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Character Counts in Effective Expository Preaching 
 
Expository teaching comes from a life, not just from a process. I’m not just speaking 
about moral purity, though that is part of it - I’m speaking of the kind of person who can 
study, prepare, and present effective expository teaching. Tools are important (study 
habits, good commentaries and other resources, podcasts, inductive Bible study 
methods, Christ-centered disciplines, etc.), but don’t forget character. 
 
Here are eight character traits that I think are important to being a good expository 
teacher, beyond the basic character described in 1 Timothy and Titus. 
 
1. Grace-Filled 
 
Accurate, anointed exposition comes from a life and the frame of mind that is focused 
on Jesus and the grace He gives. 
 

• Not on self 
• Not on the world 
• Not on distractions 

 
With a focus on Jesus, it’s easier to do what is the core responsibility of the expositor: to 
see what is there.  
 

• Self, works-based thinking: “I begin with doing. I must use the text to make a 
good sermon happen.” 

• Jesus, grace-based thinking: “I begin with receiving. The message is in the text, I 
simply need to see it and receve it.” 

 
We don’t come to the text trying to make it say what we want it to say or wish it said; we 
let the text tell its own story, in the context of the bigger story of the Bible. 
 
2. Honest 
 
We have the godly character to take the text as it is, not as we wish it were. This means 
that God helping us: 
 

• We will be honest with difficult passages like 1 John 5:7-8 in the KJV and NKJV. 
• We will read the text carefully enough so we don’t unwittingly twist passages like 

1 Corinthians 2:9 (eye has not seen… ) to speak of heaven when the context 
makes it clear that it speaks of what God has revealed by His Spirit in the new 
covenant. 

• We are not afraid to read people we disagree with, and to read their best 
arguments. 

• When we speak of doctrines, preachers, and believers we don’t agree with, we 
will represent them honestly and accurately. 

• We will not be prejudiced, manipulative, or careless. 
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3. Secure 
 
We don’t speak to please our hearers. We are secure enough in our relationship with 
Jesus Christ, knowing we are accepted in the Beloved (Ephesians 1:6), that we don’t 
have to beg for approval from those who hear us. 
 

• We want to be like Paul in Galatians 1:10 who wasn’t worried about pleasing 
men, because he was a bondservant of Jesus Christ. 

• We don’t want to get too high from nice things said or too low from nasty things 
said. 

• God helping us, we will not be insecure, man-pleasing, slaves to the opinions of 
others. 

 
4. Hard Working 
 
We recognize that God rewards those who diligently seek Him, and this is especially 
true in regard to the ministry of the Word. We will work as hard as we properly can (not 
neglecting family or personal pastoral work), with the goals of simplicity and clarity 
instead of eloquence and celebrity. 
 

• We want to be like Jesus who was about His Father’s business (Luke 2:49) and 
who worked hard (John 9:4). 

• We want to be like Paul 1 Corinthians 15:10, who said that he labored more 
abundantly than they all; yet all the while knew it was God’s grace. 

• God helping us we will not be lazy or always looking for the easy way out. 
 
5. Bold 
 
We won’t have a high opinion of ourselves, but we will have a high opinion of God’s 
Word. As we understand and explain it, we can do it with great boldness understanding 
that we have, in the best sense, apostolic authority – from the written foundation of the 
apostles and the prophets (Ephesians 2:20). 
 

• We want to be like Jesus who taught with authority (Matthew 7:29, Luke 4:32), 
and as we faithfully communicate the mind of Christ we also have authority. 

• We want to be like Paul who did not speak with flattering words, but boldly 
proclaimed God’s truth (1 Thessalonians 2:5-6). 

• God helping us we will not be hesitant or timid, and we will not work out our 
doubts from the pulpit. 

 
6. Zealous 
 
We will preach with the zeal that is appropriate to our personality (not trying to imitate 
someone else’s zeal). We will communicate our interest and wonder at what God says 
and what He gives to us in Himself and His word. 
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• We want to be like Jesus, whose zeal in serving God was noted (John 2:17). 
• We want to be like Paul, who zeal and effort were evident (Colossians 1:28-29). 
• God helping us, we will not be blasé, passive, too casual or cool; we won’t 

communicate more interest in stories and anecdotes and media than in God’s 
amazing Word. 

 
7. Teachable 
 
We will keep working at our preaching, and not be satisfied if we feel we have reached 
a certain level. We aren’t trying to constantly remake ourselves as preachers, but we 
strive to be the best we can be. 
 

• We want to be like Paul, who constantly pushed forward (Philippians 3:13). 
• God helping us, we will not be too self-confident and self-assured; self-satisfied. 

 
8. Sympathetic – Sees Things from His Hearer’s Perspective 
 
We will have a true heart for those we speak to and pray for it more and more. We will 
preach as those with broken hearts, and never from a position of superiority or ultra-
spirituality. We will anticipate the questions and fears of our listeners and speak to 
them. We won’t speak down to those who don’t yet believe, but we will seek to 
persuade them with the love of God and the truth of God. 
 

• We want to be like Jesus, who is a sympathetic High Priest (Hebrews 4:15). 
• We want to be like Paul, who worked hard to persuade others (Acts 13:43, 18:4, 

26:28). 
• God helping us, we will not be rude, hard-hearted, or hard-headed. 

 
 
Conclusion 
 
Do your very best to master the tools of expository preaching; but don’t forget the place 
of character. 
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The Hardest Working Man in the Ministry - 1 Corinthians 15:10 
 
“But by the grace of God I am what I am, and His grace toward me was not in 
vain; but I labored more abundantly than they all, yet not I, but the grace of God 
[which was] with me.” (1 Corinthians 15:10) 
 
What Paul says here is remarkable – almost astounding. It’s amazing that he compared 
himself so openly to the other apostles and said, “I worked harder than them all.” Paul 
knew that was God’s grace, but this isn’t the only place Paul referred to his work habits: 
 

• 2 Corinthians 11:23-29 – Paul’s daily burden. 
• Romans 16:12 – Paul laboring much. 
• 2 Corinthians 6:4-10 - Paul’s difficulty in ministry (“in labors…”). 
• Philippians 2:16 - not laboring in vain. 
• Colossians 1:29 - striving according to His working. 
• 1 Thessalonians 2:9, 2 Thessalonians 3:8-9 - Paul’s work both in and out of the 

pulpit. 
 
But remember: hard work isn’t necessarily of God 
 

• Revelation 2:2-3 - The church in Ephesus had hard workers but left their first 
love. This shows that hard work is not nearly enough. 

 
• Matthew 23:15 - The Pharisees worked hard, but they did more harm than good 

 
• Saul of Tarsus worked pretty hard before he was saved, and he thought he was 

working for God 
 
Bad reasons to work hard in ministry 
 

• Insecurity - trying to earn God’s love, favor, or blessing. 
• Insecurity - trying to earn the approval or applause of people. 
• You want to get away from a bad home environment. 
• You don’t know how to delegate or don’t want to delegate. 
• You aren’t working hard, you are working stupid. 
• You are wasting time on stupid and vain things. 
• You make commitments by need, not calling - serving where you are not gifted or 

anointed. 
• You have a competitive heart and compare yourself to others. 
• You are only interested in working hard for “your” things, and not the things of 

your marriage, home, and pastoral care. 
 
Paul’s ministry was freer because he was not married. There is a proper and necessary 
limitation on the married minister that there is not in the unmarried minister 
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Display to your wife that your hard work for the ministry is mindful of your first ministry - 
to your family. This isn’t a work problem, it is a priority problem. 
 
Remember one of Paul’s main points in the Ephesians 5 marriage passage - the 
essential unity of the husband and wife in marriage. This means that it is not about me, 
it is not about her, it is about US. 
 
If you need to, preach the same sermon two weeks in a row for special time with your 
wife. Can we really say many of our people would notice? 
 
Your decision for sacrifice through hard work must be made with your wife as a partner, 
not simply imposed on her. 
 
Good reasons to work hard in ministry 
 

• You want more reward (1 Corinthians 3:8) 
• You recognize your partnership with Jesus as a co-laborer with Him (1 

Corinthians 3:9, 2 Corinthians 6:1) 
• The love of Christ constrains you (2 Corinthians 5:14) 
• You don’t want to serve Jesus with less fervor and energy than you used to serve 

the Devil 
• You know the time is short (Ephesians 5:15-16) 
• You don’t want to receive God’s grace in vain (1 Corinthians 15:10) 
• You know your labor is not in vain (1 Corinthians 15:58, Hebrews 6:10) 

 
Two Final Points 
 
1. Hard work matters little apart from directed service. Let the Holy Spirit direct your 
service. 
 
2. Hard work is just part of sacrificial service. You can’t escape it - real ministry, fruitful 
ministry will cost us something. Not because our sacrifice “buys” God’s blessing (a 
dangerous idea that makes us think we can earn or deserve God’s blessing) but 
because when we sacrificially serve we are like Jesus. Power will go out of us (Mark 
5:30). 
 

Remember what they said of Jesus: “He saved others, Himself He cannot save” 
(Mark 15:31). That was true. There will be a cost when we give our lives to serve 
God, His people and a needy world. 

 
Good ministry will cost something. Our job is to protect our wife and children from 
the cost as much as we can. We can never protect them completely, but we 
should do what we can. 

 


