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Abstract: Paul’s ministry goal was to persuade others (2 Cor 5:11).  Duane Litfin 

limits the preacher’s persuasive efforts to “helping the listener to comprehend, not 

toward inducing him to yield.” In contrast to Litfin and by examining the rhetorical 

context of Paul’s ministry, this paper argues that Paul’s preaching strategy aimed 

at persuading listeners to change. Paul extended his persuasive appeals to the 

understanding, the emotions, and the will. Paul proclaimed the gospel so that 

listeners could comprehend, but he targeted more than comprehension. This paper 

examines the theological implications of Paul’s persuasive strategy for apologetics 

and homiletics. 

 

 

The apostle Paul persuaded through his preaching. He proclaimed the power of the gospel 

and relied upon the ministry of the Holy Spirit, and he aimed at changed lives through his 

preaching. Paul proclaimed the message of the gospel, but sought more than informational 

acquisition for his listeners. Paul explained to the Corinthians his goal, “Therefore, knowing the 

fear of the Lord, we persuade others. But what we are is known to God, and I hope it is known 

also to your conscience” (2 Cor 5:11).1 

Duane Litfin seeks to limit the role of persuasion in Paul’s theology to the comprehension 

of the listener. The preacher’s goal should not be convincing the listener to act. Instead the 

preacher’s persuasive goal is the hearer’s understanding. Litfin writes, 

the goal of preaching should be so to present the gospel that the listener comprehends, 

sees, is grasped by the issues involved. This may well include and even require the use of 

emotional appeals, but those appeals will be directed toward helping the listener to 

comprehend, not toward inducing him to yield.2 

The preacher is a herald or ambassador for Christ. The preacher proclaims good news. Litfin seeks 

to protect the role of the Holy Spirit in the decision-making process. He hopes to avoid 

manipulation on the part of the preacher. Unfortunately, Litfin’s hedge of protection against 

manipulation ends up neutering the ministry of the preacher. 

This paper argues that Paul’s preaching strategy aims at persuading listeners to change. 

Paul extends his persuasive appeals to the understanding, the emotions, and the will. Paul 

proclaims the gospel so that listeners can comprehend, but targets more than comprehension. He 

persuades his listeners to yield their lives to the truth they hear. The preacher’s appeal to the 

emotions goes beyond comprehension and aims at motivating change. The preacher’s goal is more 

than explanation. The preacher’s goal is persuasion. 

This paper explores the rhetorical strategy of the apostle and argues for the use of emotional 

                                                      
1 Scripture quotations are from the The Holy Bible, English Standard Version, ©2001 by Crossway. 
2 Duane Litfin, Paul’s Theology of Preaching: The Apostle’s Challenge to the Art of Persuasion in Ancient 

Corinth (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2015), 347. 
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story illustrations to persuade listeners to yield. We begin with Litfin’s attempt to deny the 

persuasive work of the preacher by distinguishing between comprehension and yielding. Then we 

explore the context of Paul’s rhetorical priorities by setting his strategy within the broader Greco-

Roman context. The ancient context provides the background to understand Paul’s language of 

persuasion. Paul expects comprehension, but he does not stop there in his move toward action. 

Paul’s persuasive strategy does not negate the ministry of the Holy Spirit in bringing 

change. He relies upon the work of the Spirit. Preaching can only be persuasive by the power of the 

Spirit, but reliance upon the Spirit does not ask the preacher to stop before calling for change and 

pressing his listeners to change. The sermon does not come to a screeching halt so that the Spirit 

can then bring change. The Spirit can bring change through the explanation, illustration, and 

application within the sermon. With the persuasive strategy explained within the context of Paul’s 

rhetorical context, we will apply Paul’s strategy to the use of sermon illustrations. Illustrations 

provide power to the preacher in his goal of changing his listeners. Sermons explain the message, 

but also work on the listeners’ emotions to bring change. 
 

LITFIN’S PERSUASIVE STEPS 

Litfin attempts to draw a subtle distinction within persuasion between comprehension and 

yielding. Litfin relies upon psychologist William McGuire who breaks persuasion into five steps: 

attention, comprehension, yielding, retention, and action.3 Litfin uses McGuire’s “commonsense 

sequence of steps” to help explain the complexity of persuasion.4 Litfin draws a line between 

comprehension and yielding; he allows the preacher to strive for comprehension but not yielding in 

his listeners. Litfin’s distinction fails because he oversimplifies the distinctions and unnecessarily 

sharpens the differences between the steps when they are interconnected. 

Litfin’s oversimplification of McGuire’s steps of persuasion arises in his use of McGuire 

and his attempts to draw sharp lines between the steps. Litfin lists five steps, but McGuire’s 

strategy is more complex. McGuire includes twelve steps, and warns against the dangers of treating 

the successive steps independently.5 Litfin acknowledges the simplification when he writes, 

“William McGuire explains that human persuasion may be broken down into at least five steps.”6 

Theorists relying upon McGuire’s work also recognize the changes in the field of study since his 

seminal research. Self-reporting of attitude change, upon which McGuire relied, yields different 

results than newer methods focused on implicit measurements of change.7 Litfin’s attempt to draw 

a sharp distinction between steps two and three fails because it rests on an oversimplification of his 

source material. He admits the situation is more complex even as he presses his distinction. 

Litfin removes the fourth and fifth steps of retention and yielding from consideration for the 

preacher because they occur after the preaching is finished. Again Litfin is guilty of 

oversimplification. It can be admitted that the listener will likely not have opportunity to physically 

or verbally act on the change that takes place during the sermon, but it does not follow that change 

does not take place until after the sermon. A preacher’s goal is often to foster belief which can take 

place in the midst of the sermon itself. The Holy Spirit can bring change while listening to a 

sermon. Change does not have to wait until later reflection on the sermon. Timothy Keller argues 

                                                      
3 Litfin, Paul’s Theology of Preaching, 278. 
4 Litfin, Paul’s Theology of Preaching, 279, n. 31. 
5 William J. McGuire, “The Nature of Attitudes and Attitude Change,” in The Handbook of Social 

Psychology, ed. Gardner Lindzey and Elliot Aronson, 3rd Ed., vol. Vol. 2 (New York: Knopf, 1985), 259–61. 
6 Litfin, Paul’s Theology of Preaching, 278. Emphasis added. 
7 William D. Crano and Ramila Prislin, eds., Attitudes and Attitude Change (New York: Psychology Press, 

2008), 4. 
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that preachers should aim to “change people right in their seats.”8 Jason Meyer presses this 

expectation of change happening during the sermon further, “If change does not take place during 

the sermon, there is little hope that people will apply the sermon to their lives in a lasting way 

afterward.”9 Litfin’s removal of action from the sermon itself ignores the power of the Spirit he 

seeks to protect. 

Litfin succeeds in drawing a distinction between the measure of the effectiveness of a 

preacher as compared to an ancient orator, but the difference does not rest in the distinction 

between comprehension and yielding. Orators measured success based on their effectiveness in 

bringing change to the audience. Preachers, according to Litfin, should only be concerned about 

their faithfulness in presenting the message. Preachers are heralds whose success can only be 

measured by their fulfillment of their assignment. The response of the listeners falls outside the 

herald’s responsibility.  

Litfin strains the biblical language of herald too finely. Preachers must consider the 

response of the audience. The preacher readily admits that he cannot prompt change on his own. 

The work required is the supernatural work of the Spirit, but reliance upon the Spirit does not 

negate the preacher’s interest in the response of his listeners. The preacher should communicate 

clearly and press his listeners to change. The preacher’s push for the congregation to yield does not 

negate the ministry of the Spirit, but rests upon it. Both Keller and Meyer, who encouraged 

preachers to target change while people are in their seats listening to the sermon, make explicit 

reference to the ministry of the Holy Spirit. Meyer’s hope for change within the sermon is followed 

immediately by the declaration of dependence upon the Spirit, “This transformation comes only 

from the transforming power of the Spirit flowing through the life-giving word of God.”10 Keller 

admits that the preacher’s persuasion rests upon the Holy Spirit and devotes the concluding part of 

his book to ministry of the Spirit in preaching.11  

All communicators must take the needs of their audience into consideration. The message 

must be adapted to the audience. In fact, Litfin’s approach to public speaking builds from an 

audience-centered approach.12 The image of a herald can still fit the preacher who considers the 

needs of his audience. He is not free to change the basic truth of the gospel message, but he must 

adapt it to his listeners. Otherwise he is not really a herald announcing the message in the manner 

adapted to his listeners, but is reduced to the role of town crier who merely reads an announcement 

without consideration of his listeners and then quickly disappears from the scene. Instead of the 

town crier, the preacher is like the White House Press Secretary who engages in thoughtful 

application to the press’ questions instead of merely reading a written statement and disappearing 

from view.  

Litfin’s confusion on the question of persuasion first appeared in his 1977 Christianity 

Today article on the “Perils of Persuasive Preaching.”13 Litfin reaffirms these conclusions in an 

adapted version of the article which appears as an appendix in his updated 2015 text on Paul’s 

preaching.14 Litfin reasserts his fear that persuasive preachers will produce false results. Based on 

the distorted experience of listening to a revivalist preacher, Litfin fears the possibility of 

brainwashing and sermon results that rest on the power of the preacher rather than the power of the 

Spirit.  

                                                      
8 Timothy Keller, Preaching: Communicating Faith in an Age of Skepticism (New York: Viking, 2015), 165. 
9 Jason C. Meyer, Preaching: A Biblical Theology (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2013), 251. 
10 Meyer, Preaching, 251. 
11 Keller, Preaching, 191-210. 
12 Duane Litfin, Public Speaking: A Handbook for Christians (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1981), 37. 
13 Duane Litfin, “Perils of Persuasive Preaching,” Christianity Today 21, no. 9 (February 4, 1977): 14-17. 
14 Litfin, Paul’s Theology of Preaching, 339–49. 
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Adam Dooley points out the failure of Litfin’s conclusion. Litfin fears that the change in the 

listener could rest upon the preacher’s inclusion of persuasive strategies, but Dooley asks us to 

consider if the lack of change could rest upon the preacher’s exclusion of persuasive strategies. “A 

failure to solicit a particular response or goal while preaching could ascertain an increased 

possibility that the absence of decisions is also the result of man rather than God.”15 The lack of 

response may result from the preacher’s decision to exclude a call to yield.  

Litfin rests upon a false separation between comprehension and yielding. He rightly seeks 

to protect the power and sufficiency of the Holy Spirit, but he ends up confusing the issue by 

separating the work of the Spirit from the persuasive work of the preacher. Instead, like the 

collector who keeps his prized possession behind glass without using it for its purpose, Litfin 

isolates the Spirit from the preacher’s persuasive work. Dooley offers a corrective to involve the 

Spirit directly in the persuasive work of the preacher, “Persuasion is not a substitute for the power 

of the Holy Spirit, but rather, a means by which the Holy Spirit is unleashed to work freely.”16 

Litfin affirms the priority and significance of the Spirit in the transformative work of preaching, but 

instead of affirming the Spirit’s work through the preacher’s persuasive appeals to yield, Litfin 

seeks to separate the work of the preacher and the work of the Spirit into distinct categories. 
 

LITFIN ON PAUL’S REJECTION OF RHETORIC 

Litfin’s argument builds from his understanding of the Greco-Roman context of Paul’s 

preaching. Looking at 1 Cor 1-4, Litfin argues that Paul understood the rhetorical context of 

Corinth because he was “an intelligent and literate man who was born a Roman citizen of Tarsus, 

was trained in an increasingly Hellenized Jerusalem, spoke fluent Greek, and lived and moved 

perceptively in the Hellenistic world of the first century.”17 Even without a detailed explanation in 

Scripture of Paul’s educational background, we can be sure of his exposure to Greco-Roman 

rhetoric because of the “widespread omnipresence of Greek rhetoric” throughout the Roman 

Empire in the first century.18 Paul would have heard orators and learned the basic ideas within 

rhetoric through his education. Bullmore confirms Litfin’s assessment of Paul’s educational 

background when he concludes, “Certainly, even if schooled in Jerusalem, Paul had some earlier 

exposure to Greco-Roman culture.”19
 

Paul’s experience within the Roman legal system would also have exposed him to the 

rhetorical strategies of the period. The law courts were the primary venue for ancient oratory,20 and 

before writing to the Corinthians, Paul had experience in the Roman legal system at Corinth (Acts 

18:12-17). Paul’s background included exposure to and experience with Greco-Roman rhetorical 

strategies. 

Litfin acknowledges that Paul understands the rhetorical context and then he argues that 

Paul purposefully rejected persuasion. According to Litfin, Paul rejected persuasion because it 

made the audience the judge of the message and it denied the role of the Spirit. The ancient rhetor 

                                                      
15 Adam B. Dooley, “Utilizing Biblical Persuasion Techniques in Preaching without Being Manipulative” 

(PhD diss., The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2006), 82. 
16 Dooley, “Utilizing Biblical Persuasion Techniques,” 82. 
17 Litfin, Paul’s Theology of Preaching, 121. 
18 James L. Kinneavy, Greek Rhetorical Origins of Christian Faith: An Inquiry (New York: Oxford 

University, 1987), 91. 
19 Michael A. Bullmore, St. Paul’s Theology of Rhetorical Style: An Examination of I Corinthians 2.1-5 in 

Light of First Century Graeco-Roman Rhetorical Culture (San Francisco: International Scholars Publications, 1995), 

181. 
20 George A. Kennedy, The Art of Rhetoric in the Roman World 300 B.C.-A.D. 300 (Princeton: Princeton 

University, 1972), 434. 
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adapted his message to his audience. The willingness to adapt resulted from the orator’s 

recognition that the audience was the judge of his effectiveness. In contrast, Paul served as a herald 

who did not adapt the message to his audience.  Caught in the foolishness of the world, the 

Corinthians were not in a position to judge Paul’s preaching. Schnabel concurs when he argues that 

the message of the gospel “cannot be adapted to the requirements and categories of traditional 

rhetoric.”21  

Paul develops the contrast between the wisdom of the world and the wisdom of God. Litfin 

describes the double foolishness of the preacher based on 1 Cor 1-4: the message is foolish, but so 

is the method of simple pronouncement. Both the form and content of the gospel are foolish from 

men’s perspective. Litfin make his conclusion clear: Paul rejects Greco-Roman rhetoric not 

because persuasion is “inherently unworthy,” but rather that it is entirely human. Persuasion is 

“unsuitable for the purposes of preaching the gospel.”22  

For Litfin, the preacher’s task is to proclaim the truth of the gospel and to rely upon the 

work of the Spirit to bring change in listeners’ thinking. The preacher does not persuade because 

persuasion is entirely the ministry of the Spirit. The foolish of this age cannot understand the 

wisdom of God. Therefore, Paul concludes, “my speech and my message were not in plausible 

words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, so that your faith might not rest 

in the wisdom of men but in the power of God” (1 Cor 2:4-5). 
 

THE RHETORICAL CONTEXT OF 1 CORINTHIANS 2 

Litfin rejects the preacher’s use of persuasion based on his reading of 1 Cor 2. The preacher 

should inform his listeners, but not persuade them. Litfin builds his argument from the rhetorical 

context of the Greco-Roman world, but he fails to recognize the impact of that background on 

Paul’s argument. In contrast to Litfin, we see that Paul is not rejecting rhetoric or the use of 

persuasion; Paul is rejecting the improper and manipulative uses of persuasion utilized by ancient 

orators and appealed to by the Corinthians.   

Litfin appears on solid footing based on the initial reading of 1 Cor 2:4 where Paul appears 

to reject all persuasive arguments, but the broader Greco-Roman rhetorical context indicates that 

Paul is not rejecting all persuasion; he only rejects persuasion based on the orator’s skill or opinion. 

Paul roots his message in the truth of the gospel. First, we must understand the rhetorical context of 

the Greco-Roman world of the first century. Understanding the context allows us to see that Paul 

uses a rhetorical strategy in his argument in 1 Cor. Then we will explore the broader context of 

Paul’s language of persuasion. 

1. Greco-Roman Rhetoric in 1 Corinthians. Research on the rhetoric of Paul and the ancient 

world provides insight into what Paul rejects in 1 Cor 2. He does not reject persuasion. He rejects 

the cultural uses of false persuasive strategies. We first examine the broad context of rhetoric to see 

how Paul’s argument utilizes rhetoric within the context of the ancient world, and then we will 

focus more directly on the contrast of Paul with the expectations of Sophistic rhetoric. 

Paul’s argument in 1 Cor fits in the category of deliberative rhetoric. Mitchell shows the 

unity of the letter by connecting each of the letter’s themes to the overall problem of factionalism 

in the church.23 Paul utilizes rhetoric to challenge the disunity in the Corinthian church. Pogoloff 

affirms Mitchell’s understanding of Paul’s use of rhetoric even while acknowledging the 

                                                      
21 Eckhard J. Schnabel, Paul the Missionary: Realities, Strategies and Methods (Downers Grove, IL: IVP 

Academic, 2008), 349. 
22 Litfin, Paul’s Theology of Preaching, 302. 
23 Margaret M. Mitchell, Paul and the Rhetoric of Reconciliation: An Exegetical Investigation of the 

Language and Composition of 1 Corinthians (Tübingen: Mohr, 1991), 66. 
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limitations of her reconstruction of the rhetorical situation in Corinth. Paul’s proclamation of the 

gospel reflects his strategy of letting the truth speak for itself. Paul does not rely on manipulative 

rhetorical techniques. He wants the faith of the Corinthians to rest in something more than clever 

arguments.24  

One does not need to be convinced by Mitchell’s examples of parallels from ancient 

speeches or even agree with her assessment that 1 Cor is deliberative to agree with her broader 

point. Paul utilizes rhetoric. Others may see evidence of epideictic rhetoric in the letter,25 but the 

delineations between deliberative and epideictic rhetoric do not always hold firm. The common 

affirmation in these positions is the use of rhetoric by the apostle.  

Admittedly, there are interpreters who deny the Greco-Roman rhetorical context of the 

Corinthian correspondence.26 Some commentators influenced by the history of religions school 

point to the Gnostic influence on the letter27 or the apocalyptic influence from contemporary 

Judaism.28 Others emphasis the Old Testament wisdom literature influence on Paul’s arguments 

contrasting the wisdom of the world with the wisdom of God.29 The recognition of Old Testament 

influences can be held alongside the recognition of the Greco-Roman rhetorical context.30  Paul’s 

training included his study of the Jewish Scriptures and the rhetorical context of the world in which 

he lived. Thiselton affirms the Greco-Roman context, as we will see below, while also affirming 

the importance of understanding the influence of the Old Testament in the opening chapters of 1 

Corinthians.31  

The multiplicity of interpretations does not aid Litfin in his conclusions. Litfin’s argument 

rests upon Paul’s explicit rejection of the Greco-Roman expectations. The Greco-Roman context 

for the letters has been increasingly recognized, on this we agree with Litfin, but Paul’s rejection of 

that rhetoric does not discard persuasion itself. Greater clarity is afforded by seeing the specific 

influence of Sophistic rhetoric among the Corinthians. 

2. Paul’s Opposition to Sophistic Rhetoric. The broader rhetorical context advocated by 

Mitchell and Pogoloff finds further clarification in the work of Bruce Winter. Mitchell and 

Pogoloff, like Litfin, do not recognize the Sophistic influence in Corinth.32 Litfin overlooks the 

more specific debate among ancient orators regarding style. Bullmore complements Winter’s 

emphasis on the Sophistic style. The debate in the ancient world between Asianists and Atticists 

focused on style.33 Paul’s objection is not to rhetoric itself, but to rhetorical strategies based upon 

                                                      
24 Stephen M. Pogoloff, Logos and Sophia: The Rhetorical Situation of 1 Corinthians (Atlanta, GA: Scholars 

Press, 1992), 138. 
25 J. F. M. Smit, “Epideictic Rhetoric in Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians 1--4,” Biblica 84, no. 2 (2003): 

187. 
26 James A. Davis, Wisdom and Spirit: An Investigation of 1 Corinthians 1.18-3.20 Against the Background of 

Jewish Sapiential Traditions in the Greco-Roman Period (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1984). 
27 Walter Schmithals, Gnosticism in Corinth: An Investigation of the Letters to the Corinthians (Nashville, 

TN: Abingdon, 1971). 
28 Robin Scroggs, “Paul: Sopēos and Pneumatikos,” New Testament Studies 14, no. 1 (October 1967): 33–55. 
29 E. Earle Ellis, “Christ and Spirit in 1 Corinthians,” in Christ and Spirit in the New Testament., ed. Barnabas 

Lindars and Stephen S. Smalley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973); Ulrich Wilckens, “Zu 1 Kor. 2:6-

16,” in Theologia crucis, signum crucis: Festschr. für Erich Dinkler zum 70. Geburtstag, ed. Carl Andresen and Günter 

Klein (Tübingen: Mohr, 1979), 501–37. 
30 H. H. Drake Williams, The Wisdom of the Wise: The Presence and Function of Scripture within 1 Cor. 

1:18-3:23 (Boston: Brill, 2001), 10. 
31 Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, New 

International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 218–20. 
32 Bruce W. Winter, Philo and Paul among the Sophists: Alexandrian and Corinthian Responses to a Julio-

Claudian Movement, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 12. 
33 Bullmore, St. Paul’s Theology of Rhetorical Style, 16. 
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stylistic abilities. “Paul is consciously distancing himself from the studied oratory of the first 

century rhetorician which placed such confidence in the formal oratorical abilities of the 

speaker.”34 

A Sophistic orator would enter a city in order to prove his eloquence.  His goal was not to 

convince people by an argument based on truth, but by the effectiveness of his stylistic strategies. 

The Corinthians would judge a speaker based on his rhetorical eloquence.35 Paul rejects the 

ornamental or Sophistic style the Corinthians expected. The Corinthians are not judges of the truth; 

the truth judges them. The wisdom of the world is insufficient to measure the wisdom of God.  

The audience expected to stand in judgment over the speaker. The Sophist found success 

only when he could impact the emotions of the audience so that they affirmed his effectiveness as a 

speaker.36 The Sophist was not tied to any conception of truth, but was free to play to the 

audience’s expectations. Style and personality were the tools of the orator. Manipulation was an 

acceptable practice since the goal was the recognition of the orator’s skill. The orator sought honor 

and the audience expected to judge his worthiness. 

Paul rejected these manipulative expectations. Paul was not rejecting persuasion altogether. 

Paul rejected manipulative persuasion based on the stylistic skill of the orator. Thiselton 

summarizes, “Paul wants to let truth speak for itself, not to manipulate rhetoric to sway his 

audience by appeal to opinions.”37 Paul does not want the faith of the Corinthians to rest upon 

clever arguments or opinion.38 His preaching relies the proclamation of the truth. 

In contrast to the eloquent and lavish style of the Sophists, Paul adopted “a simple and 

unaffected style.”39 When we understand the rhetorical context of Paul, then we recognize that he is 

not rejecting persuasion altogether; he is rejecting the Sophistic expectations of persuasion rooted 

in human judgment and based on style. Gordon Fee offers a summary from the rhetorical study of 

the Corinthian context. What Paul “is rejecting is not preaching, not even persuasive preaching; 

rather it is the real danger in all preaching—self-reliance.”40 

Litfin affirms the dangers of self-reliance. Litfin acknowledges the rhetorical context of 

Paul. But Liftin rejects persuasion because he misses the stylistic errors of Sophistic rhetoric. 

Paul’s clear proclamation of the gospel rests upon the power of God. Paul can say “my speech and 

my message were not in plausible words of wisdom” without rejecting persuasion completely. Paul 

rejects Sophistic persuasion.  Paul rejects the Corinthians’ expectations that they could judge his 

ministry from within their cultural context. Paul expected to persuade his listeners. Persuasion is 

the task of the preacher. The language of persuasion in Paul’s preaching and letters affirms his 

preaching strategy. Paul rejected Sophistic persuasion without rejecting all persuasion. 
 

PAUL’S LANGUAGE OF PERSUASION 

Paul rejected Sophistic persuasion strategies in favor of the simple and direct preaching of 

the gospel. Litfin’s misunderstanding of 1 Cor 2:4 is corrected by examining the language of 

                                                      
34 Bullmore, St. Paul’s Theology of Rhetorical Style, 218. 
35 Raymond. Pickett, The Cross in Corinth: The Social Significance of the Death of Jesus, ed. Stanley E. 

Porter, Journal for the Study of the New Testament Supplement Series 143 (Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic 

Press, 1997), 54. 
36 Ben Witherington, Conflict and Community in Corinth: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on 1 and 2 

Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 47. 
37 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 219. Italics original. 
38 Pogoloff, Logos and Sophia, 138. 
39 Bullmore, St. Paul’s Theology of Rhetorical Style, 225. 
40 Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, New International Commentary on the New 

Testament. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 96. 
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persuasion in the rest of Paul’s ministry. Dooley examines the Old and New Testament language of 

persuasion to reach his verdict: “Litfin’s conclusions lack biblical validation and must, therefore, 

be rejected.”41 Far from excluding persuasion for the preacher, the biblical usage of the language 

affirms the preacher’s use of persuasion. 

The Greek verb πείθω is used 52 times in the New Testament and 42 of those uses translate 

as ‘convince’ or ‘persuade’ which fits with the extra-biblical usage from antiquity.42 Overstreet 

reviews the non-Pauline uses of the verb and concludes, “consistently point to persuasion and its 

results: being fully persuaded, trusting, having a confident belief.”43 The references to Paul’s 

persuasion by Luke and Paul’s own use of the verb supports the conclusions of Dooley and 

Overstreet that Paul expects his writing, teaching, and preaching to have a persuasive impact. 

Luke affirms of the persuasive impact of Paul’s preaching in Corinth which is where Litfin 

argues that Paul rejected persuasion. Luke writes, “he reasoned in the synagogue every Sabbath, 

and tried to persuade [ἔπειθέν] Jews and Greeks” (Acts 18:4). Even Paul’s opponents recognized 

his persuasive impact, “This man is persuading [ἀναπείθει] people to worship God contrary to the 

law” (Acts 18:13). Litfin’s focus is too narrow to see the broader biblical context. 

Luke’s view of Paul’s preaching includes persuasion outside of Corinth in Acts 17:4; 19:8; 

28:23, 24. In Thessalonica, “Paul went in, as was his custom, and on three Sabbath days he 

reasoned with them from the Scriptures, explaining and proving that it was necessary for the Christ 

to suffer and to rise from the dead, and saying, ‘This Jesus, whom I proclaim to you, is the Christ.’ 

And some of them were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas” (Acts 17:2-4). In Acts 17, 

proclamation and persuasion are connected. Paul proclaims in order to persuade. Contrary to 

Litfin’s separation of these terms, proclamation is not mere explanation; proclamation includes 

persuasion. 

Luke summarizes Paul’s ministry in Ephesus, “And he entered the synagogue and for three 

months spoke boldly, reasoning and persuading them about the kingdom of God” (Acts 19:8). 

Paul’s ministry in Rome continued to include persuasion, “When they had appointed a day for him, 

they came to him at his lodging in greater numbers. From morning till evening he expounded to 

them, testifying to the kingdom of God and trying to convince them about Jesus both from the Law 

of Moses and from the Prophets. And some were convinced by what he said, but others 

disbelieved” (Acts 28:23- 24). Luke’s description of Paul’s preaching ministry includes direct 

affirmation of his persuasive strategy. 

The persuasive strategy fits with Paul’s own use of the verb πείθω. The verb refers to 

persuasion which moves beyond mere comprehension. In Gal 1:10 Paul asks, “For am I now 

seeking the approval of man, or of God?” Persuasion involves the response of approval. In Rom 

2:8 Paul speaks of persuasion as obedience, “for those who are self-seeking and do not obey the 

truth, but obey unrighteousness, there will be wrath and fury.” Persuasion involves obedience or 

disobedience. Persuasion includes confidence as seen from 2 Cor 2:3, “And I wrote as I did, so that 

when I came I might not suffer pain from those who should have made me rejoice, for I felt sure of 

all of you, that my joy would be the joy of you all.” 2 Cor 10:7 involves a similar use of the verb, 

“If anyone is confident that he is Christ's, let him remind himself that just as he is Christ’s, so also 

are we.” Persuasion for Paul involves being convinced. An example from Rom 8:38-39 emphasizes 

Paul’s conviction, “For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things 

present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will 

                                                      
41 Dooley, “Utilizing Biblical Persuasion Techniques,” 68. 
42 Dooley, “Utilizing Biblical Persuasion Techniques,” 53. 
43 R. Larry Overstreet, Persuasive Preaching: A Biblical and Practical Guide to the Effective Use of 

Persuasion (Wooster, OH: Weaver, 2014), Kindle Locations 608-609. 
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be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 

Overstreet summarizes Paul’s persuasion: 

Paul himself clearly uses the verb πείθω (peithō) in his writings to refer to persuasion with 

action being the result and not merely comprehension. Sometimes the emphasis of Paul’s 

preaching focuses on obedience (e.g., Rom. 2:8; Gal. 5:7). On other occasions, Paul 

stresses the elements of confidence (e.g., Rom. 2:19; Phil. 1:6; Philemon 21), of being 

convinced (e.g., Rom. 8:38; 14:14; 15:14), and of faith/ trust (e.g., 2 Cor. 1:9; Phil. 1:14; 

2:24). Behind each of these elements, however, is the integral element of persuasion.44
 

The most decisive use of the verb with reference to preaching comes in 2 Cor 5:11, 

“Therefore, knowing the fear of the Lord, we persuade [πείθομεν] others. But what we are is known 

to God, and I hope it is known also to your conscience.” This verse provides Paul’s explicit 

declaration that persuasion is part of his ministry. Paul’s preaching ministry includes persuasion. 

Paul’s language of persuasion goes beyond the verb πείθω to include other verbs connected with 

warning and admonishing which affirm the repeated inclusion of πείθω as persuasion.45
 

Paul’s language of persuasion sets 1 Cor 2:4 in the fuller context of Paul’s persuasive 

strategy. Litfin wrongly interprets the adjective πειθός in 1 Cor 2:4. The adjective, found only here 

in the New Testament, should be interpreted in connection with Paul’s affirmative use of 

persuasion we have seen in his use of the verb πείθω.46 Paul’s positive use of persuasion as 

evidenced by 2 Cor 5:11 helps us interpret 1 Cor 2:4. Paul does not reject all persuasion, but rejects 

the abuses and stylistic ornamentation of Sophistic rhetoric in Corinth. 
 

RELIANCE UPON THE SPIRIT 

Litfin’s warnings about the dangers of persuasion are necessary, but his solution does not 

align with the biblical witness. Preachers must recognize the dangers of manipulation and self-

reliance, but these dangers do not remove the necessity of persuasive preaching. The preacher must 

rely upon the Spirit. Such reliance includes the recognition that the Spirit is indispensable for 

transformative preaching. The preacher aims at persuasion. His message and method aim at change 

in his listeners. The preacher cannot accomplish this task alone. 

Paul affirms the preacher’s reliance on the Spirit. As we have seen, Paul’s message came in 

the power of the Spirit because the Spirit reveals the truth of the gospel (1 Cor 2:4, 10). The gospel 

came through Paul’s preaching “in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction” (1 Thess 

1:5). The preacher depends on the Spirit. The message comes from the Spirit and the power to 

apply comes from the Spirit. 

The message of the cross remains foolishness apart from the empowering work of the 

Spirit. The Spirit illumines the truth. The message of the gospel has no power apart from the Spirit. 

The contrast Paul draws in 1 Cor 1-4 between the wisdom of God and the wisdom of men explains 

the necessity of the Spirit’s role. When Paul acknowledges that he does not come with the 

persuasive strategies of the Sophists (1 Cor 2:4), he readily admits his dependence upon the Spirit. 

Gospel proclamation only becomes wisdom through the work of the Spirit.47 The preacher always 

remains dependent upon the Spirit, but protecting the ministry of the Spirit does not include the 

                                                      
44 Overstreet, Persuasive Preaching, Kindle Locations 663-667. 
45 Dooley, “Utilizing Biblical Persuasion Techniques,” 63–64. 
46 Dooley, “Utilizing Biblical Persuasion Techniques,” 65. 
47 Simo Frestadius, “The Spirit and Wisdom in 1 Corinthians 2:1-13,” Journal of Biblical and 

Pneumatological Research 3 (September 2011): 62. 
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elimination of persuasive effort by the preacher. The preacher seeks to persuade because he knows 

the power of the Spirit.  

The Spirit is the source and the means of communicating the knowledge of the gospel.48 

The preacher’s persuasive ability or rhetorical adornment of the message never become the source 

or power of transformation. The Spirit always produces the change. The preacher relies upon the 

power of the Spirit as he calls his listeners to yield their lives to the hope of the gospel.  When we 

make the claim that a preacher persuades his listeners we must always keep the work of the Spirit 

in mind. We make the claim in the same manner that the New Testament affirms the persuasive 

power of Paul’ s preaching. Preachers persuade others in the power of the Spirit. The Spirit does 

not need Litfin’s protection. We can describe the ministry of preachers as persuasive while not 

negating the power of the Spirit. 

Like Paul, the preacher should be “willing to employ human eloquence…as long as it 

remains subservient to the message of the Gospel and the divine work of the Spirit.”49 Litfin’s 

warnings should cause preachers to humbly rely on the power of the Spirit in their persuasion 

rather than join Litfin in his attempt to remove all persuasion from the lips of the preacher. In the 

end, Litfin’s goals of urging and exhorting listeners cannot be separated from persuading 

listeners.50 The preacher persuades in the power of the Spirit. 

PERSUASION THROUGH SERMON ILLUSTRATIONS 

Litfin rejected persuasion out of concern for the ministry of the Spirit, but also because of 

the practical examples of manipulation he has witnessed. Preachers rely on emotionally charged 

stories in order to generate response. Litfin worries that manipulated responses are unbiblical and 

should be avoided. Again Litfin exposes a real danger, but his solution overreacts to the problem. 

The problem is not persuasion, but manipulative persuasion. Litfin offers practical advice in urging 

preachers to avoid “sentimental, story-laden messages that captivate the audience but fail to direct 

them to Christ.”51 Litfin understands any emotional appeal aimed at yielding, and here he seems to 

include any story or illustration that has an emotional component, as manipulative. He writes that 

all emotional “appeals will be directed toward helping the listener to comprehend, not toward 

inducing him to yield.”52  

For Litfin, stories should be avoided because the emotional impact might cause false 

responses based only on emotional manipulation rather than a direct comprehension of the biblical 

text. Again Litfin relies on the distinction which cannot hold: the distinction between 

comprehension and yielding. Instead of rejecting emotional appeals, the preacher uses emotionally 

charged stories to serve his persuasive purposes. The warning is worth hearing again; the preacher 

must not rely on himself, but should humbly rely on the power of the Spirit. The Spirit can use the 

persuasive impact of an emotional story to bring change in the life of the sermon listener. 

In this final section of the paper we apply the lessons we have learned to the ministry of 

illustrating the sermon with emotional stories. The recommendation of stories which connect 

emotionally does not require their use in every sermon—although their value must not be 

overlooked given the persuasive priorities of preaching—nor elevate them as the primary tool in 

                                                      
48 Richard B Gaffin, “Some Epistemological Reflections on 1 Cor 2:6-16,” The Westminster Theological 

Journal 57, no. 1 (1995): 112. 
49 Timothy H. Lim, “‘Not in Persuasive Words of Wisdom, but in the Demonstration of the Spirit and 

Power,’” Novum Testamentum 29, no. 2 (April 1987): 149. 
50 Overstreet, Persuasive Preaching, Kindle Location 481. 
51 Litfin, Paul’s Theology of Preaching, 348. 
52 Litfin, Paul’s Theology of Preaching, 347. 
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the preacher’s persuasive tool belt. Illustrations should flow from the exposition of the text and 

serve the persuasive strategy of the text. The preacher depends upon the power of the Holy Spirit in 

utilizing the illustration to motivate the listener to action.  

1. Illustrations Connect Intellect and Emotions. As a persuasive tool, sermon illustrations 

connect the preacher to the intellect and emotions of his listeners. Illustrations help listeners 

understand the passage as they explain by example, but more than explanation illustrations help 

listeners yield to the truth. Illustrations serve the preacher’s rhetorical purposes. As Chapell argues, 

“the primary purpose of illustration is not merely to clarify but to motivate.”53 Preachers target 

motivation in their desire to persuade. 

Emotional and evocative language draws the listener in and allows him to experience the 

truth expressed in the illustration.54 Illustrations provide concrete examples to explain the change 

expected from the text, but illustrations also motivate by connecting the emotions and affections 

with the propositional truths proclaimed. Illustrations get to the mind through the heart because 

they engage the emotions of the audience.55 

Dooley explains, “Tear-jerking stories are often criticized as being laden with manipulation. 

While often the case, those who seek to persuade should never fear to employ an emotion eliciting 

illustration that corresponds to the pathos of the text preached.”56 Emotions serve the preacher’s 

purpose if they are drawn from the text and honestly applied through engaging stories. Gospel 

transformation demands more than intellectual assent to the truth of the sermon. Transformation 

involves the whole person including the emotions. Illustrations help the preacher match the 

emotional impact demanded by the text.57 The preacher should heed Litfin’s warnings about 

manipulation, but the preacher must not jettison the emotions for fear of emotional manipulation. 

Emotional appeal fits with the preacher’s persuasive responsibilities and illustrations aid in the 

persuasive task.58  

2. Dangers of emotional manipulation. We can agree with Litfin that the emotional power 

of illustrations can manipulate the emotions of a congregation.59 The danger of manipulation does 

not require the removal of emotional stories. In humility the preacher should admit the danger and 

only use illustrations when they fit the rhetorical purposes of the text. An excellent illustration 

alone cannot make a sermon good. An excellent illustration can distract from the biblical text if 

handled carelessly. The better the illustration the more care is required to test the illustration’s 

subservience to the text. The emotional impact of an illustration may tempt the preacher to include 

a story with only a weak connection to the text. The humble preacher willingly sets aside an 

emotional story for the good of the text, but a humble preacher gladly uses an emotional story 

when it serves the text.  

Dooley argues that Scripture is full of positive examples of tugging on emotional heart 

strings.60 Some preachers would conclude, alongside Litfin, that a direct emotional appeal must be 

                                                      
53 Bryan Chapell, Using Illustrations to Preach with Power (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992), 40. 
54 Jay Adams, “Sense Appeal and Storytelling,” in The Preacher and Preaching: Reviving the Art in the 

Twentieth Century, ed. Samuel T. Logan (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1986), 358. 
55 Hershael W. York, “Communication Theory and Text-Driven Preaching,” in Text-Driven Preaching: God’s 

Word at the Heart of Every Sermon, ed. Daniel L Akin, David Lewis Allen, and Ned Lee Mathews (Nashville: B&H 

Academic, 2010), 242. 
56 Dooley, “Utilizing Biblical Persuasion Techniques,” 131. 
57 Gregory K. Hollifield, “Expository Preaching That Touches The Heart,” Preaching, April 2004, 22. 
58 John W. Reed, “Visualizing the Big Idea: Stories That Support Rather than Steal,” in The Big Idea of 

Biblical Preaching: Connecting the Bible to People, ed. Keith Willhite and Scott M. Gibson (Grand Rapids: Baker, 

1998), 153. 
59 LeRoy Patterson, “Dangers of Illustrating Sermons,” Leadership, Fall 1983. 
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rejected, but to avoid emotional appeals is to miss the power of stories. Perhaps the prime example 

of an effective emotional appeal, Dooley points out, is Nathan’s confrontation of David’s sin in 2 

Samuel 12. David is emotionally captured by Nathan’s parable, but that does not make it 

manipulation. The emotional impact of the illustration served Nathan’s persuasive purposes. The 

story Nathan utilizes has power to penetrate David’s defenses in a much greater way than a bald 

proclamation could.61 To capture the will, Nathan enlists the emotions alongside the intellect. 

For preaching to be biblical, preachers must match the emotion of the sermon to the 

emotion of the biblical text.62 Exegetical preaching demands that the main point as well as the tone 

of the sermon is drawn from the biblical passage. Scripture utilizes emotions to bring change. In 

order to persuade, which we have seen from Paul is the goal of preaching, preachers must engage 

the emotions. Illustrations serve the preacher’s goal. Illustrations are not concessions to the 

weakness of listeners or their short attention spans. Illustrations recognize that the fullness of 

biblical persuasion must include appeals to the emotions. We affirm the conclusion that 

“illustrations are the most effective way of convincing the judgments, arousing the emotions, and 

moving the wills of congregations.”63  

 

CONCLUSION 

“In spite of the criticisms levelled at persuasion, Christians are under obligation to 

persuade.”64 Litfin’s distinction between comprehending and yielding does not withstand scrutiny. 

He attempts to limit the preacher’s calls for yielding by rejecting persuasion in Paul’s preaching. 

Litfin misapplies the persuasive steps of McGuire and oversimplifies the persuasive steps. Litfin’s 

assumptions create confusion in his reading of 1 Cor 2:4 which causes him to reject persuasion. He 

rightly places the Corinthian correspondence within the Greco-Roman context, but misses the 

insight provided by the Sophistic context of the Corinthian letters. Instead of rejecting all 

persuasion, Paul rejected the ornamental style of the Sophists. 

Paul’s preaching, as described in Acts, was persuasive preaching. Paul’s own affirmation in 

2 Cor 5:11 makes clear that his goal was to persuade his listeners and readers. Litfin’s warnings 

help us see the importance of the Holy Spirit in preaching. The persuasive impact of the sermon 

does not rest on the rhetorical style of the preacher. The persuasive impact rests on the Holy 

Spirit’s use of the preacher’s persuasion. The preacher proclaims the gospel in a simple and direct 

manner. The preacher appeals to the intellect and the emotions. The Holy Spirit brings 

transformation. 

In humble reliance upon the Spirit, the preacher appeals to the emotions of his listeners. 

Illustrations directly serve this end. Illustrations go beyond explanation and aim at motivation. 

Illustrations serve the persuasive purposes of preachers. Emotional stories connect the emotions 

and intellect and should be utilized by the preacher. Litfin’s warnings have served the church, but 

his solutions leave confusion. Transformation does not come by the rhetorical style of the preacher. 

Transformation comes when the Spirit empowers the persuasive efforts of the preacher. 
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