Commentary will explain the Bible doctrines as they are 

understood and taught by the Seventh-day Adventist Church. 

 

(b) Ellen White’s Writings – the best of these are the ones written as books, rather 

than compilations taken from various articles, sermons, or private letters.  The 

Conflict of the Ages Series consists of five books: Patriarchs and Prophets, 

Prophets and Kings, The Desire of Ages, The Acts of the Apostles, and The Great 

Controversy.  Other excellent books include Christ’s Object Lessons [on the 

parables of Jesus], The Ministry of Healing, Steps to Christ, The Story of 

Redemption, Thoughts from the Mount of Blessing [the Sermon on the Mount].  



(c) A good Bible resource will help to save me from “hobby horse” preaching, that 

is, preaching based on my favorite subject or pet peeve, which tends to seep into 

every sermon.  It will also help me to avoid “deifying my own voice.”  Sometimes 

we mistake our own ideas for the voice of God, not realizing that a personal bias 

has come into our thinking.  

 

(d) Avoid extremist interpretations that are always pushing the edges on the far 

right or far left.  Remember Ecclesiastes 7:18 – “the one who fears God will avoid 

all extremes.” 

 

Conclusion 

Look for the next article on the Interrogative Method of Sermon Development, 

which will break down the most important of the three questions, the “where” 

question.  Where in the text is Jesus revealed?  As always, remember, the Bible is 

God’s book.  Don’t try to tell it what to say.  Let it say what it wants to say. 

 

 


