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ABSTRACT 

 

CHRISTIAN MILLENNIALS AND THEIR SPIRITUAL FORMATION:  UTILIZING 

EXPOSITORY PREACHING TO IMPACT BRITISH COLUMBIAN MENNONITE 

BRETHREN MILLENNIALS 

 

Name:  Dyck, Robert Mark 

 

 This research project argues that expository preaching which is shaped around 

insightful biblical exegesis and applied with relevance, and which always points the listener 

to Jesus, while being embodied by authentic messengers, will contribute to the spiritual 

formation of British Columbian Mennonite Brethren (BCMB) Christian millennials. 

 Following an exploration of the millennial worldview, the practice of preaching with 

the millennial worldview in mind, the apostle Paul’s mandate to Timothy to “preach the 

word” (2 Tim. 4:2), and an overview of four sermons based on texts selected from 

throughout the scriptures, for the purpose of testing the hypothesis with BCMB Christian 

millennials, this researcher designed an online survey to gain descriptive, quantitative 

analysis known as “One-Group Post-test-Only Design.”  The online survey questionnaire was 

developed around four primary categories.  Three categories were centred on qualities of 

sermon communication while a fourth category outlined core doctrinal convictions of the 

participant.  The online survey was made available to all ninety-three BCMB churches and 

their seventeen affiliated campuses.  Broad participation from throughout the BCMB was 

represented in the survey findings.   



 

  v 

The results revealed that 50.4% of the participants affirm that sermons are a primary 

contributor to their spiritual formation while 47.3% do not affirm this to be true.  Statistical 

analysis of the survey data revealed no significant difference between the four categories of 

sermon communication that were tested among this sample of Christian millennials.  

However, there were some statistically significant differences in category scores between 

males and females.   

Two Focus Groups, comprised of Christian millennials from Westwood Church, 

provided qualitative insight to the quantitative data using a Phenomenological Approach. 

The results reveal that while only slightly more than half of the survey participants 

indicate that a sermon is a primary source of their spiritual formation, key aspects of sermon 

communication that contribute to their spiritual formation include exegetical depth, the 

centrality of Jesus, unapologetic engagement with culturally and morally divisive issues, and 

authenticity demonstrated by the preacher affirming the hypothesis.  Based on these results, 

this researcher believes that the ministry of preaching still shapes younger generations and 

echoes the apostle Paul’s mandate to the younger Timothy to “preach the word” (2 Tim. 4:2).        
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CHAPTER 1 

 

We stand, as preachers, at the end of a long line of people before us.  Like them, we 

have a word from God.  Like them, we try to pass it along accurately.  Like them, we 

look forward to or dread the upcoming Sunday.  Like them, we have our bad weeks; 

and like them, we feel the amazing privilege and joy.  Despite all our technology, the 

essential act of preaching remains unchanged through all these centuries.  It’s still a 

preacher, a book, a gathering of God’s people.1 

                       Dave McClellan 

 

Introduction 

 

Well into my third decade of pastoral ministry in the local church, the past eighteen 

years focused primarily on leadership and preaching, there is a question that occasionally 

nags at me.  “Does preaching a sermon make any difference?”  As one whose pastoral role 

hinges greatly on preaching a sermon to a congregation on a weekly basis, this question may 

be viewed by some as cynical.  To be certain, the challenging weeks are greatly outnumbered 

by the good!  Yet, it remains a highly significant question.   

 

Pastoral ministry context 

I currently serve as Lead Pastor at Westwood Church, in Prince George, British 

Columbia.  Westwood Church is an established church comprising approximately eight 

hundred people.  One primary responsibility I have as Lead Pastor, is overseeing the 

 
1 Dave McClellan with Karen McClellan, Preaching by Ear (Wooster, OH: Weaver Book Company, 

2014), xiii. 
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preaching ministry of Westwood Church.  This involves planning the preaching ministry, 

developing a preaching team, and personally investing in the ministry of preaching.  As Lead 

Pastor and primary preaching pastor, I currently assume a preaching load of about sixty 

percent.  Historically, Westwood Church has been known for its strong emphasis on an 

expository preaching ministry.   

Within the past twenty-five years, the emergence of the University of Northern 

British Columbia, the development of the College of New Caledonia, and the birth of a 

specialized Cancer Clinic and teaching hospital have resulted in a more diversified 

community within Prince George generally, and Westwood Church specifically.  Westwood 

Church is multi-generational, increasingly multi-cultural, with a growing number of 

emerging adults and young families.  Partially due to its larger size and ministry offerings, 

Westwood Church draws a considerable community of younger people and university 

students in the city.  The demographic within Westwood Church that spans twenty years of 

age through the mid thirties, known as the millennials, is approximately two hundred people 

and, therefore, represents a sizeable portion of the congregation.  While the term millennial 

holds numerous definitions and interpretations, “ruffling feathers since it was first coined in 

1991…the ‘millennial generation’ is generally used to refer to people born between 1980 and 

2000.”2 

While greater clarity and more detailed descriptors of the millennial generation 

emerges through this research project, David Kinnaman, researcher and author, offers a 

helpful yet colourful portrait of this generation.   

 
2 Michel Martin, “Millennials: Be Careful How We Use This Label,” December 9, 2017, 

https://www.npr.org/2017/12/09/569413425/millennials-be-careful-how-we-use-this-

label#:~:text=So%20that%20was%20when%20two,age%20in%20the%20new%20millennium. 
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The Mosaic generation epitomizes a me-and-we contradiction.  To generalize, they 

are extraordinarily relational and, at the same time, remarkably self-centred.  We want 

to change the world!  Look at me!  Let’s make a difference together!  I want to be 

famous!  They want to be mentored and they want to make it on their own.  They 

want to do everything with friends and they want to accomplish great things under 

their own steam.  These selfish and others-oriented contradictions will certainly affect 

the shape of Christianity in the coming decade, but in what ways? 

The next generation are consummate collage artists, able to blend a diverse set 

of relationships, ideas, and aspirations.  This includes awareness of global issues as 

well as maintaining relationships with people across generations, religions, sexual 

orientations, and ethnic backgrounds.  They expect and relish diversity.  (The eclectic 

nature of this generation’s relationships and values inspired George Barna to name 

them “Mosaics.”)3     

 

As Kinnaman’s portrayal suggests, and as this research project will bear out, the 

millennial generation brings with it great potential for the local church as well as some 

significant points of challenge.  Specific to Westwood Church, many within the millennial 

generation, both singles and married couples, are developing their leadership skills and 

becoming increasingly central in the life, leadership, and decision-making of Westwood 

Church, an encouraging sign.   

 Westwood Church, however, is not alone in her historical underpinnings, steady 

growth over the years, and current trajectory in local church ministry.  Westwood Church 

finds herself embedded within the British Columbia Mennonite Brethren Church (BCMB), a 

denomination that has its early roots from 1860 in southern Russia.  The Mennonite Brethren, 

generally, and the BCMB specifically, have historically been known as “people of the 

book.”4  In short, the Scriptures have been central to their confession of faith, way of life, and 

 
3 David Kinnaman, You Lost Me: Why Young Christians Are Leaving Church…And Rethinking Faith 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2011), 29.  While Barna uses the term “Mosaics” to describe this generation, 

“Millennials” will be the term that is utilized through this research project. 

 
4 While the origins of this phrase are unknown to this researcher, it is a phrase that is commonly shared 

at Mennonite Brethren conventions and gatherings.    
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local church ministry.  Specifically, preaching and teaching ministries elevating the 

Scriptures, with Jesus as the focal point, have been hallmarks of the Mennonite Brethren 

denomination.  Thus, Westwood Church is not alone in her strong, historical emphasis on 

expository preaching.   

The BCMB currently comprises approximately ninety-three churches in addition to 

seventeen affiliated campuses.  Total current membership hovers between twenty-one and 

twenty-two thousand.  Total average weekly worship gathering attendance within the BCMB 

exceeds thirty-one thousand.5  Westwood Church’s size and scope places it alongside a 

handful of other larger congregations within the denomination.  While it is unknown what the 

millennial population comprises throughout the BCMB, anecdotal evidence suggests it may 

resemble Westwood Church’s composition, or around 15-20% of the total weekly BCMB 

attendance.6  It is important to set Westwood Church within the framework of the larger 

denomination because, while a component of this research project is embedded within 

Westwood Church, it goes further involving the millennial demographic throughout the 

BCMB. 

 

The purpose of preaching 

      As one called to pastoral ministry, it is this researcher’s desire that every person 

experience spiritual transformation which is ultimately a work of God’s Spirit in the life of 

 
5 These numbers represent the most current figures published by the BCMB in late summer 2019.   

 
6 It is important to emphasize that while it might be anecdotal evidence, as one who has been greatly 

involved within BCMB leadership for the past twenty years, this researcher has significant insight into the size 

and composition of many BCMB churches.  Westside Church, Christ City Church, Willingdon Church, North 

Langley Community Church, Northview Church, Central Heights Church, South Abbotsford Church, Main 

Street Church, Central Church, Willow Park Church, and Westwood Church are large churches, each having 

large portions of their congregation representing the millennial population.      
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an individual.  One of the avenues God has used throughout history has been the 

communication of what He has already said in the Scriptures, often known as preaching.  

Thus, in a general sense, there exists a curiosity as to whether preaching a sermon leaves a 

spiritual impact upon the listener. 

When speaking or writing of preaching, however, greater clarity must be given to its 

definition.  Tim Keller notes in his definition that preaching,  

“is ‘proclaiming…the testimony of God’ (I Corinthians 2:1) – preaching biblically,     

engaging with the authoritative text.  This means preaching the Word and not your 

opinion.  When we preach the Scriptures we are speaking ‘the very words of God’ (I 

Peter 4:11)…this task of serving the Word is exposition, which is to draw out the 

message of the passage with faithfulness and insight and with a view to the rest of 

biblical teaching.”7   

Stated slightly differently, yet sharing the same conviction as Keller, Jared Alcántara, also a 

millennial homiletician and scholar, emphasizes that those who are called to preach “are 

called to engage in the practice of Christian preaching.”8  Alcántara defines Christian 

 
 
7 Tim Keller, Preaching: Communicating Faith in an Age of Skepticism (New York, NY: Penguin 

Books, 2015), 20-21.  Keller’s theological framework emerges from a Reformed Presbyterian.  His publications 

are vast and his preaching is well documented.  While this researcher does not know Keller personally and these 

observations are personal anecdotes, Keller writes and preaches with theological depth that engages current 

culture, communicates with level-headed reason, and is naturally winsome.  For example, in his book Centre 

Church, Keller seeks to aid pastors struggling to adapt to a post-Christian culture without abandoning orthodox 

theology and the authoritative nature of the scriptures, one of the challenges confronting the millennial 

generation.  Keller demonstrates his strong commitment to both orthodoxy and bringing the gospel to bear on 

post-Christiandom which demands a heart of love.  From this researcher’s perspective, these various qualities 

endear him to a broad audience generally and yet find particular affinity with the millennial generation who 

desire depth from a heart of genuine love while engaging thoughtfully with difficult current issues.  These 

various realities will emerge in much greater detail throughout this research project.         

 
8 Jared Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2019), 

6. 
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preaching more specifically as he contrasts his understanding of the gospel against a variety 

of pseudo-gospels often preached.9   

I define the gospel as an ‘announcement and a call from God through Jesus Christ 

that welcomes us into covenant relationship.  It is an announcement of the good news 

that the triune God is reconciling the world to himself through Christ – his life, death, 

and resurrection – instead of counting our sins against us (2 Cor. 5:16-21; Col. 1:19-

20); and it is a call to individuals, systems, and the whole world to acknowledge and 

follow Jesus by responding to God’s grace through faith (Rom. 1:5; 5:2; Eph. 2:6-9) 

and by re-presenting Christlikeness through love (Ps. 89:1; John 13:34-35; Rom, 

12:10; 13:8; 1 Cor. 13:13; Gal. 5:6; 1 Pet. 2:9-11).10 

For Alcántara, the gospel, centred on Jesus, is one that is transformative, offensive, hopeful, 

prophetic, and eschatological.11  It is a gospel that loosens people from their allegiance to a 

world that is passing away, inviting them instead to reframe their thinking and become 

partners with God in His mission.  As Alcántara notes, “preachers have the privilege of 

announcing the good news that the kingdom of God has been established and will one day be 

realized in all of its fullness, and they also have the solemn responsibility to remind all who 

will listen – ‘you don’t have to live this way anymore.’”12   

Both the perspectives and practical approaches taken by Keller and Alcántara, 

regarding preaching, resonate deeply with this researcher.  While there are numerous forms 

in preaching a sermon such as using narrative, inductive, declarative, pragmatic, or 

 
9 Alcántara identifies five common pseudo-gospels that he believes are tempting to preach.  They 

include Moralistic Therapeutic Deism, the gospel dressed in nationalism, the gospel of prosperity, the gospel of 

discipleship without grace (legalism), and the gospel of grace without discipleship (void of repentance and life-

change).   

  
10 Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching, 15-16. 

 
11 Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching, 17.   

 
12 Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching, 17.   
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integrative,13 building off Keller’s definition, expository preaching is generally understood to 

be preaching that begins with the biblical text as opposed to a felt need or a current trend.  

Expository preaching seeks to understand the meaning of the biblical text within its original 

context, both in its historical time but also within the whole of Scripture, which ideally leads 

to accurate and appropriate application.  However, Christian preaching goes even further as 

the description suggests.  Christian preaching must be Christo-centric in its approach.  At a 

hermeneutics conference, hosted by the Canadian Conference of Mennonite Brethren, Kristal 

Toews, a BCMB pastor, challenged pastors in their preaching emphasizing a Christocentric 

approach.  Concerned for both a biblically accurate hermeneutic while pointing a listener to 

Jesus, Toews helpfully notes that the aim of Christocentric preaching is “to determine the 

legitimate link between any biblical text and the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  

In order to rightly teach the biblical text, we must be committed to understanding their story 

before we connect it to His story and apply it to our story.”14  In other words, three realms are 

significant in Christo-centric, expository preaching.  The first realm involves the original text 

and understanding it well.  The second realm focuses on Jesus and His link to the entire 

biblical narrative.  The third realm is that of application to the listener.  Understanding this 

framework and pursuing it in a preaching ministry ideally leads the listener to understand the 

announcement of a covenant relationship with God through Jesus, surrender their life in 

obedience to Jesus, and experience transformation as his growing disciple.   

 
13 Kenton C. Anderson, Choosing to Preach (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2006).  Anderson 

addresses this topic in Choosing to Preach and identifies five different approaches, yet each approach has 

“exposition” of the biblical text as a desired goal. 

    
14 Kristal Toews, “Christocentric Preaching” (lecture, MBEQUIP 2019, Waterloo, ON, October 25, 

2019).   
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A second point of clarification is required.  Effective expository preaching does not 

rest solely on precise hermeneutics and accurate scriptural analysis, but on the leading and 

anointing of the Holy Spirit.  It is the Holy Spirit who empowers both the preacher in their 

communication and the listener in their hearing and response.  The writer of Hebrews 

emphasizes the power of the scriptures (Hebrews 4:12).  Luke, the writer of Acts, notes that 

Stephen, a man chosen to serve the early church because of his faith and the presence of the 

Holy Spirit in His life (Acts 6:5) ultimately died while preaching to a council of Jewish 

priests.  The truth of Stephen’s words cut sharply (Hebrews 4:12) yet his words came under 

the authority and guidance of the Holy Spirit (Acts 7:55).  Thus, both the authority of the 

Scriptures in conjunction with the power of the Holy Spirit, can lead to a response within an 

individual.   

Exposition and communication of the Scriptures are indeed empty exercises if it is 

merely a transfer of information from a preacher to a passive listener.  As Keller notes, the 

goal is “preaching compellingly, engaging the culture, and touching hearts…capturing the 

hearer’s interest and imagination and persuading her toward repentance and action.”15  It is 

the primary desire of the preacher to witness spiritual transformation in the lives of those 

who listen.  Therefore, Keller concludes that serving and loving the truth of the Scriptures 

while serving and loving the people who have determined to listen to what the preacher says, 

is paramount.16 

 
15 Keller, Preaching: Communicating Faith in an Age of Skepticism, 21.  

  
16 Keller, Preaching: Communicating Faith in an Age of Skepticism, 23. 
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Third, alongside Keller’s and Alcántara definitions of preaching, there is resonance 

with Kenton Anderson’s definition.  Anderson notes, “preaching takes place whenever and 

wherever God’s people open God’s Word with the idea that they might help others hear what 

God is saying.”17  Anderson argues that preaching can happen in any context whether that is 

in a small group meeting in a home or on a ski hill at a youth retreat.  The primary interest of 

this researcher, however, is the context of a local church where individuals, many of whom 

identify as followers of Jesus, seek to hear from God.  Therefore, as one who pastors a local 

church, there is a deeply held interest in helping people hear from God.  One avenue for 

doing this is through preaching a sermon within the context of a worship service where 

people of varied cultures, generations, and spiritual commitment, gather.   

The biblical canon, often referred to as the Holy Scriptures, is instrumental in hearing 

from God, understanding what God desires from humankind, and helping people apply what 

God has already said to His creation.  Within the ministry at Westwood Church, in helping 

people hear from God, with a goal of spiritual formation, there is a clear and specific interest 

in exploring the impact of preaching a sermon with a group of people whom sociologists 

have termed millennials.   

Why millennials? 

Partially due to longevity in a former ministry context within the BCMB (fourteen 

and a half years), the opportunity to witness the emergence of the millennials, observe and 

contribute to aspects of their spiritual formation, and engage intentionally in their leadership 

development has been both a privilege and a challenge.  Currently at Westwood Church, 

 
17 Kenton C. Anderson, Choosing to Preach (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2006), 11. 
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millennials comprise approximately 20% of the congregational landscape.  This is both 

wonderful and challenging.  It is wonderful because millennials hold great potential and 

promise in following Jesus as His disciples.  It is challenging, because like all generations 

before, as well as those coming after, millennials have unique qualities and characteristics 

that must be understood well to effectively communicate with them.  Having served in a 

preaching ministry for approximately twenty-seven years, I recognize that preaching an 

expository sermon that is biblically anchored, theologically consistent, culturally relevant, 

practical in application, and clearly presented may or may not contribute to the spiritual 

formation of a Christian millennial.  Thus, there is an interest in exploring the relationship 

between expository preaching and Christian millennials.  The apostle Paul exhorts Timothy 

to “preach the Word” (2 Timothy 3:14-17) emphasizing that the biblical Scriptures are 

profitable to equip and transform anyone.  Of specific interest to this researcher, is the 

exploration of various characteristics and patterns of communication found within preaching 

a sermon that resonate with millennials.  Therefore, at the core of this research project lies a 

specific question.  What are the qualities of sermon communication that contribute to a 

Christian millennial’s spiritual formation?   

In the outworking of this research project, more specific questions will be explored 

that help to address the overarching research question such as, “is careful explanation of the 

biblical text required for a sermon to make a difference?”,  “Does sermon length impact 

effectiveness?”,  “Must sermons engage with morally divisive topics?”,  “How important is 

specific application within a sermon, to spur the listener to action?”,  “What role does the 

preacher play for a sermon to contribute to a Christian millennial’s spiritual formation?”, and   

“What might be the implications for communicating biblical truth effectively to the 
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millennial generation and those following while also developing next generation biblical 

communicators?”  Each of these questions emerge within the overall exploration of sermon 

communication to Christian millennials throughout this research project.     

Biblical and Theological Foundations 

 

 This project will situate its subject matter primarily within a biblical framework, 

theological concepts, and current studies on millennials, preaching, and spiritual formation.       

After twenty-seven years of pastoral ministry with a significant focus on preaching 

within the context of a local church, this researcher embraces the words of the apostle Paul to 

Timothy; “preach the Word” (2 Timothy 4:2).  At some level, and for a variety of reasons, it 

appears Timothy is reticent to engage his congregation with the circulated apostolic 

documents and letters to his generation that contributed to their spiritual formation.  Paul’s 

exhortation to Timothy is an extension of God’s perspective through the ages, in that God’s 

intent has always been to communicate His word to humankind.  This is seen through the 

historical accounts of creation, the patriarchs called to lead the people of God, prophets who 

were mouthpieces for God, the ultimate exemplar found in Jesus Christ, and to the apostles 

given the mandate to build onto the foundation Christ laid.  While it might be rightly argued 

that there are various methods of communicating the Scriptures for different purposes and for 

different generations, numerous examples from the biblical canon emphasize that the 

communication of the scriptures has a clear purpose.   

For example, when Yahweh invites Israel to enter a covenant relationship with Him, 

He provides them with the “ten words.”18  More commonly known as the Ten 

 
18 Most academic theological commentaries initially refer to the ten commandments as “ten words.”    
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Commandments, these instructions are given so that Israel might know how to live within 

this relationship.  Centuries later, following a period where Israel has turned away from 

Yahweh and experienced exile from their homeland, they are re-introduced to the Law (the 

first five books of the Old Testament) through Ezra, a scribe and devoted teacher.  Upon 

hearing the Law and its invitation to follow Yahweh’s instructions, Israel’s response is 

nothing short of incredible as they turn back toward Yahweh.  The prophet Isaiah invites 

anyone to approach Yahweh, the Lord God who speaks life, and be filled.  The promise is 

that the “word” that comes from God will never return empty (Isaiah 55:10-11).  With the 

famous ‘Sermon on the Mount,’ Jesus states that all those who ‘listen’ to his words and ‘do’ 

them are like one who builds their life on a firm foundation (Matt. 7:24-25).  In contrast, 

Jesus emphasizes that all those who ‘listen’ to what he says yet ‘do not do’ are like those who 

build their lives on a shaky foundation (Matt. 7:26-27).  The historical book of Acts, 

describing the early church, is replete with the apostles’ ministry of teaching and preaching 

the Scriptures to both Jew and Gentile.  The writer of Hebrews argues that “the word of God 

is living and active.  Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing 

soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart” (Hebrews 

4:12-13).  The apostle Paul provides clear indication that all Scripture is profitable for 

teaching, rebuke, correcting, and training that everyone who heeds it might be equipped for 

good work (2 Timothy 3:16-17).  The apostle Peter emphasizes that “no prophecy of 

Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation.  For prophecy never had its origin 

in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 

Peter 1:20-21).  The overarching theme within the biblical canon we now embrace as the 

holy Scriptures, is that ultimate truth can be found in the person of Jesus Christ and precious 
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are those who communicate this to others (Romans 10:9-15).  Thus, while the 

communication of the Scriptures may happen in many forms, it must be communicated.       

In considering the ministry of preaching and how the Scriptures speak into this 

ministry, three primary biblical texts that provide a theological framework, guide this 

research project.   The first is found in Romans 10:14-15, where the apostle Paul writes,  

“How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed?  And how are they 

to believe in him of whom they have never heard?  And how are they to hear without 

someone preaching?  And how are they to preach unless they are sent?  As it is 

written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news!”  

It is Paul’s conviction, as one sent to communicate biblical truth, that the ministry of 

preaching is not only a beautiful ministry, but a ministry that invites people to a response in 

following Jesus.  Therefore, preaching biblical truth has eternal implications.     

The second text is Isaiah 55:10, where the prophet states,  

“For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven and do not return there but 

water the earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread 

to the eater, so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to 

me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and shall succeed in the thing 

for which I sent it.”   

For those charged with a preaching ministry, the words of Isaiah are foundational.  Pastors 

and preachers often feel ill equipped, spiritually dry, or tempted to preach a pseudo-gospel.  

Pastors and preachers may even find themselves in seasons where they are uncertain if they 

fully understand the significance of the Scriptures and its implications.  Isaiah’s words are an 

encouragement for pastors and preachers to remain committed to faithful proclamation of the 

Scriptures.  Personal inadequacies are secondary.  God has promised that He will ensure that 

His word will take root in receptive soil.  The preacher’s responsibility is to faithfully help 

people hear from God, ultimately leaving the results to Him.  This does not mean the task of 

expository preaching is easy, for it is not.  Scripture must still be studied prayerfully and 



 

14 
 

carefully.  Sermons must still be carefully and imaginatively crafted.  The listener, living in a 

confused culture, carries with them their personal and complex issues which must be 

understood well by the preacher.  Presentation must still be executed with conviction, 

passion, practicality, and authenticity.  Embracing the words of Isaiah does, however, lift the 

burden and pressure from the preacher who wrongly believes they are tasked with ensuring 

both immediate and tangible results.  Ultimately, any spiritual impact left on the listener is 

the work of the Spirit.     

The third, and primary, biblical text undergirding this research project is also from the 

apostle Paul when he challenges Timothy, his younger colleague in ministry.  “I charge you 

in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and the dead, and by his 

appearing and his kingdom: preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, 

rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teaching” (2 Tim. 4:1-2).  The apostle Paul 

understands the difficult work of the pastor generally, and preaching, specifically.  Thus, 

Paul’s word of encouragement and exhortation to Timothy are timeless.  Charged with 

shepherding a congregation two millennia after Timothy, this researcher is reminded again of 

the responsibility to communicate the Scriptures through the medium of preaching a sermon, 

through the different seasons of life and ministry stages, and to do so with great care and 

patience.  This is central to the role of the pastor.  While the millennial generation may 

appear inconsistent, disillusioned, or disinterested, they also possess deep passion, and a 

desire to make a difference in the world.  Theirs has been a complicated and often confusing 

world, and they desire to know and experience truth personally.  Precisely because of this 

reality, faithful, consistent exposition, and communication of biblical truth, must be 

embraced by those charged with a preaching ministry as they help others “hear from God.”  
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It is this researcher’s hypothesis and conviction that expository preaching characterized by 

thoughtful and insightful biblical exegesis, applied with relevance, always pointing the 

listener to Jesus, and embodied by authentic messengers, contribute to the spiritual formation 

of a BCMB Christian millennial.        

 

Assumptions 

 

There are several assumptions in the development of this research project.  First, there 

is an assumption that all research participants will profess a personal faith in Jesus and 

regularly attend a local church worship service within a BCMB congregation.  To 

appropriately focus this project is important, and thus, this research project anticipates 

participants who are actively pursuing a relationship with Jesus.     

Second, there is an assumption that the biblical canon often termed “the Bible” is 

authoritative, guiding an individual in all areas of faith and life.  However, it is equally 

important to note that the Bible which is often identified as “the word of God,” is not to be 

confused with Jesus, “the Word of God” as described in the gospel of John when John writes, 

“in the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (John 

1:1).  This is an important distinction, and particularly so with the Mennonite Brethren 

denomination, who frame their biblical theology around Jesus, the living Word from whom 

all things came into existence (Col. 1:15-20), including the scriptures (2 Pet. 1:20-21).  This 

sequence is evidenced within the Canadian Mennonite Brethren Confession of Faith where 

the Confession begins with God in three persons (Father, Son, Holy Spirit), and subsequently 

followed by the revelation of God in the scriptures.        
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Third, this research project assumes that the biblical canon, in its original form, 

constitutes accurate revelation from God to humankind.  As the Canadian Mennonite 

Brethren Confession of Faith notes,  

Since most Christians read the Bible in a translation, it is important that they 

recognize that all translations are attempts to render the original texts in the current 

languages of the peoples of this world, and are to some degree already interpretations 

of the biblical texts.  We should therefore be grateful that God has given the church 

biblical scholars who are conversant with the original languages in which the books 

were written.19   

 

 

Delimitations 

 

The BCMB context is the denomination to which this researcher adheres.  Expository 

preaching has been a significant characteristic of the larger Mennonite Brethren 

denomination through its history.  Generally, within British Columbia, expository preaching 

is widely embraced.  Specifically, within the ministry of Westwood Church, expository 

preaching has been used as a primary avenue for spiritual formation throughout the sixty 

years of her history.  With nearly one hundred local churches in the BCMB, plus additional 

satellite campuses, the research pool is very significant.  While doubtful that every BCMB 

church will participate, for the purpose of this research project, every BCMB church will 

receive an invitation to participate.  The delimitations placed on this project are several.   

First, this project focuses solely on BCMB churches and not beyond into other 

denominations.          

Second, the research will involve those born between 1982 and 2000.     

Third, those who participate in this project must also profess a personal faith in Jesus. 

 
19 “Confession of Faith.” Canadian Conference of Mennonite Brethren Churches Confession of Faith: 

Commentary and Pastoral Application (Winnipeg, MB: Kindred Productions, 2000), 27. 
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Fourth, participants must demonstrate attendance at a BCMB worship service no less 

than twice per month. 

Limitations 

Within this research project, there are several significant limitations.  One limitation 

includes the demographic, geographical, and denominational elements of the project.  Any 

conclusions drawn on the impact of expository preaching from Christian millennials who 

regularly attend a BCMB church cannot be automatically generalized to millennial Christians 

in other areas of Canada or in other denominations.   

A second limitation of the project is the different churches and preachers represented.  

While there may be general similarities, such as expository preaching being a common thread 

within the BCMB denomination, every local church is characterized by a specific ethos 

which includes both the congregation and those who serve in a preaching ministry.  No 

individual sermon, preacher, or congregation is exactly the same.  Additionally, individual 

congregants are unique in their learning style and their personal connection with their pastors 

and preachers.  This is a reality of any local church family comprised of many members and 

varied spiritual gifts.  Because of these differences, the potential for significant breadth in the 

collection of data remains, and, will inevitably present challenges in drawing precise 

conclusions.  Therefore, conclusions of this research project will be tentatively embraced.   

A third limitation of the study centres around the potential age differential between 

those who complete the survey instrument.  Those invited to participate in the study are born 

between 1982 and 2000, an age span that comprises the millennial generation.  It is generally 

accepted that 1982 marks the onset of this generation who came of age as “they crossed from 
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the 20th to 21st centuries”20 and “witnessed the advent of new technologies.”21  There are 

slight variations regarding the end bracketing of the millennial generation ranging from as 

early as 1995 right through 2004, as Strauss and How suggest.22  From a research standpoint, 

American Jean Twenge, a psychologist and academic, appears to be one of the leading 

experts on millennials and draws her end bracket of this generation toward the latter 1990’s.  

Two significant works of hers include Generation Me:  Why Today’s Young Americans Are 

More Confident, Assertive, Entitled-and More Miserable Than Ever Before,23 and Living in 

the Age of Entitlement.24  While the titles of her work do not engender warmth towards the 

millennial generation, her ongoing work with longitudinal data sets of this generation is both 

insightful and thought provoking.  Writing from a faith based perspective, David Kinnaman, 

president of the Barna Group, provides scholarly American research and analysis on the 

millennial generation specific to faith.25  Canadian scholarship on millennials, notably James 

Penner26 and Rick Hiemstra27 have led significant projects which focus on the age 

 
20 Benjamin Windle, 8 Innovations To Leading Millennials (Portland, OR: The Thrive Co., 2019), 12.    

  
21 Windle, 8 Innovations To Leading Millennials, 12.    

 
22 William Strauss and Neil Howe, Generations: The History of America's Future, 1584 to 2069 (New 

York, NY: William Morrow Publishers, 1991). 

 
23 Twenge, Jean M., Generation Me: Why Today's Young Americans Are More Confident, Assertive, 

Entitled—and More Miserable Than Ever Before (New York, NY: Free Press, 2006).   

 
24 Twenge, Jean M., and W. Keith Campbell, The Narcissism Epidemic: Living in the Age of 

Entitlement (New York, NY: Free Press, 2010). 

 
25 David Kinnaman, You Lost Me: Why Young Christians Are Leaving Church…And Rethinking Faith 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2011). 

 
26 James Penner, Hemorrhaging Faith: Why & When Canadian Young Adults Are Leaving, Staying & 

Returning to the Church. Calgary, Alberta: The Evangelical Fellowship of Canada Youth and Young Adult 

Ministry Roundtable, 2012. 

 
27 Rick Hiemstra, Lorianne Dueck, and Matthew Blackaby. Renegotiating Faith: The Delay in Young 

Adult Identity Formation and What It Means for the Church in Canada. Toronto, ON: The Evangelical 
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demographic spanning 1982-2000.  Thus, while recognizing there is significant breadth 

between 1982 and 2000, it comprises the demographic that has piqued this researcher’s 

curiosity over the past decade.   

         Personal development, spiritual maturity, life experience, education, and family 

all contribute to a participant’s response.  However, the survey does not break down different 

age demographics within the macro demographic spanning eighteen years.  This may 

contribute to a less precise understanding of perspectives among the different age groupings 

within the millennial demographic.  It is hoped that the second part of the research collection, 

through the use of two Focus Groups, will aid in understanding the gaps that the on-line 

survey does not address or answer.          

A fourth limitation of this research project centres on the survey instrument.  The 

instrument is designed by this researcher, based on many themes emerging from the literature 

related to the millennial generation, preaching, and spiritual formation.  However, it is an 

instrument that is not tested for its validity and therefore any findings from the use of the 

survey instrument must be viewed as tentative.       

For the purpose of research and the ensuing findings, it is important to acknowledge 

these limitations within the study. 

 

 

 
Fellowship of Canada, InterVarsity Christian Fellowship, Power to Change – Students, Truth Matters Ministries 

and Youth for Christ, 2018.   
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CHAPTER 2 

We millennials have been advertised to our entire lives, and we can tell when 

somebody is just trying to sell us something.  I think church is the last place I want to 

go to be sold another product.28  

                   Rachel Held Evans  

 

Theoretical Foundations 

In order to begin to understand the different qualities of sermon communication that 

contribute to a Christian millennial’s spiritual formation, one must try to understand 

millennials.  Who are they?  What unique characteristics of the millennial generation set 

them apart from previous generations?  Additionally, it is important to understand the nature 

of preaching and its varied elements that contribute to effective communication generally, 

and to the millennial generation specifically.  However, both areas germane to this project, 

millennials and preaching, are equally extensive.  Therefore, each topic will be explored 

individually.  This chapter takes a broad view of the millennial generation, focusing on five 

key themes characteristic of the millennial generation generally.  Each theme will be 

examined in greater depth for the purpose of better understanding the millennial 

 
28 One of Held Evans’ many quotes.  American Rachel Held Evans, an older millennial, left 

evangelicalism due to her perceptions of its strong allegiance to the American right.  Held Evans wrote 

extensively and challenged North American evangelicalism on many levels.  Held Evans passed away in May 

2019 due to complications of an infection.      
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demographic.  Chapter three explores the practice of preaching with significant consideration 

given to key qualities of communication and a millennial mindset.          

Millennials, who are they? 

Millennials, also known as Generation Y, the Net Generation, or Mosaics, are the 

demographic cohort that directly follows Generation X.  The term, millennials, generally 

refers to individuals who reached adulthood around the turn of the 21st century.  While the 

precise delineation varies from one source to another, Neil Howe and William Strauss, 

authors of the 1991 book, Generations: The History of America's Future, 1584 to 2069,29 are 

often credited with coining the term and define the millennial generation as consisting of 

individuals born between 1982 and 2004.  For the purpose of this study, the age demographic 

will focus on individuals born between 1982 and 2000.   

In broad terms, millennials have been described as ethnically diverse, very tolerant to 

difference and very confident, sometimes to the point of being labelled as entitled or 

narcissistic.  Citing a 2012 Pew Forum study, Armand Boehme notes that within the North 

American millennial population, and especially among youth and younger adults, upwards of 

24 million Americans alone consider themselves outsiders to Christianity identifying as 

“nones” (ie. no religious affiliation) in census surveys.30  However, remaining consistent 

within a pluralistic culture, many millennials maintain some semblance of a belief in God 

 
29 William Strauss and Neil Howe, Generations: The History of America's Future, 1584 to 2069 (New 

York, NY: William Morrow Publishers, 1991). 

 
30 Armand Boehme, “The Church and the Culture of the Millennials,” Missio Apostolica 21, no. 1 

(May 2013): 97. 
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and claim to be spiritual, even though how one’s spirituality is lived out is broad and 

varied.31  The significance in these statistics for the North American church generally, and 

for British Columbian Mennonite Brethren churches specifically, is simple.  Millennials 

currently comprise a large number of young people and must be recognized and affirmed as 

having value, in the same way previous generations before them.  To disregard the millennial 

generation and their spiritual needs will lead to a massive spiritual void that will have ripple 

effects for generations to follow.   

General characteristics of millennials 

Identifying factors unique to millennials that provide a framework for understanding 

their worldview, which could lead to understanding how expository preaching impacts a 

Christian millennial’s spiritual formation, is critical.  As an introduction to the millennials, 

five themes foundational to understanding a millennial worldview will be explored.  These 

themes include a millennial’s origins, an “emerging” adulthood, a heart for social justice, a 

desire for meaningful community, and a passionate cry for authenticity.   

Origins 

Foundational in one’s understanding of millennials is their origins.  They are children 

of Baby Boomers and this cannot be underestimated.  David Kinnaman, president of the 

Barna Group, and author of You Lost Me, argues that the Boomer generation set the stage for 

 
31 Boehme, “The Church and the Culture of the Millennials,” 97-98. 
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the Mosaic32 generation, continuing a trajectory of alienation from social norms including 

family, adulthood, and institutions.33  As one millennial states so bluntly, 

it’s common knowledge that the Boomers were anti-establishment.  They came of age 

in a time where you were known for what you were against.  Though my childhood 

was pretty traditional, this stance influenced my parents’ style when it came to raising 

me.  They probably didn’t know it, but they taught me to be a free thinker, to 

challenge cultural norms, and to make the world a better place in their own way.  I am 

not unique in this.  People in my generation are set apart by their belief that they can, 

as individuals, change the world.  We feel we can make a unique impact on the 

planet.  We also feel that we don’t need an organization to do that.34 

A key feature that Gale emphasizes is an individualism, both in thinking and action.  One 

positive aspect of this characteristic is that the millennial generation embraces individual, 

rational thinking which is needed in a complex world.  Approaching issues and problems 

from different perspectives while challenging a status quo mindset or cultural norms, is a 

needed and refreshing antidote, whether in the marketplace or in the local church.  One 

significant challenge related to a highly individualized mindset, however, is that of self-

centredness.  Jean Twenge, in her book Generation Me, argues that a key attribute in 

emerging adults (millennials) is that of self-focus, emphasizing that no other generation has 

been affirmed and encouraged to love themselves as much as current emerging adults.35  

When applied to the local church, a highly individualized and self-centred focus can be a 

challenge to authority, specifically biblical authority.   

 
32 Mosaic is the term that Kinnaman and other American researchers use to describe the Millennial 

generation.   

 
33 David Kinnaman, You Lost Me: Why Young Christians Are Leaving Church…And Rethinking Faith 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2011), 44-50. 

 
34 Joshua Gale, “The Church that Is, Not Just the Place Where,” Missio Apostolica 21, no. 1 (May 

2013): 133-134. 

 
35 Twenge, Generation Me.   
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In their study entitled Hemorrhaging Faith, James Penner and his associates found 

that in their desire for a broad and inclusive framework from which to think and live, many 

Canadian young adults struggle with the parameters that exist within the evangelical church’s 

understanding and application of the gospel, including the preaching and teaching of the 

Scriptures.36  Within a secularized culture in which young adults have been raised, where 

individualization reigns supreme,37 it is difficult for many young adults, even those within 

the local church, to grasp the concept of biblical authority as the ultimate guide for faith and 

life.     

In contrast to individualized ways of thinking and living, previous generations such as 

the “builders,” those who grew up in the 1930s and 1940s, were quite comfortable in 

establishing a system and functioning within it partially because they had lived through 

tumultuous times such as The Great Depression and World War II.  Thus, pragmatic 

approaches to ministry within local churches that “worked” became established traditions 

embraced by older generations who were content with living in that kind of environment for 

the duration of their life.  They were a generation known for their dedication to 

 

36 James Penner, Hemorrhaging Faith: Why & When Canadian Young Adults Are Leaving, Staying & 

Returning to the Church (Calgary, Alberta: The Evangelical Fellowship of Canada Youth and Young Adult 

Ministry Roundtable, 2012). 

 

37 Tim Keller, Preaching: Communicating Faith in an Age of Skepticism (New York, NY: Penguin 

Books, 2015), 121-156.  Keller addresses preaching and the modern mind in chapter five and focuses 

specifically on engaging the identity narrative, another strong theme among millennials.  The identity narrative 

is wrapped in convictions that “we must discover our deepest desires and longings and then do all we can to 

realize them, regardless of constraint or opposition.”  Where sociologist Robert Bellah calls this thinking 

“expressive individualism,” Keller calls it the “sovereign self.”  Both labels speak into a strong sense of belief 

and behaviour espoused by many millennials.       
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organizations, institutions, and formalized religion, often expressed through the local church.  

Boomer children, those born post Second World War through the early 1960s, chose a very 

different path which has also impacted their children, the millennials. 

 One challenging aspect noted by Gale in relation to the millennial’s free-thinking 

patterns is the individualism that is expressed.  Individual thinking is not itself the challenge.  

Individual thinking that disregards the greater community, however, can be very challenging 

and only perpetuates a pluralistic, self-centred approach to life and faith within the local 

church.  Again, Boomer parents have contributed to this reality through “helicopter 

parenting” whereby the wealthiest and most educated parents in our nation’s history “work 

tirelessly to prevent harm from befalling their children.  In fact, they are still shielding their 

children, who are now adults, from consequences – despite the hazards of such protection.”38  

This approach to parenting has contributed significantly to the millennial tendency toward 

self-centredness, a sense of entitlement and individuality, with a disregard for the greater 

community.  While it is paramount that the local church invite individual thinking into her 

midst, it is naïve to think that a collective body of people, should not maintain some level of 

organized structure identifying their purpose, their embrace of a formal theological 

confession of faith, and even a unique philosophical approach to pragmatic ministry.39  Sarah 

Guldalian, who longs to see her generation experience spiritual transformation, emphasizes 

that speaking of church generally, and “denomination” specifically, is often a point of 

 
38 Sarah Guldalian, “The Millennials:  Reflections on Reaching a Lost Generation,” Missio Apostolica 

21, no. 1 (May 2013): 41.   
 

39 This discussion often leads millennials to question the need for denominations, and their uniformity 

or conformity to a specific set of theological creeds or confessions. 
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contention.  “For most of them, the term represents the institution.  This generation is neither 

attracted to nor fond of institutions.”40  Based on personal experience within the church 

ministries this researcher has served over the past eighteen years, Guldalian’s insight 

resonates.  However, this creates challenges for church leadership, effective governance 

systems, and a unified philosophy of ministry.  While Gale notes that “with millennials, 

every relationship is complicated; and the church is not immune to this complication,”41 the 

millennial tendency toward individualism can have significant and challenging dynamics to 

it, especially when it conflicts with a community ministry approach within a local church. 

Emerging Adulthood 

 A second notable theme contributing to an understanding of the millennial generation 

is rooted in the term “emerging adulthood.”  Over the past thirty years, or a little more than 

one generation, a new life stage has developed, identified as “emerging adulthood.”42  Jeffrey 

Jensen Arnett, a psychology professor at Clarke University, notes that emerging adulthood is 

a transition period where youth seek to form their own identity apart from their parents, but 

that this transition has shifted dramatically extending five to seven years longer than it was 

from the 1980s.  More specifically, Arnett states,  

The rise in the ages of entering marriage and parenthood, the lengthening of higher 

education, and prolonged job instability during the twenties reflect the development 

of a new period of life for young people in the United States and other industrialized 

societies, lasting from the late teens through the mid to late twenties.  This period is 

not simply an “extended adolescence,” because it is much different from adolescence, 

much freer from parental control, much more a period of independent exploration.  

Nor is it really “young adulthood,” since this term implies that an early stage of 

 
40 Guldalian, “The Millennials:  Reflections on Reaching a Lost Generation,” 42. 

   
41 Gale, “The Church that Is, Not Just the Place Where,” 137.   

 
42 This term is embraced by many researchers in the field of young adulthood generally, and the 

millennial generation specifically.     
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adulthood has been reached, whereas most young people in their twenties have not 

made the transitions historically associated with adult status—especially marriage and 

parenthood—and many of them feel they have not yet reached adulthood.  It is a new 

and historically unprecedented period of the life course, so it requires a new term and 

a new way of thinking; I call it emerging adulthood.43   

 

While previous generations have also worked through the transitions of life development, the 

research bears out a lengthening of this time period.  This new life stage manifests itself with 

millennials in many ways, and will potentially continue with generation Z, the generation 

following.  Several key historical markers of personal development and identity formation 

for a younger person exiting adolescence in previous generations include: formal education 

for the purpose of pursuing a career, the pursuit of marriage, individual economic stability, 

and living arrangements apart from one’s parental home.  These markers, generally, were 

anticipated by both parent and child with enthusiasm.  Yet current reality of a younger 

generation, such as millennials, suggest a very different picture.  As Arnett and Twenge 

reveal in their American research, the journey to personal identity formation is a much longer 

and slower process than previous generations.44  These findings parallel Canadian research in 

emerging adulthood development done in two different studies by James Penner and Rick 

Hiemstra.45 

The pursuit of post-secondary education is one significant aspect of a longer process 

through emerging adulthood.  Whereas those who desired higher education in both the 

 

43 Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, Emerging Adulthood: The Winding Road from the Late Teens through the 

Twenties (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2006), 3-4. 

 
44 These are primary themes in Jensen Arnett’s, Emerging Adulthood: The Winding Road from the Late 

Teens through the Twenties, as well as Twenge’s Generation Me: Why Today's Young Americans Are More 

Confident, Assertive, Entitled - and More Miserable Than Ever Before. 

 
45 Both Penner (Hemorrhaging Faith) and Hiemstra (Renegotiating Faith) have contributed 

significantly to the Canadian evangelical landscape in this regard.   
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Boomer and X generations, did so with confidence that summer employment covered a high 

percentage of tuition costs and graduation was a gateway to a meaningful job, it is different 

with millennials.  Emerging adults are uncertain about pursuing post secondary education 

due to high financial costs or skepticism about their ability to secure a desirable career 

following graduation.  Thus, the pursuit of further education and skill training is delayed,  

changes, and lengthens.  An undergraduate degree was nearly a guarantee for a well 

compensated job with benefits, including a defined pension plan, for the Boomer generation.  

The landscape has shifted dramatically for millennials.  An undergraduate degree is no longer 

an on-ramp for a career but is now viewed as a broad foundation on which to build further 

education.  Thus, the pursuit of a graduate degree is now a more desirable trajectory for 

meaningful career employment and adequate financial compensation.  Both the financial cost 

and the time required to accomplish this pathway is significant and can be very discouraging 

to an emerging adult.  It potentially pushes a millennial’s identity formation, and subsequent 

separation from parental identity, several years further than their parents’ generation.  At the 

other end of the spectrum, for emerging adults who are neither interested in further education 

nor driven to seek gainful employment, Twenge argues that video gaming, an activity that 

existed in primitive form one generation ago, is now virtual reality that consumes significant 

time, literally slowing a young person’s development socially and emotionally, with little 

thought to a world that exists beyond their virtual one.46               

 The challenges that higher education poses to the emerging adult, both in terms of 

financial cost and duration of time is substantial.  One effect of this centres on the place of 

 
46 For a greater discussion on this subject area of millennials, Jean Twenge engages significantly in her 

works The Narcissism Epidemic, Generation Me, and iGen.  
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marriage in an emerging adult’s life.  When education requires a great deal of time and 

significant cost, complete with student loans upon graduation, emerging adults are simply 

waiting longer to get married, if they get married at all.  In his book Souls in Transition: The 

Religious and Spiritual Lives of Emerging Adults, Christian Smith writes, 

Between 1950 and 2006, the median age of first marriage for women rose from 20.3 

to 25.9.  For men during that same time the median age rose from 22.8 to 27.5.  The 

sharpest increase for both took place after 1970.  Half a century ago, many young 

people were anxious to get out of high school, marry, settle down, have children, and 

start a long-term career.  But many youth today face almost a decade between high 

school graduation and marriage to spend exploring life’s many options as singles, in 

unprecedented freedom.47  

 

Twenge reveals a similar pattern in her research and yet highlights that “as recently as the 

1990’s, most young women married in their early twenties, and many met their eventual 

husbands when they were still in their teens.  Enter iGen’ers, who are taking a path that may 

permanently redefine adult relationships and families.”48  While Twenge has coined the 

phrase “iGeneration” for what is commonly known as generation Z, the generation that 

follows millennials, her research bears out the reality that marriage is being delayed for a 

variety of reasons.  Pursuing education and a meaningful career for the purpose of provision 

is one reason, but it goes further.  For an increasing number of individuals, marriage is 

simply not necessary or desirable.  In her research, Twenge highlights that “more iGen’ers 

than any other generation were raised by unmarried parents or single mothers.  Marriage does 

not feel mandatory to them.”49  Another way of stating this is that single parent families have 

 
47 Christian Smith, Souls in Transition: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of Emerging Adults (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 5. 

 
48 Jean M. Twenge, iGen: Why Today’s Super-Connected Kids Are Growing Up Less Rebellious, More 

Tolerant, Less Happy – and Completely Unprepared for Adulthood (New York, NY: Atria Books, 2017), 203. 

 
49 Twenge, iGen, 222. 
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become normalized for many.  If one’s paradigm of family has never included both a father 

and a mother in a marriage relationship, it is not surprising when a generation does not view 

marriage as something to be pursued.  For others, co-habitation has become common place.  

Thus, for those who resist a formal marriage commitment, co-habitation with all the sexual 

benefits minus the commitment is clearly an option.  Yet interestingly, Twenge has found 

that both millennials and iGen’ers are putting off marriage and live-in relationships entirely.  

“By 2014, more 18- to 34-year olds were living with their parents than with a spouse or 

romantic partner…fewer are living in committed relationships and fewer anticipate marriage 

and family being a priority.”50  The delay of marriage is a seismic shift that has transpired in 

a relatively short time span leaving significant impact on the identity formation of an 

emerging adult.     

Having noted the practical realities involving both the pursuit of higher education and 

the delay of marriage with millennials generally, the ability to achieve individual economic 

stability and move out from the security of the parental home are challenged and sometimes 

enabled by parents who do not want to see their children struggle.  Christian Smith 

summarizes:  

Most young people today know they need to approach their careers with a variety of 

skills, maximal flexibility, and readiness to retool as needed.  That itself pushes youth 

toward extended schooling, delay of marriage, and arguably, a general psychological 

orientation of maximizing options and postponing commitments.51 

 

 While there are additional factors that contribute to “emerging adulthood,” as a more 

recently defined life stage, it has implications for church ministry generally, and preaching 

 
50 Twenge, iGen, 222. 

 
51 Smith, Souls in Transition, 5. 
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specifically.  Those charged with helping others hear from God through the medium of 

preaching must not only understand the significance of identity formation in an emerging 

adult’s life but must understand, specifically, the various factors that contribute to a 

millennial’s emerging adulthood which are vastly different than previous generations, and be 

able to speak into this reality with gracious insight.  As noted previously, the shift in identity 

formation in a young adult’s life amounts to a five to seven year “delay”52 from the preceding 

generation.  Effective ministry to millennials through preaching must, therefore, not assume 

they wrestle with the same issues in the same way and in the same time frame as a previous 

generation.  Rather, any form of preaching to millennials must acknowledge the shift and 

bring the Scriptures to bear upon an emerging adult’s current reality.               

 

Social Justice 

A third theme that emerges within the millennial generation that both dovetails with 

their lack of adherence to organized structure while appearing to contradict a tendency 

toward individualism, entails their desire to serve tangible and immediate needs before them.  

This desire appears to be indicative of a more general desire for social justice within the 

world in which they live.  Thus, while the millennial generation has been labelled as self-

centred and narcissistic, this generation also seeks to make the world a better place.  They 

may even believe that it will only happen with them!   

Whereas the Boomer generation pursued specific social welfare programs offered by 

institutions including the local church, and may have “written a cheque” to a worthy cause, 

 
52 Arnett, Twenge, Hiemstra, Penner, Smith and others all emphasize this shift in similar terms.  While 

some researchers and practitioners utilize the term “delay” it carries negative connotations so “emerging 

adulthood” has become a more accepted term.   
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millennials think differently.  Millennials generally, and Christian millennials specifically, 

seek to “be the church” with the poor and marginalized choosing to incarnate the gospel as 

they go about their life.  The Jesus of the gospels becomes the paradigm for many Christian 

millennials in this regard which must not be discouraged but reflected on thoughtfully for its 

implications.  For example, theological schools must evaluate how they will equip students 

entering pastoral ministry to serve the current and next generation.  Arguing that ‘church as 

usual’ is not an option, Chris Armstrong writes,    

Christian youth today are still looking to serve God, but not solely within the confines 

of the institutional church.  They don’t want to be famous evangelists or intrepid 

missionaries or even giants of the pulpit known for their brilliant sermons.  Instead, 

they want to serve God in the world, where they can address the real needs of real 

people.  They have their imaginations set on ministries of compassion, on nonprofits 

that rescue trafficked people, on efforts to bring food into urban food deserts.  They 

see that the world’s dismissal of the church arises directly from the church’s failure to 

live by the whole Gospel.  And they yearn to live that Gospel on the world’s stage.   

Now, this generation may not yet see how ordinary plain jobs in ordinary 

plain workplaces are themselves places of mission – places they can do kingdom 

service through loving action in ordinary work that serves human flourishing.  But I 

believe they are poised to receive that message too. 

And for young Christians who do choose to go into church ministry, they may 

enter a new kind of church, one that is much less beholden to a consumer model but 

more excited by an outward-facing, equipping model – one that sends congregants 

out to bless others through all of the many kinds of ordinary work in every sector of 

human endeavour.53 

   

In many respects, Armstrong’s assessment is refreshing because of its concern for a 

more robust approach to the Gospel.  However, it contrasts to former approaches of need-

based ministry programs, usually located in the confines of the local church facility, but 

offered with a “come to us” mind-set, such as a previous generation often sought.  Gale, a 

Lutheran pastor located in Philadelphia, spends his days sitting with homeless men and 

 
53 Chris R. Armstrong, “The church for the life of the world,” In Trust, Autumn, 2019, 6-7.   
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women, the drug addicted and sexually broken, bringing witness and mercy with him even 

while maintaining connection with the Body of Christ.54  Penner’s Canadian study of young 

adults parallels this stream of thinking and practice.  For the local church and her ministries 

to be deemed relevant among many Canadian young adults, there must be a tight connection 

between biblical convictions that are “preached” from the pulpit and tangible actions that are 

immediately applied.  Anything less is identified as inauthentic which leads to young adults 

moving away from the structured environment of a local church.55 

Within Prince George, the church ministry context this pastor and researcher serves, 

there is a strong desire among the millennial generation to pursue social justice, ensuring that 

the church “lives” what they “preach.”  It is pre-dominantly Christian millennials who lead 

by example in serving those found on the margins in Prince George.  This reality also rang 

true in this researcher’s previous ministry context in Abbotsford.   

Joe Thorn, a millennial pastor who embraces conservative theology and expository 

preaching serves a congregation that meets in a run-down facility.  He addresses the service 

oriented, experiential focus on theology that draws millennials in when he writes,  

Theology is meant to do more than inform.  The aim of theology is worship, and the 

fruit of theology is transformation.  And theology, if it’s done well, will always show 

the connection between truth and experience.  This younger generation wants 

experience and loves to go deeper. 

It is all too common for our churches to push morality as the message, or doctrine as 

an end in itself especially from the pulpit.  But experiential theology is more than 

memorizing the communicable attributes of God, being able to define penal 

substitutionary atonement, or understanding inerrancy.  Experiential theology presses 

every doctrine toward the heart so that conviction of sin, joy in the gospel, and awe of 

 
54 Gale, “The Church that Is, Not Just the Place Where,” 137.   

 
55 James Penner, Hemorrhaging Faith: Why & When Canadian Young Adults Are Leaving, Staying & 

Returning to the Church (Calgary, Alberta: The Evangelical Fellowship of Canada Youth and Young Adult 

Ministry Roundtable, 2012). 
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God is the natural byproduct.  They want more than steps to take in an area of life. 

They want to know the God in the midst of their lives who calls them to action.56 

 

By many accounts, it is the tangible, experiential ministry models among Christian 

millennials that appear to be embraced in much greater measure than an attractional ministry 

model tied tightly to physical buildings, detailed budgets, and concern with bodies in seats, 

aspects of local church life that strongly characterized previous generations of church 

leadership.  While theology and doctrine is not spurned by the millennial generation, as 

Thorn expresses, theology must lead to transformation.57   

Possibly because of the knowledge base afforded to them in their digital world, the 

worldview of a millennial can be viewed as very broad which has both encouraging and 

challenging facets to it.  For example, because of the digital age, a millennial’s exposure to 

and understanding of global realities related to social justice issues (eg. poverty, 

homelessness, epidemics, pandemics) is more keenly experienced than generations who 

preceded them and, therefore, shapes their response.  Millennials demonstrate nimbleness 

and flexibility which enables them to engage, quickly and creatively, to social needs that 

exist around them, giving rise to their desire to be a part of a movement, not an institution.  

Any communication that seeks to help this generation hear from God, such as preaching a 

sermon, while disregarding awareness of and practical application toward global and cultural 

needs, with a call to action, falls woefully short.   

 
56 Joe Thorn, “4 Keys to Connecting with Millennials,” March 20, 2014. 

https://www.christianity.com/church/pastors/4-keys-to-connecting-with-millennials.html. 
    

57 In this researcher’s personal observation within the BCMB, most, if not all, of her largest churches, 

focus heavily on expository preaching that press the listener deeper into the knowledge and mission of God, 

with an unapologetic invitation to surrender to Jesus in every aspect of life.  It is also interesting to note that 

these churches serve a large millennial demographic.     

https://www.christianity.com/church/pastors/4-keys-to-connecting-with-millennials.html
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Community 

Closely connected to this personal, incarnational ministry that millennial Christians 

embrace emerges a fourth theme centred on community, and a millennial’s deep desire and 

need to participate in meaningful community.  However, the term “community” has become 

a buzz word in evangelical church circles.  Pastors and church leaders speak of a desire to 

develop authentic community.  Many people, both Christian and not, express a desire to be a 

part of a meaningful and relevant community, one that makes a difference in the world.  

Local church congregations often laud themselves as being a warm and inviting community 

of faith attractive to others.  But do these different groups of people understand what they, or 

others mean when they use the term “community” and are they operating by the same 

definition?  “The great hunger for community,” writes David Augsburger, “experienced both 

by persons and by social groups, is increased by several misconceptions that are basic beliefs 

of contemporary culture.”58  These misconceptions of community and its meaning include 

commodity like characteristics whereby community can be purchased or exchanged, where 

social acceptance is ultimately discovered by being with the “right people,” where it is 

finding people just like ourselves, and where it is “achieved by the pursuit or the creation of 

an extended family of loving people who provide the nurturance and support our family of 

origin failed to supply.”59   

Unfortunately, local churches and their spiritual leaders have often wrongly assumed 

some of these same perceptions leading to intensive efforts to create systems, programs, and 

 
58 David Augsburger, Dissident Discipleship (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2006), 65. 

   
59 Augsburger, Dissident Discipleship, 65-66. 
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even buildings for the purpose of creating “community” with the desired outcome of a 

spiritually formed disciple of Jesus.  However, in the pursuit of creating community that 

provides “survival, satisfaction, safety, and security,”60 many can be misled in their 

understanding of authentic community and focus on the wrong aspects.  Augsburger argues 

that a community of disciples should be different, that they should be “connected by two 

powerful attachments – attachments to Jesus, the living centre of the group, and attachment 

to fellow disciples”61 with this attachment being a stubborn loyalty.  While Augsburger 

develops more systematically what this stubborn loyalty looks like practically from an 

Anabaptist perspective, properly understood, authentic biblical community, must not be 

viewed merely as one “part” or one “program” in a disciple’s spiritual formation.  Rather, 

authentic biblical community whereby worship, teaching, service, evangelism, and 

accountability are experienced in the context of a mutual covenant relationship is 

foundational to becoming fully formed as a disciple of Jesus Christ.  In this regard, 

Augsburger’s conclusions resonate deeply with the millennial generation.   

While a millennial’s thought patterns may gravitate towards individualism, they 

desire to experience life and faith with others.  Community is important to the millennial 

which may seem ironic as their overwhelming choice of communication and nimbleness 

living in cyber space may appear to suggest otherwise!  Twenge highlights the meteoric rise 

in internet usage from 2006 through 2016 among younger people, which is directly attributed 

to the introduction of the smartphone.  At the same time, Twenge outlines increased internet 

 
60 Augsburger, Dissident Discipleship, 66. 
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usage statistics alongside a corresponding set of feelings including unhappiness, loneliness, 

and depressive symptoms.  According to Twenge’s research, there appears to be a close 

correlation between living “on-line” and feeling unhappy, lonely, and depressed.62  So how 

do these realities of technology that seem to encourage isolation and a desire for community 

co-exist?  Benjamin Windle, a millennial pastor and strategist, partially answers this question 

by emphasizing that there is no difference between the offline and online world for 

millennials and generation z.   

The online community is not an ‘add-on’ – it is an authentic community…millennials 

don’t view an online community as an entry point to a real, offline community.  The 

streams of online and offline communication converge into the same river, and 

conversations here are fluid.  The online community is as real to Millennials as the 

offline one.63     

This reality is one that can be challenging for older generations to understand and appreciate 

yet it is a cultural shift that shapes younger generations.   

However, despite the escalation of smartphone usage across all generations, there 

remains a desire to be in community among millennials and generation Z that cannot be met 

through cyber space.  Naomi Schaefer Riley, author of Til Faith Do Us Part and columnist 

for the New York Post, suggests it is precisely because of the millennial’s continuous online 

connection that they crave interpersonal relationships.64  Anecdotal evidence and scholarly 

research bears this out.  Coffee shops, university bars, and church foyers outfitted with food 

and beverage services give witness to younger people connecting in real time over real food 

 
62 Jean M. Twenge, iGen, 69-91.  

 
63 Benjamin Windle, 8 Innovations To Leading Millennials (Portland, OR: The Thrive Co., 2019), 36. 

     
64 Naomi Schaefer Riley, “It Takes More Than a Coffee Shop,” interview by Timothy C. Morgan 

(Christianity Today, July/August, 2014): 54. 
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to discuss real issues.  At the time of this writing, the COVID-19 global pandemic challenges 

these aspects of community that resonate so deeply with the millennial generation.  Online 

worship services are not necessarily received well with this generation!     

Specific to Canadian youth and young adults, Renegotiating Faith, a research study 

led by Rick Hiemstra, uncovered key findings centred on the importance of community for 

an emerging adult’s continued spiritual faith.  Hiemstra chose to research emerging adults 

whose “teenage religious engagement was more than nominal.”65  In his summary of how 

community has an important function in the faith development of an emerging adult, 

Hiemstra notes,    

Youth groups and Christian camps help young adults in maturation by encouraging 

them to negotiate new roles by which they differentiate themselves from their family 

of origin while still remaining within Christian community.  These alongside-but-

within-the-church communities also provide opportunities for faith-reinforcing 

friendships to form, friendships that are vital for faith persistence.  Young adults who 

had been involved with Christian camps either as teen campers or camp staff were 

roughly three times as likely to connect with a Christian campus group and at least 

twice as likely to connect with a new church or parish after having moved out.  The 

roles that mentors, youth groups and Christian camps help young adults negotiate 

provide avenues for differentiation within the faith and reduce the likelihood that 

religion will be the territory on which young adults choose to stake out an identity 

that is different from their parents’.  Moreover, they help young adults to grow up and 

find their place faster and, significantly, to find that place within the Church.  

Mentors seem to have their most positive impact on religious persistence when they 

continue to walk with young adults into and through emerging adulthood.66          

 

65 Rick Hiemstra, Lorianne Dueck, and Matthew Blackaby, Renegotiating Faith: The Delay in Young 

Adult Identity Formation and What It Means for the Church in Canada (Toronto, ON: The Evangelical 

Fellowship of Canada, InterVarsity Christian Fellowship, Power to  Change – Students, Truth Matters 

Ministries and Youth for Christ, 2018), 10.   
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These findings highlight in even greater measure what the Scriptures already 

emphasize.  Embedded within the Scriptures, and specifically in the New Testament with a 

focus on the church, biblical community enables the people of God to both form others and 

be formed by others in the spiritual formation process, regardless of barriers of age or class.  

The apostle Paul astounds the Ephesian church when he writes that they are no longer 

foreigners and aliens. Instead, he writes that they are,  

…fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God, built on the 

foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone, in 

whom the whole structure, being joined together, grows into a holy temple in the 

Lord.  In him you also are being built together into a dwelling place for God by the 

Spirit.67 

Paul’s imagery is rich with a theology of interconnectedness centred on Jesus, while 

involving the people of God filled with the Holy Spirit.  It is only when the 

interconnectedness happens between fellow disciples, that the “dwelling” is fully realized.   

North American evangelicalism has not adequately recognized community as a 

critical component for the spiritual formation of disciples.  Instead, North American 

evangelicalism has possibly over-emphasized a personal relationship with Jesus negating the 

importance and power of community within a disciple’s life.  As a result, many view their 

spiritual lives through a “Jesus and me” mentality which results in a consumer mindset for 

one’s spiritual diet void of any meaningful relationships found within “interconnectedness” 

that can foster spiritual growth.  Yet the New Testament clearly emphasizes that connection 

and interconnection with the Body of Christ is an assumed dynamic of following Jesus and 

being formed by Him.     

 
67 Ephesians 2:19-22.   
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Several significant biblical texts that support this theme of community include I 

Corinthians 12, Ephesians 4, and Romans 12, which highlight the Body of Christ as being, 

first, a unified whole with many and diverse parts, and second, the importance of these many 

and diverse parts to the life and growth of the whole.  Thus, the apostle Paul challenges both 

those who feel they have superior gifts for the Body, as well as those who wrongly assume 

they are less than adequate, to contribute to the Body.  All are important and necessary for 

the Body to function as it is designed, the apostle Paul emphasizes.  “Now you are the body 

of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it” (I Cor. 12:26).  These statements by the apostle 

Paul have significant implications for spiritual community and how community is applied 

within the life of disciples of Jesus and the local church.  Specific to millennials, their gifts 

and voice are needed in the life of the local church.  They need to know both theoretically 

and practically that they are a significant part of the Body of Christ.  At the same time, 

millennials must be challenged to curb tendencies toward individualism, inviting the greater 

community to shape their spirituality.  This includes yielding to the spiritual mature voices of 

others within the Body of Christ in conjunction with the authority of the Scriptures.  Without 

a biblical theology of the Body of Christ, disciples may wrongly assume they do not need the 

rest of the Body, and therefore, they will also not contribute to the rest of the Body which 

ultimately leads to spiritual malformation as both the “part” and the “whole” suffer.           

Authenticity 

Authenticity, an overarching theme desired among the millennial generation, follows 

closely on the heels of community, for, from the perspective of a millennial, authenticity and 

community are tightly connected.  While community is highly important to a millennial, the 
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conviction that the relationship is authentic is an equal or greater value.  In short, authenticity 

is often viewed as being “real.”  A person demonstrating authenticity is one who is 

transparent or vulnerable with another.  Thus, when younger people, such as those cited in 

Hiemstra’s and Penner’s Canadian research, identify mentoring relationships as being central 

for their faith development, there is a strong inference that the effective mentors demonstrate 

authenticity to their younger followers.  Stated plainly, the mentors are being “real” with 

their mentees, sharing not only from their experiences in a pragmatic sense, but being 

transparent with their personal questions and challenges of faith through life.  Derek 

Mishmawy, presses deep into the significance of authenticity and its relationship with 

ministering to millennials.   

In the Age of Authenticity, a testimony of suffering, struggle, and doubt earns you the 

right to be heard.  And not only heard, but even followed as a model—not of 

infallible truth, but of an empathetic, authentic, fellow doubter who won’t be quick to 

pass judgment on our weaknesses; one who reveals to us the strength we can find in 

the midst of those weaknesses.68 

The significance of personal relationships characterized by authenticity as defined 

above, and especially found in a mentoring community, as the primary glue for a millennial’s 

faith formation develop, contrasts with their Boomer parents.  The response of the local 

church to engage the Boomer generation was often found in an attractional model of ministry 

whereby meeting the felt needs of the individual was of utmost importance.  This approach 

was central in the seeker sensitive church movement which experienced some success in 

engaging the non-Christian, yet was not without its shortcomings.  Some large North 

American churches such as Willow Creek Church in Chicago have admitted their significant 

 
68 Derek Rishmawy, “Ministering to Millennials in a Secular Age,” January 23, 2018, 
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disappointment in their discipleship efforts in their own research found in their published 

work MOVE.69  Was there a strong relational connection between the individual leading the 

worship music or preaching a sermon and the individual in the pew?  Was authenticity truly 

shared by those charged with providing leadership to such large ministries?  Were 

individuals experiencing spiritual growth and development because of their personal 

connection with fellow disciples?  While large church campuses reaching thousands of 

weekly attenders grew throughout North America, it is possible that many were consumers of 

a high quality product found in music, preaching, and drama delivered in an excellent, 

individualistic, and performance-oriented manner.  Relative “success” based on numbers was 

achieved until the consumer became tired of the product that was offered and chose another 

venue of goods and services to consume.  Willow Creek’s own findings led them to a 

different discipleship pathway for their ministry, one that they believed, at the time of their 

published work, involved a greater level of authenticity.  A high-level view of the seeker 

sensitive approach to ministry does not suggest that the importance of community, found in 

meaningful “authentic” relationships, such as intentional mentoring and discipling, was a 

strength of this movement.  Yet, relationships and mentoring rooted in authenticity are found 

to be critical in the life of a millennial.     

At one level, therefore, it appears that in contrast to their parental generation, 

millennials, generally, are not necessarily drawn to performance-oriented worship gatherings 

 
69 Willow Creek commissioned this work to be done when they began asking their own questions as to 

how effective they were in making disciples of Jesus.  They were aware of the crowds that gathered but were 

uncertain if those individuals who comprised the crowds were experiencing growth in their faith.  Their research 

in a REVEAL study led them to believe they knew how to gather a crowd but had much to learn about making 

disciples.  Additionally, the discovery in 2018 of Bill Hybels’ patterns of leadership and sexual abuse, only 

deepened Willow Creek’s corporate desperation for a different model of church leadership, one truly 

characterized by authenticity among other qualities.   
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entailing worship music or polished sermons that so richly engaged their parents. Gale 

frankly notes that “church is seen by us as a social club for disaffected adults with no real 

connection to the world outside its four walls…millennials crave substance and a connection 

to the world outside the church building.”70  Bradley Hill, in an article entitled “The Church 

and Gen Y:  Missing the Signs,” agrees when stating, “no matter how amped-up and cutting 

edge our promos, these young adults are not likely to notice our attractional evangelism, and 

if they do notice it, they will just go on by.  They are technologically savvy but ‘Teflon-

coated.’”71  The world that has shaped the life of a millennial is a digital deluge of on-line, 

socially networked individuals as never experienced before, thereby identifying them as key 

targets for marketing.  Even still, Hill notes that youth in his church he pastors do not listen 

to Christian radio yet are intensely relational but “impervious to anything they see as a sales 

pitch.”72  At the same time, Windle argues that the millennial generation desires excellence 

but that authenticity trumps excellence.   

The Millennial generation wants excellence – that is normal.  But perfection is not the 

Millennial’s goal, and that is the new normal…Millennials don’t want a ‘cool church’ 

where modern production is a thin veneer plastered over an old Boomer culture.  

They want something they can relate to.73  

Thus, from one vantage point, it appears that in contrast to boomer Christians, 

millennials do not primarily seek large attractional ministries,74 opting rather for authentic 

 
70 Gale, “The Church that Is, Not Just the Place Where,” 134. 

    
71 Bradley N. Hill, “The Church and Gen Y:  Missing the Signs,” Christian Century, (April 5, 2011): 

29. 
     

72 Hill, “The Church and Gen Y:  Missing the Signs,” 29. 
 

73 Windle, 8 Innovations to Leading Millennials, 38.   

  
74 While these convictions tend to be articulated in research, is it true in reality?  For example, in 

Western Canada alone, numerous mega churches that put significant emphasis into a weekend worship service 



 

44 
 

community where life can be experienced alongside others, and where honest questions of 

faith can be explored.  Whether this is an actual value or an aspirational one is debatable.     

Conclusions 

Giving consideration to these five broad themes characterizing the millennial 

generation, what are the implications for local churches and their pastoral leadership who 

desire to point people to Jesus, the Living Word, through the proclamation of the written 

Word, the Scriptures?  As one millennial pastor shares from his experience, there is a bold 

desire among his generation for the church “to be” and to give substance, beauty, and truth.75  

Yet what precisely does he mean by this?  First, Gale emphasizes that attractional ministry 

has moved beyond its expiration date and millennials understand and embrace incarnational 

ministry.  Thus, wherever disciples of Jesus “are,” there too is the church.  The vocation of 

every disciple is to “be” the church living out the mercy and grace found in Jesus.  Second, 

Gale suggests that as the church “is,” actively engaged in the community, any church facility 

must be seen as a ministry hub or place of refuge where warm hospitality is offered.   

The Millennial generation wants to be active in the community and wants to see the 

church facilities with their services as places of refuge.  While doing what Christians 

do, they will have contact with what Christians believe as we preach to and pray with 

 
are filled with millennials.  Common elements that comprise many of these worship services include excellent 

music teams leading experiential and arguably individualistic worship, in conjunction with hard-hitting 

expository preaching that is often forty-five minutes or longer and delivered with a high regard for the authority 

of the Scriptures.  Notable large Mennonite Brethren churches in this regard in British Columbia include 

Willingdon Church, Northview Church, Westside Church, North Langley Community Church, and Willow Park 

Church.  Other churches in Western Canada that share similar experiences include Village Church in Surrey, 

BC, Centre Street Church in Calgary, Alberta, and Southland Church in Steinbach, Manitoba.  A common 

thread held by all these churches is their conviction that God speaks through His Word, the Scriptures, as they 

unapologetically invite people to surrender to its authority.   

        
75 Gale, “The Church that Is, Not Just the Place Where,” 135. 
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those to whom we are ministering.  In this way, the church will bring people into its 

own work.76  

As such, the millennial generation seeks truth as found ultimately in the person of Jesus, 

lived out in tangible form alongside any proclamation of truth, like a sermon, by those who 

proclaim to be disciples of Jesus.  Anything less is not authentic engagement with the living 

God, found in the person of Jesus and His gospel, with which He entrusted His followers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
76 Gale, “The Church that Is, Not Just the Place Where,” 138. 
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CHAPTER 3 

In the midst of all the changes to communication styles in a technological world, 

our vocation has not changed.  We are to preach the Christian message with 

conviction, clarity, creativity, in context, and geared to concrete situations.77     

                     Juan Francisco Martinez  

 

The practices of Christian preaching 

Upon examining five general themes that contribute to a millennial’s worldview in 

the previous chapter, closer attention must be given to the practice of Christian preaching, 

and specifically, the practice of preaching with the millennial generation in view.  The 

research question this project poses centres on exploring the qualities and characteristics of 

sermon communication that contribute to a Christian millennial’s spiritual formation.  

Chapter three seeks to engage the question from both a theoretical and practical manner.    

Alcántara has outlined a helpful framework from which to think regarding the 

practice of preaching.  Alcántara does not emphasize preaching to one demographic over 

another, therefore, his writing is not directed specifically towards millennials.  However, the 

 
77 Juan Martinez’s comments are his endorsement of Alcántara’s work in The Practices of Christian 

Preaching and found on the back cover.    
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preaching themes Alcántara elevates for a contemporary preacher, resonate deeply with the 

cultural values and characteristics of millennials.   

As emphasized in chapter one, Alcántara emphasizes the practice of Christian 

preaching opposed to preaching a different kind of gospel.  Not unlike others who have gone 

before Alcántara, numerous Christian scholars and pastors bemoan the growing scarcity of 

preaching centred on the gospel of Jesus, bursting forth from the riches of the Scriptures.   

Alcántara rightly asks, “does our preaching invite listeners to make God peripheral rather 

than central to their lives so that God becomes a sort of divine reserve in the event of an 

emergency?  Do our sermons placate or pacify our listeners, or do they challenge and convict 

them?”78  Written with an even sharper edge, Albert Mohler, a theologian from the Reformed 

tradition bemoans the state of preaching today, characterized by his perception of preachers’ 

“embarrassment before the biblical text” and their choosing to focus on texts that are “more 

comfortable, palatable, and nonconfrontational to the modern mind.”  This, Mohler labels, as 

“pastoral neglect and malpractice.”79  Writing more than sixty years ago, Merrill Unger saw a 

dangerous departure from biblical preaching emerging in his day and threatening the vitality 

of the church.  Sounding a warning, Unger writes,  

To an alarming extent the glory is departing from the pulpit of the twentieth century.  

The basic reason for this gloomy condition is obvious.  That which imparts the glory 

has been taken away from the center of so much of our modern preaching and placed 

on the periphery.  The Word of God has been denied the throne and given a 

subordinate place.80 

 
78 Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching, 25.    

 
79 R. Albert Mohler, Jr. He is Not Silent: Preaching in a Postmodern World (Chicago, Ill: Moody 

Press, 2008), 18.   

 
80 Merrill F. Unger, “The Need of Expository Preaching in the Twentieth Century,” Bibliotheca Sacra 

111 (July-September 1954): 231. 
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Some will argue that what Unger saw looming on the horizon, and what Mohler 

bemoans—the dearth of expository preaching—is now fully upon the church.  Yet is it?  In 

some churches and with some preachers, this may be true.  However, expository preaching 

may be flourishing in other congregations and with other preachers, or it may be taking on 

new forms with emerging preachers who desire to continue to effectively communicate the 

Word of God to younger generations, such as millennials.  Within the BCMB, this researcher 

is grateful to have received mentoring and encouragement from both past, and present 

spiritual leaders within the denomination, leaders who have modelled faithfulness and 

consistency in expository preaching, utilizing the Scriptures as their foundation.  Carlin 

Weinhauer, former pastor and teacher of preachers prior to his death in 2014, served 

Willingdon Church, a mega, multi-ethnic congregation within the BCMB, for two decades.  

Weinhauer earnestly pleaded with young and old preachers alike to “bring fresh bread”81 to 

their congregations.  Mark Burch, a current long serving BCMB pastor and preacher at 

Northview Community Church, continues to remind the larger denominational community to 

“preach the Word.”82  Wally Unger, now deceased, was a prominent theologian and teacher 

within the larger MB family.  Unger continually challenged church leaders and preachers to 

be “people of the book.”83  Many more examples could be offered within the BCMB, but 

 
 

81 Carlin Weinhauer speaking to a group of BCMB pastors in April, 2012.   

 
82 Mark Burch, a personal friend, has emphasized these words with me and many other younger 

pastors.  

  
83 Walter (Wally as he was known) Unger was a regular participant and contributor at BCMB 

conventions prior to his death in 2018.  Wally was direct and unapologetic in emphasizing the theological 

underpinnings of the Mennonite Brethren, one of those being the affirmation of all of scripture as authoritative 

for faith and life. 
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these are cited as reminders of the importance of embracing a high view of the Scriptures, 

and unapologetically proclaiming them in contrast to preaching a different gospel.            

More specific to the millennial generation, Windle is an encouraging example of one 

deeply committed to the scriptures, the practice of Christian preaching, and effectively 

ministering to millennials.  Hopeful about the future of preaching and its spiritual impact on 

millennials and generation Z, Windle writes,   

Preaching and teaching is one of the most vitally important tasks of the church today.  

We have a generation that are leading entire industries and driving a digital revolution 

– yet they live in an increasingly secular (some would say ‘post-Christian, post-

church’) culture.  Most studies on Biblical literacy shows an alarming need with 

Millennials and Gen Z.  So, how do we provide Biblical foundations without 

alienating this generation?   

Some of the widespread conclusions regarding Millennials are simply not 

backed up by the facts.  When it comes to preaching, these myths include the 

following:  “Millennials want style over substance.”  “I have to preach shorter 

sermons to retain attention.”  “Millennials are not interested in theology and prefer a 

'Ted Talk' style.”  “Millennials would prefer to just follow ‘celebrity-style’ preachers 

on social media, instead of their local pastor.”  “I have to be extra entertaining and 

use gimmicks, props, and technology to keep attention.”84 

In the preaching themes that follow, these myths surrounding preaching and millennials will 

be explored and integrated in greater measure.       

 Alcántara offers a preaching framework that does not prescribe how a sermon should 

be constructed or delivered.  This is not his intention.  Alcántara’s purpose is to encourage 

those charged with the ministry of preaching to give careful reflection to several important 

areas in the preaching process.  Assuming that a preacher is committed to preaching 

Christian sermons, Alcántara urges preachers to preach convictionally, contextually, clearly, 

 
84 Benjamin Windle, “6 high-impact habits for preaching to millennials,” July 29, 2019, 

https://www.benjaminwindle.com/post/6-high-impact-habits-for-preaching-to-millennials/. 
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concretely, and creatively.  Attention will be given to each of these areas with specific 

application and integration for communicating effectively to the millennial generation.   

Preach Convictionally 

“Our calling as preachers requires that we believe what we say, not just that we say 

what we believe.”85  To preach with conviction weaves together one’s core beliefs and 

character, marked by authenticity and transparency.  The Old and New Testaments describe 

numerous individuals who represent conviction, or rather convictional preaching.  Elijah 

confronted hundreds of prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel with focused conviction (1 Kings 

18:16-46).  Nathan stood before King David with a firm rebuke for his sexual sin with 

Bathsheeba (2 Sam. 12).  John the Baptist preached words of repentance and salvation to 

those who were powerless, while confronting the powerful with words of judgment (Matt. 

3:1-12; Luke 3:1-20; John 1:19-34).  Jesus focused solely on the ministry before him as he 

journeyed to Jerusalem knowing that it would cost him his life (Luke 9:51).  Conviction is 

neither perfection, nor is it absent of struggle or the removal of doubt.86  Conviction can be 

understood as commitment to a cause or a mission greater than oneself.  It is an assurance 

and confidence that comes from “knowing Christ, from being found in him and united to 

him, from serving as co-workers with him in the message and ministry of reconciliation (2 

Cor. 5:16-6:2).”87  Preaching convictionally, therefore, stems from “who” one is, first as a 

 
85 Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching, 43. 

 
86  Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching, 46. 

 
87 Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching, 47.   
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disciple of Jesus, and second, as a preacher of the Word of God.  The two, however, must be 

congruent.     

In his book, Preaching by Ear: Speaking God’s Truth from the Inside Out, Dave 

McClellan develops the theme of conviction in greater measure when emphasizing the 

importance for a preacher to have “an identity before God and people that is deeper than the 

preaching role.”88  McLellan’s concern is for preachers to become lovers of God first and 

developing habits that foster this love in order that a preacher’s character is developed.  

“Character,” McClellan notes, “builds sermons.  But we don’t seek character so we can build 

a sermon.”89  McClellan presses the significance of character and authenticity in a preacher’s 

life even further.    

That is why, to really preach better, we can’t fixate simply on preaching.  There are 

other more weighty issues in play, things we must look in the eye.  We must face our 

struggling marriages, our poor work ethic, our desperate lack of compassion, our 

hiding and blaming.  A dishonest, angry, or negligent preacher will never produce a 

grounded sermon no matter how many commentaries are consulted.  We cannot 

escape ourselves, and until we face ourselves our preaching cannot help but suffer.90          

 One word that is identified and emphasized repeatedly among millennials and the 

generation following is authenticity.  Millennials desire authenticity from others, especially 

those in ministry roles such as a pastor.  Randy Wollf, professor of leadership at Mennonite 

Brethren Biblical Seminary, writes, 

 

 
88 Dave McClellan with Karen McClellan, Preaching by Ear: Speaking God’s Truth from the Inside 

Out (Wooster, OH: Weaver Book Company, 2014), 45.   

 
89 McLellan, Preaching by Ear, 45.   

 
90 McClellan, Preaching by Ear, 45.   
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Whether it's millennials or anyone else, people notice and respond to preachers who 

are connected to Christ.  It's one thing to speak about something we're vaguely 

familiar with; it's quite another to speak about something that flows from a renovated 

life.  Millennials are particularly good at spotting the real goods.91 

In light of this reality, it is critical that pastors and those charged with a preaching 

ministry ensure that what they proclaim as a preacher aligns with who they are as a person.  

In short, those who preach must stay connected with Christ.  Staying connected with Christ, 

however, is not speaking from an “other worldly” perspective as if the preacher has 

conquered the Christian life.  On the contrary, possessing the conviction of the living hope of 

Christ that lives within, the preacher must communicate from this vantage, while being 

honest with their own struggles, short-comings, and questions of faith.  This is called 

transparency, and transparency is a high value with millennials, yet as Wollf notes, all people 

long to see it.  As one who has primarily pastored millennials, pastor Josh Ott writes,  

Have you ever struggled with the main subject of your message?  Has your topic from 

Scripture ever been confusing for you to understand or difficult for you to apply?  What 

are the fruits you’ve seen in your own life as you’ve learned and applied this truth?  

Thinking through these questions as you prepare your sermon will help you weave 

transparency into your message.92 

A younger pastor himself, Ott challenges preachers to preach with conviction, rooted in a deep 

relationship with Jesus, encouraging both authenticity and transparency.   

God, in His infinite wisdom, has given you the opportunity to preach.  He chose you to 

deliver His Word.  Don’t hide who you are when you’re behind the pulpit.  Loosen up 

and let your brothers and sisters see you (1 Thessalonians 2:8).  When they see you, they 

 
91 Randy Wollf, “Preaching to Millennials,” October, 2017, http://www.ministrylift.ca/preaching-to-

millennials/. 

 

92 Josh Ott, “10 Ways to Preach to Millennials,” August 23, 2018, https://www.efca.org/blog/engaging-

culture/10-ways-preach-millennials/.  
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will see what God has done in and through you and that will speak far more to their 

hearts than your outline or manuscript.  All generations appreciate authenticity, but 

millennials demand it.  When you let your personality out, you inject authenticity into 

your sermon.93 

 

Preach Contextually 

 A second theme identified by Alcántara is contextual preaching.  At its core, 

preaching contextually is understanding the world of the listener as much as understanding 

the biblical text.  This is a critical part of the preaching process that contributes to meaningful 

application and spiritual transformation in a person’s life.  Contextual preaching links the 

Word of God to the deep and varied needs of the people in real time.  For example, at the 

time of this writing, apart from living separated from all sources of information, the global 

pandemic known as COVID-19, affects everyone worldwide.  Reduced employment or 

unemployment is experienced by many.  Travel is curtailed.  Popular activities such as eating 

in a restaurant or attending a sports event has been deleted from one’s activities.  Families are 

spending more time together yet isolation from the broader community is keenly felt.  For a 

preacher not to engage with this global reality in their preaching is unimaginable.  It is not 

only important that a preacher understands the world in which their congregation is living, a 

preacher must be willing to speak into it.  This is only accomplished by building a link from 

the anxieties and fears that exist among many, with the living Word of God, to those sitting 

in the pew, or in the current global reality, watching through livestream worship services!  In 

other words, a sermon must be able to make practical sense for the listener and answer the 

question, “what difference will this make in my life?”  Haddon Robinson rightly observes,  

 
93 Ott, “10 Ways to Preach to Millennials.” 
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normal people do not lose sleep over the Jebusites, the Caananites, or the Perizzites, 

or even about what Abraham, Moses, or Paul has said or done.  They lie awake, 

wondering about grocery prices, crop failures, quarrels with a spouse, diagnosis of a 

malignancy, a frustrating sex life, or the rat race where only rats seem to win.  If the 

sermon does not make much difference in that world, they wonder if it makes any 

difference at all.94  

Robinson’s challenge to preachers is heightened with the millennial generation and those 

following, illustrated by Ott’s exhortation.    

What you say and how you say it matters, now more than ever.  Millennials grew up 

during a rapidly changing time in the world.  As trust in institutions has declined across 

many sectors, many among us can find it difficult to communicate to millennials from 

the pulpit. While older generations asked, “What are you saying?,” millennials are 

asking, “Why are you saying what you’re saying?”95 

One example of this is evidenced in a millennial’s desire for purpose and meaning.  Pastors and 

preachers must understand this central value in a millennial’s life in order to effectively 

communicate God’s Word to the listener as Ott emphasizes.     

Continue to remind your audience that they have purpose and are called to live out that 

purpose every day.  Speaking about the purpose God gives to life inspires millennials to 

follow Jesus into an exciting and adventurous future (1 Peter 2:9).  Millennials want 

what they do to have purpose; they don’t just want a job—they want their job to have 

meaning. Many members of this demographic, for example, have elected to follow 

career paths that have a social impact.  Inviting millennials into God’s purpose for their 

lives gives meaning to everything they do.96 

Another example of how understanding a millennial’s worldview contributes to preaching 

contextually is evidenced in their high level of interest in engagement.  Wollf notes,  

 

94 Haddon W. Robinson, Biblical Preaching, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Publishing Group, 

2014), 10. 

 
95 Ott, “10 Ways to Preach to Millennials.” 

 
96 Ott, “10 Ways to Preach to Millennials.” 
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Millennials love to be a part of setting direction for virtually anything.  Capitalize on 

this desire by enlisting their help to discern sermon topics and content.  Even if you or 

the church leadership team chooses a series focus (e.g. discerning your God-given 

calling), seek the input of millennials as to the questions/concerns they have related to 

the main topic.  Millennials are more likely to engage with a sermon when they have 

contributed to it in some way.97 

Further still, the importance of acknowledging skepticism and validating the many 

faith questions posed by millennials cannot be over-emphasized, for theirs is a world of 

skepticism and uncertainty.  Dr. Michael Duduit, currently serving as Dean of the College 

and professor of Christian ministry at Anderson University, in addition to his role as 

Executive Editor of Preaching magazine, underscores the important task of preaching to 

millennials.  Duduit, quoting pastor Charley Reeb, notes that a preacher must “answer the 

‘Yeah, but…” and “validate their skepticism.”98   

Millennials know that all the information in the world is right in their pocket.  

Whenever you reference a passage of scripture or use a sermon illustration they can 

take out their phones and Google it.  In seconds they can know whether your 

illustration is true (or your own!) and can read other articles and sermons on your 

text.  The result is that millennials know all the angles and can present an argument 

against what you are saying. 

The lesson: Do your homework!  Consider questions and counter arguments to your 

sermons and answer them.  “Some of you may be thinking, yeah but…”  You gain a 

great deal of credibility with millennials when they sense you have done your 

research and anticipate the questions they will be asking.  One of the biggest reasons 

why many millennials don’t feel comfortable in churches is because they feel their 

skepticism is not welcome.  Sermons that resonate with millennials validate their 

doubts and questions of faith.  Be willing to share your own struggles with doubt and 

faith and what it taught you.  Also don’t assume all of your listeners are Christians.  

 
97 Wollf, “Preaching to Millennials.”  

98 Michael Duduit, “3 tips for Preaching to Millennials,” 2019, https://www.preaching.com/articles/3-

tips-for-preaching-to-millennials/ 
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Consider the possibility that there will be atheists, agnostics and other curious people 

in attendance and acknowledge them in your sermon.99 

In conjunction with Duduit’s thinking on millennial skepticism, Derek Rishmawy encourages 

preachers to preach apologetically, for in doing so, one is preaching contextually.      

Christians still have an opportunity to present the gospel as a beautiful alternative to 

the cramped ideologies of immanence that dominate our landscape.  We’ve reached 

the point where everybody has to preach apologetically, even if your congregation 

isn’t mostly millennial.          

 To be clear, I don’t think such preaching is simply a matter of incorporating in 

every sermon arguments for the resurrection, or the existence of God, and so forth 

(though some of that might help).  Instead, we need to actively answer objections to 

the gospel from inside the mindset of our cross-pressured culture on a regular basis as 

a part of our scriptural exposition.  We need to show the consistency, coherence, and 

comeliness of the gospel to this generation.        

 But it is not enough to simply defend the gospel.  Present the way it 

interrogates the dominant, unquestioned narratives of our hearers—on meaning, 

money, sex, power, politics, gender, and so forth—and actually makes better sense of 

the world than any other view on offer.100  

In a pluralistic culture, and with a millennial mindset in view, Rishmawy’s exhortation is 

necessary.  

To be certain, preaching contextually does not have as its primary focus the current 

state of community or global affairs while neglecting careful exegesis of the biblical text, bad 

theology, poor preparation, or prayerlessness.101  Neither is contextualization concerned 

about adopting a homogenous adaptation in preaching, believing erroneously that 

congregational communities all experience the same issues and needs.  Preaching 

contextually also does not infer that preachers must become experts in popular culture.102  

 
99 Duduit, “3 tips for Preaching to Millennials.”   

 
100 Rishmawy, “Ministering to Millennials in a Secular Age.” 

 
101  Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching, 81.   

 
102  Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching, 84.  
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While preachers benefit from insights from many cultural domains, as Alcántara emphasizes, 

“active investment in the lives of people is a higher and more genuine form of relevance – 

knowing kids’ names; sitting by bedsides in the hospital; remembering anniversaries, 

birthdays, and the passing of loved ones.  In the end, the best way for a preacher to be 

relevant is to be present.”103   

What then is contextual preaching?  Alcántara defines it as “faithful and fitting 

proclamation in a language that is local, intelligible, hospitable, and transformative.”104  It is 

preaching that is faithful to the gospel of Jesus, understandable to those within a particular 

community, and contributes to the spiritual transformation of the listener.  The significance 

of contextualization in a preaching ministry cannot be overstated.   

…we stand before real people with real questions in real situations.  How much will 

the language of Canaan help those who speak the language of Babylon?  Of course, 

the work of pastoral ministry requires that preachers read and study the biblical text, 

that they exegete and theologize.  Ask almost anyone devoted to theological 

education (myself included) whether these things matter and we will tell you, 

“Absolutely, yes!” without hesitation.  Even a little bit of bad theology can do an 

awful lot of damage.  But how much of a difference will our theologies make in the 

lives of real people without at least a satisfactory capacity to contextualize?  Our 

listeners live in a particular time and place.  If we want to lead the sheep, we should 

probably take the time to get to know them first.105 

And as one millennial pastor adeptly states,  

 

Preaching to 5 generations simultaneously is a great challenge.  Every week I feel like 

I could have said something better, or been more effective.  I believe there is a love 

and respect that Millennials have for their local pastors that teach them.  You don’t 

 
 

103  Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching, 85.  

  
104  Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching, 85. 

   
105 Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching, 100.   
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need to have 500,000 followers on Instagram to have credibility – your credibility is 

the love they feel from you.106 

Considering several central values that have been identified with the millennial generation, 

the practices of knowing, loving, listening, and engaging their congregation must be 

increasingly sharpened among many preachers.     

Preach Clearly 

 Preaching clearly is concerned with clarity on a main idea, concise exegesis, 

understandable language, and commitment to brevity.  While these four characteristics are 

generally understood to be critical for maximum impact for the listener, they are of particular 

interest to the millennial generation who have been central in the development of, and 

engagement with, the digital age.  Communication is fast paced.  Information is immediate.  

TED style talks delivered in ten to fifteen minutes are mainstream.  How is a preacher to 

respond to these cultural realities?  Are they helpful in spurring one to hone their preaching 

skills for greater impact, or do they hinder the spiritual work that God wants to do through 

His Word and by His Spirit?   

 The scriptures contain numerous examples of how these various qualities describing 

clarity are either evidenced or not.  For example, Ezra, a skilled scribe and teacher of the Law 

of Moses, taught the scriptures together with a team of others for upwards of six hours in a 

large assembly.  Nehemiah 8 describes how everyone present, men, women, and children 

alike, were taught clearly what God had instructed Moses through the Law.  These were 

people who had been exiled from their homeland for many years, and who were not familiar 

with the Law.  Based on the biblical text, Ezra was committed to clarity and understandable 

 
106 Windle, “6 high-impact habits for preaching to millennials.”  
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language, but brevity does not appear to be a concern for the gathered assembly who listened 

and engaged for many hours.  In a contrasting biblical example, the apostle Paul, chosen 

personally by Jesus to be His ambassador of the gospel, was known for his passion and 

thorough knowledge of the Scriptures, yet was criticized continuously by the Corinthian 

church for his lack of personal and cultural appeal.  On one occasion, when preaching to a 

group of believers in a house in Troas, Paul clearly demonstrated a lack of audience 

awareness as he preached until midnight!  Acts 20:9 states that, “…a young man named 

Eutychus, sitting at the window, sank into a deep sleep as Paul talked still longer.  And being 

overcome by sleep, he fell down from the third story…”.  Even after raising the young boy 

from the dead, Paul continued to preach until daybreak!  Yet another example is found in 

Jesus.  Jesus communicated the scriptures in a manner that intersected faith with an 

individual’s ordinary life.  Jesus always knew what to say, while saying it in a way that 

captivated and challenged his listeners to follow Him.      

 While preaching clearly is important to any generation, it is of particular importance 

to the millennial generation because of the speed of their daily life, their need to know 

“why?”, and their quick access to information.  Interestingly, though not surprising, while 

there is widespread agreement that clarity must be a hallmark of effective communication to 

any generation, specific to the millennial generation, there are different convictions regarding 

both brevity and content.  Must a sermon always be brief, communicated by a polished 

preacher in trend setting attire?  Can a sermon include weightier doctrine and theology that 

anchors one’s worldview leading to spiritual transformation?  After two decades serving 

within the BCMB, both personal observation and experience suggest that many pastors 

preach forty-five minutes or longer, convinced that they need that time to develop the biblical 
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text effectively while appropriately challenging the listener through personal application.   

Alcántara, McLellan, Anderson, along with other scholar practitioners, do not oppose such 

thinking outright, but rightly argue that it is more difficult to prepare a shorter, yet more 

effective sermon, than a longer one.   Alcántara underlines his convictions when he says, 

“my larger point is not that every sermon should be brief – it is that every sermon should be 

clear.”107   

Ott provides several practical guidelines to encourage a preacher to focus on clarity 

specific to the millennial generation.  First, Ott emphasizes the need to define the main point 

of the sermon.   

In most of the messages delivered on a Sunday morning, the main point can get lost in a 

flood of content.  When preparing a talk, fight for clarity.  If you can’t explain the main 

point of the sermon in one clear, short sentence, you need to clarify it more.  Once 

defined, communicate the main point throughout the message: Emphasize and repeat it.  

Don’t forget to tie stories or other examples of application back to the main point.108                                         

Second, Ott pleads for concision in a sermon even while acknowledging that length of a 

sermon may vary.        

Don’t waste a millennial’s time.  You can preach effectively for 20 or 40 minutes as 

long as you are engaging your audience the entire time.  You can tell you’re engaging 

your audience by “reading” them while you are speaking.  Are you making eye contact?  

Are they responding to you nonverbally?  If you are having trouble reading how 

engaged your audience is during a sermon, ask a trusted friend to give you honest and 

specific feedback.  When trying to shorten your message time, remember that what you 

leave on the chopping block during preparation creates space for what God is leading 

you to emphasize.  Keep your time limited and keep your audience engaged for the 

duration of the message.109 

 
107 Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching, 104.   

 
108 Ott, “10 Ways to Preach to Millennials.” 
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And third, Ott reinforces the significance of answering the “why” for millennials.   

“Why” is so important.  Answering “why” not only engages the limbic, decision-making 

side of the brain, but it also helps communicate the value of the passage we are 

preaching. Talk about why you are preaching the message you are preaching.  Talk 

about why the text was important in its original context.  Why did it matter to the 

listeners then?  Why does it matter now?110 

Achieving clarity requires diligent effort and time on the part of the preacher.  Yet as  

Alcántara reminds, “the pains and trouble you undergo in order to be clear are worthy of the 

time you invest.  It is far better for you to go through pain and trouble for your listeners before 

they hear you than for your listeners to go through pain and trouble when they hear you.”111 

Preach Concretely 

 A number of years ago, while eating dinner one evening with their family, a pastor grew 

frustrated with how much food was left on his children’s plates after they said they were “all 

done.”  In response, the father took the opportunity to provide a lengthy explanation to his 

elementary age children as to why the food waste was so thoughtless.  Offering stories of the 

impoverished living in third world countries unknown to the children, and incorporating 

tangible metrics with an approximate percentage value of how much of the monthly grocery bill 

was headed to the garbage bin, the father provided an animated diatribe to his children.  While 

the children giggled at their father’s unusual explosive outburst, and their mother looked at their 

father in disbelief, they had little understanding of what this food wastage really meant.  Until it 

dawned on the father!  The father remembered that he had in his wallet, a one-hundred dollar 

 
 

110 Ott, “10 Ways to Preach to Millennials.” 

 
111  Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching, 129.   
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bill!  The children were old enough to know the various monetary value of Canadian currency, 

and so, running from the kitchen, he grabbed his wallet with the large monetary bill, and waved 

it in front of his three children.  “Would you throw this in the garbage every month?” he yelled 

in an elevated voice.  Wide eyed with mouths gaping, the three children responded in unison, 

“no way dad, we would never do that!”  In a moment, with the simple use of common Canadian 

currency, it all made sense.  The abstract became concrete for three children who could now 

apply personally what they learned, and who have not forgotten the lesson.   

Similar to preaching contextually, to preach concretely is to bring the sermon to a level 

of understanding where the congregation actually lives and functions.   Alcántara highlights, “it 

is much more difficult to make a difference in the lives of everyday people when your sermons 

do not come down to the level where they live.”112  Therefore, it is of critical importance that a 

preacher, in order to connect with the listener, be concrete in their communication.  Preachers, in 

their careful biblical study and exegesis of the text, can readily make the mistake of staying in 

the abstract when teaching foundational doctrine or critical biblical issues, forgetting to bring the 

abstract, something as large and mysterious as the love of God for example, to a level where 

their listener lives.  Yet if connection is not made to the listener’s daily life, a great sermon in 

the study can turn into an ineffective and academic presentation.   

Alcántara offers three strategies to preach concretely.  First, he encourages a focus on 

concrete details in the biblical text.  Second, he suggests using illustrations to move from the 

abstract to the concrete.  Third, specific applications are necessary.113   Alcántara confirms what 

 
112  Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching, 136.   

 
113  Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching, 138.   
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other millennial preachers champion.  Focused teaching and engagement with the biblical text, 

even the small details, are critical in helping the listener understand what the text says in order 

that appropriate application follows.  Contrary to some myths centred on a perceived lack of 

interest in theological depth related to preaching and millennials, the practice of preaching 

through a biblical text with thoughtful and appropriate attention to the details, before rushing to 

application, is important.  Windle argues this point at length as he writes,    

You can come at it from an angle, and approach essential doctrines in nuanced ways.  

But don’t just give them lifestyle messages that are all practical and lack the 

theological content.  If we give them 5 practical keys, but don’t bring them into our 

process earlier to show them the theological underpinnings that our end-result life tips 

come from, we rob them of the full learning process…in a superficial culture, depth is 

attractive.  Approach key subjects with empathy and sensitivity - but still approach 

them.  Avoiding talking about money, morality, sacrifice, the cross, and repentance, 

won’t make their questions just magically go away.  Millennials want to learn.  Show 

them why these subjects matter and make sense from Scripture - but do so from a 

posture of humility.114 

 

Windle, further, exhorts preachers to read scripture in their sermons.  “Don’t be afraid of 

reading an extended passage out of fear Millennials will get bored.  The more we engage 

scripture, explain who wrote it, what the context was, the more we build credibility with 

Millennials.”115 Additionally, combined with in-depth engagement of the biblical text, 

Windle calls preachers to bring a challenge.  

The idea that Millennials want to be wrapped in cottonwool, given trophies for 

coming 5th, and treated like they are over-sensitive and fragile is a false narrative.  

Maybe they have been treated too softly in certain stages of their lives, but that’s why 

there is a cry from this generation to “tell it to me straight.”  I’m amazed at how often 

I get the most positive feedback from sermons that I was the most nervous to preach 

because I wasn’t sure how Millennials would take it.  So, don’t be afraid to have 

 
114 Windle, “6 high-impact habits for preaching to millennials.” 
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moments where you bring them to forks in the road where you are essentially saying, 

“Change this.  Cross this line. Choose this path.  And here’s why.116 

 

Possible rationale for an exhortation to engage millennials with the biblical text 

inviting them to make specific decisions centres on a general skepticism, combined with a 

general biblical illiteracy espoused by many in the millennial demographic.  While every 

listener must still choose how they will respond to what God is asking of them in His Word, 

receiving clear and careful biblical teaching is paramount.  Yet as Anderson notes when he 

invites preachers to preach like theologians, he is not calling for one’s preaching to be a 

purely academic exercise, empty of conviction and passion.  Rather, Anderson emphasizes 

that theologians understand that the study of the Bible is designed to change the one who 

reads or engages with it.117  In the same manner that theologians “love to dig deep and study 

faithfully,”118 convinced that the Bible can withstand the scrutiny, so too preachers must 

come to the biblical text “moving listeners from instruction to conviction”119 growing in 

understanding of God and what He asks of the listener “even as we encounter him.”120  Thus, 

careful instruction of the scriptures brings with it both depth and conviction because the 

preacher is convinced that God is present!      

This communication process includes appropriate exegetical detail, illustrating 

biblical truth with real examples lived in real time understood by a millennial, and offering 

 
116 Windle, “6 high-impact habits for preaching to millennials.” 

 
117 Kenton C. Anderson, Integrative Preaching: A Comprehensive Model for Transformational 

Proclamation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2017), 98. 
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specific and bold application.  Ensuring these elements are embedded within sermon 

communication provides a firm foundation on which one can make an informed decision.   

Millennials have grown up in a pluralistic world with an overarching message 

emphasizing that truth cannot be known and everything is to be questioned.  For many 

millennials, these convictions and characteristics have been modelled to them from young by 

their boomer generation parents, and reinforced by the broader culture as they have 

developed, or are currently emerging into adulthood.  In light of these cultural realities that 

have contributed to a millennial’s formation, Windle’s plea to unapologetically, yet humbly, 

engage a millennial with the biblical text, helping to bring the abstract to the concrete is a 

welcome challenge for any preacher serving this generation.           

Preach Creatively 

 The fifth, and final, aspect of Alcántara’s framework focuses on creativity.  Alcántara’s 

challenge to those charged with a preaching ministry is to not merely produce a sermon or a 

polished presentation, but rather, to use a wide range of creative options that are at a preacher’s 

disposal.  This involves expanding our biblical imagination through inviting the listener into the 

biblical text, a greater focus on imagery in the use of words and theological concepts, bridging 

the gap between a theological truth with the struggles of faith experienced by real people, and 

embracing the conviction that God is doing more within the lives of their congregation than the 

preacher can actually see.121   

 
121  Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching, 163-171.   
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 In the current cultural climate, numerous challenges exist for preachers to pursue 

creativity.   Alcántara identifies several including a perceived lack of faithfulness to the biblical 

text, chronic distraction, and environments that hinder creative thought.122  Ironically, chronic 

distraction, such as continuous information flow, news feeds, and social media engagement, is 

the world in which millennials tend to function.  Theirs is an environment where many 

“conversations” unfold simultaneously, and where multi-tasking at a high rate of speed is 

common fare.  This poses an intriguing question for one preaching a sermon to millennials.  

Must a sermon move rapidly, be laced with colourful imagery in bite-sized pieces, delivered in a 

TED talk style, and concluded in twenty minutes or less to engage the millennial listener?   

 Ideas Alcántara suggests to develop creativity include a sense of collaboration, seeking a 

variety of voices and perspectives, engaging the senses through visuals and images, and 

becoming a student of people in conjunction with being a student of the Word of God.123  One 

might argue that these ideas work well with all generations, but to millennials, they possibly 

resonate in even greater measure because the environment in which many millennials function is 

so dynamic and relational.  Wollf emphasizes that weaving story and metaphor into content is 

important.  “What do we do when we get together with friends?  We often swap stories.  It's a 

primary way of communicating in many cultures.  Preachers would do well to weave engaging 

stories throughout their sermons as a way of tapping into this well-accepted way of 

communicating.”124  Wollf also encourages the incorporation of relevant and appropriate media.  

 
122  Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching, 172-175. 

 
123  Alcántara, The Practices of Christian Preaching, 177-181. 
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“We live in a media age and so it makes sense to include meaningful media elements in our 

sermons.”125   

Of particular note, specific to preaching creatively and millennials, is the suggestion to 

engage a variety of voices and perspectives in the preaching process.  As noted previously, a 

millennial’s desire to learn and pursue truth is strong, but they need to know that other 

perspectives have been considered.  “Millennials appreciate it when we go outside our usual 

way of looking at things and include different perspectives,” Wollf states.126  Additionally, 

because millennials desire personal engagement in pursuit of truth, in contrast to being a passive 

recipient of content, collaboration with them in the development and execution of a sermon or a 

sermon series is both an important and practical approach and ideally sparks creativity.  Wollf 

affirms Alcántara’s emphasis on collaboration with a special focus on millennials.  “Collaborate 

with millennials and others to discern sermon topics and content.  Millennials love to be a part 

of setting direction for virtually anything.  Capitalize on this desire by enlisting their help to 

discern sermon topics and content.”127  Windle nuances it slightly differently when he urges 

pastors to bring millennials “into the kitchen.”128  He writes, 

Instead of bringing a finished meal to the table, bring listeners into the back kitchen.  

Show them how you made the meal.  Reveal the ingredients.  If you have a revelation 

on a scripture - don’t just give them the end idea, take them on the journey, show 

them how you arrived there.  Did you go through a season of life that made you think 

about this?  Did you have a question that you couldn’t figure out the answer?  This 

 
125 Wollf, “Preaching to Millennials.” 
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way, we are not just giving people a Bible thought - we are teaching people how to 

read and study the Bible for themselves.129 

 

Engaging millennials in the preaching process should not be underestimated.  It pursues 

several important desired outcomes of the preacher.  One such outcome is a preacher’s 

deeper understanding of the issues and questions germane to the millennial generation, while 

deepening their understanding of the biblical text, and ideally bridging those two worlds in 

an effective manner.   

Regardless of the many and varied ways a preacher may pursue creativity, Alcántara 

highlights the importance of diligent and consistent effort on the preacher’s part to grow in 

their creativity.130  Due in part to the cultural environment that shapes a millennial 

worldview, it is a necessary and timely exhortation. 

Conclusion 

While not an exhaustive overview of the practice of Christian preaching, exploring 

five primary themes on preaching convictionally, contextually, concretely, clearly, and 

creatively offer insight in the pursuit of effective communication with the millennial 

generation.  Linked together, both chapters two and three of this research project provide a 

framework for understanding the millennial generation’s values and cultural realities.  In 

turn, these values shape spiritual views and behaviours.  A greater understanding of both the 

general characteristics of the North American millennial demographic, and a specific focus 

on a Christian millennial, in conjunction with preaching to a millennial mindset, leads back 

to the focus of this research project.  Within the North American evangelical church, the 

 
129 Windle, “6 high-impact habits for preaching to millennials.” 
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medium of a “sermon” or preaching as it is often termed, has been a central focus of a 

worship service for well over a century and continues to be so in many denominations, 

including the Mennonite Brethren.  Does expository preaching contribute to a BCMB 

Christian millennial’s spiritual formation?  If so, are there specific qualities of sermon 

communication that contribute to their formation?  If so, what are they?  If not, what might 

need to be adapted?   

As a pastor charged to “help people hear from God,”131 it is important for me, and I 

believe it is important to the BCMB, that the cultural context that shapes the thinking and 

behavior of a Christian millennial be understood well so that they can be discipled well.  

There is deep resonance with Alcántara, Windle, Keller, and countless other scholar-

practitioners in their commitment to faithfully proclaim the Scriptures to every generation.  

This researcher affirms the sentiments of Tim Keller,132 that faithful expository preaching 

communicated affectionately, imaginatively, Christo-centrically (always pointing the listener 

back to Jesus), and practically, will contribute to the spiritual formation of a millennial. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
131 Anderson, Choosing to Preach (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2006), 11.    

 
132 Tim Keller identifies a theme he emphasizes as “preaching to the heart” in Preaching: 

Communicating Faith in an Age of Skepticism.  While Keller’s focus is on a much broader audience, this 

researcher affirms his emphasis on such themes and personally believe they are key emphases in 

communicating to a millennial audience. 
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CHAPTER 4 

How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed?  And how are 

they to believe in him of whom they have never heard?  And how are they to hear 

without someone preaching? And how are they to preach unless they are sent?  

As it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news!” 

                            Romans 10:14-15  

 

Biblical and theological perspectives 

 

To this point, the focus of this research project has centred on understanding 

numerous characteristics that shape a millennial’s worldview alongside numerous qualities 

that cultivate and encourage effective Christian preaching.  Some comparison and contrasting 

of previous generations, notably builders and boomers, set alongside the millennial 

generation, has been explored.  While unique in their own way, within the context of the 

local church, previous generations received formal teaching through the form of a sermon 

and viewed it as helpful for their faith formation and practical life application.  However, the 

generation providing emerging leadership in culture, including the local church, is the 

millennial generation, a generation markedly different than preceding ones.  Trust in 

institutions, organized religion, and authority structures has waned considerably from 

previous generations in a considerably short span of time.  Belief in God or any formal 

spiritual creed has declined dramatically among the millennial generation, resulting in a 
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worldview that is unmoored and therefore, often appears inconsistent.  Further, the millennial 

generation has experienced the emergence and development of digital technology as no other 

generation.  On-line social media is a primary language for them, and yet, they value 

authentic and relational community.  In a fast pace paced, digital deluge of colour and 

information, one might rightly ask if preaching a sermon is the most effective medium to 

communicate truth to the millennial generation living in a post-Christian culture.  Yet, there 

are many and varied generations that have passed through history.  Certainly, previous 

generations have posed the question, “does the Bible speak with relevance and authority to 

the current issues that my generation faces?  And by what means will it be best 

communicated?”  The biblical and theological underpinnings that speak to the significance of 

this question are numerous.  Several notable passages include Deuteronomy 6:1-9, Ezra 7:1-

28, Isaiah 55:10-11, Matthew 5:1-7:29; 28:18-20, Acts 1:8, 6:8-7:60, and Romans 10:14-15.  

The primary biblical text that will undergird and provide focus for this research project, 

however, will be 2 Timothy 3:14-4:5.  Not only does this text possess significant insight into 

the question of the validity of preaching a sermon but additionally, the apostle Paul, in 

writing to Timothy, his younger mentee, appears to address a similar question with which 

Timothy is wrestling.  Does the faithful proclamation of the Scriptures make any difference?  

The apostle Paul does not leave Timothy with any uncertainties.  

The mandate to “preach” 

But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have firmly believed, knowing      

from whom you learned it and how from childhood you have been acquainted with 

the sacred writings, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in 

Christ Jesus.  All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for 

reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be 

complete, equipped for every good work.  I charge you in the presence of God and of 
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Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and the dead, and by his appearing and his 

kingdom:  preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, 

and exhort, with complete patience and teaching.  For the time is coming when people 

will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will accumulate for 

themselves teachers to suit their own passions, and will turn away from listening to 

the truth and wander off into myths.  As for you, always be sober-minded, endure 

suffering, do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your ministry.133                                          

This passage of Scripture is both remarkable and encouraging as it relates to this 

researcher’s personal and pastoral musings as to whether or not the weekly proclamation of 

God’s Word in the form of a sermon is important, even to millennials.  The apostle Paul 

writes these words toward the latter part of his life to his younger student Timothy.  Earlier in 

his life, Paul opposed Jesus and those who followed Jesus, having many killed.134  Yet some 

thirty years later, following a personal intervention by Jesus, Paul experiences radical 

transformation.  The spiritual transformation experienced by Paul compels him to follow 

Jesus, sharing the same gospel that impacted him, to others for the duration of his physical 

life.   

Having planted numerous local churches and having equipped emerging pastors to 

lead those churches throughout Asia Minor, one of whom was Timothy, the apostle Paul 

encourages this younger pastor, possibly in his thirties, to fulfill the mandate given to him; 

preach God’s Word faithfully to all of his hearers.  Why would the apostle Paul say this?  

And why should it matter to this researcher pastoring a local church comprised of many 

millennials two millennia later, some who may question the necessity of a sermon?  Why 

 
133 2 Timothy 3:14-4:5 

 
134 Acts 6:8 – 9:31 outlines a broader historical account of the early church and Saul’s involvement 

with disciples of “the Way” (Christianity) prior to experiencing personal spiritual transformation. 
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should it matter to every pastor serving within the BCMB, charged with the responsibility of 

a preaching ministry?  

First century Ephesus 

Context is paramount in understanding and applying the Scriptures well.  The apostle 

Paul writes to Timothy in a context where some within the local church in Ephesus pastored 

by Timothy are teaching false things.  They have devoted themselves to controversial belief 

systems which are neither biblical nor edifying to the local church but creating division.  

Three portions of Scripture contribute to a better understanding of the setting in Ephesus and 

some of the challenges faced by Timothy, a young pastor.  The first portion of Scripture is 

found in Acts 18:18-19:41.  Priscilla and Aquila, two spiritually mature followers of Jesus, 

are found spending time with Apollos, a fellow follower of Jesus based in Ephesus, teaching 

the Scriptures more accurately than he understood previously.  Further, it is in the synagogue 

in Ephesus, where religious leaders openly ridicule Paul’s teaching.  Paul lectures in the 

public academic settings of Ephesus for two years.  Many miracles are done by Paul in 

Ephesus causing some to desire those same powers for their personal gain.  Sorcery and 

magical arts are a strong part of city life and many confess these deeds upon coming to faith 

in Jesus, even holding a large bonfire, burning their tools of the trade publicly declaring their 

new allegiance to Jesus.  The temple of Artemis, a shrine focused on fertility and sexuality, is 

also a central feature of Ephesus.  Prostitution is a significant part of temple worship, and 

businesspeople make great wealth selling images of Artemis.  As local tradesmen witness the 

potential for lost revenue as new followers of Jesus burned and spurned these artifacts 

glorifying Artemis, riots ensue.   
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The second portion of Scripture that informs one’s understanding of the historical 

context of Ephesus is found in I Timothy 1.   

As I urged you when I was going to Macedonia, remain at Ephesus so that you may  

charge certain persons not to teach any different doctrine, nor to devote themselves to 

myths and endless genealogies, which promote speculations rather than the 

stewardship from God that is by faith.  The aim of our charge is love that issues from 

a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith.  Certain persons, by swerving 

from these, have wandered away into vain discussion, desiring to be teachers of the 

law, without understanding either what they are saying or the things about which they 

make confident assertions.135 

In I Timothy 1, the apostle Paul identifies a primary challenge within the church in Ephesus 

involving false teachers.  The self-proclaimed teachers are individuals who believe they are 

experts in Jewish law and who seek to be seen as such, but who create division demanding 

rigid adherence to different Mosaic laws and rules.  In the process, they have become 

legalistic and syncretistic, undermining the gospel found in Jesus alone, and confusing those 

within the Ephesian church.   

Revelation 2:1-7, is a third passage of Scripture that describes the church in Ephesus 

and also contributes to one’s understanding of the challenges of the disciples of Jesus in that 

region.  In a vision given by Jesus to the apostle John, the Ephesian church is commended in 

Revelation 2 for persevering through trials that have challenged their faith in Jesus.  

However, they are also reprimanded for one primary thing.  They are either forgetting or 

becoming sidetracked from their first love, Jesus Christ.   

I know your works, your toil and your patient endurance, and how you cannot bear 

with those who are evil, but have tested those who call themselves apostles and are 

not, and found them to be false.  I know you are enduring patiently and bearing up for 

my name's sake, and you have not grown weary.  But I have this against you, that you 

 
135 I Timothy 1:3-7 
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have abandoned the love you had at first. Remember therefore from where you have 

fallen; repent, and do the works you did at first. 136 

 

It is clear from the biblical text that the Ephesian church has become a target for “false 

teachers” who desire to gain a foothold within their faith community leading disciples of 

Jesus astray.  Specific to II Timothy 3, the apostle Paul describes for Timothy how evil will 

manifest itself in the latter days and therefore he must not only be aware, but stand firm in 

the face of evil, and avoid those who are characterized by these evil ways.  

But understand this, that in the last days there will come times of difficulty.  For 

people will be lovers of self, lovers of money, proud, arrogant, abusive, disobedient to 

their parents, ungrateful, unholy, heartless, unappeasable, slanderous, without self-

control, brutal, not loving good, treacherous, reckless, swollen with conceit, lovers of 

pleasure rather than lovers of God, having the appearance of godliness, but denying 

its power. Avoid such people.137  

      

The apostle Paul is clear that while this will characterize many in the future, even some who 

claim to hold to a form of godliness while denying its power, there are now those who 

manifest these characteristics who seek to find their way into the Christian church.  Thus, 

Timothy is to be on guard.  “He must exercise discernment to prevent the admission of such 

people into membership of the Church”138 not enabling the perversion of the gospel and 

having people led astray through errant teaching.139 

 
136 Revelation 2:2-5 

 
137 2 Timothy 3:1-5.   

 
138 Donald Guthrie, The Pastoral Epistles, The Tyndale New Testament Commentaries, ed. R.V.G. 

Tasker, (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdman’s Publishing, 1979), 158. 

 
139 W. Hulitt Gloer emphasizes that while the language of “households” used by Paul immediately 

references a family home as the entry point for false teaching and false teachers, the use of household language 

for the church is so common that one must consider the possibility that this also refers to the church.     
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Related to his personality, based on other Scriptures,140 Timothy does not appear to 

exhibit an overly confident personality type.  It is possible that he is discouraged as there are 

others within the congregation who believe they are more competent and knowledgeable 

about the Scriptures than he is, and they are beginning to overshadow the work of Christ with 

false teaching.       

Summary of Timothy’s challenges 

Pulling these themes together, greater clarity is gained as to the challenges Timothy 

faces as a pastoral leader within the local church he serves.  Individuals within his 

congregation are mixing and matching Old Testament law with a variety of spiritual practices 

combined with the person and work of Jesus.  They are convinced they are experts in this 

form of religion and are creating significant division within the church.  Some people within 

the fellowship wonder if they should follow Timothy who does not appear too confident in 

his leadership role, or if they should follow other teachers who speak confidently about a 

different form of the gospel, even while their lives do not measure up to a life of godliness.  

Being older, more spiritually mature, and convinced of the truth, the apostle Paul firmly 

commands Timothy to confront those who are promoting false teaching through faithful 

proclamation (ie. helping others hear from God) of the Scriptures he has known since 

infancy, and through a consistent life that aligns with his teaching.  In this way, Timothy is 

assured that he will be faithful to his calling while guarding the doctrinal foundations of the 

church.  Understanding the religious and spiritual backdrop of first century Ephesus is 

 
140 I Tim. 1:3, 4:11-16, 5:22-23, 2 Tim. 1:6-7, 3:14-15 all point to Timothy needing significant 

encouragement to remember his calling in life to faithfully “be” a disciple of Jesus living it out in both word and 

deed. 
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foundational in understanding the apostle Paul’s exhortation to his student Timothy to 

“preach the Word.” 

Current spiritual climate in the west 

While many centuries have passed since the apostle Paul wrote this exhortation to his 

younger mentee, Timothy, the cultural context in which millennials currently live and 

function is remarkably similar.  The current climate in the west, and even more specifically, 

the western part of North America that is shaping millennials is known as religious pluralism 

where many faith systems maintain a position on the religious landscape offering something 

of spiritual value.  Within this system, however, can anything be known with certainty?  Is 

there such a thing as absolute truth?  Why should a person follow one faith system to the 

exclusion of another?  These questions become important in light of the contextual realities 

of millennials, many of whom have been raised by parents who did not operate within a 

biblical worldview affirming absolute truth, and where an increasing number of emerging 

adults within the general population are identifying as spiritual “nones.”   

Yet even within the current western climate espousing religious pluralism and 

tolerance, according to many Christian millennials, there is a desire for spiritual foundations 

that are anchored in certainty and belief  “…in objectivity as much as we desire social 

change.”141  In other words, there is a desire manifested among millennials generally, and 

Christian millennials specifically, for a “voice” that will unapologetically elevate firm 

convictions.  Perhaps this is one reason why Christian conferences that focus on apologetics 

 
141 Joshua Gale, “The Church that Is, Not Just the Place Where,” 134.    
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have become so well attended by the millennial generation.142  From personal experience, 

while this researcher serves a fairly large and diverse congregation, a good number of 

Christian millennials, both singles and marrieds alike, express gratitude for helping them hear 

from God in the form of preaching from the Scriptures, and doing so unapologetically with 

clarity, conviction, and relevant application.  In fact, many state that they are both grateful 

and surprised that the preaching does not steer away from the difficult issues, of which many 

millennials wrestle.143  In a culture that idolizes diversity in its many and varied forms, the 

apostle Paul’s words resonate.  The Scriptures, and therefore, the proclamation of those 

Scriptures, have something to say.  This should cause every Christian preacher charged with 

the responsibility of preaching God’s Word to rejoice!  There is an openness to hear a voice 

speak with authority from the Scriptures, within a culture that champions many and varied 

voices. 

 

 
142 Apologetics Canada, located in Abbotsford, BC has witnessed significant success based on 

registration and attendance figures.  In the several years since they launched their annual Apologetics 

Conference, they have grown to reach several thousand registrants who attend the two-day conference.  A high 

percentage of the registrants are from the millennial generation.  Andy Steiger, a central leader with Apologetics 

Canada and former Young Adults Pastor at Northview Church works almost exclusively with millennials 

helping them form a Christian worldview within an environment where both religious pluralism and syncretism 

abound.     
   
143 Specifically, themes in the context of Westwood Church (but undoubtedly it is prevalent in many 

church contexts) that many people are seeking answers to and not always certain where to go for clear direction 

and biblical insight include human sexuality (gender identity issues, LGBTQ + engagement, pre-marital sex), 

pornography, divorce and remarriage, consumerism, and social justice issues related to homelessness and 

addiction challenges.  It must also be noted that in conjunction with receiving gratitude for speaking into these 

different issues from a biblically conservative evangelical-Anabaptist perspective, this researcher also receives 

feedback in active and passive ways when individuals disagree, or outright reject what has been embraced and 

taught as historical orthodoxy.  This demonstrates both the reality of religious pluralism generally but also the 

challenges that exist within local churches specifically, much like Timothy experienced in Ephesus.  It is an 

ongoing challenge for pastoral leaders when, those within the congregation who proclaim to know and follow 

Jesus, reject aspects of historical orthodoxy because of contemporary social, political, and cultural trends.  It is 

situations such as these that remind this pastor who preaches weekly, to be faithful to “preach the Word” as the 

apostle Paul exhorts Timothy.     
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Paul’s rationale for preaching the Scriptures 

Personal salvation  

 As Paul outlines to his mentee, there are several practical reasons why, in the midst of 

a turbulent and pluralistic culture, Timothy must proclaim the Word of God.  First, in the 

midst of cultural turbulence, the Scriptures are an anchor that reveal to a reader or listener of 

the proclaimed Word how to experience personal salvation.  The apostle Paul reminds 

Timothy of his personal faith story, “…from childhood you have been acquainted with the 

sacred writings, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ 

Jesus.”144  The biblical text identifies both Timothy’s grandmother Lois and his mother 

Eunice, as believers in Jesus.145  The biblical text also notes that Timothy’s father is a 

Greek146 which probably infers that he is neither a convert to Judaism nor Christianity.  

Further, it is common for Jewish boys to begin learning the Scriptures around age five.  But 

here, Paul says that Timothy has been taught from infancy the Way of faith from his mother 

and grandmother.  With this anchored foundation and legacy from previous generations, 

Timothy is to point people to Jesus Christ, the Living Word, the source of one’s personal 

salvation.  In contrast to the false teachers that Paul previously describes, Timothy is to 

continue in that which he has learned, and the knowledge he has will be an incentive to 

continue in what he has been taught.147  Further, Paul speaks about this teaching “from 

 
144 2 Timothy 3:15. 

 
145 2 Timothy 1:5. 

 
146 Acts 16:1.   

 
147 W. Hulitt Gloer, 1 & 2 Timothy – Titus: Smyth and Helwys Bible Commentary (Macon, GA: Smyth 

and Helwys Publishing, 2010), 287. 
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whom” Timothy has learned, which points to a plurality of teachers instructing Timothy in 

the faith.  This speaks to the importance of an invested community of people instructing 

younger people.148  

At a basic and practical level, this is why Christian parents (eg. Lois and Eunice) 

must prioritize the integration of the Scriptures in their childrens’ lives through reading the 

Bible, telling Bible stories, integrating Bible stories with personal stories of faith, and 

memorizing Scripture with them.  Children who have a Christian heritage are to continue in 

what they have learned from infancy and continue in it because it makes them wise unto 

salvation.  Deuteronomy 6:1-9 is a foundational biblical passage highlighting God’s intent 

for the family to be a primary locus for spiritual formation, and subsequently passed from 

generation to generation.  At the same time, it is also important to include other spiritually 

mature voices into the training of younger people so there is a robustness to faith formation.  

Currently, this researcher mentors a handful of millennials as they enlarge their spiritual and 

leadership influence.  One aspect that is rich and rewarding in the mentoring process is how 

integration of personal experiences through the years is framed within the context of the 

Scriptures and how God speaks into these experiences from His Word, which is both living 

and dynamic.149   

The apostle Paul’s words to Timothy are also important to a Christian disciple who 

finds themselves in a discipleship relationship with a new believer or spiritual seeker.  The 

importance of understanding the written and proclaimed Scriptures is significant because of 

 
148 Hulitt Gloer, 1 & 2 Timothy – Titus, 287. 

  
149 Hebrews 4:12. 
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its illuminating and transformative power.  The Psalmist writes, “your word is a lamp to my 

feet and a light to my path.”150 The scriptures, accordingly, reveal how one is to live in a 

manner that is life giving and honours God.  Yet, as the apostle Paul emphasizes in Romans 

10, one’s heart is enlightened by the proclamation of the Scriptures, not merely to know how 

to live a good life, but to experience salvation.   

How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed?  And how are they 

to believe in him of whom they have never heard?  And how are they to hear without 

someone preaching?  And how are they to preach unless they are sent?  As it is 

written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news!”151   

  

The temptation for pastors to preach cultural trends or popular material is both real and 

present.  Pastors must be reminded of the “beauty” of those who dare proclaim truth, and the 

potential outcome of faithful preaching, in a confused and turbulent culture.    

For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven and do not return there but 

water the earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread 

to the eater, so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to 

me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and shall succeed in the thing 

for which I sent it.152    

 

Neither one who preaches a sermon nor one who comes alongside another in a spiritual 

discussion provides salvation to anyone.  God alone provides salvation.  However, God has 

given the task of proclaiming His Word to some, such as pastors and teachers.153  In a 

broader sense, God also entrusts a community of disciples to proclaim truth, and therefore, 

 
150 Psalm 119:105. 

 
151 Romans 10:14-15. 

 
152 Isaiah 55:10-11. 

 
153 Ephesians 4:11-16. 
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the community has a responsibility to lead with their “feet” proclaiming the Scriptures 

unapologetically to help people hear from God.  Doing so will lead many to become wise 

unto salvation, never returning empty and will accomplish God’s intended work.  Thus, the 

people of God generally, and preachers specifically must proclaim the Scriptures through all 

generations including the millennial generation, in varied forms, including sermons. 

Living to please God 

 A second practical reason why the proclamation of the Scriptures must not cease with 

the millennial generation emerges from 2 Timothy 3:16-17.  The Bible demonstrates how one 

is to live practically, in order to please God.  “All Scripture is breathed out by God and 

profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the 

man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work.”154  Remembering the 

Ephesian context and Timothy’s personal challenges is important, as the apostle Paul 

emphasizes to Timothy the adequacy of the Scriptures in a context where other false teachers 

taught their inadequacy.  Again, the millennial generation is bombarded with this reality.  

Are the Scriptures relevant for the questions and issues of current culture?  Or are the 

Scriptures relegated to a specific time period and cultural reality that have long passed?  

These are important questions to address with a millennial partially because of the religious 

pluralism bombarding the millennial generation.  However, these same questions were 

undoubtedly posed by individuals within the congregation Timothy pastored in Ephesus.     

 
154 2 Timothy 3:16-17. 

 



 

83 
 

The apostle Paul confronts these valid and timeless questions when he unpacks the 

origins of the Scriptures in his use of the phrase, “all Scripture is God breathed.”155  The 

adjective Paul uses is θεόπνευστος (theopneustos).  This term is found only in this one 

reference in the New Testament and it means “coming out of God.”156  The apostle Peter 

provides slightly more developed thinking in his first letter.  “Knowing this first of all, that 

no prophecy of Scripture comes from someone's own interpretation.  For no prophecy was 

ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the 

Holy Spirit.”157  In both instances, the early biblical writers understood the Holy Scriptures as 

coming not from any other source other than God who created all things, who entered the 

physical world through Jesus Christ, and who desires that all might know Him personally 

through salvation (2 Pet. 3:9).  Emphasizing and affirming these truths related to the 

inspiration of scripture and the function of preaching, Anderson writes, 

to say that the text has been breathed by God is to say that it comes from inside him.  

It says that the words of Scripture describe the very life of God.  The Bible speaks the 

will, the way, and the nature of God.  It is not merely about God.  It does not even 

only speak for God.  It is the breath of God, which means that it is inseparable from 

him…to be without breath is to be without life.  If Scripture is not breathed by God, 

then it does not carry the power of God.  Without inspiration, it is just another book – 

a good book, perhaps, but not adequately transformative.158 

  

 The apostle Paul also notes that the scriptures, breathed out by God, are useful or 

profitable, and then he delineates several areas in which they are useful.  Teaching is the 

 
155 2 Timothy 3:16. 

 
156 Ralph Earle, 1-2 Timothy, The Expositors Bible Commentary, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein, vol. 2 (Grand 

Rapids, MI:  Zondervan Publishing, 1978), 407. 

   
157 2 Peter 1:20-21. 

 
158 Anderson, Transformative Preaching, 77. 
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most general area that Paul emphasizes.  Rebuking is used for conviction of a sinner or 

reproof for doing wrong.  Correcting is closely connected to the previous term but has the 

idea of being restored to a better state.159  The term “training” comes from a term used of a 

child and thus probably refers, originally, to the training of a child.  Yet applied in a broader 

sense, this term has come to mean training, or instruction for all Christians to grow in their 

spiritual development.160  The purpose of this training is made clear in 2 Timothy 3:17, that 

“the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work.”161  To be made complete 

or equipped is to be capable or have proficiency (ie. able to meet all demands) to know how 

to live a disciplined Christian life.162  For Timothy, this must have been both a personal 

challenge as well as an encouragement.  In the midst of a challenging culture, where many 

voices championed their particular worldviews, this is an encouragement to Timothy.  The 

apostle Paul assures him that those who yield their lives to the holy Scriptures, words 

originating from the very being and breath of God, will know how to live, being fully 

equipped to live a disciplined and righteous life even within the challenging Ephesian culture 

where he lived and pastored.                    

The challenges of holy living in a confused culture 

Specific to the millennial generation, living a life of godliness creates tension points 

because while literature suggests that Christian millennials desire to hear an authoritative 

voice in a pluralistic culture, applying an authoritative voice in the current context and 

 
159 Gloer, 1 & 2 Timothy – Titus, 290.   

 
160 Gloer, 1 & 2 Timothy, 410. 

 
161 2 Timothy 3:17. 

 
162 Gloer, 1 & 2 Timothy, 410.  
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faithfully living out the scriptures can be very challenging for many, and specifically a 

millennial.163  While not alone in this struggle, Christian millennials often apply a cut and 

paste model to the scriptures, choosing to embrace portions as authoritative, as coming from 

God.  At the same time, the same Christian millennial, can unapologetically reject other 

portions of scripture deemed as non-authoritative for their lives, often as a result of 

accommodating current culture.  This results in a life that is characterized by inconsistency 

and syncretism.164   

In his doctoral dissertation focused on emerging adult worldviews within the context 

of Northview Church, located in Abbotsford, British Columbia, Jeff Bucknam argues that 

syncretism within Christian young adults is both common and serious.    

Spend much time with Christian young adults these days and you will notice a 

puzzling trend.  Like their spiritual ancestors in Israel, many young followers of the 

triune God struggle with syncretism—they find it difficult to remain devoted to Christ 

in a world that begs them to love so many other things with equal or surpassing 

devotion.  This is certainly a problem in the wider Christian community, but young 

Christians between the ages of eighteen to thirty seem to be particularly susceptible to 

it.            

 And this syncretism is no small matter. The prophets of old warned Israel 

about it. The New Testament apostles warn the new covenant people of God about it 

as well. Capitulating to the culture in places where God has called his people to 

 
163 In one recent conversation with a young adult who had been a part of our church family in the past, 

he stated that of all his closest high school friends with whom he had journeyed in a local Christian high school, 

only one of five currently affirmed their personal relationship with Jesus.  When pressed for the rationale behind 

this troubling reality, this individual maintained that the culture and everything it had to offer for young adults 

was very attractive.  In most cases, much of the lifestyle attitudes and behaviours they witnessed around them, 

and were now personally experiencing were opposed to both the scriptures and the teaching they had received 

from when they were young.  But in this young adult’s mind, the desires of the eyes, the flesh, and the pride of 

life was winning the day within his peer group and he was not immune.  His personal faith “in” and “living for” 

Jesus were also suspect. 

     
164 In this context, syncretism is understood to mean “cultural accommodation” or “cultural 

capitulation.”   
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remain faithful to him is grounds for judgment.  Thus, the problem young Christians 

face due to their double-minded devotion is serious. 165 

Bucknam is not alone in his evaluation.  Syncretism, or cultural accommodation, 

manifests itself in various forms in the worldview and lifestyle of a Christian millennial.  

Many examples might be provided but one area that has been elevated in recent years, largely 

due to cultural accommodation, is human sexuality expressed in its varied forms.  A 

Christian millennial may verbally proclaim to be a disciple of Jesus, attend worship services 

regularly, and serve with a genuine desire to help others.  At the same time, this same 

individual may be sexually involved with their boyfriend/girlfriend, or actively involved in a 

“hook-up”166 community, or wholeheartedly support same-sex marriage. 167  Rationale that is 

often used to justify a sexual lifestyle that is different than what an historical, orthodox 

interpretation of the Scriptures emphasizes, centres on cultural relevance, personal feelings, 

and the promotion of social harmony.168  However, refusal to yield to the Scriptures as 

authoritative when the surrounding culture and personal feelings champion something 

different, demonstrates cultural accommodation.  Unfortunately, as it concerns human 

 

165 Jeff Bucknam, “Engaging Worldviews In The Movies As A Means Of Preserving The Faith of 

Young Adults” (DMin diss., Talbot School of Theology, 2013), 1, 

https://pqdtopen.proquest.com/doc/1353401539.html?FMT=AI.     

 
166 “Hook-up” generally refers to meeting others for the sole purpose of engaging in sexual activity.  

These encounters are often initiated through online social media platforms and are not intended to develop into 

deeper friendships. 

 
167 Currently, specific sexual issues related to homosexuality or transgenderism are key features in this 

discussion with Christian millennials.   

 
168 Within a much larger discussion on Moralistic Therapeutic Deism (MTD) in their study 

Renegotiating Faith, Heimstra and associates conclude that social harmony is a value of emerging adults.  

Religion and its accompanying doctrine/dogma persist in polarizing rather than harmonizing or 

“homogenizing.”  Applied to human sexuality within the cultural reality of emerging adults, this attitude is 

clearly evidenced.  Thus, rather than embrace firm convictions on a biblical sexual ethic, many emerging adults 

who profess to be disciples of Jesus give accommodation to themselves and to others for the purpose of social 

harmony.        

https://pqdtopen.proquest.com/doc/1353401539.html?FMT=AI


 

87 
 

sexuality, far too many Christians generally, and Christian millennials specifically, take a 

weekly seat in an evangelical church, listen intently to a sermon preached from the 

Scriptures, perhaps even encourage the preacher with warm words of gratitude, and yet walk 

away with little regard for how God is speaking to them personally through the Scriptures, 

apparently comfortable in their lack of alignment with Jesus whom they proclaim to want to 

follow and emulate.   

In other issues concerning Christian discipleship, however, such as giving generously 

and freely of one’s financial resources to those in need, or spearheading social justice 

initiatives, Christian millennials often lead by example regardless of the few resources or 

relative inexperience they have, in comparison to their much greater equipped Boomer 

parents.  While other relevant examples could be developed, these two examples demonstrate 

the tension that exists within the Christian millennial to embrace the scriptures in their 

entirety, staying faithful to Jesus as His disciple in all things.   

The writer of Hebrews underlines the power of God’s Word, breathed out by Him.  

“For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the 

division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts and 

intentions of the heart.”169  While the scriptures must be read, studied, understood in relation 

to their specific genre, proclaimed in context, and applied with relevance to a contemporary 

culture, all scripture is God breathed and therefore it is authoritative in one’s life.  As the 

scriptures are applied by the one who receives them, transformation follows.  The apostle 

 
169 Hebrews 4:12. 
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Paul emphasizes to Timothy that becoming “…complete, equipped for every good work”170 

is one primary outcome of proclaiming the scriptures through preaching and teaching.             

Speaking to the world 

There is a third practical reason why the proclamation of God’s Word with the 

millennial generation is important.  According to the apostle Paul, the Bible tells a disciple of 

Jesus what to say to the world.171   

…preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, 

with complete patience and teaching.  For the time is coming when people will not 

endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves 

teachers to suit their own passions, and will turn away from listening to the truth and 

wander off into myths.  As for you, always be sober-minded, endure suffering, do the 

work of an evangelist, fulfill your ministry.172    

The apostle Paul is both concise and focused as he challenges Timothy.  Having reminded 

Timothy of the origins of the scriptures (from God), his spiritual formation from young 

surrounded by a faithful community of disciples who spoke the scriptures into his life, and 

that he is in fact equipped to teach others, Paul follows with a clear imperative.  Timothy is to 

preach the word.”173  The Greek word, κήρυξον (keyrusson), means to proclaim or herald.  It 

is the act of “telling” another.  Within the context the apostle Paul is writing, κήρυξον is the 

telling of something very specific.  That is, it is the telling of the word that originates from 

 
170 2 Timothy 3:17. 

 
171 The term “world” is used in a broad sense paralleling Jesus’ words to his disciples in Matthew 28, 

when he leaves the command, “go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the 

Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you…”   

 
172 2 Timothy 4:2-5. 

 
173 2 Timothy 4:2. 
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God’s very being which is able to teach, correct, and reprove so that others may become 

completely equipped to live in alignment with God’s will and ways.  Those first few words in 

2 Timothy 4:2 are poignant reminders to pastors and teachers charged with the responsibility 

of leading a local church.  A pastor is to proclaim (κήρυξον) God’s word because it is 

truth.174  Further, the one who proclaims truth is to do so with great patience because so 

many other voices vye for the listener’s attention.  This is the situation confronting Timothy, 

and yet the parallels in current culture are remarkably similar.  Therefore, this biblical text 

has significant implications for the millennial generation.  Millennials are surrounded by 

multitudes of faith options, often espoused by articulate and influential thinkers.175  The 

apostle Paul encourages Timothy to be “sober minded.”176  This exhortation is necessary and 

relevant within current culture and a sharp reminder to all who proclaim God’s word in a sea 

of religious pluralism.   

In her thoughtful reflections as a Christian millennial, Guldalian speaks well into the 

realities that millennials face with a culture immersed in religious pluralism.  While 

Guldalian acknowledges the high value of tolerance within a millennial, she challenges the 

 
174 A study of the gospels focusing on Jesus is another example where the ministry of preaching the 

Word was central.  To not have the proclamation of the Word as part of one’s ministry to any generation would 

be misaligned based on Jesus’ life and ministry alone.    

 
175 World religions such as Islam and Buddhism are becoming increasingly popular with younger 

generations.  Further, as Hiemstra summarizes in Renegotiating Faith, in their interviews with emerging adults, 

they discovered an underlying ethic embraced by many they describe as UGRE (Universal Gnostic Religious 

Ethic).  This is a belief or ethic that insists there is something behind all religions that former generations, 

usually their own parents or grandparents, have not yet discovered.  Stated simplistically, it is another “voice” in 

an emerging adult’s life.  At a basic level, it reinforces the reality that many “voices” have existed throughout 

history and will continue to persist seeking allegiance to its particular worldview.     

 
176 2 Timothy 4:5. 
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local church (and any preaching voice) with the following.  “On Sunday, preach the Gospel 

every time.  Don’t assume they know the backstory.”177  Windle elaborates in greater detail.   

Millennials are, predominantly, biblically illiterate.  They grew up in an increasingly 

anti-Christian worldview that saw little justification for religious tenets and 

principles.  Bible stories are no longer common knowledge, and parables are largely 

unknown.  Biblical metaphors, such as the burning bush or having faith like a mustard 

seed, are lost on many Millennials.  Even the most basic understanding of Jesus as a 

historical figure, let alone God, has been rapidly falling out of Western-world 

common general knowledge.178 

Rather than bemoaning these knowledge gaps in comparison to previous generations, 

Guldalian urges the church to proclaim the scriptures, to announce the good news in a 

manner that elevates the love and transformative power of Jesus for the millennial personally, 

emerging from a “voice” that is wrapped in humanity.179  The need to be sober minded, as 

Paul attests, living one’s life with authenticity and consistency, and doing so with great 

patience is paramount.  Ultimately, it is God’s responsibility through the person and work of 

the Holy Spirit to lead people to salvation.  It is, however, one responsibility of the preacher 

to proclaim truth with humility, conviction, patience, consistency, and sober mindedness.           

Conclusion 

The apostle Paul’s words to Timothy ring as true today as when they were written to 

his student.  Millennials live and function in a world that enjoys and entertains multiple 

options.  This is especially true when speaking about absolute truth and its source as 

discovered in the person of Jesus Christ.  Yet within the mysterious mosaic that religious 

 
177 Guldalian, “The Millennials,” 47. 

178 Windle, 8 Innovations To Leading Millennials, 29. 

 
179 Guldalian, “The Millennials,” 44-47. 
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pluralism presents, those given the mandate to “preach the Word,” as the apostle Paul urges, 

have the opportunity to speak life giving truth to a generation that desperately needs firm 

anchors.  The apostle Paul says that many will refuse to listen to what God has to say through 

the scriptures, desiring, rather, to embrace a faith that is more appealing, more comfortable, 

or more accommodating to their personal convictions.  The Church, centred on Jesus, 

however, and led by spiritual leaders such as apostles, pastors, evangelists, shepherds, and 

teachers must continue to unapologetically proclaim the inspired word which comes from 

God.  Pastors are to be prepared at all times to proclaim this truth with great patience and 

careful instruction.  This is of significant importance in all generations, including the 

millennial generation.  

“Preaching” within the Scriptures 

Having given significant consideration to one primary New Testament text focused 

on the apostle Paul’s exhortation to Timothy on the importance of proclaiming the Scriptures, 

it is equally helpful to give attention to some “sermons”180 found throughout the biblical 

canon for the purpose of examining their unique dynamics and how those dynamics might 

find resonance with the millennial generation.  Specifically, what are the qualities or patterns 

of communication found within these sermons?  What is their focus?  To whom do they 

speak and what is their invitation to the listener?  Are their particular qualities that 

characterize the one who preaches the sermon?   

 
180 This researcher is calling them sermons because based on definitions that have been identified 

throughout this project, each one meets the criteria.  Both New Testament examples, Jesus preaching His 

“Sermon on the Mount” (Matthew 5-7) and the apostle Peter preaching at Pentecost (Acts 2:14-41) are 

historically identified as sermons.  The Old Testament examples identified as sermons in this research project 

are arguably viewed in a different light.  In Exodus 20, the context is Mt. Sinai where God serves as the 

“preacher” as He outlines what He desires of those who follow Him.  God’s Word to Moses in Exodus 20, 

however, is the foundation for Ezra’s reading of the Law pictured in Nehemiah 8:1-12 as the people assemble to 

be instructed.         
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In examining “preaching” within the Scriptures, the focus will be on four sermons, 

two in the Old Testament and two in the New Testament.  The purpose in examining these 

specific sermons is to identify specific themes that may contribute to the overarching purpose 

of this research project which is to explore qualities or patterns of preaching God’s word 

(theopneustos) and its spiritual impact on a Christian millennial’s life.  The four sermons that 

will be explored in greater depth include first, God’s instructions to Moses at Mount Sinai 

found in Exodus 20:1-21.  The second sermon to be explored will be the reading of the Law 

at the completion of a building project in Nehemiah 8:1-12.  The third sermon will be the 

notable Sermon on the Mount by Jesus in Matthew 5:1-7:29.  Finally, the apostle Peter’s 

sermon at Pentecost in Acts 2:14-41 will be examined in some detail.  The exploration of 

these four sermons is not intended to be an exhaustive exegetical analysis of each one.  

Rather, there is a desire to explore each sermon, set within its specific context, with the hope 

of identifying themes that might inform and support the premise of this project that 

expository preaching characterized by thoughtful and insightful biblical exegesis, applied 

with relevance, always pointing the listener to Jesus, and embodied by authentic messengers, 

contributes to the spiritual formation of a BCMB Christian millennial.        

God’s “ten words” to Moses at Mount Sinai 

Exodus 20:1-21 

Context 

 The millennial generation’s struggle in anchoring one’s life to an authoritative voice 

has been emphasized throughout this research project.  Exodus 20:1-21 is a biblical text 

commonly referred to as the Ten Commandments or the Decalogue, emphasizing an 

authoritative voice.  This portion of scripture is central to the Torah and the Old Testament as 
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a whole, as it introduces the reader to the Law.  However, it is also a critical biblical text 

when considering hearing from God and the authoritative nature of what He asks of those 

who follow Him.   

The setting of this text follows the exodus of Israel from Egypt.  Israel has reached 

the Sinai Desert and is camped at the base of Mt. Sinai while Moses ascends the mountain to 

meet with Yahweh.  In a very personal encounter between Yahweh and Moses, Yahweh 

makes a covenant with Moses calling Israel to be faithful to the covenant even before Israel 

knows all the particulars of the covenant.  Exodus 19:4-6 is the key text in this regard and 

sets the trajectory for all generations to come in how Yahweh desires to relate to those who 

follow Him.   

‘You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles' 

wings and brought you to myself.  Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice 

and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession among all peoples, 

for all the earth is mine; and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy 

nation.’  These are the words that you shall speak to the people of Israel.”181             

 

The central character of this text is Yahweh who has delivered Israel from oppression, 

protected them, and cared for their needs.  One who does this for another is one who deeply 

loves and cares.  Yahweh describes Himself to Moses as such a person, and covenants to be 

One who cares for Israel, treasuring them as His greatest possession on the condition of their 

obedience to His ways.  As Israel obeys the One who delivered them from oppression and 

cares for them deeply, they demonstrate their commitment to Yahweh.  This is the backdrop 

for Yahweh’s “ten words” in Exodus 20:2-17.  However, this contextual backdrop also 

highlights one of the realities of the millennial generation that has been noted previously, 

 
181 Exodus 19:4-6. 
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biblical illiteracy.  If one were to survey the average millennial asking questions related to 

the ten commandments, their origins and intentions, many responses would indicate minimal 

mooring, ranging from outright rejection of such a list of rules to selectively choosing which 

ones currently apply.  Further, beliefs on an author of such a way of living range from 

archaic and irrelevant to capricious and angry.  The current post-Christian cultural landscape 

of the millennial generation bears this out, as this research project has already emphasized.  

Yet, the historical context highlights that Yahweh, the author of the “ten words” is neither 

angry nor capricious.  He deeply loves His people and desires to care for them, providing an 

enriched life as they follow His ways.                   

 

Purpose and function of the Decalogue 

 Janzen provides several summary observations that are helpful in understanding the 

purpose and function of the Decalogue.  First, he notes that,  

More important than anything else is the place of the law in God's leading of the 

people. God, out of his own freely given love, and in keeping with his promises to the 

ancestors (Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob), has set Israel free from Egyptian slavery and 

preserved it in the wilderness.  Only then does God give Israel the law and ask for a 

commitment to it in the context of the covenant.  In other words, law follows grace, 

or better, law is a new form of grace.  Law is not the basis of Israel's salvation, but—

just as in the NT—the invitation to respond to the salvation experienced.182 

 

Second, Janzen emphasizes that the Decalogue is there is to provide a general outline 

of the new life with which Israel is to respond to God’s salvation.  The Decalogue is not an 

attempt to provide complete coverage for every aspect of life, but rather, it is a sampling of 

 
182 Waldemar Janzen, Exodus : Believers Church Bible Commentary. Believers Church Bible  

Commentary (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 2000), 250. 
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how a person is to love God and others.  “The goal is to introduce an understanding of the 

Spirit of God’s requirement.”183  When Jesus is approached by an expert in the Law 

determined to trick Jesus by asking him to identify the greatest commandment set out by 

Moses, Jesus’ reply is centred on loving God with all of one’s being and loving one’s 

neighbor as themselves.  “On these two commandments depend all the Law and the 

Prophets.”184  However general the nature of the Decalogue is, the underlying message is 

clear to Israel.  This is a call for Israel to live differently from surrounding nations who 

worship and follow other gods.  Even the use of the Hebrew term lo (not) throughout the 

Decalogue is very precise, emphasizing Yahweh’s desire for Israel to live, both in “very 

specific ways in obedience to Him and to ‘not’ live in very specific ways as His children.”185  

As Alexander states, “Yahweh is jealous or zealous-passionate about the people of Israel and 

is committed to her.  This zeal arises from Yahweh’s deep love for His people – he 

demonstrates mercy and grace on those who obey and judges those who are hostile towards 

him.”186  The invitation Jesus sets out for all those who desire to follow Him is an equally 

radical call for obedience to His ways.  The disciples of Jesus are equally struck by the 

markedly different way to live outlined by their teacher.  Yet it emphasizes an important 

theme throughout the entire Scriptures.  God has clearly outlined a way of life that is right, 

 
183 Janzen, Exodus, 250. 

 
184 Matthew 22:40.    

 
185 T. Desmond Alexander, Exodus. Apollos Old Testament Commentary (Downers Grove, Ill: 

InterVarsity Press, 2017), 405, 

https://ezproxy.student.twu.ca:3649/login.aspx?direct=true&db=nleb&AN=1688554&site=eds-live. 

 
186 Alexander, Exodus, 405. 

 

https://ezproxy.student.twu.ca:3649/login.aspx?direct=true&db=nleb&AN=1688554&sit
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just, and life-giving.  While God’s desire is that all follow His ways, the expectation He has 

for those who commit to following Him is radical obedience.   

 Third, while it may be a sampling of how one is to live, Janzen emphasizes that in its 

function it shows marks of being special.  Several of these special marks of the Decalogue 

include standing first in the proclamation of God’s will at Mt. Sinai.  Also, as both Exodus 

20:1 and Deuteronomy 5:22-33 highlight, the words Yahweh speaks are spoken by Him 

directly to Israel in contrast to the other laws being spoken through Moses.  Exodus 20:1, 

“And God spoke all these words, saying…”  There is a parallel with the apostle Paul’s 

emphasis in 2 Timothy 3:16 that the Scriptures originate with God Himself and not from any 

other source.  Yet while these “ten words” originate with Yahweh, they are directed to Israel 

personally.  There is a divine-human relationship highlighted which, again, is different than 

the surrounding nations.  The gods of other nations are distant from their people.  This is not 

true with Yahweh, as eventually revealed in Jesus.  Yahweh desires a personal relationship 

with Israel marked by covenant where they would be to Him, a treasured possession, as they 

live a radically different life, marked by obedience to His ways.   

 Based on their response, the personal encounter between Moses and Yahweh clearly 

frightens Israel, camped below at the base of Mt. Sinai.   

Now when all the people saw the thunder and the flashes of lightning and the sound 

of the trumpet and the mountain smoking, the people were afraid and trembled, and 

they stood far off and said to Moses, “You speak to us, and we will listen; but do not 

let God speak to us, lest we die.”  Moses said to the people, “Do not fear, for God has 

come to test you, that the fear of him may be before you, that you may not sin.”  The 

people stood far off, while Moses drew near to the thick darkness where God was.187   

 

 
187 Exodus 20:18-21. 
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Israel’s experience in this moment possibly mirror some of their experiences in Egypt when 

Yahweh acts on their behalf.  While dreadful, Yahweh’s purpose is not to instil fear in them 

but rather, to shape the faith community of Israel so that their lives might be governed by a 

reverence for Him and His ways. 

Themes 

 When the Decalogue is viewed through the lens of a sermon proclaimed by Yahweh, 

there are several themes that emerge.  First, the authoritative nature of the “ten words” as 

coming from Yahweh is unmistakable and unapologetic.  The message is not to be confused 

as coming from any other source other than Yahweh.  A second theme arising centres on 

specific and foundational convictions of the One proclaiming the message.  Doctrine might 

be one way to define these convictions.  In this particular situation, Yahweh, outlines clearly, 

even though it is mapped out generally, what His convictions are about how to be in right 

relationship with Him and how to be in right relationship with others in the community of 

faith.  Yet a third theme focuses on the clear call to radical obedience to the ways of Yahweh, 

for all those who commit their lives to Him.  In a world where many gods are pursued and 

worshipped, Yahweh’s expectations are nothing less than obedience to Him alone.  Lastly, a 

theme of personal response emerges.  As Yahweh makes plain a covenant relationship with 

Him, so He demands a response.  Will those who hear the message receive it and apply it 

personally, thereby demonstrating a transformed life? 

Reflecting on Yahweh’s “ten words” to the people of Israel with a view of preaching 

effectively to a millennial, several points of interest emerge for this researcher.  The call for 

the people of God to live radically different from the world has arguably been challenging for 

every generation.  It is no different with millennials.  At the same time, the call for radical 
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obedience to follow God ways holds strong appeal to many in the Christian millennial 

generation.  This may be due in part to a culture where there are no solid foundations on 

which to build one’s life which eventually erode purpose and meaning in life.  Windle goes 

further and suggests that this may be partially due to an emptiness from a secularized, 

materialistic world leading to a hunger for something more, something of greater depth and 

purpose.188  The “ten words” from Yahweh are a vivid example of how to live a purposeful 

and meaningful life with Him and with others.  While “how to” sermons can often be 

construed as overly simplistic, the decalogue is anything but simplistic.  Rather, it takes one 

deep with the One who loves and cares for them deeply and with those they live in 

relationship.  Yet, in the same way that Yahweh instructed the people of Israel as to how to 

live them out, the “ten words” must also be taught to the millennial generation in order to 

show them how to live in right relationship with God and with others.  Literature cited 

throughout this research project emphasizes that millennials desire this purpose and meaning 

but they need to be taught it because biblical illiteracy is a common millennial characteristic.  

While, they do not come with a vast knowledge of the scriptures they are passionate about 

acquiring new knowledge.  Further, they need to learn by “exploring meaning in depth, rather 

than skimming the surface for superficial understanding.”189  Skimming the surface for 

superficial understanding will not suffice for millennials because theirs is a world of 

superficial experiences.  In the words of Windle, “we need to go deep.”190   

 
188 Windle, “8 Innovations to Leading Millennials,” 51.   

 
189 Windle, “8 Innovations to Leading Millennials,” 51.   

 
190 Windle, “8 Innovations to Leading Millennials,” 51.   
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Yahweh’s instructions to the people of Israel are a helpful reminder for those who 

preach to millennials to do so demonstrating the authoritative nature of God’s Word, depth in 

a superficial world, and an invitation to respond to live radically different than what the 

surrounding culture presents as the abundant life.                                    

            

The reading of the Law following a building project 

Nehemiah 8:1-12 

Context 

 The second sermon that will be explored is found in Nehemiah 8:1-12.  The backdrop 

to the reading of the Law offered by Ezra, the scribe and priest, is the completion of a 

building project.  Following the deterioration and collapse of Jerusalem’s walls, Nehemiah, 

compelled to do something for the ruined city, pursues a building project that will restore the 

walls providing unity and protection for the people of God.191  Fifty-two days after the 

building project began, it is completed.  With the walls securely in place, Nehemiah calls the 

people of Israel together once more, not to build, but to assemble as a unified body for the 

purpose of hearing from God.  As Nehemiah identifies the various tribes, he notes that the 

entire assembly of Israelites totals 42,360 plus an additional 7,337 male and female 

servants.192  Thus, this is no small gathering.  With everyone assembled, Nehemiah 

highlights several details of great significance.  Nehemiah 8:1 records, “And all the people 

 
 
191 Nehemiah 1-2 provides a more complete overview of Jerusalem’s physical condition, and 

Nehemiah’s conviction that something must be done to restore the city.   

  
192 Nehemiah 7:66-67.   
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gathered as one man into the square before the Water Gate.  And they told Ezra the scribe to 

bring the Book of the Law of Moses that the LORD had commanded Israel.” 

 

Characteristics of the “church” assembly 

The assembly in Nehemiah 8 portrays a fascinating picture.  First, there is a unity 

experienced within this large gathering which is uncommon.  Second, it is not Ezra initiating 

the reading of the Law.  Rather, it is the people taking the initiative inviting Ezra to bring the 

Book of the Law of Moses that the Lord had commanded Israel (Neh. 8:1b).  Third, their 

description of the Law is very specific and defined.  The Israelites have not requested 

anything else be read to them, other than the book of the Law of Moses that the Lord had 

commanded Israel.  As Kidner suggests, this expression makes an important point.  This is 

not a “new” word or a “new” teaching that the Israelites seek.  Rather, the Israelites desire to 

hear the foundational articles of faith for God’s people that have already been outlined at the 

Exodus.193  In asking for the book of the Law of Moses that the Lord commanded Israel, the 

Israelites attribute divine authority to what is in the book of the Law.  Ezra’s scroll, therefore, 

is not a revision of tradition but a reading that God had already given and it is received as 

such by the Israelites.   

One important detail to note in this assembly is that the people have recently lived in 

exile, displaced as a community both relationally and spiritually.  Many have no recollection 

of God’s instruction to His people and many have not passed it onto the next generations.  

However, their initiative in asking for the book of the Law of Moses be read indicates that 

 
193 Derek Kidner, Ezra & Nehemiah: An Introduction and Commentary, ed. D.J. Wiseman, vol. 11 

(Madison, WI: InterVarsity Press, 1979), 104.    
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they did know that God had provided instruction and they have a willingness to hear what He 

has said.  What is one to make of this compelling unity, initiative, and conviction on the part 

of the Israelites?  Edlin notes that “such a request may reflect the spiritual fervor felt by a 

community that had just seen God accomplish a miracle in enabling them to reconstruct 

Jerusalem’s walls.”194  If this is the case, it is neither the first nor last time where a 

community of people embrace what God says to them upon keenly experiencing His 

presence.           

Characteristics of the “preacher” 

 In the same way that Nehemiah 8:1 draws out details that help to understand the 

significance of this gathered assembly, Nehemiah 8:2 invites the reader to examine the one 

asked to read the book of the Law of Moses, Ezra.  Who is this “preacher” about to open up 

the scroll to read to the assembly?  Ezra 7:1-6 provides a snapshot of this scribe and priest.   

Now after this, in the reign of Artaxerxes king of Persia, Ezra the son of Seraiah, son 

of Azariah, son of Hilkiah, son of Shallum, son of Zadok, son of Ahitub, son of 

Amariah, son of Azariah, son of Meraioth, son of Zerahiah, son of Uzzi, son of 

Bukki, son of Abishua, son of Phinehas, son of Eleazar, son of Aaron the chief 

priest— this Ezra went up from Babylonia.  He was a scribe skilled in the Law of 

Moses that the LORD, the God of Israel, had given, and the king granted him all that 

he asked, for the hand of the LORD his God was on him.195    

 

Ezra is noted as coming from the lineage of Aaron, the chief priest, the brother of Moses.  

Ezra is also described as a skilled scribe in the Law of Moses that the Lord raised up.  A 

skilled scribe raised up by God is important because after seventy years in exile, the people 

of Israel need instruction in how to live according to God’s ways.  Of special note is the 

 
194  Jim Edlin, Ezra/Nehemiah: A Commentary in the Wesleyan Tradition. New Beacon Bible 

Commentary (Kansas City, MO: Nazarene Publishing House, 2017), 190.   

 

 
195 Ezra 7:1-6. 
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phrase “for the hand of God was on him” (or some variant of this phrase).196  Further, Ezra 

7:10 provides greater detail into this skilled scribe.  “For Ezra had set his heart to study the 

Law of the LORD, and to do it and to teach his statutes and rules in Israel.”  Lawson describes 

the phrase “set his heart” as a determined and focused pursuit, yet with great intentionality, 

similar to God’s work in creation.197  Ezra’s focused pursuit is to ‘study,’ ‘do,’ and ‘teach’ 

the Law of Moses.  With the hand of God upon him, Ezra demonstrates a depth of 

understanding of the Law of Moses as he studies the Law diligently, lives it personally, and 

teaches others to understand and apply what God instructed.  In this regard, the whole 

account of Ezra described in Ezra 7-10 describes him as the ideal priest in Israel, whose task 

is to lead the people of God toward a life of worship and holy living.  The ministry to which 

God calls Ezra, and grants His hand of blessing, stems from living a life pursuing God and 

His ways.  Therefore, following years of displacement and disconnection from God’s 

instruction, Ezra is the one to whom this assembly turns.   

 

The characteristics of the “sermon” 

 The assembly includes men, women, and all those who could hear with understanding 

(Neh. 8:2) which highlights an important point.  God has always intended His word to be 

taught, understood, and applied to all ages and generations.  This is evidenced clearly in 

Deuteronomy 6:4-9 where the focus of teaching, understanding, and applying God’s word is 

 
196 Ezra 7:6, 9, 28, 8:18, 22, 31, Neh. 2:8 all describe Ezra as one who experienced “the hand of God 

on his life.” 

 
197 Steven Lawson, “The Pattern of Biblical Preaching: An Expository Study of Ezra 7:10 and 

Nehemiah 8:1-18,” Bibliotheca Sacra 158, no. 632 (October 2001): 454.   
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to be rooted within families.  A notable New Testament example is found with Timothy 

where his spiritual formation came from his mother and grandmother (2 Tim. 1:5).  A key 

emphasis in the teaching of God’s instruction, however, is not merely the transfer of 

information but of understanding, which leads to transformation.  This is evidenced in Ezra 

reading the law to the assembly.   

So Ezra the priest brought the Law before the assembly, both men and women and all 

who could understand what they heard, on the first day of the seventh month.  And he 

read from it facing the square before the Water Gate from early morning until 

midday, in the presence of the men and the women and those who could understand.  

And the ears of all the people were attentive to the Book of the Law.  And Ezra the 

scribe stood on a wooden platform that they had made for the purpose.  And beside 

him stood Mattithiah, Shema, Anaiah, Uriah, Hilkiah, and Maaseiah on his right 

hand, and Pedaiah, Mishael, Malchijah, Hashum, Hashbaddanah, Zechariah, and 

Meshullam on his left hand.  And Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people, 

for he was above all the people, and as he opened it all the people stood.  And Ezra 

blessed the LORD, the great God, and all the people answered, “Amen, Amen,” lifting 

up their hands.  And they bowed their heads and worshiped the LORD with their faces 

to the ground.  Also Jeshua, Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodiah, 

Maaseiah, Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan, Pelaiah, the Levites, helped the people to 

understand the Law, while the people remained in their places.  They read from the 

book, from the Law of God, clearly, and they gave the sense, so that the people 

understood the reading.198  

 

For approximately six hours, from early morning until midday, Ezra reads the book of the 

Law of Moses to the assembly who requests it, in the urban centre by the Water Gate.  

Several points of interest are noted at this juncture with the millennial generation in view.  

First, this assembly does not gather at the local temple but in the marketplace where all 

people could potentially stand close by and engage.  This is highly intriguing when reflecting 

on earlier themes highlighted by Guldalian, Wollf, and Windle to actively engage the 

millennial generation within the life of the church and preaching ministry in contrast to 

listening passively to a sermon in a church sanctuary.  Second, while Ezra is instrumental in 

 
198 Nehemiah 8:2-8.   
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this assembly, it is not his responsibility alone.  The biblical text notes that thirteen men stand 

alongside Ezra, possibly sharing the responsibility of reading the Law.  This makes logical 

sense if the reading unfolds over a long period of time.  Additionally, there is a group of 

Levites, also numbering thirteen, whose responsibility entails moving among the gathered 

assembly to help the people clearly understand the reading and its application in their lives 

(Neh. 8:7).  This is necessary for both the assembled Israelites but potentially for anyone else 

moving through the city who has stopped to engage in this large-scale worship service.  

Again, the significance of active participation by the congregation, even though there are 

equipped teachers providing guidance, cannot be overlooked in thinking about the millennial 

generation with their iphones at their fingertips.         

 

The response of the “congregation” 

As the morning unfolds with the book of the Law of Moses read aloud, the people of 

Israel respond.   

And Nehemiah, who was the governor, and Ezra the priest and scribe, and the Levites 

who taught the people said to all the people, “This day is holy to the LORD your 

God; do not mourn or weep.”  For all the people wept as they heard the words of the 

Law.  Then he said to them, “Go your way.  Eat the fat and drink sweet wine and send 

portions to anyone who has nothing ready, for this day is holy to our Lord.  And do 

not be grieved, for the joy of the LORD is your strength.”  So the Levites calmed all 

the people, saying, “Be quiet, for this day is holy; do not be grieved.”  And all the 

people went their way to eat and drink and to send portions and to make great 

rejoicing, because they had understood the words that were declared to them.199 

 

The response of the people of Israel involves both sorrow and joy; sorrow for sin yet filled 

with the joy of the Lord that follows in understanding what He asks of His people.  While the 

 
199 Nehemiah 8:9-12. 
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act of reading the Law is a solemn act of corporate worship as indicated by Ezra’s approach 

and the people’s response, a central theme in this entire worship service is one of 

understanding for the gathered assembly.  There is a desire to hear from God.  The people 

seek understanding in what God had said and how His word is to be lived out in their 

community.  Kidner states, “to have understood what God was saying was what made the 

occasion.  It was a step from blind religiousness towards some degree of divine-human 

fellowship.”200 

Themes 

  Whereas it was Yahweh presenting the “ten words” of instruction to Moses and his 

fellow Israelites, the sermon in Nehemiah 8 is delivered by Ezra the skilled scribe and priest.  

As described in the biblical text, the sermon is a reading of the book of the Law of Moses 

with significant time for explanation for the purpose of understanding.  Key themes that 

emerge within this sermon are several.  A primary theme centres on the one delivering the 

reading.  While there are undoubtedly others who assist him, Ezra is a central figure 

characterized as one who is skilled in understanding the Torah.  His understanding of the 

scriptures is one of depth, and together with his assistants, Ezra is equipped to help the 

community in their understanding and application of them, not only because of his 

theological insight but because he embodies personally what he teaches.   

Ezra’s centrality in this sermon as both a theological expert and one who lives with 

authenticity is highly instructive in this research project.  From the biblical account, Ezra is 

portrayed as the ideal priest demonstrating both skill of hand and integrity of heart.  It is this 

researcher’s conviction that both of these qualities are critical in effectively preaching to the 

 
200 Kidner, Ezra & Nehemiah, 109-110.    
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millennial generation.  While millennials may downplay institutions and experts such as a 

highly educated and skilled preacher, they gravitate to their own expert information easily 

accessed at their fingertips.  If their digital information does not align with the preacher or 

the preacher does not engage with questions that the digital information raises, how effective 

is that preacher with the listener?  This is a present and powerful reality that the millennial 

generation brings to the life of a preacher.  Therefore, as has been emphasized previously, 

depth of study and biblical insight is highly important for preaching to be effective to 

millennials.  At the same time, how the preacher lives is equally powerful for their 

effectiveness with the millennial generation.  Thus, both hand and heart are important 

qualities for the preacher and Ezra provides a glowing example.            

A second notable theme focuses on the nature of community within Ezra’s reading of 

the Law.  The assembly is of great size making it necessary for others equipped in 

understanding the scriptures to come alongside those who have gathered.  In this regard, the 

sermon is not to be viewed as a monologue but rather, a setting where time and space is 

provided for the Israelites to both receive teaching, while at the same time, engage with 

questions and discussion with a desire to understand.  This illustration of team teaching is 

very intriguing giving consideration to the millennial generation.  Millennials do not 

necessarily value one voice or one expert preacher that former generations have.  They seek 

out multiple voices for guidance and desire to be a part of the process as Wollf has 

emphasized.  In this regard, Ezra and his team of teachers is remarkable.   

A third theme that is striking is the desire for the community to hear an authoritative 

message from God, in conjunction with their willingness to respond positively to it.  Having 

lived in exile, displaced from their community of faith, while at the same time disconnected 
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from what God instructed in the book of the Law of Moses, the Israelites demonstrate a 

hunger for authoritative instruction anchored within the faith community.  As previously 

articulated, the millennial generation is one that demonstrates a hunger for something more 

anchored and meaningful.  However, they don’t know precisely where that hunger stems 

from because they are biblically illiterate, not unlike the generations displaced in Ezra’s day.  

Thus, Ezra taught all those who sought to listen with great skill and patience.  This task 

remains.  Windle helpfully encourages in this regard, “it may seem overly simplistic, but to 

lead a generation with no biblical background or common knowledge, the church must 

assume just that: that there exists a fundamental need to provide Bible teaching and basic 

doctrine.  We must lay the foundation.”201        

 

The Sermon on the Mount 

Matthew 5:1 – 7:29 

Of all the sermons presented within the Scriptures, the sermon taught by Jesus to His 

disciples, known as the Sermon on the Mount, is arguably the most well known.  At the same 

time, the Sermon202 could well be the most challenging for its hearers, both for the first 

disciples sitting at their teacher’s feet two millennia ago and for the modern-day reader of the 

Sermon.  It is not the intent of this overview to provide an exegetical analysis of the contents 

of the Sermon.  Rather, a careful review of the context of the sermon and its connection with 

the giving of the Law through Moses at Mount Sinai, combined with the messenger of the 

 
201 Windle, “8 Innovations to Leading Millennials,” 52. 

   
202 The Sermon on the Mount found in Matthew 5-7 is often referred, in academic publications and 

biblical commentaries, as simply the “Sermon.”   

 



 

108 
 

sermon, Jesus, will be the focus.  Evaluating the Sermon and Jesus, its messenger, is pivotal 

for this research project because one of the strong themes within the millennial generation 

emphasizes an attraction to Jesus in contrast to religion or authoritative structures such as the 

Church.  

Context 

Scot McKnight, helpfully notes that one must first understand that ancient writers 

used various devices such as summary statements to indicate transitions in their work.203  

There are three summary statements found in Matthew 4:23-25, 9:35, and 10:1 that are 

essentially the same. 

And he went throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the 

gospel of the kingdom and healing every disease and every affliction among the 

people.  So his fame spread throughout all Syria, and they brought him all the sick, 

those afflicted with various diseases and pains, those oppressed by demons, those 

having seizures, and paralytics, and he healed them.  And great crowds followed him 

from Galilee and the Decapolis, and from Jerusalem and Judea, and from beyond the 

Jordan (Matthew 4:23-25). 

 

And Jesus went throughout all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues 

and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and healing every disease and every 

affliction (Matthew 9:35). 

 

And he called to him his twelve disciples and gave them authority over unclean 

spirits, to cast them out, and to heal every disease and every affliction (Matthew 

10:1).              

 

In these summaries of the Sermon, Matthew, the gospel writer, emphasizes the 

ministry and mission for which Jesus came.  Jesus’ focus was teaching, preaching, and 

healing while empowering His disciples to do the same.  In this summary, McKnight argues 

 
203 Scot McKnight, Sermon on the Mount, The Story of God Bible Commentary, ed. Scot McKnight 

and Tremper Longman (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2013), 19-20. 
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that the Sermon is a “presentation of Jesus’ moral vision, his ethic.”204  In other words, 

Matthew is outlining for his readers a picture of who Jesus is, the reasons for which He came, 

and an invitation for a response.  The Sermon concludes in Matthew 7:24-27 with a clear call 

to obedience, to do as Jesus has taught.  The parable that ensues, of either building one’s life 

on a solid foundation, namely Jesus, or building on something else, is of utmost importance 

and holds significant implications for the reader of the Sermon.  Therefore, as Matthew has 

arranged the Sermon, it is designed to prompt one to follow Jesus.  The late preacher John 

Stott states it this way, “So Jesus confronts us with himself, sets before us the radical choice 

between obedience and disobedience, and calls us to an unconditional commitment of mind, 

will and life to his teaching.”205              

 

Comparison between the Decalogue and the ‘Sermon’ 

With Matthew’s summary of Jesus’ mission and ministry firmly set, an important 

question might be asked.  Is the Sermon taught by Jesus a new teaching from God, or is it 

tightly connected to what God has already revealed to His people?  This becomes a highly 

critical question when ministering to the millennial generation because for many within this 

generation, Jesus is the central feature of Christian faith.  This is commendable.  However, 

what often lacks is an understanding that Jesus does not negate what God has already 

revealed to His people but fulfills it completely and perfectly.   

 
204 McKnight, Sermon on the Mount, 20. 

 
205 J.R.W. Stott, The Message of the Sermon on the Mount, The Bible Speaks Today (Downer’s Grove, 
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In comparing the Sermon with the Decalogue given to Moses by Yahweh, several 

remarkable parallels emerge.  First, in giving the Torah, Yahweh waits until the Israelites are 

in the desert before they receive the “ten words.”  So too, Jesus waits until crowds begin to 

show interest in his way of life before He communicates to them His moral vision.  The 

crowds gathering around Jesus include men, women, children, much like the Israelites in the 

wilderness and like the displaced Israelites taught by Ezra.  In each of these situations, these 

are people who either desire to hear specifically from God or those whose interests are 

piqued as they listen from the periphery.   

A second parallel between the experience at Mount Sinai and the Sermon centres on 

location.  Moses ascends and descends Mount Sinai to bring Yahweh’s instructions on how 

His people are to live.  Matthew’s gospel account states that Jesus, “seeing the crowds, he 

went up on the mountain, and when he sat down, his disciples came to him.”206  While 

Luke’s gospel identifies the place Jesus taught as a “flat place,”207 it might refer to a plateau 

higher up a hillside.  There are other similarities between the lives of Jesus and Moses.  Both 

of their births are linked to dreams.  The slaughter of children is connected with the births of 

both men.  Both Moses and Jesus must escape a tyrannical ruler.  As Moses finds himself in 

the desert, during a period of testing, waiting to hear from Yahweh, so too, Jesus is led into 

the desert by the Holy Spirit to be tested.  Additionally, there is the aspect of lawgiving and 

the posture of a lawgiver.  Those with legal authority sit in the seat of Moses (eg. Matt. 23:2, 

Luke 4:16, 20).  In the same way, Matthew describes Jesus as one who “sat down” (Matt. 

5:1) as others gather around him.   

 
206 Matthew 5:1. 

 
207 Luke 6:17. 

 



 

111 
 

Jesus viewed as fulfillment 

In light of these remarkable common themes, and in understanding the overall 

trajectory of the Scriptures, it appears that Matthew portrays Jesus and Moses as tightly 

linked.  As McKnight notes, “Jesus’ teachings are set in the context of the Torah of Moses as 

their completion.”208  Jesus is not replacing Moses, but rather fulfils him leading to 

significant implications.  In the Sermon, “Jesus is teaching the new law as the new Moses for 

the new people of God.”209  Yet the new law as Jesus presents it, is directly connected to 

Him.  At the conclusion of the Sermon, Jesus calls for obedience to “do” everything that He 

has taught.  Therefore, the message first given at the base of Mount Sinai, inviting Israel to 

follow Yahweh and His instructions, are completed in the person of Jesus who invites all 

people to follow Him in obedience. 

 In view of this framework, several key applications emerge.  First, the Sermon 

highlights Jesus not merely as an ordinary teacher but an extraordinary one because as the 

new Moses, Jesus teaches his disciples the new Torah.  “It is no stretch to see here something 

profoundly messianic: the longed-for messianic era entailed a hope that a new Torah and a 

new obedience would accompany the Messiah.”210  In the Sermon, Jesus is the exemplar, the 

One who embodies the Torah perfectly.  Therefore, Jesus also has the credibility to speak 

into the lives of those who seek to follow him with authority.       

Second, if Jesus is the new lawgiver for the new people of God, then an appropriate 

response for a person seeking to follow God is to assume the posture of a student.  At 

 
208 McKnight, Sermon on the Mount, 22. 
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210 McKnight, Sermon on the Mount, 25. 

 



 

112 
 

numerous points through the New Testament, students are pictured at the feet of their 

respective teachers with an attitude of humility and learning in contrast to an attitude of 

arrogance.211  Students are not to place themselves above their teacher but, rather, they are to 

regard their teacher as one from which to learn and emulate.   

Tying these two themes together highlighted by Matthew emphasizes that choosing to 

learn from Jesus, this new kind of teacher, with an attitude of humility and surrender, calls 

the reader to respond with a life of obedience.  As McKnight states, “this new obedience 

leads to an entirely new life.”212  This is the essence of the Sermon content outlined by Jesus 

in Matthew 5:3-7:23.  The disciples and all those gathered around Jesus as He teaches them 

are astounded at what they hear for it is a way of living that is antithetical from their cultural 

surroundings.  Stanley Hauerwas summarizes the “upside-down” kingdom of God well.   

When he called his society together Jesus gave its members a new way of life to live.  

He gave them a new way to deal with offenders – by forgiving them.  He gave them a 

new way to deal with violence – by suffering.  He gave them a new way to deal with 

money – by sharing it.  He gave them a new way to deal with problems of leadership 

– by drawing on the gift of every member, even the most humble.  He gave them a 

new way to deal with corrupt society – by building a new order, not smashing the old.  

He gave them a new pattern of relationship between man and woman, between parent 

and child, between master and slave, in which was made concrete a radical new 

vision of what it means to be a human person.  He gave them a new attitude toward 

the state and toward the enemy “nation.”213    

 

As Moses declares Yahweh’s way of life for the Israelites, so too Jesus, taking the posture of 

Moses, speaks forth God’s will for kingdom people.  As Hauerwas emphasizes, the kingdom 

 
211 Luke 10:39 describes Mary sitting at Jesus’ feet listening to what He said unlike Martha who was 

busy with other tasks.  The apostle Paul describes how he sat at the feet of Gamaliel as a student (Acts 22:3).     
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of God that Jesus inaugurates contrasts the values of the world.  Jesus, as the exemplar, lives 

out in practical and profound ways what it means to love God and love one’s neighbor.  

Devotion to his heavenly father through prayer, solitude, and knowing the scriptures are 

evidenced throughout Jesus’ earthly life.  Equally noted are Jesus’ commitment to justice for 

all, mercy for the downtrodden, compassion for the marginalized, and a strong distaste for 

man-made religion that creates barriers to truly knowing and loving God.  Reading through 

interactions in the Gospels between Jesus and Pharisees and Sadducees, religious leaders of 

his day, emphasize this reality.  The qualities that mark Jesus’ life such as compassion, 

justice, mercy, and acceptance of all people wherever they are at, while calling everyone to 

ultimately follow him, are highly attractive to the millennial generation.  One example of this 

strong attraction to Jesus against religion is evidenced in the words of one Westwood Church 

millennial.  In their Facebook information describing their religious views, they emphatically 

state, “Christ.  I have very strong views against religion…which includes a lot of ‘christian 

church’ structures.  Be the church…don’t just go to church!”214  The desire to focus on Jesus 

is highly commendable because in many respects, many denominations and former 

generations often appeared to focus on behaving in specific ways or embracing specific 

convictions before one could truly begin following Jesus.  Jesus, however, invited all people 

to begin by following him and learn from Him.   

While the millennial generation can contribute to a necessary correction in this regard 

for the church generally, it is not without its practical challenges for ultimately Jesus does 

invite those who proclaim to follow Him to be transformed.  For some older generations such 

as the Boomers or Gen X, following Jesus more fully might mean surrendering their desire 

 
214 As a public domain document, this researcher felt it was appropriate to quote a Westwood Church 

millennial.   
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for wealth, reducing their material consumption, and caring for the environment in more 

responsible ways.  For the millennial generation, following Jesus more fully might mean 

embracing a thoroughly biblical ethic on human sexuality, surrendering cultural convictions 

in these matters, or putting the community of the local church (we) ahead of personal 

preferences (me).  Thus, in all aspects of life, Jesus invites all generations to begin by 

following and obeying His words.           

 

 Invitation to follow Jesus in obedience 

Upon conclusion of the Sermon, Jesus clearly and unapologetically invites those 

gathered around to follow Him in obedience. 

“Everyone then who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man 

who built his house on the rock.  And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds 

blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the 

rock.  And everyone who hears these words of mine and does not do them will be 

like a foolish man who built his house on the sand.  And the rain fell, and the floods 

came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell, and great was the 

fall of it.”215 

 

Those gathered around Jesus understand the world in which they live, and it is not 

what Jesus describes.  Jesus describes a way of life that elevates a different ethic, an ethic 

from no other origin than God Himself.  Jesus then invites a response by using a parable of 

contrasts, a contrast between a wise and foolish builder.  The parable is easily understood and 

holds no mysteries.  There is a person who “hears” and “does” what Jesus declares in the 

Sermon (Matt. 7:24-25) and there is a person who “hears” but does not “do” what Jesus 

declares (Matt. 7:26-27).  The theme of Israel “hearing” but not “doing,” and often expressed 

in the Old Testament prophets, is not new, but found throughout the biblical narrative.  Thus, 
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Jesus, as the completion of Moses, undergirds what God has already said inviting a response, 

while at the same time, provides a clear warning as to the final judgment.  The wise person is 

one who not only hears what Jesus says, but “does” what He says.  In doing so, the wise 

person stands on firm ground both now and in the future judgment.  The foolish person, in 

contrast, is one who “hears” the words of Jesus but “does not do” them.  The disobedience, or 

“not doing,” however, is not to be taken lightly, for Jesus highlights the consequences.  

Whereas the one who follows Jesus with a life of obedience enters into the kingdom of God, 

(Matt. 7:13-14, 21), the one who is disobedient is destroyed (Matt. 7:13, 27), cast into fire 

(Matt. 7:19), and separated from Jesus (Matt. 7:23).  The words and phrases used are ones of 

final disapproval from God in the final judgement. 

 

The challenge  

Arriving at the conclusion of the Sermon, the challenge Jesus sets forth, as McKnight 

notes,  

is not simply to accept him or to believe in him (as if rational acceptance was his 

fundamental mission).  The fundamental aim of the Sermon is to present Jesus and his 

kingdom vision for his kingdom people, and the only acceptable response to this 

Sermon is to embrace him, to accept the challenge; that means to do what he says.216                 

 

As a disciple of Jesus both “hears” what he says, and “does” it, they conform to God’s will, 

into which Jesus invites his followers.  While the apostle Paul has the Old Testament 

scriptures understood by Israel in view, his encouragement to Timothy to “preach the word” 

(2 Tim. 4:2) underscores that the ultimate aim of the Scriptures is for transformation.  “All 

Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and 
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for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good 

work.”217  James, the brother of Jesus, agrees.   

But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves.  For if anyone 

is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks intently at his 

natural face in a mirror.   For he looks at himself and goes away and at once forgets 

what he was like.  But the one who looks into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and 

perseveres, being no hearer who forgets but a doer who acts, he will be blessed in his 

doing.218      

 

While hearing the words of Jesus and embracing the Scriptures as a whole must lead to 

doing, or the hearing is of no value, “the Sermon is not the Torah on steroids.”219  In one 

sense, it is law as God’s instructions for kingdom living, but more than that, the Sermon 

points to the One who teaches it, Jesus, and to live as He did.   

For those gathered around Jesus listening to the Sermon, His teaching astounds them 

for He teaches as one with authority.  “And when Jesus finished these sayings, the crowds 

were astonished at his teaching, for he was teaching them as one who had authority, and not 

as their scribes.”220  Jesus’ teaching is not only verbal proclamation but His way of life.  He 

embraces his teaching personally when declaring, “everyone then who hears these words of 

mine…”221  Ultimately, to respond to the Sermon is to respond to Jesus, the Person, declaring 

“who he is by the way we live.”222   
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The themes of hearing and doing/hearing and not doing that Jesus raises in the 

Sermon are foundational with the millennial generation and evoke significant conviction, 

passion, and emotion.  With Jesus as the exemplar, while imperfect in their followership, as 

all people are, the Christian millennial generation truly desires to be both hearers and doers 

which speaks to their desire for authenticity and action.  Additionally, the Sermon with Jesus 

as its primary character, has historically been central to Mennonite Brethren and their 

understanding of knowing God and following His ways.  As such, the Sermon with a focus 

on Jesus’ life and His invitation to follow Him in obedience is critical in the development of 

the survey instrument used to gather data from BCMB Christian millennials in this research 

project.                       

 

Peter’s sermon at Pentecost 

Acts 2:14-41 

 The fourth and final sermon from the scriptures that will be addressed is from Peter 

who preaches at Pentecost.  This sermon is noteworthy on numerous fronts.  First, it emerges 

from the mouth of the disciple who denied knowing Jesus three times, fifty days previous.  

Second, it is empowered by the promised Holy Spirit resulting in several thousand 

individuals responding to the message through confession of sin and declaration of faith in 

Jesus through water baptism.  The results are every preacher’s dream!     

Context 

The setting of Peter’s sermon at Pentecost is the second of the annual harvest 

festivals, coming fifty days after Passover, during which special sacrifices are offered (Exod. 

23:23:16, Lev. 23:15-21, Deut. 16:9-12).  This one-day festival, as other festivals in Israel’s 
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history, is associated with “the renewal of the covenant made with Noah and then with 

Moses…in second-century Judaism, Pentecost was regarded as the day when the law was 

given at Sinai.”223  Following Jesus’ ascension, the disciples gather together as one body in 

the upper room (Acts 1:13) seeking the Lord in prayer.  On the day of Pentecost, together in 

one place, presumably in the upper room, located near the temple grounds in the city of 

Jerusalem, they experience the powerful arrival of the Holy Spirit in their midst.   

And suddenly there came from heaven a sound like a mighty rushing wind, and it 

filled the entire house where they were sitting.  And divided tongues as of fire 

appeared to them and rested on each one of them.  And they were all filled with the 

Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit gave them utterance.224  

 

While the disciples are undoubtedly living in fear following the resurrection of Jesus, they 

are also renewed in the mission Jesus left for them as they anticipate the arrival of the Holy 

Spirit.  As Jesus promised, he does not leave them alone but gives them the gift of the Holy 

Spirit on the day of Pentecost.  The manifestation of the Holy Spirit comes in the form of 

many languages spoken by the disciples.  These are languages both heard and understood by 

the large assembly of Jewish people who have come to Jerusalem from their home villages 

for the harvest festival. 

Now there were dwelling in Jerusalem Jews, devout men from every nation under 

heaven.  And at this sound the multitude came together, and they were bewildered, 

because each one was hearing them speak in his own language.  And they were 

amazed and astonished, saying, “Are not all these who are speaking Galileans?  And 

how is it that we hear, each of us in his own native language?  Parthians and Medes 

and Elamites and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and 

Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and 

visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabians—we hear them 

 
223 Marshall, I. Howard, Acts Tyndale New Testament Commentaries ed. Leon Morris, vol. 5 
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telling in our own tongues the mighty works of God.”  And all were amazed and 

perplexed, saying to one another, “What does this mean?”225    

  

While the reaction of many in the gathered assembly is incomprehension, concluding that the 

disciples are drunk, all are amazed at what they hear and observe causing them to ask the 

question, “what does this mean?”  Their question gives rise to Peter, a Spirit empowered 

disciple, to boldly stand up and proclaim the gospel of Jesus to a very large assembly 

gathered in the temple area. 

Peter’s sermon 

 Luke makes clear that his written record of Peter’s sermon is shorter than what was 

preached when he states, “and with many other words he bore witness and continued to 

exhort them…”226  Notable scholars such as Arnold and Marshall affirm and identify three 

primary components within the sermon.  The first component that is central to Peter’s sermon 

involves the proclamation of the life, ministry, death, resurrection, and exaltation of Jesus as 

the fulfillment of prophecy.  With the crowd providing a natural transition point for Peter to 

commence preaching, he assures them that what they have witnessed is not the drunken 

actions of humankind but the outpouring of the Holy Spirit as foretold in Joel 2:28-32.  As 

Arnold emphasizes, the coming of the Spirit marks the beginning of the last days.  “The ‘age 

to come’ has arrived and the new covenant blessing of the Holy Spirit is now visibly manifest 

among those who have put their faith in Jesus.”227  According to Joel’s prophecy, some of the 

key characteristics of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit would be of men and women 
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prophesying, in conjunction with supernatural signs and wonders pointing to the second 

coming of Jesus.228  The signs and wonders described in Joel 2 share similar imagery of 

frightening divine power as evidenced when Moses met God on Mount Sinai to receive the 

“ten words.”  Joel’s prophecy, however, is not one of dread or despair but of hope and 

promise emphasizing that all who call upon the name of Jesus will be saved.  Clarifying for 

the assembly what they are witnessing, Peter, then boldly and unapologetically, refocuses his 

listeners on the person of Jesus, which, as has been evidenced with the previous example of 

the Sermon on the Mount, is a central to the spiritual formation of a Christian millennial.   

A focus on Jesus 

“Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by 

God with mighty works and wonders and signs that God did through him in your 

midst, as you yourselves know— this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite 

plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless 

men.  God raised him up, loosing the pangs of death, because it was not possible for 

him to be held by it.  For David says concerning him, 

“‘I saw the Lord always before me, 

for he is at my right hand that I may not be shaken; 

therefore my heart was glad, and my tongue rejoiced; 

my flesh also will dwell in hope. 

For you will not abandon my soul to Hades, 

or let your Holy One see corruption. 

You have made known to me the paths of life; 

you will make me full of gladness with your presence.’ 

“Brothers, I may say to you with confidence about the patriarch David that he both 

died and was buried, and his tomb is with us to this day.  Being therefore a prophet, 

and knowing that God had sworn with an oath to him that he would set one of his 

descendants on his throne, he foresaw and spoke about the resurrection of the Christ, 

that he was not abandoned to Hades, nor did his flesh see corruption.  This Jesus God 

raised up, and of that we all are witnesses.  Being therefore exalted at the right hand 

of God, and having received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, he has 

poured out this that you yourselves are seeing and hearing.  For David did not ascend 

into the heavens, but he himself says, 
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“‘The Lord said to my Lord, 

“Sit at my right hand, 

until I make your enemies your footstool.”’229 

 

Peter’s proclamation is a stark contrast to his cowardice fifty days previous.  He is committed 

to focusing on the person and life of Jesus.  Peter assumes that his listeners accept the 

possibility of the miraculous, a feature of their world.  He also assumes that some have 

witnessed the miraculous power evidenced in Jesus’ life and ministry.230  As he builds his 

case, Peter incorporates aspects of Jesus’ life including his works of power, his death as part 

of God’s plan, and his resurrection from the dead, a core conviction of Jewish people, as 

pointing to the fulfillment of prophecy.  In doing so, Peter builds a bridge between himself as 

a preacher and his listeners, forming common ground on which he can build his case.  In this 

regard, Peter’s sermon is an apologetic for the case of faith in Jesus and forms the first 

portion of his sermon. 

Theological summary of Jesus 

 Building from his summary of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, Peter moves to a 

second component central to his sermon, which is brief and powerful.  It is Peter’s 

theological evaluation and summary statement of Jesus.  “Let all the house of Israel therefore 

know for certain that God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you 

crucified.”231  Peter is fully aware that many in the assembly are witnesses to Jesus’s life, 

death, and the chaos in Jerusalem that follows his resurrection from the dead.  Further, Peter 

is aware that some in the crowd are active participants leading up to the arrest and crucifixion 
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of Jesus and thus, everything proclaimed to this point in his sermon is pointed and to be 

applied personally.  Despite the crowd’s guilt, however, through his death and resurrection, 

Jesus is now exalted, reigning over all and bringing salvation to all who call on his name.  

“For Peter, the bottom line of his entire message is that Jesus is both Messiah (Christ) and 

Lord.  As Messiah, he is the fulfillment of Israel’s expectations for a descendant of David to 

come and sit on the throne.  As Lord, Jesus is at the right hand of God and is sovereign.”232  

Even though sinful humankind killed Jesus, Jesus overcame sin and death and reigns over all.    

 

Question posed by the crowd 

Peter, empowered by the Holy Spirit, begins his sermon based on an honest question 

posed by the crowd as they hear their native languages spoken by ordinary Galilean men.  

Peter explains the person and life of Jesus clearly, creating links with his audience’s culture 

and knowledge they already possess.  The crowd listens attentively to Peter’s proclamation, 

and rather than reject what they hear, they are profoundly aware of their own sinfulness.  

Marshall notes the possibility that many in the crowd may have tacitly agreed with the action 

of their leaders in putting Jesus to death and, therefore, Peter’s revelation of Jesus’ status and 

dignity comes as a shock, piercing them to the heart.233  “Now when they heard this they 

were cut to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, ‘Brothers, what shall we 

do?’”234  Arnold emphasizes the unique word Luke uses to describe the piercing of the heart 

shared by many in the crowd noting, “Luke uses a term that literally means, ‘to be stabbed 
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(with a knife).’  It came to be used to express deep anxiety or profound regret.”235  The inner 

conviction felt by many in the crowd over their past actions, is one of great regret, leading to 

their question, “what shall we do?”   

The boldness evidenced by Peter in his preaching cannot be overstated.  However, 

this boldness is not simply personal charisma or dynamic communication skill.  It is a 

boldness that is fueled by the presence and power of the Holy Spirit.  While not every 

individual or every generation appreciates such bold, direct preaching, it is a quality that is 

embraced generally by the millennial generation.  Based on literature cited throughout this 

project, this is partially due to a desire to hear a message that claims absolute truth in a 

culture that is unanchored in conjunction with a messenger who truly believes the message to 

be true and seeks to live it out.       

 

The invitation to respond to Jesus 

The question raised by the crowd centres on application, and leads to the third 

component central to Peter’s sermon; a personal invitation to believe in Jesus and receive 

forgiveness for their sin. 

And Peter said to them, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of 

Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy 

Spirit.  For the promise is for you and for your children and for all who are far off, 

everyone whom the Lord our God calls to himself.” 

 

Peter applies the sermon he has preached in two ways that are inter-connected.  To those who 

are convicted of their wrongdoing in supporting Jesus’ death, he emphasizes that they must 

demonstrate repentance and be baptized in the name of Jesus for the forgiveness of their sins.  
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Peter’s reply sums up what has become a standard invitation by Christian preachers to their 

audiences.236  Unlike what some have understood repentance to mean, namely, verbal 

acknowledgement of wrongdoing, repentance or metanoia237 involves a “radical change in a 

person’s central affections, convictions, and life direction.  It signifies a recognition that 

one’s life has been oriented around self and sinful pursuits and an embracing of God’s will 

and priorities.”238  Repentance, as Marshall emphasizes, is not merely a mental change of 

attitude or feelings of remorse, but a complete change of life which cannot be accomplished 

on one’s own accord.  In one sense, then, while an individual is commanded to repent, as 

seen in Peter’s address to the crowd, repentance must also be seen as a gift from God through 

the working of the Holy Spirit who convicts an individual from their self-centred orientation 

(John 16:8).239  Further, Peter’s invitation to his audience to experience metanoia is not a 

new kind of teaching but, rather, a continuation of both John the Baptist’s and Jesus’ ministry 

calling all people to orient their lives on God and his ways. 

 In calling his audience to repent, Peter also invites them to be baptized in the name of 

Jesus.  While ritual washings are one aspect of first century Judaism, baptism, as Peter calls 

for, is a one-time practice for these new believers in Jesus to be immersed240 in water, 

declaring their allegiance to him as Saviour and Lord of their lives.  What Peter calls for, in 

conjunction with their repentance, is an entirely new rite for the people of God.  Baptism in 

 
236 Marshall, Acts, 85-86. 

 
237 The Greek term for repentance is metanoia. 

 
238 Arnold, Acts, 20.   

 
239 Marshall, Acts, 86.   

 
240 The Greek word for baptism is baptizo meaning “to dip in water,” “immerse,” “sink,” or “drench.” 
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water is also associated with the gift of the Holy Spirit who empowers new believers to live a 

renewed life centred on God.  In Romans 5-6, the apostle Paul develops the understanding of 

baptism further by characterizing baptism as symbolic participation with Jesus in his death, 

burial, and resurrection.  Paul’s emphasis, however, is on one’s identification with Jesus, and 

not the water.  Understood in this light, baptism, has from the beginning “been the central rite 

performed for incorporating new believers into the church”241 expressing outwardly what has 

happened inwardly.  That is, baptism is for those who understand who Jesus is, what his 

death and resurrection have accomplished, and who desire to orient their lives on Jesus and 

his way of life.   

 Peter’s invitation to follow Jesus through repentance and baptism is highly significant 

for the millennial generation who distrust organized faith structures and question the value of 

various faith practices.  Herein lies one of the inconsistencies with the Christian millennial 

regarding membership or commitment to an organization.  While community found in 

personal relationship is a strong value with this generation, it has its limits as evidenced in 

many Christian millennials’ unwillingness to formally adhere to a local church.  The 

Mennonite Brethren practice baptism as incorporation into the body of Christ, which is best 

revealed in the local church.  With this inclusion comes the expectation for commitment and 

accountability, two key ingredients for spiritual formation yet often rebuffed by the 

millennial generation, who seek a more relational approach to organized ministry.        

 

 

 

 
241 Arnold, Acts, 20.   
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Response of many in the crowd 

Convicted by the truth proclaimed and espoused by a Holy Spirit empowered 

preacher, Luke records that “those who received his word were baptized, and there were 

added that day about three thousand souls.”242  The astounding response of three thousand 

baptisms illustrates several key truths.  First, Jesus’ promise to leave the Holy Spirit with his 

disciples following his ascension, illustrates that they would do even greater works than he 

did (John 14:12).  Second, the presence and power of the Holy Spirit is required for 

transformative change to be experienced in the life of an individual.  As Peter Wagner 

suggests, “anointed preaching will reveal the points at which the Holy Spirit Himself is doing 

the convicting, and this brings positive response.”243  Third, Peter’s sermon is a declaration 

of what God has already said or already done through the person of Jesus and he shares it 

with his audience with great conviction and boldness.  While Peter begins with a question 

that is posed by the assembly, he moves quickly to the truth, ultimately found in the person 

of Jesus, and shares with his listeners what they must do in response if they desire to live a 

life that is oriented around God.      

Based on Luke’s account of Peter bearing ongoing witness and exhortation to those 

gathered in the large assembly on the day of Pentecost, not everyone responds in faith to 

Jesus (Acts 2:40).  Yet for those who do, the process of becoming more like Jesus through 

prayer, fellowship of other believers, community, and embrace of the Scriptures through the 

apostles’ teaching begins, and the church is birthed. 

 

 
242 Acts 2:41. 

 
243 C. Peter Wagner, The Book of Acts (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, 2008), 75. 
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Concluding themes  

Following an examination of 2 Timothy 3:14-4:5 with the apostle Paul’s exhortation 

to Timothy to “preach the Word,” and an exploration of four sermons within the scriptures, 

numerous themes centred on preaching emerge.  With specific consideration to this research 

project and its focus on exploring qualities of sermon communication that may contribute to 

the spiritual formation of BCMB Christian millennials, six broader themes emerged for this 

researcher.   

God’s desire to be known through His word 

First, God has always desired for people to know Him.  He first took initiative to be 

known through his written word as evidenced in giving Israel the “ten words.”  These 

instructions are for everyone who desires to live in right relationship with their creator.  

God’s instructions are always meant to bring freedom and life as demonstrated by many 

responding to what they hear in the reading of the law by Ezra, with the Sermon on the 

Mount by Jesus, and those in the crowd on the day of Pentecost as Peter preaches.  Because 

God desires all people to know him through what he has already said within the scriptures, 

and has given the scriptures for that reason, anyone charged with a “preaching” ministry, 

such as Timothy, must unapologetically embrace the scriptures with conviction as their 

primary preaching resource. 

Authority of God’s word 

A second theme arising from the four sermons is the emphasis on the authoritative 

nature of the teaching.  In each of the four sermons, the origins of the teaching are 

unmistakable and unapologetic.  The origins are from God who desires to be known!  In a 

very personal yet dreadful experience at Mount Sinai, God gives Israel his word in the law.  
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Centuries later, Israelites exiled and disconnected from their faith origins insist on hearing 

from the book of the law of Moses.  Jesus, the fulfilment of Moses and the law, embodies 

everything that his heavenly father gave in the law, directing his followers to listen and obey 

everything he teaches.  Peter focuses his sermon on the day of Pentecost squarely on Jesus, 

challenging and inviting his listeners to declare their allegiance and obedience to the one they 

crucified.  Ultimately, God revealed himself in Jesus, the Living Word, who is the fulfillment 

of the law given.  In each of these four sermons, the authoritative nature of the message is 

never confused as coming from any other source other than God himself.  Those who preach 

God’s word must do so with the conviction that the Scriptures are authoritative for all matters 

of faith and life.  

Presence and power of the Holy Spirit 

Inter-connected with the theme of authority, yet separate, is the theme of the Holy 

Spirit’s presence and power at work in the communication of God’s word.  While the Holy 

Spirit manifests himself differently in the Old Testament in contrast to the New Testament, 

he has always been present, together with God the father, and Jesus Christ the son.  As Peter 

writes, “knowing this first of all, that no prophecy of Scripture comes from someone's own 

interpretation.  For no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from 

God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.”244  Therefore, one can have confidence 

that as one proclaims God’s word, there exists a supernatural authority and power that is 

rooted in the Trinity who is at work in the proclamation of God’s word.   

On a practical note, one cannot miss the element of time found within each of these 

four sermons.  The biblical text emphasizes that a significant length of time characterized the 

 
244 2 Peter 1:20-21.   
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preaching of both Ezra and Peter, while the “Sermon” taught by Jesus, was presumably much 

shorter in length.  Yet in all instances, regardless of how much time is required by the 

preacher, as the Scriptures are taught, the Holy Spirit works, convicting the listener of sin, 

leading one towards a right relationship with God and with others, and causing one to ask the 

question as many did on the day of Pentecost, “what must I do?”  This is ultimately the work 

of the Holy Spirit.     

Doctrinal convictions  

A fourth theme uncovered in exploring these four different sermons centres on 

specific, and foundational convictions articulated by the one proclaiming the message.  

Doctrine is one way to define these convictions.  In simple terms, doctrine is how one 

understands God, humankind, the world, and faith.  The convictions, however, emerge from 

the scriptures that have their origins in God, as opposed to human tradition.  In each sermon, 

it is clear what God’s convictions are about himself, humankind, the world, and faith.  God 

makes it clear in his scriptures how one is to understand him, and live in a right relationship 

with Him and others, and it is demonstrated in how one lives.  Underlying these doctrinal 

convictions is a call for spiritual re-orientation.  Specifically, each of these sermons invites 

the listener to a re-orientation of their life, turning from self and opposition to God, toward 

Him.  In the Sermon on the Mount and the sermon on the day of Pentecost, the emphasis on 

re-orientation is centred on the person and life of Jesus.  Doctrine, therefore, and the teaching 

of doctrine, is a foundational part of preaching.  However, the teaching of doctrine must 

never be viewed as a transfer of information but, rather, a guide to aid the listener to 

experience Jesus, and thus, spiritual transformation.          
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Radical obedience to Jesus 

The call to radical obedience to God, centred on the person of Jesus, for all those who 

commit their lives to him, is yet a fifth theme.  In a world where many gods are pursued and 

worshipped, evidenced throughout the history of Israel, continuing through the life of Jesus, 

the beginning of his church, and until his return, God’s expectations are nothing less than 

obedience to him alone.  Jesus, as the fulfillment of God’s law, is the one to follow and obey.  

As Jesus’ parable contrasting wise and foolish builders emphasizes, obedience is marked by 

one who “listens and does” what he says (Matt. 7:24-25).  As Jesus’ disciples glean firsthand, 

his emphasis on loving God and loving others, is radically different than what is embraced 

around them.  Jesus calls his disciples to re-orient their lives.  The call to radical obedience 

always begs a response.  As God has made plain a covenant relationship with Him, so He 

demands a response.  Will those who hear the message receive it and apply it personally, 

thereby demonstrating a transformed life?  Preaching must always invite the listener to 

surrender their life to Jesus in obedience. 

Integrity of the preacher 

Finally, there is a clear theme related to the person who preaches the sermon and their 

life, in conjunction with the spiritual impact evidenced by the listener.  This is a critical 

theme when considering the importance of authenticity in a millennial’s life and their desire 

to witness their pastor/preacher go beyond merely preaching a sermon but truly 

demonstrating the sermon through their life.   

While unique in the study of a traditional sermon, in giving the “ten words” to Israel, 

Yahweh is known as completely holy in his character.  It is difficult to comprehend a 

holiness that both overwhelms and transforms the one who experiences an interaction with 
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the living God, as Moses experienced.  Regardless, in giving the law to Moses at Mount 

Sinai, Israel is convinced of the congruence between Yahweh’s nature and what he asked of 

them.   

Ezra embodies what a priest of Israel is supposed to be like, in terms of his 

understanding of the scriptures and how he applies it personally.  Ezra’s life is one of 

integrity and congruence, and as implied by the documented historical account, leaves an 

indelible mark on the faith community of Israel throughout his life and ministry.   

Jesus fulfills everything God has given in the law and lives a life of integrity and 

purity that both angers the religious leaders and astounds common folk of his day.  “And 

when Jesus finished these sayings, the crowds were astonished at his teaching, for he was 

teaching them as one who had authority, and not as their scribes.”245  His authority, partially 

comes from the integrity and congruence of his life, which is radically different than the 

religious teachers of his day.  Understanding what God had said in the scriptures, teaching 

the scriptures rightly, and living them with consistency sets Jesus apart from other teachers, 

ensuring spiritual impact on the listener.  The faithful and consistent life of a preacher cannot 

be over-emphasized.  A preacher’s life matters!   

While Jesus’ call to obey him in all things is lofty, and not everyone is prepared to 

accept the invitation, those who choose to follow Jesus experience spiritual transformation.  

Such is the story of Peter, a young blue-collar fisherman who works in his father’s business, 

until invited to follow Jesus.  Regardless of his origins, lifestyle, and shortcomings, the 

invitation to re-orient his life is presented, a spiritual roadmap in how to live for God through 

consistent, faithful instruction by one who embodies the message personally is extended.  

 
245 Matthew 7:28-29. 
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And Peter experiences spiritual transformation!  In turn, Peter, too, empowered by the Holy 

Spirit, proclaims to others the life-giving message he received, many of whom also receive it 

with joy re-orienting their lives on Jesus. 

Conclusion 

The focus of chapter four has been twofold.  First, through the exploration of 2 

Timothy 3:14-4:5, the emphasis has centred on the timeless mandate to proclaim the 

scriptures in the form of a sermon and the importance of this spiritual and pastoral practice.  

Second, to further develop the central mandate to preach a sermon, four sermons within the 

scriptures were examined to search for common themes that might provide insight into 

effective sermon communication.  Reflecting on the four sermons with a view toward 

preaching to millennials, six themes were identified that resonate with the millennial 

generation and worldview.  In conjunction with the apostle Paul’s exhortation to Timothy to 

“preach the word,” the themes uncovered in the four sermons are foundational to the survey 

instrument developed to elicit data from BCMB Christian millennials.  The questions posed 

within the research survey are anchored firmly within the six themes forming a portion of the 

research methodology and ultimately the findings with analysis of this research project in 

chapter five.                                 
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CHAPTER 5 

There is our job: To be faithful and wise managers, providing food on schedule to those in 

the household we oversee. Food service doesn’t have the cachet of greatness or prestige but 

that is our job. We’re quartermasters behind the lines, feeding the troops their rations. The 

measure of our success is a well-nourished flock, soldiers who don’t wilt in battle. As Dallas 

Willard wrote, “Instead of counting Christians, we need to weigh them.”246 

 

        Lee Eclov 

 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY, FINDINGS, AND ANALYSIS 

 

 

Introduction 

 

As a pastor who has significant responsibilities preaching to a congregation on a 

weekly basis, this researcher’s interest lies in exploring the different elements of expository 

preaching that contribute to the spiritual formation of a Christian millennial.  The underlying 

premise, based on God’s word within the scriptures, and the hypothesis of this research 

project, is that expository preaching characterized by thoughtful and insightful biblical 

exegesis, applied with relevance, always pointing the listener to Jesus, and embodied by 

authentic messengers, contributes to the spiritual formation of a BCMB Christian millennial. 

 
246 Lee Eclov, “It will be good for that servant,” Preaching Today Newsletter, January 13, 2021.   
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Understanding the unique characteristics of every generation, however, is important 

to ensure that a preacher communicates the scriptures in ways that are contributing to that 

generation's spiritual formation.  The goal of this study was to focus specifically on the 

qualities and patterns of expository preaching that contribute to the spiritual formation of 

Christian millennials within the BCMB.  Both a quantitative approach was taken through an 

on-line survey, as well as a qualitative approach through two Focus Groups, to test the 

research hypothesis.  This chapter is organized into two primary sections.  The first section 

will outline the first phase of the study, a quantitative on-line survey, with attention to, (a) 

procedures (b) project description, (c) participants, (d) data collection, and (e) data analysis.  

The second section of this chapter will look more closely at the qualitative aspect of this 

study involving two Focus Groups tasked with responding to the data revealed through the 

on-line survey.                

Procedures  

To undertake this research, a Letter of Introduction and Permission Request by this 

researcher outlining the research study, accompanied by promotional material, confidentiality 

agreements, and all necessary instructions to engage in the project was provided to 

Westwood Church and the BCMB.  Initial permission for consent to engage a recruitment 

and selection process was required and granted by both bodies before making application to 

the Human Research Ethics Board (HREB) at Trinity Western University.  Following 

approval by the HREB, all materials were then distributed to every BCMB church including 

Westwood Church, numbering ninety-three churches plus an additional seventeen campuses.  

The distribution of the materials were sent through email.  In some of the larger BCMB 
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churches, where specialized pastors oversee emerging adult/millennial ministry, this 

researcher initiated personal contact for the purpose of engaging potential participants.   

Participants who engaged in this research study were of legal age in BC.  Therefore, 

only the consent of the participant was required.  Within the Letter of Introduction and 

Permission Request, there was a statement emphasizing that clicking "continue" within the 

on-line survey provided consent to this researcher. 

With the creation of the on-line survey instrument, there was no need for personal 

email addresses or other forms of contact information specific to the first phase of the 

research study.  A statement was included in the Consent Form (On-Line Survey 

Participation) that read,  

As an anonymous survey, I cannot link the participant with their responses, and I will 

endeavour to ensure that all completed surveys are confidential.  I will keep the 

survey data safely stored in an electronic encrypted file in Canadian web storage for 

up to one year following the completion of the project, after which time it will be 

permanently deleted.  You are free to withdraw from the survey before completion.  

Incomplete surveys will be discarded and not used in data analysis.  

 

The source of participants in the research study emerged from within the millennial 

demographic.  For this study, those born between 1982 and 2000 and who regularly attend a 

British Columbia Mennonite Brethren Church were invited to participate.  The criteria for 

participation was three-fold.  First, participants must have been born between 1982-2000.  

Second, they needed to profess Christian faith.  Third, worship service attendance of no less 

than twice per month at a BCMB church was required.  While the nature of the research 

project required mental and cognitive capacity, physical or socio-economic were not barriers 

for participation. 
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While it was reasonable to expect that some participants may not have been fluent in 

English, based on the composition of the BCMB churches and the criteria required for 

involvement, language did not appear to pose a significant barrier for the following reasons.  

First, approximately 90% of the BCMB churches only serve their communities with the 

English language.  Second, while the BCMB has numerous Chinese churches where both 

Mandarin and Cantonese languages are used, such as in the Greater Vancouver region, these 

Chinese BCMB churches are led by pastors who are fluent in both English and either 

Cantonese or Mandarin.  Additionally, the Chinese millennial demographic within the 

BCMB, including Westwood Church in Prince George, BC, pursues English as their 

preferred language, and is fluent in English, even while Mandarin might be their birth 

language. 

There was no compensation offered for participation in the on-line survey primarily 

because it did not require significant time to complete.  Additionally, the research pool 

encompassed several thousand potential participants spanning ninety-three churches plus 

their satellite campuses.     

As this research project has involved many BCMB churches, a summary overview of 

this research project will be completed for the purpose of demonstrating gratitude for their 

participation while, also, highlighting any key findings.     

    

 Project Description 

First Phase: On-Line Survey 

To gain research breadth within the BCMB denomination, a two-phase approach to 

the research project was chosen.  The first component involved a quantitative dynamic 
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known as “One-Group Posttest-Only Design.”247  This component entailed the development 

of a questionnaire survey (see appendices).  The purpose of this survey instrument was to 

collect quantitative data based on the survey responses from Christian millennials who 

regularly worship within a BCMB church.  The survey instrument created for the first phase 

of the research project was an on-line survey of twenty-five questions that this researcher, 

crafted, building from the literature on both preaching and millennials.  However, because 

this survey instrument has not been tested for reliability or validity, any findings must be 

viewed tentatively. 

Additionally, as there is no accurate information on pre-test data from the 

participants, Lunenberg and Irby also emphasize that this type of design cannot be considered 

completely valid due to numerous variables.248  Some of the variables include differing 

geographical regions within British Columbia, different preachers, various preaching styles 

and sermons, and different understanding of expository preaching.  As noted, however, 

through a survey instrument, it was this researcher’s desire to gain a general sense of 

descriptive data centred on four themes found consistently in expository preaching and how 

they may contribute to a Christian millennial’s spiritual formation.  

The first seven questions on the survey provided a general overview of the 

participant.  The seven questions were included to both verify the primary criteria of the 

research participant while offering a broader snapshot of the participants involved.  The 

questions focused on age demographic, gender, primary language, profession of Christian 

 
247 Fred C. Lunenberg and Beverly J. Irby, Writing a Successful Thesis or Dissertation (Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Corwin Press, 2008), 50.  

 
248 Lunenberg and Irby, Writing a Successful Thesis or Dissertation, 50. 
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faith, length of time in the Christian faith, geographical location in BC, and frequency of 

worship attendance within a BCMB church.  Regarding geographical location, six categories 

were chosen as options in the survey.  Five of these regions comprising nearly 100% of the 

BCMB churches include Vancouver Island, Greater Vancouver/Langley, Fraser Valley, 

Okanagan, and the Northern Region.  The sixth category was “Other” as there are several 

BCMB churches located in outlying areas not identified in any of the other five geographical 

regions.   

The remaining eighteen statements were constructed around four primary themes 

found within the literature on expository preaching.  The six concluding themes of chapter 

five also influenced the shaping of the eighteen statements.  The eighteen statements were 

not clustered in their specific categories but were randomly placed throughout the survey.  

The four categories were not identified within the survey.  The four categories included, 

 1) Core doctrinal convictions of the participant (statements 9, 13, 14, 19, 25) 

 2) Elements of a sermon (statements 8, 11, 15, 16, 20) 

 3) Aspects of application (statements 17, 18, 21, 23) 

4) Qualities of the preacher (statements 10, 12, 22, 24) 

Additionally, statements 8, 11, 12, 17, 19, and 21 were stated in the negative and therefore, 

needed to be reverse scored following the collection of data.  The statements in the survey 

invited a response based on a five-point Likert scale from strongly agree to strongly disagree.  

 While not exhaustive, these four primary categories potentially capture important 

information that informs this research project.  For example, in a pluralistic, post-Christian 

culture, what core theological convictions do BCMB millennials embrace?  Can it be 

assumed that they view the scriptures as authoritative, or that Jesus is God and the only way 



 

139 
 

for one to experience a personal relationship with God?  Therefore, several key questions 

were asked in this regard to gain a sense as to how BCMB Christian millennials articulate 

their personal convictions on core Mennonite Brethren doctrine.   

The second category identified as “elements of a sermon,” focused on biblical 

exegesis, historical and grammatical details, creativity in communication, and sermon length.  

In their fast paced, colourful, digital deluge world, can millennials engage with a sermon that 

requires effective explanation of an ancient text written in a different culture?  Do they gain 

value from understanding contextual details within a sermon so that appropriate application 

can follow?  Is there a specific style of communication that captures their attention?  These 

were some curiosities that lay behind the category of “sermon elements.” 

The questions that framed the third category, with a focus on application, were set 

largely with an action-oriented mindset that characterize many within the millennial 

demographic.  In a broad sense, must a sermon always lead the listener to a specific action?  

Further still, must a sermon clearly outline for the listener how the biblical text is to be 

applied for the sermon to be effective?     

The fourth category of questions centred on the preacher.  What role does a preacher 

play in contributing to the effectiveness of a sermon?  Are there specific qualities or 

characteristics a preacher must exude for their effective communication with millennials?  If 

so, what might some of them be?  These four categories formed the backdrop that framed the 

development of the survey instrument.                      

As social media is a primary choice for communication with a millennial, the survey 

was designed with simplicity in mind, and distributed through the Survey Monkey on-line 

platform.  It was hoped that BCMB churches would distribute the survey through their local 
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church social media platforms, encouraging Christian millennials to participate.  The survey 

instrument was designed to be completed in approximately ten minutes.  The on-line 

approach was chosen to encourage maximum participation in a timely manner for the 

purpose of generating quantitative data.   

On June 10, 2020, along with an introductory letter of explanation including a 

weblink and QR code enabling access to the survey, the survey was distributed to ninety-

three BCMB churches and seventeen affiliated campuses.  A follow-up email was distributed 

on June 15, 2020, to approximately forty pastors within the BCMB who provide pastoral 

oversight to the millennial demographic within the church they serve, to encourage 

maximum participation.  The on-line survey was closed on July 9, 2020, thereby allowing 

one month for participation. 

To aid in the collection and analysis of data, two individuals with education and 

experience in research methodologies and statistical analysis provided support.  Much 

gratitude goes to Danielle Klassen, an Honours undergraduate (BA Psychology) from 

UNBC, for her guidance and support with IBM SPSS Statistics 26 software to analyze the 

data.  Great appreciation also goes to Leanne Dyck, a graduate student at Yorkville 

University (MA Counselling Psychology), for her helpful guidance and explanation of 

statistical analysis.   

Participants 

 Those who participated in the on-line survey did so voluntarily upon receiving a 

general invitation through their local church.  The number of respondents within the BCMB 

who participated and completed the on-line survey totalled 131.  According to the Survey 

Monkey collection and analysis of participant data, average length of time for participants to 
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complete the survey was approximately four and a half minutes.  However, two participants 

did not meet all required criteria to participate in the survey.  One participant identified that 

they were not born between 1982-2000, while one participant did not identify as a Christian.  

Therefore, once the collected data was “cleaned,”249 129 respondents were included in the 

data collection and analysis.   

 The participants represented a broad geographical demographic across five primary 

regions in addition to several outlying areas within the BCMB (Table 1).  Participants in the 

on-line survey were balanced in gender with 46.5% male participation and 53.5% female 

participation (Table 2).  98.4% of the participants spoke English as their primary language.  

A high percentage (87.6%) of the participants indicated they had been a Christian for more 

than ten years (Table 3).  77.5% reported they attended a worship service more than three 

times per month (Table 4).      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
249 This is a technical term used in data collection ensuring that all participants that are used for 

analysis have met the required criteria.    
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Table 1.  Geographical Representation 

Geographical Location Frequency Percent Valid 

Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Greater Vancouver/Langley 43 33.3 33.3 33.3 

Fraser Valley 34 26.4 26.4 59.7 

Okanagan 22 17.1 17.1 76.7 

Northern Region 24 18.6 18.6 95.3 

Vancouver Island 2 1.6 1.6 96.9 

Other 4 3.1 3.1 100.0 

Total 129 100.0 100.0 100.0 
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Table 2.  Gender Representation 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Male 60 46.5 46.5 46.5 

Female 69 53.5 53.5 100.0 

Total 129 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 

Table 3.  Length of time as a Christian 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

1-5 years 3 2.3 2.3 2.3 

6-10 years 13 10.1 10.1 12.4 

10 plus years 113 87.6 87.6 100.0 

Total 129 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 

Table 4.  Monthly Worship Service Attendance 

Monthly 

Attendance 

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Twice  8 6.2 6.2 6.2 

Three times 19 14.7 14.7 20.9 

More than three  100 77.5 77.5 98.4 

No response 2 1.6 1.6 100.0 

Total 129 100.0 100.0 100.0 
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Data Analysis Results 

Quantitative analysis of the data included numerical ratings obtained from statements 

8-25 on the on-line survey.  Responses ranging from 1-5 were input into SPSS Statistics 26 

for each of the 129 participants along with their demographic data.  Significant difference 

was set at (p < .05).  The four categories were,  

1) Core doctrinal convictions of the participant (statements 9, 13, 14, 19, 25) 

 2) Elements of a sermon (statements 8, 11, 15, 16, 20) 

 3) Aspects of application (statements 17, 18, 21, 23) 

4) Qualities of the preacher (statements 10, 12, 22, 24) 

 

Statistical analysis of the survey data revealed no significant difference between the 

four categories of sermon communication that were tested among this sample of Christian 

millennials.  

However, in looking closer, there were some differences in category scores between 

males and females.  An ANOVA250 revealed a significant difference in sermon element 

scores between men and women, with women tending to value sermon elements more than 

men (F=4.864, p=.029).  Sermon elements that comprised this category in the survey 

included,  

1) listening to a sermon  

2) clear and specific exegetical teaching of the biblical text  

3) highlighted grammatical details within the biblical text 

4) use of imagination and creativity in teaching 

 
250 ANOVA stands for Analysis of Variance. 
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5) duration of time   

The following bar graph visually represents differences found between males and females 

and sermon elements. 

 

Figure 1.  Gender and Sermon Elements 

 

Men rated five core doctrinal convictions significantly higher than women in this 

sample (F=7.322, p=.008).  The core doctrinal affirmations included in this survey included 

an understanding that,  

1) the scriptures are reliable and trustworthy 

2) Jesus is the Son of God 

3) God provided a way for salvation through Jesus 

4) obedience to Jesus is foundational 

5) the Holy Spirit’s counsel, comfort, and conviction is both affirmed and 

experienced in the participant’s life  
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The following bar graph visually represents differences found between males and females 

and strength of doctrinal convictions.  Another way of describing this category is to state that 

in this sampling, males expressed their convictions more strongly than females did.   

  

Figure 2.  Gender and Strength of Doctrinal Convictions 

 

The number of years being a Christian did not influence any of the category scores, 

but monthly attendance of a worship service did have a significant impact on conviction 

scores.  Participants who attend a worship service three or more times per month scored 

higher in the convictions category than those who attend less often (F=5.180, p=.007).  

While not statistically significant, there was a trend toward geographical differences 

in application scores (p=.097).  In the initial data analysis including all six geographical 

regions, Vancouver Island region scored the lowest and the “Other” category scored the 

highest.  However, total participants in those two regions numbered 6, in contrast to the 

remaining 123 participants who represented four major geographical regions.  Therefore, a 

second analysis of the geographical regions was completed, eliminating Vancouver Island 
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and the “Other” regions from the data, to gather more precise data for the four regions which 

had significant participation.  The results confirmed the first analysis in that there was no 

significant difference.      

Of considerable interest to this research project was statement 8 in the survey.  

Statement 8 centred on the practice and value of “listening to a sermon” and its contribution 

to a Christian millennial’s spiritual formation.  With this sample of BCMB Christian 

millennials, the results indicated a fairly even split, with 50.4% of the respondents either 

agreeing or strongly agreeing, and 47.3% disagreeing or strongly disagreeing to the 

statement.  Of particular note is that only three participants were uncertain if listening to a 

sermon was a primary contribution for their spiritual formation.  All other participants had a 

clear opinion.  The following bar graph visually represents participant response.       

 

Figure 3.  Value of “listening” to a sermon as a primary source for spiritual formation 
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Second Phase:  Focus Group 

Following the quantitative data analysis, there was a desire by this researcher to gain 

greater insight on the research question, “what are the qualities of sermon communication 

that contribute to a millennial’s spiritual formation?”  Therefore, a second phase of research 

was planned and implemented.  The second phase was designed to be qualitative in nature 

using a Phenomenological Approach.251  Specifically, two Focus Groups of Christian 

millennials from Westwood Church, located in Prince George, BC, were engaged to bring a 

qualitative element to the study utilizing the data produced from the quantitative survey 

questionnaire.   

The technique chosen for these Focus Groups was a form of an interview designed to 

gain clarity on a specific area of interest, such as the qualities of sermon communication that 

contribute to a Christian millennial’s spiritual formation.  However, unlike multiple 

individual interviews, a Focus Group approach is less intensive on resources and time.  It 

may also be a less intimidating environment for participants.  Some of the benefits for 

utilizing Focus Groups include an increased number of generated ideas within the groups, 

and delving deeper into ideas because of the nature of “piggybacking.”252  Piggybacking 

happens when one participant’s idea influences or enhances a second idea generated by 

another participant, potentially providing more detail for the researcher.        

From within the millennial demographic at Westwood Church, numerous individuals 

representing balanced gender, the breadth of ages of those born between 1982 and 2000, and 

varying lengths of time as a Christian were invited to participate in one of the Focus Groups.  

 
251 Lunenberg and Irby, Writing a Successful Thesis or Dissertation, 92. 

   
252 Lunenberg and Irby, Writing a Successful Thesis or Dissertation, 92.   
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The three criteria for participation in a Focus Group included being born between 1982-2000, 

professing personal Christian faith, and attendance of worship services at Westwood Church 

no less than twice per month.  It was important that the criteria for Focus Group participation 

was consistent with those who had participated in the online survey providing shared 

language and a common foundation.  

Unlike the anonymous on-line survey, the Focus Group data compiled had the 

potential to be matched with the Focus Group Participants.  To ensure anonymity and 

confidentiality, Confidentiality Agreements were signed by each Focus Group Participant, 

the Focus Group Interviewer, and the Focus Group Note Takers. 

In appreciation for their willingness to participate, each participant of the Focus 

Group received a $10.00 pre-paid gift card to Tim Horton’s as a form of compensation.  In 

addition to the Focus Group participants, two Silent Focus Group Note Takers were present 

to record, in writing, the group discussion, thereby providing thorough notes for further 

reflection.  In gratitude for their service to this research project, they received a $75.00 

Dining Gift Card.   

The first Focus Group comprised six individuals who were born between 1982 and 

1992.  This group met on September 2, 2020 from 7:00 – 8:30 p.m.  The second Focus Group 

consisted of five individuals born between 1994 and 2000, and met on September 26, 2020 

from 10:30 a.m. – 12:00 p.m.  Both Focus Groups met in the same room in Westwood 

Church and were given the same presentation.  As the primary researcher, I also facilitated 

the Focus Group discussion.   
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Focus Group Discussion and Analysis 

As experts of their generation, the primary purpose of the two Focus Groups was to 

provide greater detail on the results of the quantitative survey.  Following an overview of the 

focus of the study, details of participation, and some key findings, this researcher focused on 

the key findings to elicit reflective discussion from the Focus Group participants.  The Focus 

Group analysis and discussion that follows is categorized in the four primary categories that 

shaped the on-line survey.  The four categories included doctrinal convictions, sermon 

elements, aspects of application, and qualities of the preacher.       

 

Core Doctrinal Convictions 

Within the quantitative results of the on-line survey, core doctrinal convictions of the 

participants were scored high.  That is, there was strong affirmation within this sampling of 

BCMB Christian millennials that Jesus is the Son of God, that Jesus alone provides salvation 

from sin, that the Scriptures are authoritative, and that the Holy Spirit is personally involved 

in their life.  Recognizing that 87.6% of this survey sample indicated a personal relationship 

with Jesus for more than ten years, and 77.5% reported that they attended a worship service 

three or more times per month, these findings are inevitably not representative of all 

Christian millennials.  From the two Focus Group’s perspective, did the results of this sample 

generally represent their observation of Christian millennials?  If not, where were the 

differences?   

While there was agreement that Christian millennials who demonstrate persevering 

faith in Jesus and regular worship service attendance, strongly affirm core biblical doctrines, 

there was also agreement that there is a much larger group representing the Christian 
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millennial demographic who are not as convinced or they are inconsistent in how they 

express their convictions.  For example, from a millennial’s perspective, Jesus is a highly 

regarded example to follow.  Jesus demonstrates love and compassion for the marginalized, 

provides justice for the oppressed, and loves all people unconditionally.  This perspective 

shared by many Christian millennials is both highly relevant and understandable, especially 

for many who have not spent focused time studying the overarching narrative of the 

Scriptures, either personally, or in a formal setting such as a Bible College.  Within the Focus 

Group discussions, it was explained that for many, including themselves, there is a struggle in 

understanding large portions of the Scriptures like the prophets or historical books in the Old 

Testament.  The person, life, and teachings of Jesus, however, are understandable and 

relatable.  One younger millennial who had recently attended Bible College noted that in 

their conversations with millennials at Bible College, the Old Testament begins to make 

sense when they understand the scriptures as a whole story with “Jesus as the centre of the 

narrative.”253  Therefore, many Christian millennials gravitate to Jesus’ character.  This may 

partially explain the overall response of the survey concerning the strong desire to ensure that 

Jesus “fits into every sermon.”254  Relatability with Jesus’ life and ministry appears to 

contribute to a Christian millennial’s spiritual formation. 

 

 

 
253 Within the discussion of the Focus Group, specific words, phrases, or statements used by the 

participants help to understand their perspectives on millennials, faith, preaching, and the church.  When used in 

the Focus Group analysis, these key words or shorter quotations will be delineated by quotation marks.  Longer 

quotations by Focus Group participants will be in the form of block quotes and indented according to Turabian 

standards.           

 
254 This phrase is directly taken from statement #13 in the survey.    
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Figure 4.  The importance of Jesus in a sermon 

 

  A second point of interest in this discussion centres on Jesus’ relevance and 

attraction for many in the millennial demographic who often find an exclusivity to the 

“institutional” church.  Therefore, Jesus becomes culturally acceptable and a model to follow 

for many Christian millennials.  However, both Focus Groups touched on an important point 

in this regard.  It was strongly noted that while many Christian millennials affirm Jesus as the 

Son of God and are attracted to His life, as indicated in the quantitative results, harder 

sayings by Jesus such as him being the only way (John 14:6), denial of self (Luke 9:23), and 

surrender to the complete authority of the Scriptures were identified as areas of challenge for 

many millennials who proclaim personal faith in Jesus.  One Focus Group participant 

representing the younger millennials articulated clearly a general consensus of both Focus 

Groups.   

I’m not surprised by peoples’ answers about who Jesus is, but I am about the authority 

of scripture just from some topics and conversations that I think people struggle with 

what scripture says about certain things and about how to live that.  It’s interesting 

that they said they fully submit to the authority…I think most people would say they 

believe scripture but certain topics need more discussion. 

 

Another participant delved deeper in this regard, identifying part of the challenge when they 

stated,  



 

153 
 

I want to affirm that in some of my experience, affirming that Jesus is God and the 

Holy Spirit is God is unanimous.  But the authority of scripture, based on certain 

topics, there seems to be wiggle room to rethink how we interpret what scripture says 

so that is there a different way we can look at the verse.  We don’t have to apply it that 

way today.  

 

Several terms used by these different participants as they reflected on Christian millennials’ 

view of the authority of scripture included “struggle” and “wiggle room.”  Descriptors such 

as this suggest a dis-ease or discomfort in embracing the scriptures as a whole.  Therefore, 

where might some of the challenges lie with this struggle?       

Current cultural issues identified as significant faith challenges for many Christian 

millennials by both Focus Groups include human sexuality (eg. the LGBTQ2+ community, 

gender identity, gender norms, pre-marital sex, abortion, homosexuality, committed gay 

marriages), universalism, hell, the role of women, and mental health.  Not surprisingly, the 

quantitative data indicated a strong desire for sermons to engage with morally divisive issues 

and this was affirmed by the Focus Group participants.  The following bar graph visually 

represents the quantitative response to the value of sermons engaging with morally divisive 

issues. 

Figure 5.  Value of sermons engaging in morally divisive issues 
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Further, a theme that emerged from the identification of these cultural challenges was 

the desire for “questioning space” as it relates to the questions these various challenges raise.  

This may have both positive and negative aspects to it.  Positively, while many Christian 

millennials may not be as convinced in core doctrinal convictions, such as viewing all the 

Scriptures as authoritative in their life, they desire time and space to be able to explore and 

discuss the cultural challenges in meaningful ways.  In this regard, there is both a need and 

an opportunity to help a Christian millennial understand and interpret the Scriptures well.  

Negatively, what appears to be happening with many Christian millennials who find 

themselves in “questioning space,” is a “deconstruction” of their faith.  For some, the appeal 

of a current movement labelled Progressive Christianity, whereby the authority of the 

Scriptures is essentially dismantled, is compelling.  Unfortunately, in this deconstruction 

process, the Focus Group discussion acknowledged that individuals appear to do one of two 

things.  Either there is a disengagement from the local church, and those who can graciously, 

yet judiciously help guide them in their questioning process.  Or there is a gravitation 

towards those who are like-minded in the deconstruction process, therefore affirming and 

solidifying their faith perspectives in greater measure.  These are individuals who may 

verbally proclaim a personal faith in Jesus but whose lives do not align with clear and 

specific biblical teaching. 

 

Gender and Doctrinal Convictions 

 One significant finding of the quantitative analysis centred on gender and doctrinal 

convictions.  Survey participants were asked to respond to several foundational aspects of 

Christian faith including,  

1) the affirmation of the scriptures as reliable and trustworthy 
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2) Jesus is the Son of God 

3) God provided a way for salvation through Jesus 

4) obedience to Jesus is foundational 

5) the Holy Spirit’s counsel, comfort, and conviction is both affirmed and 

experienced in the participant’s life  

Participants had a range of options in their response from strongly disagree, disagree, don’t 

know, agree, and strongly agree.  As indicated in the following bar graph, in this sampling, 

males demonstrated stronger convictions than females in the five doctrinal convictions 

provided in the survey.   

Figure 6.  Gender and Strength of Doctrinal Convictions  

 

 In their discussion on gender differences and strength of doctrinal convictions, several 

themes were highlighted by the Focus Group discussions.  The first theme centred on gender 

roles in the church and how these roles have been historically viewed, not only within the 

Mennonite Brethren denomination, but also beyond into other church denominations as well.  

Specifically, the Mennonite Brethren have embraced the Scriptures as authoritative in all 
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matters of faith and life and, therefore, view the Scriptures through a biblically conservative 

lens.  This contrasts with some other denominations, one example being the United Church 

of Canada, where the affirmation of same sex marriage, or ordination of practicing gay clergy 

has been long accepted and adopted.  Even Mennonite Church Canada, a much closer 

denominational relative to the Mennonite Brethren, has demonstrated a significant departure 

from their historical understanding of scriptural authority, through recent decisions permitting 

local churches within their denomination to determine direction on same sex marriage.  

While the Mennonite Brethren are not immune to the challenges these issues raise, a more 

prevalent question in recent history has been the role of women and leadership in the local 

church.  For the majority of Canadian Mennonite Brethren churches, and perhaps even more 

pronounced in the BCMB, spiritual leadership roles have pre-dominantly been the domain of 

males, both in the past, and they continue to be so in the present.  Thus, there is the 

possibility that this sampling is highly influenced and shaped by an underlying conviction 

that males “are supposed to be spiritual leaders in their families and local churches” because 

the biblical lens of the Mennonite Brethren is historically conservative.  

 A second theme emerging from the discussion on gender and convictions focused on 

a negative perception for a woman to have strong opinions generally, both in culture and the 

church.  While it is often viewed as acceptable, or normal, for men to be aggressive, there 

was a belief expressed that it is viewed differently with women.  Thus, it is possible for this 

sample of respondents to reflect this reality.                        

 When asked to describe effective ways to teach Christian doctrine to Christian 

millennials through the medium of a sermon, there was overwhelming resonance with 

teaching through a larger portion of Scripture, such as a book of the Bible, versus a topical 
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approach.  In the findings of the quantitative survey, this was also identified as the preferred 

approach to preaching, as the following bar graph indicates.   

Figure 7.  Study of a biblical book or topical approach in preaching   

 

It was emphasized that both in a biblically illiterate culture, and in the millennial 

demographic generally, the value of preaching through a book of the Bible models 

“discipleship” in how to read, interpret, and apply the Scriptures.  In contrast, the Focus 

Groups indicated a general lack of depth and cohesion with a topical approach to preaching, 

contributing to a less mature and accurate understanding of the scriptures of both the 

preacher and listener, and sometimes leading to “forced” application.   When interpretation or 

application of the biblical text is perceived as “forced,” it is also viewed as “inauthentic” and, 

therefore, holds little spiritual influence in the individual’s life.  Participants in both the 

younger and older Focus Groups emphasized a desire for a sermon to unpack the biblical 

text, allowing the text to guide the discussion and application.  One participant articulated 

what the Christian literature emphasizes on preaching to millennials.   

“Millennials want depth.  Our generation is not ok with watered down Christianity 

that is spoon fed us, commercialized, and industrialized Christianity.  A good sermon 

is something that opens up the scripture and a lot of homework has been done by the 
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pastor.  I don't care how long it takes to get it across!”255  

 

Sermon Elements  

 

Two examples of “sermon elements” are noted in the following bar graphs.  In both 

examples, this sample of Christian millennials indicates strong agreement with a preaching 

approach that provides careful explanation of the biblical text, paying attention to historical, 

and grammatical details of the text.  Within this representative group, communicating a 

sermon in this manner contributes to the listener’s understanding and personal application of 

the biblical text.  

Figure 8.  Explanation of exegetical and historical context 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
255 By way of interest, this was the response of a female participant. 



 

159 
 

Figure 9.  Explanation of grammatical detail 

 

Gender and Sermon Elements 

Specific to the findings on gender differences and sermon elements, women tended to 

rank aspects such as careful explanation of the biblical text, grammatical and historical 

details, and use of imagination, as more important for their spiritual formation than men did.   

 

Figure 10.  Gender and Sermon Elements 
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The Focus Group discussion did not provide greater clarity on this finding other than 

to highlight that it might be more of a personal interest, or learning style, than rooted in 

gender differences.  For example, in the Focus Group comprised of older millennials, 

whereas the males mostly expressed disinterest in biblical exegesis, and grammatical or 

historical detail, the females expressed different sentiments.  One female felt she needed no 

historical, grammatical, or contextual detail for a sermon to contribute to her spiritual 

formation.  A second female indicated that she felt very strongly about needing those 

elements for a sermon to contribute to her spiritual formation.  A third helpfully noted that 

context “has helped me as a woman see how I fit into historical context…so I strongly agree 

because some of those things are very important to me, not a gender thing.”   

As a comparison, within the younger set of millennials, both the males and females 

indicated a strong affinity with careful explanation of the biblical text within a sermon.  One 

younger male participant in the second Focus Group noted, “I personally love to look at 

individual words and how they play out in different areas of the Bible.”  A second male 

participant was equally enthusiastic.  “As an English major, this stuff is exciting.”  However, 

he also made a broader observation.  “But when teaching or explaining grammatical details 

and hermeneutics, men struggle to grasp the meaning of these things, whereas I never had 

issues with teaching these things to women and they seemed to pick it up easier.”  One 

younger female participant, also an English major, concluded that these varied perspectives 

were, undoubtedly, a result of personal preference.  “I’m an English major so I find it 

interesting, but I’ve never seen it be significantly something my female friends appreciate 

more, just personal preference.”   

While there were no significant findings specific to gender and sermon length, 
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because of the reality of the fast paced, creative digital world in which many millennials find 

themselves, this researcher was curious on whether the length of a sermon affects its 

contribution to a Christian millennial’s spiritual formation.  There was some surprise on this 

researcher’s part and significant surprise, bordering on disbelief, with the Focus Groups 

regarding the overall response of the survey results.  The visual graph that follows, highlights 

the overall response indicating that the length of a sermon is not necessarily a deterrent to a 

sermon’s spiritual impact on a Christian millennial.        

 

Figure 11.  Sermon length 

 

 

While the literature on preaching and millennials agrees with the overall findings of 

this sample of Christian millennials, the older Focus Group strongly affirmed themes around 

“shorter is better,” and “I’m a twenty minutes or less kind of guy…”.  Further explanation 

indicated that for parents of young children with schedules, or for those who learn through 

testimonies and other avenues of teaching, or for those who are simply more action oriented, 

sermon length does play into its overall effectiveness in a Christian millennial’s life.  While 

participants of the younger Focus Group were not in the same family stage as those in the 
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older Focus Group, the younger millennials shared different perspectives on the length of the 

sermon and its impact on them.  One participant shared that,  

the sermons that have impacted me most are usually a lot longer than thirty minutes.  

Ones I go back to online or podcasts or conference archives are a lot longer than 30 

minutes.  But with ADHD I have a hard time sitting through the whole sermon, even 

if it’s a good sermon, so my opinion is weird because I like to walk around while I 

listen, but I do like longer sermons. 

 

In contrast to the older Focus Group of Christian millennials, overall, the younger Focus 

Group preferred longer sermons.  However, several key points must be noted.  First, there 

were noticeable qualitative differences between the two groups’ responses to the foundational 

statement of the survey, “listening to a sermon is a primary source of my spiritual formation.” 

Whereas the older Focus Group indicated a response that was more representative of the 

quantitative results (two agreed with statement #8 while four disagreed), the entire younger 

Focus Group agreed or strongly agreed that listening to a sermon is a primary source of their 

spiritual formation.  One might conclude, therefore, that sermon length is not a factor if 

listening to a sermon is a primary source of one’s spiritual formation.  Second, the younger 

Focus Group expressed a strong desire to engage in solid biblical exegesis, involving 

grammatical and historical detail but generally, this requires more time on the part of the 

preacher.  As one younger participant expressed, “part of it may come back to whether this is 

a primary form of spiritual formation.  They may crave longer sermons.”      

 

Aspects of Sermon Application 

 Partially because millennials, generally, and Christian millennials specifically, 

gravitate toward social action and desire to have a positive impact in the world, there was 

also an interest in this project regarding the practical application of a sermon.  Specifically, 
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this researcher was curious as to whether Christian millennials value specific, action steps 

emerging from the biblical text within the preaching context, or do they find other 

meaningful ways in which to apply a sermon.  The visual graph that follows indicates that the 

overall quantitative survey results disagree that sermons must ensure clear, specific 

application for the listener.       

 

Figure 12.  Value of practical application emerging from a sermon 

 

In discussing the aspect of application in preaching, both Focus Groups touched on 

several key ideas.  The importance of the preacher to clearly interpret and communicate the 

biblical text was highlighted recognizing that application and transformation is ultimately the 

work of the Holy Spirit.  This illustrates the reality that many individuals can listen to the 

same sermon yet either hear or apply very different things.  Ideally, this could be attributed to 

the personal work of the Holy Spirit.  One younger Focus Group participant noted, “I connect 

best when the sermon ends with the principle to take away, not necessarily how to live it out, 

leaving room for interpretation to live it out in my own life.  It opens it up to the 

conversations with the people I live life with.”  When an individual affirms the personal 
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reality of the Holy Spirit’s guidance and direction in their life, an attitude such as this 

younger millennial expressed is encouraging and welcomed!  In contrast, having a preacher 

search a biblical text for several key action steps when it may not have any, comes across as 

“forced” and “inauthentic” resulting in the listener “tuning out.”              

 A second key idea that both Focus Groups identified is the significance of community 

in their generation with interpretation and application.  The importance of community is one 

of the key themes emphasized in literature describing the millennial generation.  While the 

Focus Group discussions highlighted the importance of community, it has both positive and 

negative dynamics to it.  Positively, it was emphasized that Christian millennials often work 

out their understanding of the scriptures and sermons in community.  If one’s community 

embraces the authority of the scriptures, a community hermeneutic can be beneficial.  

Additionally, a community hermeneutic is a historical hallmark of the Mennonite Brethren.  

As one Focus Group participant stated, “there's a ton of health in doing church together or 

studying scripture together, exploring truth together actively.”  More accurate and “safer” 

application was identified as a positive trait of a community approach in applying the 

scriptures.   

The negative aspects of applying the scriptures and sermons in community identified 

by the Focus Group participants centred on the core values of the community, such as their 

view on the authority of the scriptures and the radical commitment to obedience that Jesus 

asks of his followers.  As previously noted by the Focus Group participants, many cultural 

and moral issues challenge a Christian millennial’s worldview and their subsequent pattern of 

living.  One of the greatest moral challenges for Christian millennials identified in both 

Focus Groups centres on the LGBTQ2+ worldview that dominates the cultural landscape.  
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Both Focus Groups expressed a general lack of confidence in understanding the scriptures on 

a broad topic like the LGBTQ2+ which then leads to an individual’s uncertainty and lack of 

confidence in how to live.  One participant from the older Focus Group participant stated it 

this way.   

There's a spectrum of affirming and not affirming Christians.  There's grey ground in 

there.  You have a friend who's gay and you're not sure what to do.  It’s really 

complex and not all black and white wrestling with that and finding out where you 

stand.  You hear one author saying one thing and someone else saying something else.                       

 

Partially because of the challenges that exist, as described by this participant, while there was 

general agreement that community is often beneficial for Christian millennials to practically 

work out application of the scriptures and sermons, caution was given to ensure that the 

community is spiritually discerning.  Further, it was highlighted that Christian millennials 

should receive directed teaching from sermons or robust podcasts with the support of a 

spiritually healthy community, yet not to the neglect of personal study and reflection on the 

scriptures. 

 A third theme that resonated with the Focus Group centred on the theme of boldness 

that emerged in the quantitative results.  Because millennials have been shaped by a 

pluralistic culture, where truth is not something to be grasped, it is plausible that millennials 

seek a much firmer foundation on which to build meaning and purpose in life.  Millennials, 

according to the literature, generally welcome conviction and boldness.  The following bar 

graph visually represents the overall response of the quantitative survey regarding the value 

of boldness within a sermon in calling people to obedience to what the scriptures ask.   

 

 

 



 

166 
 

Figure 13.  Value of boldness calling people to obedience to the scriptures 

 

Overwhelmingly, there is a desire for a sermon, and therefore the communication of a 

sermon, to be bold as it invites the listener to obedience.  Within the Focus Group discussions 

on boldness, there was a strong desire to see bold preaching.  Several commented in this 

regard, “boldness is key for me because I feel like that’s what distinguished Jesus from the 

teachers of his day and if their boldness is connected to the action step, it’s great.”  Again, 

this Christian millennial’s personal conviction demonstrates a clear link between the sermon 

and how Jesus fits within it.  Another commented, “if the pastor is straight up about what is 

sinful, that leads to life change, conviction.”  One other participant enthusiastically 

expressed, “I really like it when a pastor is really passionate and I know a lot of other people 

do as well, but we like authenticity and realness, we like boldness, passion.”           

Equally overwhelmingly in the quantitative results was the agreement that sermons 

do help guide life choices of Christian millennials.  The following bar graph visually 

represents the quantitative data.                     
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Figure 14.  Value of a sermon guiding life choices 

 

Regarding sermons and application, the Focus Groups provided greater clarity in how 

sermons guide in life choices.  One theme that arose centred on an appropriate understanding 

of the biblical text so that it may be “accurately applied to our current context,” while 

providing a “priority of action.”  In other words, a sermon may help a Christian millennial to 

know the most important action that they must do next.  A theme of “reminding” was 

strongly emphasized.  Participants underlined how sermons remind them of “what is 

important to the Christian faith and what may not be integral.”  One participant noted that as 

“sermons ground me in my belief…they remind me.”  In light of the challenging moral issues 

that were identified by the Focus Group participants, they also strongly affirmed the need to 

communicate biblical truth well.  Additionally, the phrase, “keep you accountable,” was used 

to describe how sermons remind one in their faith relationship with Jesus, the scriptures, and 

the church community.  Reflections on the different sentiments expressed by these various 

Christian millennials suggest that there is a hunger for passionate, honest teaching of the 

scriptures on which a firm foundation can be built leading one to follow Jesus.                     
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Qualities of the Preacher 

The importance of a preacher’s personal character and passion were two strong 

themes that emerged from the quantitative study sample of BCMB Christian millennials.  The 

bar graphs below visually represent the affirmation of these two values.   

 

 

 

 

Figure 15.  Value of personal passion in the preacher 

 

Figure 16.  Value of integrity with the preacher 
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Focus Group participants strongly affirmed the findings of the quantitative data, 

convinced that a preacher contributes significantly to their spiritual formation when they 

witness authenticity, passion, and integrity.  Descriptors given to define authenticity included 

“vulnerability,” “showing weakness, and “wrestling personally with the issues that the 

biblical text raises.”  At a deeper level, it appears that there is a desire for Christian 

millennials to know that they are not alone in the “questioning space” in which they often 

find themselves.  There is a desire to know that the one who preaches difficult biblical truth 

in a culturally hostile environment may also wrestle with questions and implications that the 

biblical text raises.  One participant articulated well how this might look when a pastor 

preaches a sermon.   

I think humility plays a huge part when people speak transparently, less theoretical 

and more tangible, or at least they move in that direction.  In the context of the 

sermon if you’re starting with a topic and pulling truth from that and then speak to 

this is how it’s lived out and this is how my view has changed, or where God’s 

brought me.   

 

Considering these reflections from a Christian millennial’s perspective, there is no guarantee 

that the “expert preacher” is even heard if the preacher is personally unwilling to demonstrate 

vulnerability.     

 Interestingly, the older Focus Group clarified that being drawn to vulnerability or 

being convinced of a preacher’s authenticity is not necessarily about knowing the preacher 

personally.  In fact, in larger churches, and with multiple social spheres that many Christian 

millennials embrace, there is not an expectation to personally know the preacher.  Rather, as 

stated, there is a genuine interest in knowing how the preacher wrestles with, and experiences 

in their own life, the questions and challenges arising from what they preach.  Thus, 

appropriate and genuine stories of personal, lived experience are critical in this regard, 
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emerging from the preacher, yet, as was also noted, “other’s stories can be just as powerful 

and impactful on my life.” 

 Integrity is an equally desirable quality that was noted by this group of Christian 

millennials which is both understandable and noteworthy.  It is understandable because most 

people expect integrity to be lived out by their leaders, especially spiritual leaders.  As one 

younger Focus Group participant shared,      

the fact that you used the word integrity is pretty important, to know that the preacher 

is not only knowledgeable and eloquent with communication but that they’re living it 

out too, makes the conviction and applicable piece more desirable to follow suit.  I 

think there’s a lack of trust or attention when there’s a major gap between these two, 

but we’re all human and we all make mistakes, so pastors don't have to be perfect.  

But its harder to trust the message if the messenger doesn’t walk in their own 

message. 

 

In the current North American church leadership environment, the past several years 

illustrate the significant challenges that exist in this regard.256  While the desire for integrity 

of spiritual leaders is commendable and critical, the Focus Groups clearly highlighted the 

inconsistencies of Christian millennials in their own generation in this regard.  Therefore, 

care must be taken by both Christian millennials and spiritual leaders to pursue lives free 

from hypocrisy.           

         

 

Concluding Analysis 

 

 Summarizing the findings, several overarching conclusions may be drawn.  First, 

while listening to a sermon was not a primary source for spiritual formation for slightly less 

 
256 Within North American evangelicalism, the past several years have revealed numerous high profile 

Christian pastors, teachers, and authors who have been discredited due to lack of integrity with sexual, financial, 

and ethical suspect behaviours.  Bill Hybels, Andy Savage, James Macdonald, Mark Driscoll, Jerry Falwell Jr., 

John Ortberg, and Carl Lentz are several of the higher profile individuals.  Even Ravi Zacharias’ life is being 

investigated posthumously due to allegations of past sexual improprieties.     
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than half of the survey respondents, slightly more than half indicated that it is a primary 

source of their spiritual formation.  This indicates that overall, there are many Christian 

millennials within the BCMB who find value and guidance for their personal spiritual 

formation, through the medium of a sermon.  However, it must also be noted that 92.2% of 

the survey respondents identify that they attend a worship service three times or more every 

month.  Therefore, this sampling represents a group of BCMB millennials who appear to be 

highly committed to their local church.  The overall results could potentially look quite 

different if the percentage of respondents attended less than three times per months for as the 

ANOVA identified, frequency of attendance of worship services impacts strength of doctrinal 

convictions.  In other words, the more a BCMB millennial attends church, the stronger their 

doctrinal convictions tend to be.  Additionally, the qualitative results that emerged within 

both Focus Groups suggest that an individual’s personality, learning style, and behaviours 

contribute to whether listening to a sermon is either formative or not.  Yet differences in 

personality, learning style, and behaviours are found in any age demographics, and not 

exclusively set within the millennial generation.   

 For the survey respondents who indicated that listening to a sermon is a primary 

source of their spiritual formation, the Focus Group discussions highlight several key 

elements in a concluding analysis.  First, the findings of this survey sample suggest a strong 

desire for depth in biblical preaching.  Possibly due to a post-Christian culture that 

champions pluralism, where the suggestion of absolute truth is scorned, lies a hunger for 

something more, something secure.  Many millennials, Christian millennials included, have 

been deeply shaped by pluralism, consumerism, popular self-help strategies, and fractured 

families of origin creating significant questions of faith and life.  Bringing biblical depth into 



 

172 
 

these questions, connecting the ancient world of the biblical text with current cultural 

realities, while providing “questioning space,” is one way to contribute to a more robust faith 

foundation for a Christian millennial.   

 Biblical depth in a preaching context, through careful exegesis and grammatical and 

historical detail, however, do not appear to be sufficient on their own in the spiritual 

formation of this sample of respondents.  The life and ministry of Jesus, as the exemplar to 

follow, clearly emerges as central in contributing to a BCMB Christian millennial’s spiritual 

formation.  Therefore, the integration of Jesus, from before creation (Col. 1:15-16) to his 

birth, life, ministry, death, resurrection, ascension, return, and eternal reign (Rev. 22:1-5) 

becomes pivotal within the preaching context.   

 A third summary comment concerning the analysis centres on the preacher.  Not 

surprisingly, the results of both the quantitative data and the qualitative discussions indicate 

that the one tasked with preaching has significant opportunity and responsibility in the 

spiritual formation of a BCMB Christian millennial through who they are as a person.  In 

other words, a preacher’s life matters.  More specifically, based on this study, it is imperative 

that a preacher demonstrate authenticity, defined as being honest with their own questions 

and tensions of faith and appropriately sharing them, thereby giving space for others to 

wrestle with their questions.  Genuine passion, understood as a demonstration of Jesus’ 

transformative work in the preacher, in conjunction with unapologetic boldness and invitation 

for the listener to follow Jesus in obedience, also appears to be a high value for participants 

in this study.  There is a parallel, in this regard, with the apostle Paul’s words to Timothy 

when he writes, “follow the pattern of the sound words that you have heard from me, in the 

faith and love that are in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 1:13). 
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 Lastly, as the qualitative analysis highlights, there appears to be uncertainty focused 

on the validity of the strong verbal affirmation for the scriptures being authoritative in all 

aspects of faith and life, and what is observed generally among their peers by the Focus 

Group participants.  A clear disconnect emerged with both Focus Groups, raising further 

questions of biblical authority, hermeneutics, interpretation, and ultimately, personal 

surrender to Jesus who demands one’s very life (Matt. 8:18-22, Luke 9:57-62). 
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CHAPTER 6 

O my people, listen to my instructions.  Open your ears to what I am 

saying, for I will speak to you in a parable.  I will teach you hidden 

lessons from our past – stories we have heard and known, stories our 

ancestors handed down to us.  We will not hide these truths from our 

children; we will tell the next generation…so each generation should 

set its hope anew on God, not forgetting his glorious miracles and 

obeying his commands.            

                                      Psalm 78:1-7 (NLT) 

 

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS 

 The origins of this research project stem from a curiosity centred on the perceived 

relevance of preaching a sermon to a millennial.  Observing the emergence of the millennial 

generation within the context of pastoral ministry, while seeking to contribute to their 

spiritual formation, this curiosity held significance for this researcher.  For a variety of 

reasons that have been outlined in chapter two, the millennial generation is unlike any other 

before them.  Pastoring this generation carries with it, both unique challenges and 

opportunities.  The millennial generation can appear inconsistent, disillusioned, disinterested, 

and entitled.  However, they also possess deep passion, demonstrated by equally strong 

desires to live authentically while making a difference in the world.  Theirs has been a 

complicated, and often confusing world, and they desire to know and experience truth 

personally.  Generational changes, however, even significant ones like those evidenced with 

the millennial generation, do not alter eternal God’s desire for all people to hear from Him 

through His word, the scriptures, and then follow fully Jesus, the Word.  If God is eternal, 
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then His promises found in the words of the prophet Isaiah and the apostle Paul must be 

eternal also.     

For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven and do not return there but 

water the earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread 

to the eater, so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to 

me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and shall succeed in the thing 

for which I sent it (Isa. 55:10-11)                 

 

“How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed?  And how are they 

to believe in him of whom they have never heard?  And how are they to hear without 

someone preaching?  And how are they to preach unless they are sent?  As it is 

written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news!” (Rom. 

10:14-15)  

Rooted in these promises, it was the conviction of this researcher that pastors must 

continue to unapologetically proclaim God’s word, the scriptures, through the medium of a 

sermon to the millennial generation.  However, to drill deeper into this conviction, there was 

a desire to explore different qualities of sermon communication to gain a more precise sense 

as to what aspects of sermon communication contribute to a millennial’s spiritual formation.  

Therefore, it was also this researcher’s conviction and the hypothesis of this research project 

that expository preaching characterized by thoughtful and insightful biblical exegesis, 

applied with relevance, always pointing the listener to Jesus, and embodied by authentic 

messengers, contributes to the spiritual formation of a BCMB Christian millennial. 

To explore the hypothesis, this research project sought to gain a greater understanding 

of both the millennial generation and preaching to this generation through the design of an 

online survey engaging BCMB Christian millennials around four specific themes.  The 

themes included core doctrinal convictions of the participant, elements of a sermon, aspects 

of sermon application, and qualities of the preacher.  The quantitative results provided data 

for two Focus Group discussions offering a qualitative aspect to the research project.  Having 
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completed the study and reported the overall findings, the purpose of this final chapter is to 

identify several implications of this study, and suggestions for further reflection. 

 

Implications 

 Building from the concluding analysis offered in chapter 5, it can be stated that 

preaching a sermon does contribute to the spiritual formation of a BCMB Christian 

millennial.  Recognizing that different factors play into whether listening to a sermon is 

spiritually formative for any individual, or generation, within this research study, 50.4% of 

the participants affirmed that sermons were a primary source of their spiritual formation.  As 

the statistical analysis did not identify any significant differences between geographical 

regions within BC in this regard, this finding tentatively suggests that most churches within 

the BCMB could expect that half of their Christian millennial congregants view sermons as a 

primary source of their spiritual formation.  Depending on how one views this, a pastor may 

either be discouraged because they would prefer the percentage to be higher, or be highly 

encouraged that in an age of fast paced, creative multi-media, potentially a full half of their 

congregation’s Christian millennials seek to be discipled by the word of God through the 

ministry of preaching and view this as a primary source of their spiritual formation.  This 

researcher chooses to embrace the latter and, therefore, the practical implications of this 

research project’s findings are several.   

 

The pulpit can be a significant influence in discipling BCMB Christian millennials 

This research project found that 50.4% of the participants indicated that listening to a 

sermon was a primary source for their spiritual formation.  At the same time, 77.5% of the 
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participants affirmed that sermons were highly impactful for guiding their life choices.  This 

is very encouraging and undergirds the conviction that preaching a sermon does have benefit 

for a BCMB Christian millennial.   

While this research project has been undertaken primarily to explore this researcher’s 

ministry interests for greater preaching effectiveness within the context of Westwood Church, 

it may also have the potential to contribute to a wider audience beyond Westwood Church, 

into the BCMB.  For example, the BCMB is focusing on millennials in their strategic 

ministry and leadership development plan in the coming years.  Building from the findings of 

this research project, there is the potential to offer the BCMB denomination greater insight 

into doctrinal convictions of our own Christian millennials providing a basis from which to 

function in their preaching and teaching ministries moving forward.  How do BCMB 

Christian millennials view Jesus, the role of the Holy Spirit, and the authority of the 

Scriptures?  Is there opportunity to engage the BCMB millennial generation in greater depth 

with these foundational theological building blocks?   

Additionally, this research project may offer practical insight for expository preaching 

and its contribution to spiritual formation within the millennial demographic for the nearly 

one hundred BCMB churches and satellite campuses.  Specifically, it may highlight for local 

church pastors within the BCMB the different aspects of a sermon that are primary 

contributors to a Christian millennial’s spiritual formation.  Exegetical depth in preaching 

engages BCMB Christian millennials and contributes to their spiritual formation.  Integrating 

Jesus, His ministry, and His call to follow is critical in preaching to Christian millennials.  

Personal qualities of the preacher, such as authenticity and passion, cannot be underestimated 

in the spiritual formation of BCMB Christian millennials.  In conjunction with recent 
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Canadian research on millennials and faith done by James Penner in "Hemorrhaging Faith" 

and Rick Hiemstra's "Renegotiating Faith," there is a need for "how" church is done with the 

younger generations.  While preaching a sermon is only one aspect for discipleship, it is an 

important one, and continues to be an aspect of how many churches within the BCMB and 

beyond, continue to function.   

In his doctoral studies, exploring the apostle Paul’s metaphor of adoption in 

soteriology and its effect on Christians, Barton Priebe, of Central Baptist Church in Victoria, 

BC, preached an eight week sermon series on the subject matter of adoption, assessing study 

participants’ understanding and subsequent impact on their lives, before and after the 

teaching series.  While Priebe’s focus was not confined to millennials, one of his findings 

emphasized the importance of preaching a sermon that contributes to spiritual transformation 

in a person’s life.  Priebe writes,  

The evidence of this study runs against the notion that preaching for 30-45 minutes no 

longer works or is no longer valued by believers living in a culture dominated by 

visual media.  The vast majority (97%) of respondents indicated that hearing sermons 

from the Bible was extremely important or very important to their lives.  The 

influence of the pulpit was also seen in the fact that the top communication medium 

through which believers had heard of adoption was sermons preached by people other 

than this researcher.  On the particular subject of hearing this researcher’s sermons on 

PSMMA, 77% of respondents indicated that the sermons were either extremely useful 

or very useful.  These responses should fortify the preacher’s conviction concerning 

the importance of preaching the Bible, even among people whose lives are saturated 

by many forms of media.257   

 

In Priebe’s analysis, the influence of the pulpit to foster spiritual transformation cannot be 

underestimated articulating further,  

all that has been mentioned in this implication should encourage the heart’s of 

believers and the preachers: believers because this study suggests that decades of 

 
257 Barton Priebe, “Belonging to God’s family: Measuring the effect of sermons on Paul’s doctrine of 

adoption in the lives of believers (DMin diss., Northwest Baptist Seminary, 2020), 254-255. 
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Christian experience within a church that preaches the Bible helps a person grow into 

maturity and preachers because this study suggests that preaching the whole counsel 

of God over many years helps produce mature believers.258 

          

In some of the largest Canadian churches, where high percentages of Christian 

millennials often congregate, expository preaching focused on preaching the whole counsel 

of God from the scriptures, is a central feature.  This is also true within many BCMB 

churches, including Westwood Church, where, historically, expository preaching has been 

widely embraced for the purpose of spiritual formation and discipleship.  Based on this 

project’s findings, there is an audience willing to learn from a consistent preaching ministry.  

Therefore, the challenge to the BCMB remains.  How is the ministry of preaching being 

utilized to inform our millennial generation, both biblically and theologically?  The BCMB 

must not ignore the influence of the pulpit, but continue to be “people of the book,” for 

discipling millennials and the generations following.        

 

Those who preach must bring depth 

As stated in chapter five, the findings of this research project suggest a strong desire 

for depth in biblical preaching which is consistent with the literature on millennials and 

preaching.  Possibly due to a post-Christian culture that champions pluralism, where truth 

cannot be known with certainty, appears to lie a hunger for something more certain.  Many 

millennials, Christian millennials included, have been deeply shaped by pluralism, 

consumerism, popular self-help strategies, and fractured families of origin creating 

significant questions of faith and life.  The importance of bringing biblical insight into these 

questions, connecting the ancient world of the biblical text with current millennial cultural 

 
258 Priebe, “Belonging to God’s family,” 255.   



 

180 
 

realities, cannot be underestimated.  Carefully constructed biblical arguments and sound 

reasoning are necessary for an effective preaching ministry with millennials.259  It 

demonstrates credibility to those who have multiple counter points and further research on 

the same biblical text at their fingertips.  Thus, preachers who strive to be effective in their 

communication to millennials must be prepared to preach with depth.   

 Biblical depth in a preaching context, through careful exegesis and grammatical and 

historical detail, however, do not appear to be sufficient on their own in the spiritual 

formation of Christian millennials, as shown with this sample of respondents.  In other 

words, in depth preaching is not merely an academic exercise.  In depth preaching ultimately 

brings the listener to see Jesus, as the exemplar to follow.  Therefore, the integration of Jesus, 

from before creation (Col. 1:15-16) to his birth, life, ministry, death, resurrection, ascension, 

return, and eternal reign (Rev. 22:1-5) becomes pivotal within the preaching context.   

 

Those who preach must bring authenticity 

As summarized in chapter five, not surprisingly, the results of both the quantitative 

data and the qualitative discussions indicate that the one tasked with preaching has 

significant opportunity and responsibility in the spiritual formation of a BCMB Christian 

millennial through who they are as a person.  71% of the survey participants agreed or 

strongly agreed that the integrity of a preacher is important to them.  In other words, what a 

preacher says and who they are as a person is critical for their spiritual formation.  A 

preacher’s life matters.  The scriptures affirm this, demanding high standards in many aspects 

of a pastor’s life including marriage, parenting, sexuality, financial management, generosity, 

 
259 While there are inevitably many positive examples of preachers who model this, Tim Keller is a 

leading example.    
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and reputation with those who do not follow Jesus.260  While the vast majority of BCMB 

Christian millennials continue to value integrity within the preacher, on a more troubling 

note, 17% of the survey respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed that integrity within the 

preacher was important to them.  This may illustrate a significant inconsistency within the 

millennial generation, even those who proclaim to follow Jesus yet are ultimately shaped and 

led by cultural values around them.  The scriptures, however, speak to a different trajectory 

for the life of a preacher.  Pastoral leadership generally, and a preaching ministry specifically, 

brings with it, significant responsibility in how one lives and leads their life.  Faithfulness to 

a life of holiness and humility is critical.  Choosing other pathways spells challenge, and 

potential disaster for both pastor and congregation.  Pastors and preachers within the BCMB 

are not immune to the pitfalls that exist.  How they choose to live their life matters.       

Retired pastor Lee Eclov puts forth a timely challenge in this regard. 

Pastors who love teaching the Bible sometimes assume that as long as they exposit 

Scripture for their people they’ve fed them well but, frankly, some pastors hide poor 

shepherding behind good preaching.  We must feed our household as Jesus did, with 

the Word applied, visualized, and embodied by us.  Pastors, breathing the Spirit, must 

incarnate what we preach.  Most important is that our people see the love of Christ in 

us—in the grace we distribute like bread and the ways we wash their feet.261   

 

Further findings of this study indicate that effective preaching demonstrates 

authenticity by the preacher, defined as being honest with their own questions and tensions of 

faith and appropriately sharing them, thereby giving space for others to wrestle with their 

questions.  In this regard, Christian millennials may be more forgiving than previous 

 
260 Beyond biblical examples cited within this research project, I Timothy 3:1-13, II Timothy 2:15-24, 

Titus 1:6-9, I Peter 5:1-9, and II Peter 1:12-21 are central passages outlining key qualities pastoral leaders must 

evidence.  

 
261 Eclov, “It will be good for that servant,” Preaching Today Newsletter, January 13, 2021.   



 

182 
 

generations with their spiritual leaders and pastors when mistakes are made, perhaps even 

significant ones.  As one Focus Group participant noted,      

I really like when a speaker really owns their mistakes in a way they are honest they 

are not perfect…this is a testimony of where I was but where I am now.  A public 

confession or declaration are powerful to impact a crowd when someone doesn’t try 

to pretend they are perfect.  If they have all the answers, I don’t buy it.   

 

Authenticity, as the findings of this research project demonstrates, also carries with it 

qualities of passion, understood as a demonstration of Jesus’ transformative work in the 

preacher, in conjunction with unapologetic boldness and invitation for the listener to follow 

Jesus in obedience.  Concerning the qualities of both passion and boldness, 78% of the 

participants indicated that these were of high value to them.  When these various themes are 

woven together, one can state that a preacher who is passionately convinced of what they are 

proclaiming, living it out personally, and unapologetically invites others to do the same, 

contributes to the spiritual formation of a BCMB Christian millennial.  There is a parallel, in 

this regard, with the apostle Paul’s words to Timothy when he writes, “follow the pattern of 

the sound words that you have heard from me, in the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus” 

(2 Tim. 1:13). 

 

Including Christian millennials in the preaching process could bring value 

 The millennial generation is vastly different than preceding generations.  They are a 

generation keenly interested in engagement which speaks to a general curiosity in answering 

the “why” question in conjunction with a desire to make a difference in their world.  Previous 

generations usually responded positively to authority in general, and pastoral authority 

specifically.  Listening to a sermon was generally received well, and acted on, with a pastor 
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often feeling like they were preaching to the choir.  This is not true of the millennial 

generation.  However, if Christian millennials have meaningful relational connections with 

pastors and others in spiritual authority, are given appropriate voice and opportunities for 

service and leadership roles, they will inevitably offer significant insight into how a local 

church can continue to serve their generation with the gospel.  The BCMB generally, and 

Westwood Church specifically, must intentionally develop their younger leaders, involving 

them in the leadership process, equipping them to provide spiritual leadership, including the 

ministry of preaching and teaching. 

 

Preaching for impact must engage with morally divisive issues 

79.8% of this study’s participants agreed or strongly agreed that a sermon must 

engage with morally divisive issues.  One possible conclusion from this response is that 

BCMB Christian millennials seek answers in the challenging cultural environment in which 

they live.  This is understandable given that the millennial generation has experienced 

seismic shifts in how culture views absolute truth which has given rise to pluralism and the 

high value of tolerance.262  If 50.4% of the respondents embrace sermons as their primary 

source of spiritual formation, and 77.5% affirm that sermons guide their life choices, sermons 

that thoughtfully engage with morally divisive cultural issues while providing a distinctly 

biblical worldview must be regular fare for those who desire to effectively preach to 

millennials.  Preaching with this in view does not guarantee that the listener will be 

convinced of a biblical worldview, or how it is to be applied.  However, a preacher 

potentially gains an ear and builds credibility when they unapologetically and graciously 

 
262 While tolerance is articulated as a high western cultural value, it clearly has its shortcomings and 

does not appear to be consistently lived out throughout culture.    
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engage morally challenging issues.  This researcher has experienced this personally in a 

recent sermon series centred on human sexuality.  Framed within a Genesis original design 

perspective, and covering issues including gender and gender identity, marriage, singleness, 

and homosexuality, involving both Sunday morning congregational preaching, in conjunction 

with smaller “fireside room” discussions, this teaching series elicited gratitude, disgust, and 

further questions.  Many responded positively, grateful for the honest and gracious approach 

to difficult topics, while elevating a biblical worldview centred on Jesus’ invitation to 

surrender one’s life to Him.  Some, however, were repulsed, disconnecting themselves from 

Westwood Church, and her corporate convictions on these matters of human sexuality.  Yet 

these responses are no different than what Jesus experienced.  Some received His teaching, 

accepting His invitation to follow while others scorned His words and walked the other way.  

The crowd’s response, however, did not deter Jesus from teaching on morally divisive issues.  

Neither should those who preach in the current cultural confusion be deterred from engaging 

thoughtfully, biblically, graciously, and unapologetically.     

 

Suggestions for further study 

 This research project was helpful in uncovering several key findings as have been 

identified.  However, with these findings have also come opportunities for further research.  

Three areas emerge in stronger measure for this researcher.   

 

Gender and preaching 

 One of the significant statistical differences revealed in this research project centred 

on the elements of a sermon and gender.  The quantitative data indicate that women value 
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exegetical depth more than men.  Thus, attention to contextual, historical, and grammatical 

detail for the purpose of appropriate application appeals to women in greater measure than 

men.  This is an important area to study further if one desires to be equally effective 

preaching to men.  There may be practical aspects to consider with men, including level of 

education, vocation, personality style, an orientation toward practical action, and a host of 

variables that play into this finding.  Further research would hopefully uncover in greater 

detail, why these differences between genders exist. 

 

Authority of Scripture in reality 

 Every research study has limitations and this one is no different.  Specific to strength 

of doctrinal convictions, the finding of this study indicates that 95.3% agree or strongly agree 

that the Bible is the word of God, reliable, and trustworthy for their lives.  Additionally, 

96.9% affirm Jesus as the divine son of God, while 83.7% agree or strongly agree that 

understanding how Jesus fits into a sermon is very important for their spiritual formation.  To 

summarize, this set of respondents articulate a high view of the Scriptures and a high view of 

Jesus.  One might conclude, based on this data, that the majority of these respondents also 

live out these convictions in practical ways, consistent with scripture.  Yet, both the literature 

on Christian millennials and the Focus Group analysis bear out the inconsistencies that exist 

with the millennial generation, inconsistencies often centred on how the authority of the 

scriptures, and Jesus’ call to surrender are truly lived out.  Special attention has already been 

noted in areas concerning human sexuality, marriage, gender identity, materialism, 

alternative pathways to salvation, and Progressive Christianity.  Bucknam, Lead Pastor at 

Northview Church, argues that syncretism is equally high among those in his congregation 
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who proclaim faith in Jesus and submission to the scriptures, as those who do not.263  In his 

study on Christian emerging adults within the context of Northview Church community and 

cultural values, it was difficult to distinguish any measurable difference between them and 

any other emerging adult in the surrounding culture.  This reality could well be true of many 

BCMB churches, including Westwood Church.  Building off both Penner’s and Hiemstra’s 

Canadian research on young adults and how the authority of scripture is truly espoused by 

the millennial generation, further research with BCMB Christian millennials could be very 

helpful.                   

 

Learning beyond a sermon 

 This research project has focused on the significance of a sermon in communicating 

the Scriptures to the millennial generation, seeking to explore the various qualities that 

contribute to a BCMB Christian millennial’s spiritual formation.  As emphasized, 50.4% of 

this study’s respondents indicated that a sermon was a primary source for their spiritual 

formation.  Yet what is to be made of the 47.3% who disagreed or strongly disagreed that a 

sermon is not a primary source of their spiritual formation?  This is also a group that cannot 

be ignored.  While this researcher is convinced that preaching and teaching ministries are 

important for spiritual discipleship, they are not the only avenues with which individuals are 

spiritually formed.  What might some other avenues be, beyond the “sage on the stage”264 

that will effectively communicate the scriptures, helping people hear from God for the 

 
263 Bucknam, “Engaging Worldviews In The Movies As A Means Of Preserving The Faith of Young 

Adults,” 39-40. 

   
264 This researcher first heard this phrase articulated by a Christian millennial within Westwood Church 

in a discussion centred on leadership development.  While the phrase was not used in a sarcastic manner, the 

individual was emphasizing that there are more options available to the local church to equip people than simply 

a one-way presentation emerging from a well educated and gifted communicator.     
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purpose of spiritual transformation?  With ever changing dynamics of culture, and the needs 

of people within culture, also brings with it the need to effectively communicate.  Ultimately, 

time will tell how local BCMB churches practically communicate God’s word to the next 

generations.  However, attention must be given to this dynamic if the church desires to serve 

our younger people well while still embracing a high view of the scriptures and its 

proclamation.            

Project conclusion 

 Having shifted into the second half of pastoral ministry with a specifical call to 

preach God’s word, and shepherd the local church, one desired outcome of this researcher 

was to gain greater understanding of the millennial generation and the one following for the 

purpose of serving and equipping them with greater effectiveness through a preaching 

ministry, often termed as sermons.  If God’s word is timeless, then the apostle Paul’s 

mandate to Timothy to “preach the word” also extends beyond first century Ephesus to 

pastors and preachers everywhere for all time.   

This project has provided much clearer insight into the millennial generation and their 

world, offering hope to those who are called to preach, pastors like this author, who labour in 

the study and yet wonder if their work is making a difference in the lives of the next 

generation.  May this research contribute to the increased effectiveness of the preaching 

ministry within Westwood Church specifically, and the BCMB generally, where expository 

preaching has historically been a strength.  By God’s grace, may the ministry of preaching 

continue to be a strength, helping people hear from God so that they can follow Jesus more 

closely.   
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APPENDICES 

 

LETTER OF INTRODUCTION AND PERMISSION REQUEST 

 

To fellow British Columbia Mennonite Brethren (BCMB) Churches 

I pray you are experiencing God’s richest blessings in your ministry!  I am in the midst of an 

approved research project as part of a Doctor of Ministry degree program at MB Seminary 

located in Langley, BC.  The formality of this e-mail is due to requirements and expectations 

of a formal research project. 

I currently serve as the Lead Pastor at Westwood Church in Prince George, BC.  I have 

served in pastoral ministry for twenty-six years, the last seventeen being as a Lead Pastor 

with primarily responsibilities in preaching and leadership.  Through these past seventeen 

years, I have witnessed the emergence of millennials and their faith development among 

British Columbian Mennonite Brethren churches.  As I have sought to effectively disciple 

emerging adults, one aspect of discipleship I have employed is “helping others hear from 

God” through His Word which we call the Bible.  More precisely, I identify this as 

expository preaching.       

While I affirm the apostle Paul’s exhortation to Timothy to “preach the Word” (2 Timothy 

3:14-17) emphasizing that the biblical Scriptures are profitable to equip and transform 

anyone, this research project seeks to explore the various characteristics and patterns of 

communication found within preaching a sermon that are relevant to millennials.  What are 

the qualities of communication that contribute to a millennial’s spiritual formation?  What 

are the reasons for this?  What might be the implications for communicating biblical truth 

effectively to the next generations and developing next generation biblical communicators?         

I am writing to invite Christian millennials within the BCMB denomination to participate in 

this research project for two primary reasons.  First, I seek to increase my own effectiveness 

as a communicator of the Bible to the next generations.  Second, this research may be helpful 

in understanding how to equip the next generation of preachers and teachers within the 

BCMB.   

Participation from Christian millennials within your church is voluntary and involves 

responding to an anonymous on-line survey of twenty-five questions that should take no 

more than fifteen minutes to complete.  By clicking “continue” with the on-line survey, the 

individual provides consent of their participation in the study and that their anonymous 

responses may be kept for further study after the completion of the project.  All data will be 

safely stored in Canadian web storage.   

I have created three parameters for participants in my research. 

1) Participants must proclaim personal faith in Jesus. 

2) Participants must have been born between 1982-2000. 
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3) Participants must attend worship services no less than twice per month.    

In order to gain as much useful data as possible, I would ask that you promote this voluntary 

study within your church among millennials in a variety of ways.   

1) Through those who provide leadership to millennials in your congregation. 

2) Through a published or on-line newsletter that your church may produce, your church 

Facebook Page, or newsfeed. 

3) Through a bulletin board or information kiosk your church may utilize. 

4) Through direct contact with myself via my email address, 

robert@westwoodchurch.bc.ca.      

I have included the promotional material that you can integrate into your communication 

systems.  Interested participants can go directly to the following web link or QR code to 

complete the survey. 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/P5TFJPV   

 

 

I would be pleased to answer any questions you might have about the study and look forward 

to your church’s participation in it.  My contact information is 

robert@westwoodchurch.bc.ca or 250-562-3711.   

 

Sincerely, 

 

Robert Dyck 

Lead Pastor 

Westwood Church   

mailto:robert@westwoodchurch.bc.ca
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PREACHING SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

Thank you for your participation in this on-line survey.  Your participation is appreciated and 

will hopefully contribute to serving Christian millennials through the ministry of preaching 

with increased effectiveness.  By pressing “continue” you consent to your participation in 

this survey.  Every effort will be made to ensure the anonymity of your responses.  All data 

will be stored for the duration of the project in a secure Canadian based storage system.  

Please respond to the following questions as accurately as possible.   

 

1. I was born between 1982 and 2000.       Yes        No (circle one) 

 

2. I am                                                         Male      Female (circle one) 

 

3. My first language is English                   Yes        No (circle one) 

 

4. I profess to be a Christian                       Yes        No 

 

5. I have been a Christian for ____ years (circle one) 

 

Less than 1          1-5         6-10       More than 10 

 

6. I live in (circle one) 

 

Greater Vancouver/Langley     Fraser Valley      Okanagan       Northern Region      Other 

        

7. In any given month, I participate in worship services (circle one)   

 

             2 times        3 times         more than 3 times     
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8. Listening to a sermon within a worship service at my local church is not a primary 

source for my spiritual formation. 

 

strongly agree      agree       don’t know     disagree         strongly disagree 

 

 

9. I believe the Bible to be the Word of God and is reliable and trustworthy. 

 

strongly agree      agree      don’t know     disagree         strongly disagree 

 

10. Having a pastor preach through a book in the Bible is more helpful for my spiritual 

formation than a topical approach. 

 

strongly agree       agree       don’t know    disagree         strongly disagree 

 

 

11. Within a sermon, I do not require clear explanation of the biblical text set in its 

historical context for my understanding and application. 

 

Strongly agree       agree      don’t know       disagree         strongly disagree 

 

 

12. It is not important that I witness personal passion in the preacher. 

 

strongly agree         agree          don’t know        disagree         strongly disagree 

 

13. Understanding how the person of Jesus fits into every sermon, and what He asks of 

His disciples, is very important for my spiritual formation. 

 

strongly agree         agree       don’t know        disagree         strongly disagree 
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14. I believe that through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, God provided the way 

for the forgiveness of my sins 

 

strongly agree     agree      don’t know     disagree         strongly disagree 

 

 

15. Grammatical details within the biblical text that are highlighted in a sermon help me 

to understand and apply the text more personally. 

 

strongly agree        agree       don’t know      disagree          strongly disagree 

 

 

16. Use of imagination through illustration, story, or testimony contributes to my 

understanding of theological concepts or doctrine. 

 

strongly agree        agree       don’t know       disagree         strongly disagree     

 

 

17. It is not important to me that a preacher identifies personal or cultural challenges that 

arise from the biblical text.   

 

strongly agree         agree       don’t know       disagree         strongly disagree 

 

18. A sermon should engage with morally divisive issues. 

 

strongly agree         agree        don’t know      disagree         strongly disagree 
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19. In my view, Jesus Christ was not the divine Son of God. 

 

strongly agree         agree       don’t know       disagree         strongly disagree 

 

20. A sermon should be preached in 30 minutes or less for it to have maximum impact in 

my life.      

 

strongly agree         agree           don’t know        disagree         strongly disagree 

 

21. A sermon does not have to outline practical and immediate action steps in order for it 

to have an impact on me. 

 

strongly agree         agree        don’t know        disagree         strongly disagree 

 

22. In order for a sermon to have impact on my life, I must be convinced that there is 

integrity and congruence between what the preacher says and who they are as a person. 

strongly agree         agree         don’t know        disagree         strongly disagree 

    

23. A sermon helps guide me in my life choices. 

 

strongly agree         agree        don’t know        disagree         strongly disagree  

 

24. A sermon should be bold and specific in calling the listener to obedience to what the 

Bible asks.  

 

strongly agree         agree          don’t know         disagree        strongly disagree 

 

25.  I affirm and experience the Holy Spirit’s guidance in my life as One who counsels, 

comforts, and convicts.   

strongly agree         agree           don’t know         disagree        strongly disagree      
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FOCUS GROUP SCRIPT  

Interviewer Introduction and Purpose of Group 

Good evening and welcome to this Focus Group!  Thank you for your willingness to 

participate in a research project that has been a personal interest of mine involving preaching 

and millennials.  In a moment I will explain in greater depth, our purpose for this Focus 

Group but first a few housekeeping details.  Due to Covid, you have been spaced accordingly 

and ask that you ensure physical distancing with others.  The bathrooms are just outside the 

room and you are free to use them as needed.  I have two Note Takers this evening, Leanne 

Dyck and Carleen Shauer.  They will capture our conversation through notes for my benefit 

following this Focus Group and you can be assured that each participant is anonymous in the 

note taking.  will Your participation in this study by Robert Dyck, the Principal Researcher, 

is greatly appreciated.  We will be here for about 75 minutes.  If for any reason, you need to 

excuse yourself from this Focus Group, you are free to do so. 

 

The reason we’re here today is to gather your feedback on the quantitative results of an 

anonymous on-line survey.  This survey was distributed to approximately 100 churches in the 

British Columbia Mennonite Brethren denomination.  Christian millennials were invited to 

participate in this survey and responded to 25 questions focused on preaching and spiritual 

formation.  The Principal Researcher, Robert Dyck, is exploring various factors or qualities 

of preaching a sermon that contribute to the spiritual formation of a Christian millennial.      

 

I’m going to lead our discussion today. I will be asking you questions about the quantitative 

results of the survey for the purpose of gaining qualitative data which ideally will add greater 

depth and clarity to the study. 

 

I also would like you to know this Focus Group will be recorded in written form by a silent 

Note Taker who will be with us through our time together.  The identities of all participants 

will remain confidential.  The written transcript allows the Principal Investigator to revisit 

our discussion for the purposes of developing and writing his dissertation and any further 

presentations he may wish to pursue. 

 

Ground rules   

To allow our conversation to flow more freely, I’d like to go over some ground rules. 

1. Only one person speaks at a time. This is doubly important as our goal is to make a 

written transcript of our conversation today. It is difficult to capture everyone’s 

experience and perspective if there are multiple voices at once. 

2. Please avoid side conversations. 

3. Everyone doesn’t have to answer every single question, but I’d like to hear from each 

of you today as the discussion progresses. 
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4. This is a confidential discussion.  Names of participants will not even be included in 

the final report about this Focus Group. It also means, except for the report that will 

be written, what is said in this room stays in this room. 

5. We stress confidentiality because we want a transparent discussion. We want all of 

you to feel free to comment on each other’s remarks without fear your comments will 

be repeated later and possibly taken out of context. 

6. There are no “wrong answers,” just different opinions. Say what is true for you, even 

if you’re the only one who feels that way. Don’t let the group sway you. But if you do 

change your mind, let me know. 

7. Let me know if you need a break. The bathrooms are located down the hall.  Feel free 

to enjoy a beverage and a snack. 

8. Are there any questions? 

 

Introduction of participants   

Before we start, I’d like to know a little about each of you. Please tell me: 

 

1. Your name 

2. What you appreciate about Westwood Church 

 

Focus Group Questions (65 minutes) 

As we proceed with our discussion, as the Principal Investigator, I will provide a summary 

overview of the quantitative data and several significant findings which will then lead into 

our discussion. 

 

Presentation of an overview slide of the study, the participant data, and several findings.  

Insert bar graph for Question #8 and ask for a response in the Focus Group, “listening to a 

sermon within a worship service at my local church is a primary source for my spiritual 

formation?”  In the statistical analysis, there were several notable findings.  First, there was a 

difference between gender and “doctrinal convictions.”  Highlight bar graph of gender and 

convictions.  Second, there was a difference between gender and “sermon elements.”  

Highlight bar graph.  Third, monthly attendance affected the strength of doctrinal 

convictions in greater measure than length of time being a Christian.    
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1. What are some initial observations about these findings that stand out for you?   

 

Let’s turn our attention to the four different categories that the survey results represent 

and dig a little deeper. 

 

Core doctrinal convictions of the participant 

2. Highlight bar graph showing “gender and convictions.”  (Doctrinal convictions 

are centred on four areas including viewing the Scriptures as reliable and trustworthy; 

embracing Jesus as the Son of God, as the way to experience salvation from sin, and 

following him in obedience; affirming the person and work of the Holy Spirit’s life in 

the participant).  When you consider the category centred on “core doctrinal 

convictions of the participant” do the results generally represent your observation of 

Christian millennials?  If not, where do you see some of the differences?  How are 

Christian millennial’s doctrinal convictions evidenced from your perspective?  Can 

you comment on the overall strong agreement with Question #13 where the person of 

Jesus needs to be integrated into a sermon.  Why is this so important for a Christian 

millennial?  Highlight Question #13 with bar graph.   

 

3. How might you explain the finding that in this sample, men scored higher in their 

doctrinal convictions than women?  

 

4. From your perspective, what are effective ways to teach Christian doctrine through 

preaching a sermon to millennials?  Insert Question #10 bar graph as an example. 

     

Elements of a sermon 

 

5. Specific to the finding on gender differences and sermon elements, women tended to 

rank higher (more important) aspects such as careful explanation of the biblical text, 

grammatical details, and use of imagination for their spiritual formation.  Why might 

women have scored this area as more important for their spiritual formation than 

men?  Insert bar graphs for Questions #11 and #15. 

 

6. When you consider the survey responses to the different elements of a sermon, do the 

responses resonate with your own experience?  If so, how so?  If not, what are some 

of the differences?  (focus on exegesis, imagination, length of time) 

 

7. Insert bar graph for Question #20 on time.  Does the overall response of this 

question surprise you?  Why or why not?     
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Aspects of application 

8. Highlight Questions #21 and #24.  When you consider the survey responses to 

different aspects of sermon application, can you provide some insight as to the 

importance of sermon application in a Christian millennial’s life?  From your 

experience, are Christian millennials seeking specific and clear application within a 

sermon or would they rather work it out either by themselves or in a community of 

peers?   

   

9. Highlight Question #23 with bar graph.  What is it about a sermon that helps guide 

a Christian millennial in their life choices?  Are there specific areas within a Christian 

millennial’s life where this is evidenced in greater measure?  Highlight Question #18 

and include bar graph.  What are some of the current morally divisive issues?            

 

Qualities of the preacher 

10. Highlight Questions #12 and #22.  The importance of a preacher’s personal 

character and passion are two strong themes that emerge from this study sample of 

Christian millennials.  Why do you think these are such strongly held values?  How 

do these findings resonate with or differ from your own experience? 

 

As we conclude our Focus Group, are there any final comments that anyone might like to add 

to our our discussion?   

   

 

 

Closing  

I thank you for coming today to discuss the different factors of preaching that contribute to a 

Christian millennial’s faith formation.  Your input has provided significant qualitative 

elements to this study and I thank you for your time.  You are dismissed. 
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DEBRIEFING FORM 

 

Project Title 

CHRISTIAN MILLENNIALS AND THEIR SPIRITUAL FORMATION:  UTILIZING 

EXPOSITORY PREACHING TO IMPACT BRITISH COLUMBIAN MENNONITE 

BRETHREN MILLENNIALS. 

 

Thank you for participating in this study through the Focus Group discussion.  Your input is 

valued and contributes to my personal understanding of which factors of expository 

preaching contribute to the spiritual formation of a Christian millennial.   

In a post-Christian culture, absolute or authoritative truth, as seen in the person of Jesus and 

through the Scriptures known as God’s Word, is not something to be embraced or valued.  

Rather, the embrace of diversity and tolerance of multiple worldviews is a primary value.  

Yet, many, such as millennials, in the midst of a confusing cultural landscape, are seeking a 

worldview (truth) that is firmly anchored, and makes a difference in the world and in the 

lives of people.  In light of this, I believe that millennials are open to hearing from God 

through His Scriptures (the Bible) in the form of preaching.  

Having served in pastoral ministry for twenty-seven years, and having observed the 

emergence of the millennials in that period, my personal sense is that preaching a sermon 

continues to contribute to their spiritual formation.  However, I believe that in order to truly 

have an impact, sermons and their presentation need to be framed by several criteria.  First, I 

believe sermons must be clear in emphasizing core doctrine and differentiating Christian 

doctrine from other worldviews.  Second, in a culture that is increasingly biblically illiterate, 

I believe sermons must help the listener understand the Scriptures in creative, relevant, and 

practical ways.  Third, I am convinced that the person and work of Jesus, must be central in a 

sermon so that the listener is always brought back to Jesus.  Fourth, I believe that the 

application of a sermon must be tangible and immediate for it to engage a millennial.  And 

finally, it is my personal conviction that the communicator of the sermon (eg. Preacher) must 

be authentic in their teaching and living, engaging with people, and engaged with difficult 

current issues, and helping the listener to “hear from God” through the Scriptures as they 

pursue a Christ-centred life. 

Again, thank you for your participation.  If you would like any information about the results 

of the study once it is completed, you can contact me at robert@westwoodchurch.bc.ca.    

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:robert@westwoodchurch.bc.ca
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