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Storytelling Sermons  

 Much of current preaching will summarize the points of the text and bring in other 

illustrations to help make the sermon memorable. Then the preacher is disappointed when the 

listeners can only remember the illustrations and have no idea what the text said. The lectionary 

texts tend to fragment the Bible and most believers in America today do not know the sequence 

of God’s story.1 As pastors, we want our people to grow in Bible knowledge, but we are the ones 

that do the work of digging into the Bible. Michael Novelli makes a great point when he says, 

“For years the church has taught scattered, random bits of Biblical knowledge but few remember 

these bits. Preachers become like momma birds, predigesting the Scripture and then regurgitating 

it back to the congregation in bite sized pieces. Maybe they will take nourishment or maybe they 

will spew it back.”2 Our congregations need to be able to feed themselves. 

 Much of preaching is more like a lecture where the Bible is fit into the presentation and it 

becomes an informed speech with scriptural principles. If the Bible is really the living Word, 

shouldn’t we be able to learn from it directly and shouldn’t our people be able to seek the Lord 

through it? There is a need to reclaim story as a communication tool for God’s word. The Bible 

is 75% narrative, 15% poetry and 10% instructional. Poetry stimulates our brains in a similar 

manner to story.3 So we can see that 90% of the Bible can be integrated into our brains well 

when told like a story. In contrast, typical Church teaching is 90% purely instructional, exactly 

                                                 
1 Avery T. Willis and Mark Snowden, Truth That Sticks: How to Communicate Velcro Truth in a Teflon 

World (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2010), Kindle,1579. 
2 Michael Novelli, Shaped by the Story: Discover the Art of Bible Storying, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis, MN: 

Sparkhouse Press, 2013), Kindle, 37. 
3 Curt Thompson, Anatomy of the Soul: Surprising Connections between Neuroscience and Spiritual 

Practices That Can Transform Your Life and Relationships (Carol Stream, IL: SaltRiver, ©2010), 103. 
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opposite of the Book that it teaches from. The expository methodology is what we know and 

have invested effort into and so it is hard to let go and change methodology.4 

 In the past as we preached we assumed that our congregation already knew the story and 

we would insult their intelligence by repeating it. Over time, we have come to realize that the 

congregations that we have served really do not know that much about the Bible. When we 

remove the elements of the story: context, details, and dialogue, we also remove the structure 

that helps our people remember the truth contained in the story. We forget that Jesus 

communicated the most profound truths through story.5 

 We have mistakenly assumed that we could make disciples by preaching sermons to 

them. I agree with Avery Willis, “Trying to make disciples through preaching is like spraying 

milk over a nursery full of screaming babies just hoping some of it falls into their mouths.”6 

Preaching can teach and inspire but discipling is best accomplished in the small group. However, 

that does not mean that preaching cannot support the small group effort.   

 We began to use storytelling small groups for our discipleship format after experiencing 

it ourselves. It was amazing that storytelling was such a powerful communication tool. Why not 

use it for sermons, also? We prepare our sermons much as we prepare to lead a storytelling 

group. We learn the story and its context. In a sermon series, we can connect the stories from 

Sunday to Sunday. Obviously, we cannot ask questions during a sermon like in a small group. As 

we prepare, we answer the small group questions ourselves. Through prayerful consideration, we 

generally pick three questions and answers for the sermon that we think will be helpful for our 

church. We use the story itself to illustrate the points. 

                                                 
4 Novelli, 8. 
5 Willis, 306. 
6 Ibid, 715. 
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 At first it seemed that these sermons were too simplistic and we wondered if we were 

depriving our people of good teaching. Storytelling sermons are much easier to remember and 

preach. We found that our congregation loved it. The children were engaged because we were 

telling a story they could understand. The adults loved the context. They were beginning to 

understand how the stories of the Bible connected and theologically, the Bible was making more 

sense to them. People felt safe inviting unbelievers to church because the story is non-

confrontational and the truth can slip into hearts and minds under the radar. Everyone can learn 

from a story, and stories travel better than sermon outlines or a fill in the blank study guide.7 

 

                                                 
7 Willis, 1412. 


