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PREFACE 

When I began my theological studies over ten years ago, I had no idea I would 

one day walk away with a Ph.D. in Christian preaching.  To be honest, that was the 

furthest thing from my mind.  I wanted to get in, get done, and get to work.  My passion 

was and remains the church and making disciples.  However, in that time I discovered a 

love for preaching and teaching others to preach.  I am so thankful for instructors like Dr. 

Calvin Pearson, Dr. Vern Charette, and Dr. Hershael York for investing in me as a 

student and as a pastor.  

Almost six years ago, Park Hill Baptist Church in Arkadelphia, Arkansas, 

called me as a twenty-nine-year-old to serve as senior pastor.  They welcomed my family 

and me and allowed me to continue my studies while serving.  There is no doubt that they 

have put up with plenty of mistakes as I navigated the first few years of pastoral ministry 

as well as this program.  Their grace and love are unmatched, and I am so grateful to be 

their pastor.   

My wife, Kristi, has been by my side through this whole process.  Her love and 

commitment to me through every up and down over the last eleven years is humbling.  I 

love her with all my heart, and I pray that the Lord will continue to grow our love every 

more.  Our children, Leyah (age 8) and Landon (age 3), have also been a source of great 

joy and laughter during this stressful season. 

Also, I am also grateful for my father (Laughton) and mother (Sharon) who 

supported and encouraged me to continue my education.  To the ministry staff at PHBC, 

who was a central part of my support system, I sincerely say, “thank you.”  In addition, I 

want to thank the friends and colleagues who listened to me moan, cry, vent, and rejoice 

through this entire process.  Also, I want to thank Betsy, Lisa, Andy, Adam, and Joseph 
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for helping with the writing process, whether it was editing a chapter or simply listening 

to me dribble on until a coherent thought was produced, my deepest thanks.  

Finally, I pray that this dissertation will bring glory to Jesus Christ. I also pray 

that His kingdom will benefit in a small way from the thoughts and research found 

within.  My heart is fuller today with Jesus than it was when I began; therefore,—if for 

no other reason—all of this was worth it. With Paul, I hope to say, “Indeed, I count 

everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For 

his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I 

may gain Christ” (Phil 3:8). Lord, may it be! 

Craig Seals 

Arkadelphia, Arkansas 

May 2019 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The cultivation of Christian spiritual maturity is a process of filling in gaps and 

building up areas of weakness.  The process of maturity takes time, various tools, and 

spiritual disciplines. The sermon is one vital part of that process.  However, there is one 

area of spiritual maturity that expository sermons often fail at adequately addressing.  

In Galatians 5:22, Paul provides a list of Christian virtues referred to as the 

fruit of the Spirit.  Included in the list are emotional virtues of joy and peace. Also, the 

other virtues all seem to have emotional elements.  For example, self-control is about 

having control of one's actions and expressions of emotion. While patience is not an 

emotional virtue in the same way as joy or peace, it still issues from an emotional core.  

Patience is the denial and control of other emotions, such as anger or frustration, in light 

of negative situations. These emotional virtues are expressions of a heart that is rooted in 

the Holy Spirit and empowered by Christian love.  

Emotional virtues are a particular set of virtues that are basic to the other kinds 

of virtues.1 Thus, forms of virtues that would not be considered emotional (i.e., patience 

or perseverance) issue from an emotional core. Each virtue that a Christian exhibits will 

be fueled by an underlying emotional virtue.  Without emotional virtues, the other virtues 

will not be fully attainable for the Christian.   

As a Christian grows toward a life of spiritual virtue, four sets of virtues must 

be considered and developed: emotional virtues, behavioral virtues, virtues of will power, 

                                                

1 Robert C. Roberts, “Emotions among the Virtues of the Christian Life,” Journal of Religious 

Ethics 20, no. 1 (1992): 37-68. 
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and attitudinal virtues.2 According to Robert C. Roberts the latter three types are 

dependent on emotional virtues for their motivation and color. Roberts believes that the 

emotions supply “much of what is distinctively Christian in the grammar of these other 

virtues.” So, while the development of behavioral virtues (i.e., showing kindness), virtues 

of will power (i.e., courage), and attitudinal virtues (i.e., hope) will be part of Christian 

spiritual formation, the emotional virtues that undergird these virtues are critically 

important to developing them.  If Roberts is correct and emotional virtues are critical for 

spiritual maturity, then it raises the question: how does an expositor, committed to 

biblical truth, preach sermons that cultivate emotional virtues (i.e., joy, peace, and 

contrition) in a local congregation?  

Currently, a robust conversation concerning Christian emotional virtues is 

absent from the field of homiletics.  Despite the New Testament placing such high regard 

on the development of the inner life of the Christian, much of the literature in the field 

does not address the topic directly; interaction with emotion is often reserved for 

discussions on rhetorical pathos or the ethos of the preacher.  Others focus on emotion 

merely as a means to keep the attention of the hearer. Rarely, however, is a model argued 

that directly helps to cultivate these emotional virtues. In part, this may be the product of 

split ideas about how these virtues develop.  

Often in the church, the process of emotional virtue development is divided 

down theological lines. Theologically conservative preachers tend to focus on the 

development of the mind (right thinking) and actions (right doing) because of a 

commitment to the Bible and a desire to follow Jesus with obedience.  Often emotions are 

considered secondary issues and are merely the result of right thinking or, in a more 

Augustinian view, the result of faithful habits (right actions).  Often conservatives assume 

right thinking will produce right emotions. However, the theologically liberal preacher 

                                                

2 Roberts, “Emotions among the Virtues,” 49. 
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will focus on the cultivation of community, social justice, and love with little or no 

attention given to orthodox doctrine.  The emotions play a central role but tend to be 

rooted in subjective doctrine. Liberal preachers tend to place a greater regard on 

subjective experience than on objective theological truth.   

Thus, biblical expositors may often feel they are confronted with a dilemma of 

either falling prey to subjectivity or ignoring the emotions directly and focusing on the 

formation of right ideas.  Since ignoring orthodoxy is not an option for the faithful 

expositor, it would seem that he is left without another option than to preach objective 

truth and hope for emotional development.  

However, this dissertation contends for a middle way that privileges the 

objective doctrine and narrative of Scripture while also intentionally invites the hearer 

into a greater experience of Christ with the result being the development of emotional 

virtues.  However, before laying out the thesis, the next section will aim to establish the 

biblical warrant for the cultivation of emotional virtues.   

A Biblical Demand for Emotional Virtue 

Jesus’s teachings tend to focus on the disciples’ emotional life, but Jesus also 

serves as a model for emotional maturity. The authors of the Gospels do not withhold 

Jesus’s emotions from the reader.  The authors felt no need to hide Jesus’s emotional 

expressions, even negative and difficult emotions.  In the Gospels of John and Luke, the 

authors provide two vivid examples of Jesus’ emotional life; the first is found in John 11.  

Jesus arrived in Judea because Lazarus had died.  He first meets Martha on the road and 

explains to her that he is “the resurrection and the life” (John 11:25). Jesus then meets 

Mary on his way to the tomb.  When Jesus sees Mary weeping, along with those with her 

weeping, the text says that he was ἐνεβριμήσατο (deeply moved) and ἐτάραξεν (troubled) 

(John 11:33).  John does not explain why Jesus is moved, but the context seems to 

suggest that he is grieved for his friends who have lost their brother, Lazarus. The text 

then says that Jesus weeps. For the biblical authors to emphasize the tears of Jesus is 
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important.  Jesus identifies with the suffering of his friends and expresses his pain in their 

presence.  The humanity and pain of Jesus is seen and felt by the reader.  

Jesus then continues on to the tomb of Lazarus.  Before raising Lazarus from 

the dead, John tells the reader that Jesus was once again ἐμβριμώμενος (deeply moved).  

The word is somewhat ambiguous because it can mean an “intense concern” or 

“indignation.”3 Jesus may have been feeling grief over Lazarus’ death as well as 

indignation at death itself.  The text is unclear, but what is clear is that Jesus was far from 

a Stoic messiah.  He experienced emotional pain. 

Another example of Jesus’s emotional life is in Luke 22, where Jesus is on the 

verge of being betrayed and arrested. He has gone with his disciples to the Garden of 

Olives and is there praying and waiting.  The text says, “And being in agony he prayed 

more earnestly; and his sweat became like great drops of blood falling down to the 

ground” (Luke 22:44).4  His emotional upheaval is not displayed as a sign of weakness or 

lack of virtue but as a picture of great courage and trusting the Father despite great fear of 

what was to come.  Despite his agony, Jesus continues to the cross and embraces his 

suffering.  In these two examples, the gospel authors show Jesus wrestling with difficult 

emotions.  As the model of a healthy emotional life, Jesus establishes the standard for 

how his followers should handle their emotions. Jesus had self-control of his emotional 

life as well as the peace that came from the Father.  His emotions did not lead him, but he 

felt them and allowed them to speak into his experience as a human.  However, unlike 

Jesus, fallen people need the transformation of their emotional life so that their emotions 

may become virtues and not vices.   

                                                

3 Johannes P. Louw and Eugene Albert Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament 

(New York: United Bible Societies, 1996), 293. 

4 All Scripture references are from the English Standard Version, unless otherwise stated. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/esv?ref=BibleESV.Lk22.44&off=0&ctx=+strengthening+him.+~44%C2%A0And+w%EF%BB%BFbeing+in+ag
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In the Bible, the outward actions of God’s people are part of a greater whole 

that includes emotional motivations.  In the Gospels, Jesus shows prodigious concern for 

the inner life of his disciples.  For example, in the Sermon on the Mount, he repeatedly 

challenges their inner motives (see Matt 5:8, 21-26, 27-30, and 33-37).  He encourages 

fasting but teaches followers to do so in secret, away from the public eye, transforming 

the physical act of fasting into an internal spiritual exercise. He warns against placing too 

great a concern on material things because they will all eventually vanish.  He commends 

giving to the needy but avoiding sounding a trumpet and drawing attention to the gift, 

implying that correct religious actions are not synonymous with spiritual vitality.   

Jesus enjoins an ethic directed by kingdom motives flowing from a virtuous 

heart.  While right actions matter, a virtuous heart operating from proper emotional 

motivations seems to be of primary concern. Only in this fusion can his listeners avoid 

the hypocrisy that he so criticized in the Pharisees. They consistently revealed attitudes 

that were selfish even while the outward actions showed concern for others.  

Commenting on Jesus’ criticism in Matthew 5 of the Pharisees, Jonathan Pennington 

states,  

They are hypocrites because they are not unified in heart and action; they actually 
do the right things, but they are not the right kind of people because their hearts are 
wrong. . . .  In behavior they are righteous but inwardly they are not; hence, they 
lack what God cares about—as Aristotle would agree, they lack virtue.5  

While behavior and inner emotional motivations are connected, a pharisaical heart 

focuses on outward performance, instead developing an emotional life that reflects the 

kingdom.  The Pharisees serve as a model of inconsistency between the inner life and 

outer life.  Jesus, on the other hand, demonstrated perfect consistency. His heart reflected 

his actions, and his actions perfectly reflected his heart.   

                                                

5 Jonathan T. Pennington, The Sermon on the Mount and Human Flourishing: A Theological 

Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2018), 79. 
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Transformation of the καρδία 

In order to become like Jesus, the follower of Jesus must be transformed in 

thoughts, feelings, and behavior.  The biblical authors are interested in the transformation 

of the human καρδία so that it reflects God’s καρδία (usually translated as mind or heart).  

In Ezekiel 36:26, God says, “And I will give you a new ב ֵ֣  and a new ,[LXX καρδίαν] ל 

spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the heart (ֵ֤ב  of stone from your flesh and (ל 

give you a heart (ב ֵ֥  of flesh.” Jesus again, this time in the Gospel of Mark, states the (ל 

greatest commandment, “‘And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart 

[καρδία] and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’ The 

second is this: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other 

commandment greater than these” (Mark 12:30-31).  God transforms the heart in order to 

love God and love others.  

The Greek term καρδία represents the “inner life” of a person and includes the 

mind, the will, and the emotions. Context is important in determining the nuanced meaning 

within a given passage.  In the New Testament, καρδία is sometimes used to refer to the 

intellect or the source of thoughts.  Jesus states, “For from within, out of the καρδία of 

man, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery” (Mark 7:21). The 

καρδία produces thoughts and ideas.  John 12:40 reads, “He has blinded their eyes and 

hardened their καρδία, lest they see with their eyes, and understand with their καρδία, and 

turn, and I would heal them.”  The hardened καρδία of a person cannot understand the 

truth of the gospel.  Luke 1:51 states, “He has shown strength with his arm; he has 

scattered the proud in the thoughts of their καρδίας.” It is clear from these many other 

passages that, in the LXX and the New Testament, thoughts and understanding flow from 

the καρδία.6   

                                                

6 In the LXX: Deut 8:17; Deut 9:4; 1 Chron 29:18; Ps 13:1; Isa 6:10; Isa 47:8; Isa 65:16; Jer 

3:16; Jer 51:21; Dan 1:8; Dan 2:29; Dan 7:28. In the New Testament, Matt 9:4; Matt 12:34; Matt 13:15b; 

Matt 24:48; Mark 7:21; Mark 11:23; Luke 1:51; Luke 2:19; Luke 2:35; Luke 2:51; Luke 9:47; Luke 24:25; 

Luke 24:38; John 12:40b; Acts 7:23; Acts 8:22; Acts 28:27b; Rom 1:21; Rom 10:6; 1 Cor 2:9; Heb 4:12; 

Rev 18:7. 

https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Dt8.17
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Dt9.4
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.1Ch29.18
https://ref.ly/logosref/BibleLXX.Ps13.1
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Is6.10
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Is47.8
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Is65.16
https://ref.ly/logosref/BibleLXX.Je3.16
https://ref.ly/logosref/BibleLXX.Je3.16
https://ref.ly/logosref/BibleLXX.Je51.21
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Da1.8
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Da2.29
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Da7.28
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Mt9.4
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Mt12.34
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Mt13.15b
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Mt24.48
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Mk7.21
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Mk11.23
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Lk1.51
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Lk2.19
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Lk2.35
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Lk2.51
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Lk9.47
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Lk24.25
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Lk24.38
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Jn12.40b
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Ac7.23
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Ac8.22
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Ac28.27b
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Ro1.21
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Ro10.6
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.1Co2.9
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Heb4.12
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Re18.7
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In addition to the source of thought, καρδία is also the source of the will.  Paul 

states in 2 Corinthians 9:7, “Each one must give as he has decided in his καρδία, not 

reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.” The condition of the 

καρδία determines appropriates of the gift.  The will is dictated by how the καρδία 

construes the situation.  Luke 21:14 records Jesus saying, “Settle it therefore in your 

καρδίαις [ESV translates as “minds”] not to meditate beforehand how to answer.” Also, 

in John 13:2, “During supper, when the devil had already put it into the καρδίαν of Judas 

Iscariot, Simon’s son, to betray him.”  The inner self is not only responsible for the 

production and assimilation of ideas, but also with the motivation of the will and 

compulsion toward kingdom actions.     

Finally, not only is καρδία the source of the cognitive and volitional self but 

also the emotive self.  In Acts 2:26, Peter states, “Therefore my καρδία was glad, and my 

tongue rejoiced; my flesh also will dwell in hope.”  Jesus, in John 16:6, states, “But 

because I have said these things to you, sorrow has filled your καρδίαν.” Paul, in 

Philippians 1:7, shares his love for the Philippians and states, “It is right for me to feel 

this way about you all, because I hold you in my καρδίᾳ, for you are all partakers with 

me of grace, both in my imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of the 

gospel.”   

Based on the usage of the New Testament and in the LXX, καρδία is the seat 

of the self, which includes the mind, the will, and the emotions.  Jesus states in Matthew 

15:18, “But what comes out of the mouth proceeds from the καρδία, and this defiles a 

person.” From the καρδία external actions, words, and emotional expressions proceed.  

Furthermore, the various parts of the καρδία seem to have extensive interaction.  Elliot 

comments on interrelation with καρδία: 

Decisions are made in the heart. It is also a person’s inner self which is not readily 
known by others.  In the New Testament God makes himself known in the heart.  
Bultman writes, “Like nous, ‘heart’ is a man’s self, and in most cases where it is 
used it performs the service of the personal pronoun.  For the ‘heart’ is the subject 
that desires (Rom 10:1), lusts (Rom. 1:24), purposes (1 Cor. 4:5), decides (1 Cor 
7:37; 8:16; Phil 1:7).” Behm concludes, “Thus the heart is supremely the one center 
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in man to which God turns, in which the religious life is rooted, which determines 
moral conduct.” The heart is the place where faith finds root in both mind and 
emotion.7  

Jesus commands his followers to be pure in heart and not only focus on 

outward expressions of piety.  Within the Sermon on the Mount Jesus directs his hearers’ 

attention from their outward actions to the motivations of their inward self (Matt 5:21-

48).  This section begins with Jesus exhorting his disciples: “Do not think that I have 

come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill 

them” (Matt 5:17). France notes,  

In Matthew’s gospel the verb plēroō, “fulfill,” plays a prominent role, most notably 
in its ten occurrences in the formula-quotations where it denotes the coming into 
being of that to which Scripture pointed forward (whether by direct prediction or 
understood typologically).8 

For Matthew, the fulfillment that Jesus is describing is not, according to France, “to be 

concerned either with Jesus’ actions in relation to the law or even his teaching about it.”9 

Instead, Jesus “fulfills” the teaching and sense of the law and the prophets.  Again, 

France notes, “The Torah, then, is not God’s last word to his people, but is in a sense 

provisional, looking forward to a time of fulfillment through the Messiah.”10  France’s 

gloss of this verse is particularly helpful: “Far from wanting to set aside the law and the 

prophets, it is my role to bring into being that to which they have pointed forward, to 

carry them on into a new era of fulfillment.”11   From this moment forward, Jesus’ 

teaching serves as the authoritative application of both the law and the prophets.12   

                                                

7 Matthew A. Elliott, Faithful Feelings: Rethinking Emotion in the New Testament (Grand 

Rapids: Kregel, 2006), 131. 

8 R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, The New International Commentary on the New 

Testament (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2007), 182. 

9 Ibid. 

10 Ibid., 183. 

11 Ibid. 

12 Ibid. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/nicnt61mt?ref=Bible.Mt5.17&off=2058&ctx=iming+to+%E2%80%9Cabolish.%E2%80%9D+~In+Matthew%E2%80%99s+gospel+
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On one side of the exhortation is the call to understand and obey the law in 

light of Jesus’ authoritative teaching.  On the other side, Matthew 5:19-20 is a warning 

that outward acts of righteousness are no longer considered the pinnacle of right living. 

Instead, purity of heart (καρδία) will serve as the criteria for righteousness (Matt 5:48).  

Jesus is maneuvering past the teachings of the Pharisees and applying the principles of 

the law and prophets found in the OT in light of his work.  In the following section, Jesus 

teaches on anger, lust, divorce, taking of oaths, revenge, and loving ones’ enemies.  All 

these sub-topics include a reference to the inner world of the disciple.  Outward actions 

are essential but are judged based on the inward motivations of the heart.  The 

expectation is that the disciple of Jesus will proceed toward Christlikeness by beginning 

to conform their desires and motivations to the desires and motivations of the kingdom.  

As this begins to happen, the emotional virtues of love, joy, peace, righteous anger, 

letting go of both unjust anger and a desire for revenge (evidenced in forgiveness) all 

become a part of the dispositions of the disciple.     

Matthew 5 concludes with the command “be perfect, as your heavenly Father 

is perfect” (Matt 5:48). This exhortation from Jesus sets his teaching within the context of 

the effectual relationship that the disciple has with his or her heavenly Father.  The 

command to “be perfect” (τέλειος), as mentioned previously, is best translated as 

“mature,” “whole,” or “complete.”  The follower of Jesus is called to grow toward 

maturity of their inner emotional life so that it reflects the inner life of Christ.  This 

command is then immediately followed by a command to give to the needy (6:1-4).  

Jesus is concerned with right action, but he wants his disciples to understand that pure 

hearts and rightly directed desires and motivations are virtuous. Outward actions, 

performed from misdirected loves, do not reflect the kingdom ethic that he is unfolding. 

Greater emotional maturity will manifest in both greater love, and often greater sorrow as 
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one becomes more aware of the brokenness of the world.13 As Roberts pointedly shares, 

“We act from duty only because we are not yet spiritually moral.  The perfected saint 

feels few duties, but many joys and sorrows.”14  

The disciple of Jesus will no doubt be concerned with emotional virtue but 

may be unclear on exactly what they are or how they are developed.  Not surprisingly, 

two men that were committed to theological truth and spiritual development, Saint 

Augustine and Jonathan Edwards, both interact with the subjects of emotion and biblical 

faithfulness.     

Theological and Philosophical Reflection on Emotion 

Great Christian thinkers such as Thomas Aquinas, Ignatius of Loyola, and 

Søren Kierkegaard have all considered about the role emotions in the spiritual maturity of 

the believer.  An exercise in unpacking each of their understandings of emotion would be 

of great benefit but somewhat secondary to the goal of this dissertation.  However, Saint 

Augustine and Jonathan Edwards contribute uniquely to modern understanding.  

Augustine rejected a purely Stoic view of emotion and sought to understand the 

emotional life as an expression of the beauty and love of God.  For Edwards, the 

emotional life ought to be concerned with a God-directed vision of the world. The 

emotions (or affections) drive the will of the believer to act and to love.  One’s vision of 

God becomes the source of spiritual action.     

Augustine 

For Augustine (354-430 AD), the significance of the emotional life is tied 

directly to the incarnation of Christ.  Though God is infinite, his taking on flesh makes it 

                                                

13 See Luke 19:41-44 for an example of Jesus’ sorrow at the brokenness of Jerusalem. 

14 Robert C. Roberts, Spiritual Emotions: A Psychology of Christian Virtues (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2007), 71. 
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possible that God can be both distant (the object of love) and near (the generator of love).  

For Augustine, one’s ability to have self-love is rooted in an understanding and love for 

God in the Trinity.  Augustine claimed only to want to know about two things: God and 

the soul.15    

Augustine did not affirm the Stoic belief that emotions were to be relegated as 

secondary but instead understood them to be more central to life in Christ. One of his 

primary points of contention was against the Stoic idea of constantia, which argued that 

the emotions must be quieted and grief all but eliminated.16  Augustine was responding to 

thinkers like Cicero who argued for constantia as a part of Stoic philosophy of virtue. He 

believed grief had no place in Stoic life because it was preceded by unnecessary 

attachment to the material world which had no logical grounding. Grief was a sign of a 

weak mind that had not arrived at apathia (an ability to be indifferent to affirms of life 

and focus on pure reason and the universe as a whole).   Instead, the Stoic was to develop 

constantia or emotional constancy, which moved fear to caution, joy to satisfaction, and 

desire to resolve.17  However, grief had no place in the virtuous life.   

Upon the study of Scripture, Augustine determined that since Paul and Jesus 

both experienced grief, then it must have a decisive role in the life of faith.  Of course, 

grief is not to be desired but still serves a decisive role in the emotional life.  Grief, as an 

acceptable emotion, means virtuous living is not solely focused on reason and right-

thinking but also accepting the loss of good things in life as a part of a life well lived. 

Augustine moves the virtues of life from the abstract notion of ideas and reason to the 

earth where loss and grief is prevalent.  Wetzel states that, “Augustine’s rehabilitation of 

                                                

15 James Wetzel, “Augustine,” in The Oxford Handbook of Religion and Emotion, ed. John 

Corrigan (Oxford University Press, 2009), 349. 

16 Ibid., 352-55. 

17 Ibid., 355. 
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grief marks his profoundest break not only from the cognitive therapy of Stoicism but 

from all the various forms of philosophical self-help he associated with classical 

culture.”18    

Augustine represents a stream of thought that values the whole-self, including 

the emotions exhibited by the self. The work of the believer is to come to know God and 

his soul in increasing measure. The believer must turn toward his delights and aversions 

to understand his motivations. The beauty of God and a desire for him motivate the will.  

Unlike the Stoic logos that grounds everything in logic, for Augustine, love, and beauty 

drive the desires.   

Jonathan Edwards 

Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758 AD) did not contend with Stoics, per se, but 

with Christians divided over the use of emotion in revival settings and times of worship 

during the Great Awakening (approx. 1730-1740).   Edwards often offered a middle 

voice to two opposing sides. He argued for a balanced view of emotion that was neither a 

Stoic view, nor did he fully endorse a revivalists view either. Michael McClymond 

reflects on the culture and debate surrounding emotion and religion that emerged during 

Edwards’s day:   

The eighteenth‐century debates over the Great Awakening often set mind against 
heart. Opponents, like Charles Chauncy, argued that the revival preachers had merely 
stirred up “passions” and that true religion brought the self under the control of 
reason rather than emotion. Radical revivalists, like James Davenport, reveled in 
intense emotions and derogated the intellect. Indeed, a Connecticut judiciary charged 
Davenport, because of his erratic behavior, with being “disturbed in the rational 
faculties of his mind.” Edwards differed from both Chauncy and Davenport. His 
mediating position in the revival debates rested on a unitary conception of the human 
self as intellectual and affective. For antirevivalists, an idea was a measure of 
intellectual content divorced from emotion, feeling, and affection. For Edwards, by 
contrast, an idea was a unit of affective response as well as intellectual content. Say 
the word “fire,” and one person might be reminded of a delightful fireside encounter 
with a lover, while another might think of a catastrophic conflagration that destroyed 
a home and family. Even a simple idea like fire carries affective as sociations. 

                                                

18 Wetzel, “Augustine,” 355. 
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Edwards asserted that affections focused on ideas: “The heart cannot be set upon an 
object of which there is no idea in the understanding” (22:88). Religious affections 
required religious ideas. Yet the revival debates brought oversimplification. Many 
prorevivalists assumed that religion was all about affections and had nothing to do 
with intellect. “Old Lights” were proreason, antiemotion, and antirevival, while 
“New Lights” were antireason, proemotion, and prorevival. Few grasped the 
subtlety of Edwards's position.19    

Edwards argued that the affections were different in nature from the feelings of 

emotions that may arise as a result of the “motion of the blood and animal spirits.”20 

Animal passions were like being startled or a rush of blood to the head before a person 

becomes angry.  Only those “emotions” that took religious objects were considered by 

Edwards to be genuine religious affections.  He does not write much about affections that 

are non-religious.  There may not be much different between a non-religious affection 

and a religious affection other than the object of the affection. He realized that emotion 

could not be a measure of truthfulness but went to show in great detail how one might 

determine genuine affections for God from the counterfeit.  

Edwards argued that emotions are associated with the mind, but he opposes the 

Aristotelian argument that placed one in service to the other (usually the emotions in 

service to the mind).  Instead, he believed the mind, the will, and the emotions to be a 

unity that was not able to be entirely separated from one another.  The affections motivate 

and direct the mind and will toward or away from objects of either desire or displeasure.  

He states, “The exercises of this faculty are of two sorts; either those by which the soul is 

carried out towards the things that are in view, in approving of them, being pleased by 

them, and inclined to them; or those in which the soul opposes the things that are in view, 

in disapproving them, and in being displeased with them, averse from them, and rejecting 

them.”21   

                                                

19 Michael J. McClymond, “Jonathan Edwards,” in Corrigan, The Oxford Handbook of 

Religion and Emotion, 407. 

20 Jonathan Edwards and John E. Smith, The Works of Jonathan Edwards (New Haven, CT: 

Yale University Press, 2009), 2:96. 

21 Ibid. 
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The affections involve beliefs but for Edwards, these beliefs were not abstract 

propositions but instead were present in the experience of the believer. He called the two 

ways of understanding the speculative and the sensible.  The speculative understanding is 

objective, detached understanding, while sensible knowing is experienced sensually.  

Sensible knowing is personal and subject-oriented.  For Edwards, faith is rooted in God’s 

relationship to the earth, not in the abstract ideals of Heaven.  Edwards blends the 

objective and the subjective.  He recognizes that true religion is more than intellectual 

assent but involves a subjective awareness of divine beauty.  He states, “...that kind of 

understanding or knowledge, which is the proper foundation of true religion, must be the 

knowledge of the loveliness of divine things.”22  

In Augustine and Edwards, one can see two theologians who are familiar with 

the biblical material and reject a Stoic notion of emotion.  However, they do not embrace 

a sentimentalist or revivalist view either.  Instead, Augustine and Edwards perceived the 

emotions as connected to the will and in some way aided by the theological propositions 

about God in Christ.  Also, though emotions consist of propositional content, they are not 

mere propositions or judgments.  Instead, emotions are also taken up in beauty and love 

for God and ultimately for others as well.    

Søren Kierkegaard 

Another important voice in the development of emotional understanding in the 

Christian life is Søren Kierkegaard (1813-1855 AD).  Kierkegaard was an existentialist 

Christian philosopher who was concerned with the missional aspect of the faith.  He 

wrote during a time when the Church was prevalent, but few seemed to live a godly life.  

He believed that preachers ought to help the hearers to internalize the message. In his 

                                                

22 Edwards and John E. Smith, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, 271. 
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writing, he employed forms of indirect communication (parables and narratives) to 

attempt to speak to the heart and not just the mind.    

He believed that the objective truth about God and the subjective knowing self 

were connected and that one could not honestly know God without also understanding 

one’s self.  He uses the metaphor of sobriety to refer to an awareness of one’s true self: 

“To become sober is: to come to oneself in self-knowledge and before God as nothing 

before him, yet infinitely, unconditionally engaged.”23  He argues that coming to one’s 

self means accepting the complexity and paradox of life through faith and letting go of a 

desire to master the world.  The Christian can rest in the many unanswerable questions by 

trusting that God knows the answer and that he is in control.  Because God is in control, 

the Christian can be honest with his or her frailty and weakness and as such does not need 

to answer everything perfectly but can psychologically rest in Christ.   

Kierkegaard believed that the kind of sobriety the pagan world extolled was 

intoxication to the highest degree. The world seeks to have control and to eliminate 

anything unanswerable.  Instead of seeking the “probable,” coming to one’s self means 

by faith, trusting God and allowing His truth to reveal a person’s true self: 

Familiarity with the probable,24 and the more profound it is, does not in a more 
profound sense lead a person closer to himself but further and further away from his 
deeper self, brings him closer and closer to himself only in the sense of 
selfishness—this the purely human view calls becoming sober and Christianity calls 
intoxication.25  

Kierkegaard argued that the self must be known before God or else it produces 

a loss of self.  He does not mean the self is known chronologically prior to knowing God, 

                                                

23 Søren Kierkegaard, For Self-Examination/Judge for Yourselves: Kierkegaard’s Writings, 

trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (repr., Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991), 21:104. 

24 Kierkegaard seems to be using the term “probable” to refer to the finite or that which is safe 

and can be seen apart from faith. He wants to draw a distinction the Christian who accepts the world as God 

describes on faith and the pagan who only looks at the probable and ignores the world of faith.   

25 Kierkegaard, For Self-Examination/Judge for Yourselves, 21:105. 
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but instead that knowledge of self must take place in the presence of God.  He states, 

If self-knowledge does not lead to knowing oneself before God—well, then there is 
something to what purely human self-observation says, namely, that this self-
knowledge leads to a certain emptiness that produces dizziness. Only by being 
before God can one totally come to oneself in the transparency of soberness.26 

“Soberness of self” means that one knows their self in light of God’s revelation 

and love.  “Intoxication” is a belief in the lie that one can know himself apart from a 

relationship with God.  Kierkegaard argues that self-knowledge is essential to spiritual 

growth, but self-knowledge must take place before God if it is to lead to the Christian 

understanding of self.   

Kierkegaard also believed that those emotions that seem to not take an object 

at all, such as boredom, despair, and anxiety all have a significant role to play in the 

development of the Christian soul.  Each of these emotions they the Christian to a deeper 

faith because they do not focus upon an object, and therefore, there is no action to 

perform except to rest in trust.  The Christian is called to wait on the Lord and trust Him 

amid these objectless emotions.   

Among Augustine, Edwards, and Kierkegaard, there is a rich reflection on the 

nature of emotion and the understanding of one’s motivations and drives.  Augustine’s 

focus on the beauty of God and desire of the heart, Edwards’s commitment to the 

affections as the springs of motion and the God as the object of true religious affections, 

and Kierkegaard’s attention to the subjective nature of inner world of the believer all help 

the modern reader to understand the depth to which thinkers in the past have wrestled 

with the issues connected to emotion and spiritual maturity.  The expositor would do well 

to reflect on any of these great thinkers in more detail.  However, in order to find some 

synthesis of these ideas as well as the perspective that is engaged with recent discussions 

                                                

26 Kierkegaard, For Self-Examination/Judge for Yourselves, 21:106 
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in virtue ethics and emotional philosophy, we now turn to a discussion of the writings of 

Robert C. Roberts.    

Robert C. Roberts  

Roberts is an ethicist and philosopher who writes extensively on the 

interrelationship of emotion and ethics (especially the virtues).27 Though some scholars 

may place Roberts in a neo-Stoic camp, his position is more nuanced than the Neo-Stoic 

and takes into account the serious concerns or desires of the self.28  While Augustine, 

Edwards, and Kierkegaard all provide unique contributions, Roberts’s argument benefits 

from modern science, physiology, psychology, philosophy, as well as the last several 

hundred years of theological reflection. Roberts is an important voice because he can 

interact broadly with the Stoic, Neo-Stoic, Sentimentalist, Religious, non-religious, as 

well as the Evangelical Christian.  He also interacts with much of what Augustine, 

Edwards, and Kierkegaard taught and provides concrete ways of understanding each.   

As the fields of psychology and ethics shifted to include a greater focus on 

emotion theory, the landscape emerged suitable for conversation between spirituality and 

                                                

27 He received his PhD from Yale in 1974. He taught at Wheaton College (1984-2000) and 

Baylor University (2001-present). He has also produced a wealth of literture on the subjects of emotion, 

virtue, and ethics.  Robert C. Roberts, “Aristotle on Virtues and Emotions,” Philosophical Studies 56, no. 3 

(July 1989): 293-306; “The Transparency of Faith,” Reformed Journal 29, no. 6 (June 1979): 10-13; “Carl 

Rogers and the Christian Virtues,” Journal of Psychology & Theology 13, no. 4 (1985): 263-73; “The Fruits 

of the Spirit,” Reformed Journal 37, no. 2 (February 1987): 9-13; “Psychotherapeutic Virtues and the 

Grammar of Faith,” Journal of Psychology & Theology 15, no. 3 (September 1987): 191-204; “Emotions 

among the Virtues of the Christian Life,” Journal of Religious Ethics 20, no. 1 (1992): 37-68; “Tempering 

the Spirit of Wrath: Anger and the Christian Life,” The Christian Century 114, no. 19 (June 1997): 588-92; 

“Psychotherapy and Christian Ministry,” Word & World 21, no. 1 (2001): 42-50; “The Idea of a Christian 

Psychology,” Journal of Psychology & Theology 40, no. 1 (2012): 37-40; “What Is Wrong with Wicked 

Feelings?” American Philosophical Quarterly 28, no. 1 (1991): 13-24; “Feeling One’s Emotions and 

Knowing Oneself,” Philosophical Studies 77, nos. 2/3 (1995): 319-38; “Forgivingness,” American 

Philosophical Quarterly 32, no. 4 (1995): 289-306; “Existence, Emotion, and Virtue: Classical Themes in 

Kierkegaard,” in The Cambridge Companion to Kierkegaard, ed. Alastair Hannay and Gordon Daniel 

Marino (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 177-206; Spiritual Emotions. 

28 David Kangas, “Kierkegaard,” in Corrigan, The Oxford Handbook of Religion and Emotion, 

385. 
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moral theory.29  In the 1980s, Roberts articulated a definition of emotions as “concern-

based construals.”30  Roberts’s view is that emotions are both rooted in ideas as well as 

deep-seated desire or concerns.  He contends that a construal is “a way of seeing the 

world or an impression of the way the world is.”31  A construal can be inaccurate but is 

believed to be true by the subject. For example, a young child may construe that a 

hideous monster is lurking in the closet.  Her perception of her imagined world will 

create in her fear and panic.  The mythical nature of the threat does not affect the child 

until a parent can show that her perception is wrong. At that point, the child’s fear may be 

quieted.  This sort of impression is subjective and can be altered by changing perception.  

He argues that each emotion is influenced by how the subject sees the world.  

Changing the perception of the world can influence the emotional makeup of the subject. 

Because emotions are in part based on construals, they are rooted within the cognitive 

and are not non-cognitive passions.  Thus, Roberts writes, “This flexibility of perception 

in the broader sense of construal makes it possible, sometimes, to obey a command to 

                                                

29 Roberts notes three “revolutions” that have taken place in the field of psychology and ethics. 

First, he notes “ethics has turned psychological.” This transition was a movement from action-rules 

thinking, which was focused on oughtness, to a virtue based system that is based on traits of character. 

Roberts states, “Virtues are traits of character, and traits of character are a subject for psychology. So ethics 

has taken a psychological turn, and philosophers now regularly engage in a discipline they call ‘moral 

psychology.’” Roberts, Spiritual Emotions, 6. Second, Roberts notes that psychology has turned ethical. 

Psychology, as a discipline, came to understand itself more akin to the philosopher and ethicist than the 

scientist, as previously thought. He continues, “As psychologists got free from the positivist myth of value-

free inquiry, they came to recognize more and more clearly that they practice a normative discipline—that 

they are, in a way, philosophers of life, philosophers of the person, and thus ethicists in something like the 

sense in which virtue-ethicists are ethicists.” Ibid. “The third revolution,” explains Roberts, “is that both 

psychology and ethics have turned emotional. . . . Several philosophers of emotion, including me, have 

been interested in emotion in large part because of its connection with ethics: it is a central topic in moral 

psychology.” Ibid., 7. The ethical angle of emotion studies has attracted the focus philosophers and 

ethicists. These fields transitioning to include emotion theory have opened the door for other fields to seek 

areas of integration. These fields of study have attempted to define and describe exactly what an emotion is. 

In chap. 2, I explore various definitions of emotion.  

30 Robert C. Roberts, “What an Emotion Is: A Sketch,” The Philosophical Review 97, no. 2 

(1988): 183-209. 

31 Robert C. Roberts, Emotions: An Essay in Aid of Moral Psychology (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2003), 69ff. 
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feel an emotion.”32  Emotions are not, in Roberts’ view, pure physiological responses that 

overtake a person. Instead, emotions are connected to objects, narratives, and thoughts.  

Emotions give color to the world.  While emotions are shaped by cognitive perceptions, 

these perceptions may, at times, take place beneath the surface of consciousness. The 

source of the emotion is not always apparent to individuals experiencing the emotion, 

thus giving the impression that emotions are at times random and without a perceptible 

object. 

Roberts also contends that emotions are concern-based.  He explains,  

As concern-based, [emotions] are affected by what the subject cares about, what is 
important to him or her; and many emotions tend to move their subjects to action in 
a way that is suggested by the concern that is basic to the emotion, along with the 
particular way of construing the situation that the emotion involves.33   

Thus, each emotion has particular concerns that energize it.  Without a concern, a 

particular construal of the world would lack significant emotional energy for action.  It is 

the concern that gives the emotion its energy and significance.  Without a concern for the 

object, the emotion would only consist of judgment (intellectual assent).34   

The combinations of construals and concerns tend to incorporate a wide variety 

of factors for the development of emotions.  According to Roberts,  

Our concern-based construals, of ourselves, others, and our situations, are shaped by 
many different kinds of factors: By our beliefs and judgments, desires and 
attachments, habits of attention, bodily sensations, our behavior, actions, mental 
images, and the concepts available to us as well as, no doubt, the objective character 
of ourselves, others, and our situations.35   

                                                

32 Roberts, Emotions, 25. 

33 Ibid., 11. For more on Roberts view of how emotions lead to actions, see Robert C. Roberts, 

Emotions in the Moral Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015). 

34 For more on this view of emotions as judgments, see Martha Craven Nussbaum, Upheavals 

of Thought: The Intelligence of Emotions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). 

35 Roberts, “What an Emotion Is,” 208. 
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Thus, an emotion, according to Roberts, is a concern that is grounded in the values of the 

individual and includes a construal of how the individual perceives and understands the 

world that gives rise to certain feelings and behaviors.  

According to Roberts, the primary Christian concern is that believers seek the 

kingdom of heaven.36  This seeking is demonstrated in the life of the believer by 

hungering and thirsting for righteousness.  By righteousness, Roberts does not only mean 

“right living” but also community flourishing or more broadly human flourishing. This 

primary concern has implications for the whole system of Christian faith and is fittingly 

summarized by Jesus’ statement, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart 

and with all your soul and with all your mind” (Matt 22:37). 

Roberts also makes a case that both concerns and construals are a subjective 

phenomenon.  Thus, this dissertation raises the question, “How are concerns and 

construals developed within the life of a believer through the preaching of the text? How 

are they developed within the life of the congregation?” Congregational subjective 

integration of fundamental biblical concerns and construals serves as a defining problem 

this dissertation seeks to address.   

Roberts recognizes the role of the Holy Spirit in the development of emotional 

virtues, but he does not venture that they are cultivated automatically.  Instead, he agrees 

with Paul that these emotional virtues are in fact, the fruit of the Spirit that is cultivated as 

one walks in the Spirit. Roberts states,  

We tend to make the fruits of the Spirit more mysterious than they need to be. We 
think of them as miracles, as though no logic governs their acquisition, as though no 
psychological laws are at work here: If God wants to, he will just miraculously bear 
these fruits in our spirit. . . . I believe that God does sometimes intervene 
miraculously to transform people. But if that were the only way God imprinted his 
character on us, it would seem that there’s nothing positive we can do to cultivate 
the fruits of the Spirit; the best we can do is to wait until God acts in our lives. There 
isn’t any psychology of the fruits of the Spirit. We know this can’t be correct. Much 

                                                

36 This idea is found implicitly in Roberts’ writing but this particular idea was given to me via 

a phone conversation with Roberts that took place on May 9, 2018.   
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can be done to cultivate Christian compassion, forbearance, gratitude, and hope in 
ourselves. Christianity has a long tradition of Christian education, spiritual guidance 
and nurture, methods of prayer and meditation, and common wisdom about the 
formative effect that, for example, feeding the hungry and advocating the cause of 
the oppressed have upon the personality of the one who does the feeding and 
advocating.37    

The cultivation of emotional virtue is a process of character transformation.  

Emotional virtues are an outflow of the transformation of the self not merely by-products 

of religious experience or knowledge. Roberts again states,  

When we have the Christian virtues, we do not become just little “pictures” of God, 
or mere “products” of kingdom-conditioning. No, we become spirits. A Christian 
virtue, when it exists in a person, is a trait whose origin is intimately related to the 
person’s own undertakings. If you ask why a person is tenderhearted, and it turns 
out that the most appropriate story to tell is about a brain lesion, or the injection of a 
drug, or a certain genetic endowment, we can conclude that the tenderheartedness is 
not a virtue in the appropriate sense, not a spiritual trait. To explain 
tenderheartedness as a virtue, the story will have to make important reference to the 
individual’s undertaking tenderhearted acts, or at least acts which bring about the 
tenderheartedness. This is another reason why it cannot be the whole story about our 
acquiring the fruits of the Spirit to say that God just miraculously causes us to have 
them.38    

According to Roberts, to develop Christian virtues, there are three ways that a 

believer can begin to develop emotional virtues.  First, the Christian may begin to act 

virtuously.39  By acting virtuous, the virtues one desires may begin to be developed.  

Also, the Christian must grow in the knowledge of Scripture and doctrine.40 Finally, the 

follower of Christ will participate in the liturgy of the church, which in turn helps to 

direct the heart.41 All these techniques undoubtedly shape virtue in the believer.  If 

expositors apply the text, teach doctrine accurately, and direct the liturgy of the church in 

                                                

37 Roberts, “The Fruits of the Spirit,” 11. 

38 Ibid., 12. 

39 Ibid. 

40 Ibid. 

41 Ibid., 13. For a more detailed exploration of the idea of cultural virtue develop through the 

use of liturgy, see James K. A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural 

Formation (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2009). 
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a godly manner, one might assume that all that can be done to develop emotional virtues 

has been done.   

Emotions on Roberts’s model are the merger of serious concerns and 

construals of the world.  Both concerns and construals are subjective though they may be 

based more or less on objective truth.  An overemphasis on objective truth-telling that 

fails to help the disciple to internalize the material will result in abstract concerns and 

detached construals.  By focusing on the subjective construals and concerns, an 

expository preacher can begin to change the emotional core of the disciple (this should be 

accompanied with other forms of discipleship and spiritual disciplines on the part of the 

disciple).   

How do we preach expository sermons that develop subjective emotional 

virtues in the congregation and do so without losing an objective voice in the subjective 

malaise? This process will be like walking a tight rope.  Lean too far to the right, and the 

focus will be so heavy on objective truth that the subjective experience will be lost.  Lean 

too far to the left and the objective voice of Scripture will be silenced in favor of personal 

preference and self-help strategies.  Instead, the preacher needs something to maintain his 

theological and pastoral balance, a balance pole.  In this case, the balance pole is 

represented by two ideas: direct communication and indirect communication. The 

expository preacher will need to learn to do both in order to cultivate both the objective 

truth but also the subjective internalization of the hearer. The goal of this dissertation is to 

tease out the implications of Roberts’s model and argue for techniques that may be 

incorporated by a preacher to assist in the develop of emotional virtue.  

Thesis 

The thesis of this dissertation is that expository preachers should apply the 

writings of Robert C. Roberts to bridge the gap between objective truth and subject 

experience so that Christian emotional virtues can be cultivated to a greater degree 

through the sermon.  Practically, the expositor will need to utilize both direct and indirect 
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forms of communication to satisfy the nuance of Roberts’s definition of Christian 

emotional virtue.   

Methodology 

This remainder of this dissertation is divided into three chapters. Chapter 2 will 

focus on establishing Roberts’s argument and presenting a foundation for the cultivation 

of Christian emotional virtues.  Though Roberts has written a significant corpus of work, 

the majority of the focus of this work is on Roberts’s definition of emotion and how he 

understands the composition of emotional virtues and in particular Christian emotional 

virtues. The goal of chapter two is to provide a workable definition of emotion as 

“concern-based construal” and an understanding of Christian emotional virtues that are 

built upon Christian doctrine and narrative.  

Chapter 3 will then turn to a discussion of the application of Roberts’s 

argument for expositors.  This chapter will focus on direct communication.  While the 

most direct forms of communication are explanation and application, this chapter will 

assume these aspects of the sermon in order to focus upon other methods of direct 

communication that may help to cultivate the subjective concerns and construals of the 

hearer.  In sidestepping explanation and application, the reader should not assume that 

these are not important.  Instead, this chapter will assume the reader is familiar with such 

arguments and will instead focus on others.  This chapter will focus on four tools that will 

help the preacher to use direct methods to cultivate emotional virtue: (1) read and preach 

the wisdom of the text as opposed to excessive principlization, (2) regularly preach in a 

lectio continua manner, (3) cultivate mental dexterity, and (4) apply the Primary 

Christian concern logically prior to the divine demands of the pericope, namely one’s 

union with Christ.   

Chapter 4 addresses indirect communication.  The chapter does not endorse an 

all or nothing approach to indirect communication but instead argues for a balanced 

approach that uses indirect communication as a supplement to the ongoing faithful direct 
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communication of the text.  This chapter will focus on three forms of indirect 

communication: permission for self-reflection, permission to separate sin and suffering, 

and promoting empathy with the Scripture’s characters.  Each of these three forms of 

indirect communicate and permission giving establish a subjective culture on which 

objective truth can be internalized and used to transform the καρδία and in so doing, 

produces greater emotional virtue.  

Background 

My interest in this subject stems from a general curiosity about emotions and 

the role emotions play in the development of spiritual maturity.  One particular book 

began to challenge some of my previous presuppositions about emotions: Pete Scazzero’s 

Emotionally Healthy Spirituality.42  My wife and I were attending a ministerial retreat in 

Colorado when Scazzero’s book was introduced to me.  As I began to read, I was amazed 

that there was a world of emotional health that the church has recognized for centuries 

but is widely ignored in the particular stream of North American Evangelicalism that I 

had studied.  So, I began a journey of trying to understand the role emotions played in my 

spiritual maturity.   

A second book that began to shape my thinking in these areas was James 

Gillman’s Fidelity of Heart: An Ethic of Christian Virtue.43  This book challenged me to 

think of emotions as having certain universal qualities (i.e., everyone feels anger or 

sadness) that could bridge the gap between individual subjective experiences. Bridging 

the gap cannot be done perfectly, of course, but at least it can provide a step in that 

direction. The discussion of narrative emotions as both universal and subjective caused 

                                                

42 Peter Scazzero, Emotionally Healthy Spirituality: It’s Impossible to Be Spiritually Mature, 

While Remaining Emotionally Immature (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2014). 

43 James E. Gilman, Fidelity of Heart: An Ethic of Christian Virtue by James E. Gilman (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2001). 
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me to wonder if these principles could be applied to simply reading Scripture on my own. 

If so, then was it possible to utilize some of this theory for expository preaching that can 

help bridge the gap between the universal and subjective?  

Later, the writings of Kevin Vanhoozer began to impact my understanding of 

hermeneutics.  It was not long after I became aware of Vanhoozer’s work that Abe 

Kuruvilla’s Privilege the Text! was published and began to be discussed more broadly.44  

Finally, Eric Johnson introduced me to the emotion theory of Robert C. Roberts.  

Roberts’s work was the piece of the research puzzle that I was missing. Roberts provides 

a formidable foundation to construct a homiletical theory of the development of 

emotional virtues.    

Limits 

The first limit to this research is that it does not address how sermons cultivate 

Christian emotional virtues in those who would be categorized as having personality 

disorders or where severe emotional issues exist. This dissertation is providing a baseline 

for future research that might explore how expositors can address deeper emotional issues 

through the sermon.  However, I will assume a congregation made up of relatively well-

adjusted believers.  While this is in no way the reality of most (any?) congregation, I will 

assume it for the sake of argument and then invite future research that will explore the 

finer points of preaching in congregations where more significant disorder is present.   

I will also limit my focus to non-traditional rhetorical devices within the 

sermon.  This means that I will say very little regarding explanation, application, and 

illustration. This is a conscious choice.  I assume that an expository preacher will utilize 

                                                

44 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, First Theology: God, Scripture and Hermeneutics (Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity, 2002); Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Faith Speaking Understanding: Performing the Drama of Doctrine 

(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2014); Kevin J. Vanhoozer and Craig L. Blomberg, Is There a Meaning 

in This Text? The Bible, the Reader, and the Morality of Literary Knowledge, anniversary ed. (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 2009); Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Biblical Narrative in the Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur: A Study in 

Hermeneutics and Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). 
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these traditional devices.  I also realize they play a fundamental role in preaching a well-

rounded sermon.  The reader will no doubt see places where a meaningful discussion of 

any three of them would be fitting.  However, for this work, I am not engaging in these 

areas, as it would not provide as much meaningful dialogue in different points that I wish 

to emphasize.  While one will no doubt see how a nuanced view of any of these 

traditional techniques might be used in the process presented in this paper, my contention 

is that by stepping away from the traditional methods we might better see where we can 

improve. Then, when the traditional methods are reintroduced, what is created is a more 

nuanced and well-rounded sermon.   

Significance 

The contribution of this work to the field of homiletics is to expand the 

discussion concerning the nature of emotional virtue.  However, a by-product of this 

initial discussion emerged a secondary concern of subjective integration of objective 

content.  By using Roberts’s terminology of concerns and construals and the PCC, the 

expositor will be able to write sermons that directly affect both the congregation’s 

perceptions and core desires.  The originality is not necessarily in the development of a 

new way of preaching but is instead found in the integration of Roberts’s work with the 

task of preaching. 

This research seeks to contribute three advances to the field of expository 

preaching.  First, the introduction of a more concrete view of emotions, as presented by 

Roberts, will aid those studying homiletics to be able to dialogue about the role of 

emotions in preaching in a more meaningful way.  The second contribution is the 

introduction of emotional virtues as a focus of the application.  The field of homiletics 

will be able to discuss further how these emotional virtues are developed and in what 

ways sermons can contribute to their development. Finally, this project sought to 

contribute to the dialogue in expository preaching circles concerning the role of 

subjective concerns and desires within the congregation.    
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CHAPTER 2 

ROBERTS AND CHRISTIAN EMOTIONAL VIRTUE 

Expositors first need to understand a philosophical definition of emotion and 

emotional virtues that can inform a discussion of how Christian emotional virtues (CEV) 

can be developed through the sermon.  Emotions are complex phenomena; no one system 

or theory can fully explain their nature.1  Any attempt to define emotion will need to be 

sensitive to the complexity of emotions as well as various views of the roles emotions 

play in life.  Robert C. Roberts presents a cohesive and workable model of emotions that 

captures a central component.  Roberts’s work on emotional virtues provides a 

philosophical framework that may be adapted for use across disciplines. Other disciplines 

might choose to interact with the nature of emotions, but they require a good deal of 

dexterity is required given the range of streams that must be considered in order to 

articulate a comprehensive representation of emotion.   While Roberts should not be the 

final word on the subject, he presents a salient view who can serve expositors by 

providing the philosophical foundation on which discussions of structure, application, 

pathos, and narrative might be developed concerning emotion.   

The purpose of this chapter is to present Roberts’s definition of emotion and 

describe the components of the Christian emotional virtue so that in latter chapters one 

can see how expositors will be able to apply Roberts’s work.  However, in order to show 

the distinctiveness of Roberts’s view, first, a brief sketch of the historical debate 

concerning the nature and definition of emotion is presented.  

                                                

1 For various interpretations of emotion and how they relate to ethics, psychology, etc., see 

Kenneth T. Strongman The Psychology of Emotion: From Everyday Life to Theory, 5th ed. (Chichester, 

England: Wiley, 2003). 
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Competing Theories of Emotion 

The debate concerning the nature and definition of emotions has its roots in 

ancient Greece.  In modern times, the related fields of philosophy and ethics have sparked 

renewed interest in the debate in the last thirty years. Philosophers wrestle with questions 

such as “what is an emotion?” and “how do emotions influence decisions?”  One of the 

most important and most debated questions is whether emotions are non-cognitive or 

cognitive.2   

Though this view is mostly settled among philosophers (leaning toward a 

cognitive view), some still hold to a non-cognitive approach.  Matthew Elliot provides a 

helpful development summary of the two streams of thought.  He traces each stream back 

to Plato’s non-cognitive theory of emotions and Aristotle’s cognitive theory of emotions.  

Plato first argued for a non-cognitive view of emotions.3  He believed emotions 

were not connected to rational thought but instead were something more akin to animal 

instincts. When a person was acting on his anger, he was acting from basic animal 

instinct and not within his rational self. He concluded that the emotions needed to be 

appeased not changed.  Some late Stoics (distinct from the earlier Stoics who believed 

emotions to be cognitive) agreed with Plato and argued that since emotions are non-

rational, the virtuous life consists of separating the rational self from the base animal 

emotions.4 Elliot states that these late Stoics believed the “passions cannot be altered by 

changing beliefs. . . . These Stoics argued that they must be controlled by non-rational 

                                                

2 Matthew Elliot outlines the cognitive or non-cognitive debate concerning emotions. He traces 

the debate from Plato to modern day and addresses key figures and ideas. Matthew A. Elliott, Faithful 

Feelings: Rethinking Emotion in the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2006), 59. 

3 Plato believed that virtue and vice existed objectively outside of the individual, however. He 

believed that with “good upbringing and philosophy” one could be better able to accurately evaluate the 

world. See Robert C. Roberts, “Emotions and the Canons of Evaluation,” in The Oxford Handbook of 

Philosophy of Emotion, ed. Peter Goldie (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 561. 

4 Late Stoics adopted a more Platonic view of the emotions while the early Stoics tended to 

align more with Aristotle’s cognitive view.  Elliott, Faithful Feelings, 59. 
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methods. Passions are to be extirpated by reading poetry, listening to music, and using 

rhythm.”5 A great division existed between the rational brain and the emotional animal 

passions.   

Some more modern philosophers, most notably René Descartes, David Hume, 

Charles Darwin, and William James, have also endorsed a version of the non-cognitive 

view.6  Robert B. Zajonc and Carroll Izard also currently advocate for this position.7 Raja 

Bahlul summarizes this non-cognitive theory in the following way: 

According to these ways of thinking, emotions are feelings that overtake us.  Not 
only are they often contrary to reason and good judgment (love, jealousy, and hatred 
are often said to be ‘blind’), but they are also intractable—we feel them even though 
we know we should not. They often sweep over us with great force, and motivate 
(impel?) us to do that which we do not want to do. We are held powerless in their 
grip, a fact that is sometimes used to plead diminished responsibility for wrong-
doing. We are also often said to be unable to ‘understand’ our feelings and those of 
other people.8    

Aristotle, on the other hand, later argued that emotions were cognitive and 

connected in some way to thoughts. Elliot describes the difference: “While Plato thought 

of emotion as feeling with (meta) an appropriate thought . . . Aristotle thought that the 

cognition caused (dia) the emotion.”9  In this way, emotions are in part within a person’s 

control because they are rooted within the cognitive realm.  The early Stoics followed 

Aristotle. Modern neo-Stoic thinkers, such as Martha Nussbaum and Robert Solomon, 

also follow the Aristotelian line of reasoning.10   

                                                

5 Elliott, Faithful Feelings, 60. 

6 James adapted this non-cognitive view for psychology. See Strongman, The Psychology of 

Emotion, 13-15. 

7 Elliott, Faithful Feelings, 24ff. 

8 Raja Bahlul, “Emotion as Patheception,” Philosophical Explorations 18, no. 1 (March 2015): 

105. 

9 Elliott, Faithful Feelings, 66. 

10 Martha Craven Nussbaum, Love’s Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy and Literature (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1992); Martha Craven Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence 

of Emotions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). 
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A cognitive construct of emotion created space where emotions could be 

understood to posses moral qualities as opposed to the non-cognitivist which understood 

emotions as mere animal impulses and desires. Instead of appeasing one’s passions, for 

Aristotle, emotions need to be controlled and experienced at the right time and right 

place as well as in the right amount.  Aristotle believed that emotions could be virtuous if 

controlled: 

By virtue I mean a virtue of character: for this is about feelings and actions, and 
these admit of excess, deficiency, and an intermediate condition.  We can be afraid, 
for instance, or be confident, or have appetites, or get angry, or feel pity, and in 
general have pleasure or pain, both too much and too little, and in both ways not 
well.  But having these feelings at the right times, about the right things, toward the 
right people, for the right end, and in the right way, is the intermediate and best 
condition, and this proper to virtue.11 

Emotional virtue, for Aristotle, was about finding the appropriate time, place, and force 

for the expression of emotion.    

While Aristotle believed the emotions seemed to contain a moral component, 

the Stoics who followed Aristotle argued that, though the emotions were cognitive, they 

often prevented one from leading a virtuous life. These Stoics argued that reason alone 

could lead to a sufficiently virtuous and moral life, concluding that emotions were 

cognitive but did not contain the potential for virtue.  Gill summarizes the Stoic position: 

It is characteristic of ancient ethics, at least after Aristotle, to assume that happiness 
(eudaimonia) is the overall goal (telos) of a human life, though different theories 
offer different accounts of what constitutes happiness. The Stoics adopted what was 
seen as the “hard” position on this question, namely that virtue is both necessary 
and sufficient for happiness. This position was also expressed as the idea that virtue 
is the only good, or that, of the three types of good normally recognized in ancient 
thought, only psychological goods (virtues) were really good, and not goods of the 
body (health or beauty) or external goods (material possessions or social 
relations).12  

                                                

11 Aristotle, “Nicomachean Ethics,” in Classics of Western Philosophy, ed. Steven M. Cahn, 

7th ed. (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2007), 273. 

12 Christopher Gill, “Cynicism and Stoicism,” in The Oxford Handbook of the History of 

Ethics, ed. Roger Crisp (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 99, emphasis added. 
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The Stoics reasoned that virtue was removed from the material world and since 

emotions arise from gains and losses in the material world, a distrust of the emotions 

developed. Emotions seemed to keep one attached to the material world and prevented 

the movement toward a more reasoned and virtuous state.  This distrust was evident in 

the use of the term apathia to refer to the Stoic stance against the worldly emotions.  On 

this view, the emotions are to be understood as connected to the material world and thus 

should be not trusted as reliable sources of knowledge; and if possible, they should be 

ignored in favor of reason.  Roberts notes that Stoics are  

notable for their blanket moral rejection of emotions from the morally perfected 
human being. . . . It (Stoic logic) is present in the feeling that emotions are in some 
kind of basic opposition to “reason,” and that to be morally perfected is to be 
tranquil, disinterested, objective, detached.13  

Thus, on the Stoic view, the emotions are cognitive, but they distract one from living a 

moral life because they are always rooted in the constantly changing world of the 

material.   

One current revival of the Stoic reasoning is found among the Neo-Stoic camp 

within moral philosophy.  This view is prominent currently in the field of moral 

philosophy and was, in part, made accessible by Robert Solomon and Martha 

Nussbaum.14 Proponents argue that emotions are cognitive (judgments to which the mind 

cognitively ascends) much in the same manner of the Stoic. However, they disagree that 

the telos of life is to achieve only virtue; there are certainly elements of Stoic reasoning in 

the argument.  They are referred to as Neo-Stoic because like the Stoic, they understand 

emotion as cognitive, but they abandon the conclusion that the emotions should be set 

                                                

13 Robert C. Roberts, Emotions in the Moral Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2015), 25. 

14 Robert C. Solomon, “On Emotions as Judgments,” American Philosophical Quarterly 25, 

no. 2 (1988): 183-91. Nussbaum, Love’s Knowledge; Martha Craven Nussbaum, “Narrative Emotions: 

Beckett’s Genealogy of Love,” Ethics 98, no. 2 (January 1988): 225-54; Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought. 
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aside in favor of pure reason. So, the Neo-Stoic agrees with the Stoic concerning the 

nature of emotion but disagrees on the moral worth.     

Nussbaum defines emotions as a judgment. She unpacks her thoughts in the 

following way:  

In speaking this way, the project has used, and also argued for, a conception of the 
major human emotions according to which they are not simply blind surges of 
affect, stirrings or sensations that arise from our animal nature and are identified 
(and distinguished from one another) by their felt quality alone. Instead, they 
themselves have a cognitive content; they are intimately related to beliefs or 
judgments about the world in such a way that the removal of the relevant belief will 
remove not only the reason for the emotion but also the emotion itself. The belief is 
the necessary basis and “ground” of the emotion. It might even be said to be a 
constituent part of the emotion itself. Anger, for example, is defined by Aristotle, 
the first great proponent of this view, as a composite of painful feeling with the 
belief that I have been wronged. This implies (as seems correct) that if I discover 
that my belief is false—that the apparent wrong did not in fact take place—I will, 
discarding my false belief, cease to be angry. If some residual painful feeling does 
persist, it will not be considered anger any longer but, rather, as residual irrational 
irritation or excitation.15    

On her view, emotions are not blind, which means that they have a focus and 

an object.  She argues that emotions are intimately related to the beliefs and judgments 

one makes within the world.  She maintains that “belief” is the ground of the emotion. By 

changing one’s belief, one should theoretically be able to change one’s emotional state.  

While there does seem to be a general sense of truth in this way of thinking, it seems that 

something is missing; namely that emotions do not seem to appear as entirely cognitive.  

There seems to be a sense in which emotions will appear to function in the opposite of 

what the subject knows to be true.  While her argument provides reasonable grounds for 

understanding the cognitive side of emotion and the moral import of emotions, expositors 

may do well to view her argument as hopeful but incomplete.  Her model is quite helpful 

but lacks needed nuance.     

Another broad view of emotions is the sentimentalist view.  Emotions, 

according to Stoicism, impede the virtuous life.  On Sentimentalism, the emotions are 

                                                

15 Nussbaum, “Narrative Emotions,” 231. 
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central to evaluation because of the philosophical assumption that good and bad are 

determined within the individual and are judged in relation to pleasure and pain.16 While 

Stoicism focuses on the separation of the intellect from the physical world, 

Sentimentalism wants to embrace the emotions as providing moral grounding for actions.  

The major proponents of this view can be seen in the philosophy of Hutchenson and 

Hume. While Sentimentalism mixes with a healthy dose of humanism, it does have some 

ties to the agapic nature of Christianity, most notably in the writing of Hutchenson.17 

Sentimentalism has historically arisen in opposition to two philosophies: Hobbesian 

egoism and Moral Rationalism.18  Driver observes “the Sentimentalists challenged both 

views, arguing that there is more to what motivates human beings than simple self-

interest and that reason alone is insufficient to motivate our actions, including our moral 

actions.”19 Expositors may find aspects of the sentimentalist view appealing, namely, that 

emotions play an important role in moral functioning and they seem to understand that 

the emotions appear to be functioning in opposition at times to the cognitive world. A 

                                                

16 Michael Slotes summarizes sentimentalism:  

Unlike Aristotelian and Platonic virtue ethics, sentimentalist virtue ethics bases morality in 

feeling rather than in reason/rationality. Historically, we find instances of such virtue ethics in eighteenth-

century and nineteenth-century British moral sentimentalism, in Augustine’s agapic ethics, and in both 

Buddhism and Confucianism. (Michael Slote, “Sentimentalist Virtue Ethics,” in The Oxford Handbook of 

Virtue, ed. Nancy E. Snow [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018], 343)  

17 Michael Slote, “Moral Sentimentalism and Moral Psychology,” in The Oxford Handbook of 

Ethical Theory, ed. David Copp (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 221. Slote states,  

Hutcheson and Hume are probably its most clear-cut and typical representatives. Hutcheson, in 

particular, acknowledged the strong influence of the Christian ideal of agapic love on his view that universal 

benevolence is the morally best of human motives and that all of morality can be understood by reference to 

that motive. To that extent, the agapic side of Christian moral doctrine (and some of its Jewish antecedents) 

can be said to anticipate and exemplify a form of moral sentimentalism that contrasts rather starkly with the 

rationalism of ancient Greek (virtue) ethics, which saw all ethically valid choice as guided by reason and 

had little or no room for virtues like compassion, self-sacrifice, and (even) kindness. (Ibid., 222) 

18 Julia Driver, “Moral Sense and Sentimentalism,” in Crisp, The Oxford Handbook of the 

History of Ethics, 358. 

19 Ibid.  
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mature morality does not flow from purely cognitive propositions alone but from the 

emotions as well.  Slotes states,       

There is, intuitively, something morally unattractive about the husband who has to 
consult morality (moral principles) and also about the hospital visitor who acts 
conscientiously rather than from friendly feeling (or love). This has force against the 
rationalist assumptions that there is no (or lesser) merit in acting from feeling and 
that it is never morally inappropriate to regulate one’s actions by moral principles or 
considerations of conscience.20  

Where this view seems to miss the mark is that too significant a burden is 

placed on the emotions as moral guides. Even though one might assert that the emotions 

play an important role in moral functioning and even can help direct the subject toward a 

right course of action, this view does not sufficiently emphasize the misalignment of 

human emotion that happened as a result of the fall. Emotions still have moral import, but 

it is not at all clear that emotions are pure states of morality that should determine the 

direction of a person’s moral life.   

Roberts’s Nuanced View of Emotion 

Roberts interacts with these arguments and provides good reasons to at least 

question their overall validity.  For the expositor, various aspects of the Stoic, Platonic, 

Sentimentalist, and Nussbaum’s version of Neo-Stoic may be appealing, but Roberts’s 

makes a compelling case that these fall short as models because they lack full explanatory 

power concerning the nature of emotions.   

Regarding the Stoic claim, Roberts challenges it on several fronts but mainly 

about emotions’ moral functioning.21  He disagrees with the claim that the emotions have 

no moral relevance and points to three logical “backpedals” within Stoic logic that seems 

to suggest that even the Stoics themselves wrestled with this tension.  

                                                

20 Slote, “Moral Sentimentalism and Moral Psychology,” 226. 

21 Roberts, Emotions in the Moral Life, 26-29. 
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First, Roberts recognizes the Stoic concept of first movements as a backpedal 

from the initial position of separating from the emotions.  The Stoics believed that the 

initial sensation of an emotion, such as a being startled or feeling a rush of adrenaline 

when something happens that could make one angry, is not an emotion.  Instead, these 

initial sensations are called first movements. These initial feelings, according to the Stoic, 

are not emotions at all.  Roberts then clarifies,  

An emotion can follow such movements, but only if the subject assents to the 
impression that evokes the movement. For a true passion to occur, the subject must 
credit the first movement with rationality and truth, and consent to it with his will.  
He must voluntarily engage the first movement. Only then has the subject come into 
a passion and thus enslaved himself. 

Roberts believes that such a backpedal is a weakness in the Stoic argument 

because they seem to too easily distinguish what is and is not an emotion based on their 

definition of emotion.  So, if a feeling is not reasonably ascended to then it must not be an 

emotion; and as such, would fall into another category altogether.   

The second backpedal acknowledges that some things are worthy of gladness.  

So, the Stoic position must backpedal once more to make room for these sorts of positive 

emotions, though admittedly they are not the same kinds of positive emotions that non-

Stoics would experience.  Stoics call these positive emotions eupatheiai, which means 

something like “good emotion.”  To clarify, Roberts states,  

For example, the objects of eupathetic joy are such things as the rational order of the 
universe and the deeds of the temperate persons, and eupathic joy is supposed to be 
a very stable state, not changing into its opposite. . . . For two reasons, worldly joys 
such as joy in the health and wellbeing of one’s children are not good: because the 
object is not truly good, and because such passions are prone to turn into disturbing 
passions like sadness and despair, in case one’s children become ill or die.22  

The Stoic concludes that “the person who is subject to such joys and sorrows is 

spiritually a slave of the vicissitudes of life.”23 

                                                

22 Roberts, Emotions in the Moral Life, 27-28. 

23 Ibid., 28. 
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Finally, the Stoic might argue for preferred and dispreferred indifferents.24  

Here the Stoic wants to say that some situations, though they are neither good nor bad, 

are to be preferred or dispreferred.  Roberts explains,  

According to the Stoics, nothing is good except the rational order of the universe 
and the conformity of the mind to that order (that is, wisdom, virtue); and, 
conversely, nothing is bad except the unconformity of the mind to that order 
(vice). . . .  The device consists in saying that while life and health, for example, are 
not strictly good, they are to be “preferred,” and while death and illness are not 
strictly bad, it is appropriate to “disprefer” them.”25   

The use of indifferents allows for a certain amount of separation from the material world 

without totally ignoring matters such as health or material possession.26 These backpedals 

represent tension in the Stoic argument. There seems to be a desire to focus morality only 

in the rational while at the same time acknowledging that there exists an emotional aspect 

that seems to be part of the good life.    

The Christian, by contrast, is not left with this tension because the goal of the 

Christian life is not cognitive assent to the rationality of the universe.  Instead, the 

Christian is called to a relationship with God in Christ. This relationship, by its nature, 

involves and even encourages a full array of emotion and expression. While the Stoic will 

argue that the emotions inhibit the moral life, the Christian can affirm that certain 

emotions and their expression are the foundation of moral life.   

In addition to engaging with Stoicism, Roberts addresses Sentimentalism at 

length in his article “Emotions and the Canons of Evaluation.”27 He argues that 

sentimentalism is circular in its reasoning because it speculates that moral content is 

                                                

24 “Indifferents” is a technical term used by the Stoics and which Roberts adopts.  One might 

read “indifference” as a substitute.  The idea is that while these situtations may be dispreferred they are not 

in and of themselves to sought or avoided.  The Stoic is supposed to be indiffernt to these situations.   

25 Roberts, Emotions in the Moral Life, 28. 

26 Gill, “Cynicism and Stoicism,” 102. 

27 Roberts, “Emotions and the Canons of Evaluation,” 563.  
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found in the emotions themselves, but that the emotions seem to arise from morally 

appropriate actions.  According to Roberts, the project of sentimentalism is without hope 

on the basis that “emotions that are rich enough in normative content to yield the kind of 

norms that sentimentalism intends to explain already presuppose the norms; and ones that 

do not contain the norms are too poor in normative content to yield norms.”28  He goes on 

to state,     

But the nature of sentimentalism as a moral theory will not allow us to make the 
transition from the emotions to morality so easily. Sentimentalism is an ambitious 
naturalistic explanatory project; it aims to explain moral evaluation from something 
other than moral evaluation, something more “natural”. The problem with deriving 
morality from the kind of emotions that we have been discussing so far is that they 
are already regulated with respect to moral concepts; the fact that we’ve been 
talking about an ideal of personal moral maturity as a base from which to appraise 
emotional appraisals vitiates the sentimentalist project by making the proposed 
explanation circular.29  

However, if sentimentalism were to have a chance at being a logically valid 

project, he believes that it would benefit by adding a cognitive construal (I will take up 

Roberts’s view of construal in the following section) element to its view of emotion and 

morality.  He states, 

The construal view ascribes to emotions just the right kind of “cognitivity”—at the 
minimal end of the continuum, “propositional” content in an attenuated sense, but 
nevertheless in a sense that allows, in its defining propositions methodology, for 
greater analytical precision than the formal property methodology allows; and at the 
maximal end of the continuum, explicit propositional involvement in the structure of 
emotions.30  

Thus, on Roberts’s view, the Sentimentalist lacks a strong enough cognitive 

dimension to explain the morality of emotions.  At the same time, the Stoic view seems to 

                                                

28 Roberts, “Emotions and the Canons of Evaluation,” 344.  

29 Ibid., 568. Roberts here further clarifies the circular reasoning:  

Emotions cannot contain judgments because, if they do, the sentimentalist explanation is 

circular; but they must be potential judgments or susceptible to evaluative judgments because, if they 
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characteristic, the derivation of norms from emotions.” (Ibid.)  

30 Ibid., 583.  
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fall short of the relational and human components of emotions and morality.  Especially 

for the Christian, the lack of incarnational reality in the Stoic view should provide pause.  

The Christian eschatological worldview assumes that the natural world, though it is full 

of evil, is not by nature evil.  Instead, the world will be re-born along with the physical 

bodies of the children of God.  Physicality is not a necessary evil but is instead the joy of 

humanity when it is experienced in the right relationship with God.   

Both views are deficient and in need of remedy.  Roberts provides a mediating 

voice that embraces the relational and human aspect of emotional morality while at the 

same time is highly invested in the cognitive aspects. 

Concerning Solomon and Nussbaum’s argument of emotion as judgment, 

Roberts recognizes that judgments are part of emotion, but he believes the proposition 

that emotions are judgments (as he understands the term “judgments”)31 is vulnerable at 

several positions. For instance, the subject may not always ascend to the propositional 

content in the case of legitimate emotions. He cites examples of phobic reactions or 

emotional reactions when reading fiction.  Both examples involve cases where the subject 

knows the fear (or other emotions in the case of the reader of fiction) is not rational, and 

the emotion persists.32  The second objection is that the same judgment that is connected 

with the emotion is sometimes made without the presence of the emotion. For example, 

someone may judge they have been treated unfairly, yet for whatever reason not become 

angry; though in a similar situation in the past, they would have. Finally, he argues, 

                                                

31 Roberts lists six propositions that describe what a judgment is: (1) judgments involves assent; 

(2) judging that p requires a more direct presence to mind p than does believing that p; (3) judgments are 

sometimes perceptual; (4) judgments are not always perceptual; (5) judgments are always propositional; (6) 

judgments come in varying degrees of confidence. Robert C. Roberts, Emotions: An Essay in Aid of Moral 

Psychology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 84-85. 

32 Ibid., 83-84. 
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“Emotions are subject to voluntary control in a way that they would not be if they were 

mere judgments.”33   

Those who argue for emotions as judgments argue for a tight correlation 

between propositions and emotional content. Roberts notes,  

The presence of a propositional content in emotions is not the only source of the 
temptation to think they are a type of judgment. A construal is an emotion only if it 
has a certain degree of seriousness, and the seriousness of a construal is easily 
mistaken for the truth-asserting character of a judgment. A construal is serious when 
it is compelling; when it has the appearance of truth. If I am angry at my two-year-
old for smearing catsup on her Sunday dress, then even though I hold a theory of 
moral development that rules out her being culpable for this heinous act, I construe 
the situation as one in which a responsible agent has culpably offended. She looks 
guilty to me. The construal has me in its grip even though I deny the corresponding 
judgment. By contrast, a construal can also be idling (unserious, lacking 
verisimilitude), as when one “entertains” one construal of a situation after another.34 

Roberts recognizes that emotional responses often take place long before 

cognitive assent.  He looks to the Christian faith for a prime example. A girl who hears 

the gospel for the first time may have feelings of joy and peace but still leave the situation 

not ready to cognitively admit that Jesus is Lord. However, the feeling of joy and peace 

may be part of the journey that helps her arrive at cognitive assent to the proposition of 

the gospel.  The gospel has touched on a deep desire in her heart, but she is not yet 

prepared to make a judgment on the issue.  Roberts notes that this kind of event is ordinary 

in human experience, and the judgment theory is unable to explain it adequately.35   

Instead of only viewing emotion from one angle, Roberts offers a nuanced 

view that recognizes the cognitive elements of emotion but does not endorse the Stoic 

view of the amorality of emotions.  Also, Roberts is at least in partial agreement with 

Nussbaum but understands her project to fail because it places too much weight within 

                                                

33 Roberts, Emotions, 84. 

34 Robert C. Roberts, “What an Emotion Is: A Sketch,” The Philosophical Review 97, no. 2 

(1988): 201. 

35 Robert C. Roberts, Spiritual Emotions: A Psychology of Christian Virtues (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2007), 26. 



40 

the concept of judgment.  In order to nuance a definition of emotion that has greater 

explanatory power, Roberts argues that emotions are concern-based construals.  

Construal 

According to Roberts, a construal is a “way of seeing the world” or an 

“impression of the way the world is.”36  As one perceives the world, many factors help to 

construct a construal of that world.  Though a person may inaccurately perceive reality, 

the subject will believe his or her perception to be true.37  For example, a young child 

may perceive a hideous monster is lurking under the bed.  Her thoughts and anxieties may 

give rise to a perception of danger.  Her perception of her imaginary world will generate 

within her greater fear and possibly panic.  The mythical nature of the threat does not 

affect the child until a parent can reveal her perception as inaccurate. This may be 

accomplished through comforting the child, and possibly the parent crawling under the 

bed and revealing no monsters are present.  At that point, the child’s fear may be quieted.  

Thus, the child changes her perception of the world from a fearful place where monsters 

may be lurking to a safe place where parents protect their children.  As the perception 

changes, the emotion also changes.   

On his model, Roberts asserts that an individual can shift his or her perception 

of a situation and in many cases, can adjust his or her emotional reaction to the situation 

related to it.38  This concept is related to the Stoic view of cognitive emotions but does 

not endorse the “judgment” view.   

Roberts argues that construals are subjective, though they can be greater or 

lesser regarding their representation of reality.  The subjective nature of a perception is 

                                                

36 Roberts, Emotions, 69ff. 

37 This is not to ignore E6 from above.  Note that he states that in “paradigm” cases. 

38 While emotions can certainly be shifted by changing the construal it is also important to note 

that some construals are far more difficult to shift than others. 
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illustrated by the gestalt image of an old lady/young lady (see figure 1).  Roberts employs 

the image to demonstrate how construals can shift from one perception to another.  As 

one views the image, either a young lady or an older woman initially appears.  The 

viewer can then (possibly with the assistance of someone else) perceive the other image 

as well.   

In the same way, changing one’s perception of the world can influence the 

emotional makeup of the subject. On this view, emotions are in part based on construals; 

and thus, are based in the cognitive and are not merely non-cognitive passions.  Roberts 

writes, “This flexibility of perception in the broader sense of construal makes it possible, 

sometimes, to obey a command to feel an emotion.”39  

Figure 1. Old lady/young lady 

Does this mean that by simply choosing to see differently, a person can create 

any emotion at any time that he or she desires?  While several options for construal may 

be available, Roberts does not believe that these options are without limit:  

When you see the figure in the one way, and then shift to the other way of seeing it, 
the purely sensory data do not change; either way, your eyes register the same 
configuration of black splotches on a white background.  But your way of taking or 
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“seeing” those data makes all the difference in the way you experience the 
drawing.40  

He further explains,  

The fact that the figure can be seen (experienced) in the two very different ways, yet 
without change of sensory character, suggests that construal is subjective: The 
organization of the lines is not just in the lines, but is imposed, with the 
encouragement of the lines, by the viewing subject. . . . [However] the two 
construals (of the figure) are not sheer subjectivity; the viewer does not create the 
figure as she might if she were drawing it. Instead she discovers something that is 
there in the drawing.  Yet it is not as though the old lady is the truth about the 
picture, while the young lady is not.  Different as the construals are, neither is to be 
preferred to the other, absent some special conventional circumstance.41  

Thus, construals of the world are subjective, but an individual does not have limitless 

options available for construing the world.  A hard limit of seeing is imposed by the 

shape, design, and organization of the world.   

A construal can be illustrated by utilizing a story from Scripture. In John 11, 

Jesus is said to weep at the tomb of Lazarus.  Why does Jesus weep? One might construe 

this situation in several ways based on the textual evidence.  One may make the case that 

Jesus is weeping over the sin of the world that has brought death upon humanity.  One 

could argue that Jesus is expressing the emotion of sadness over the loss of his friend.  

Another may argue that Jesus is weeping at the unbelief (disgust? anger? sadness?) of 

those who stood looking on and so on.  Thus, one might perceive the world that John is 

describing in this passage in several ways. However, one cannot merely see the world in 

any way imaginable.  For example, it would be inapplicable to assume that the reason 

Jesus is weeping at the tomb is that he developed knee pain from trekking across the 

Judean countryside.  This construal is inappropriate because the text limits the available 

construals to a particular set.   

In the same way, when one construes the world in a certain way, that person is 

limited to the available propositions. Indeed one might choose to ignore facts or 
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information within a construal of the world, either intentionally or unintentionally. 

However, such a construal would result in a perception of the world that is not in alignment 

with reality and is thus flawed.  Possibly a person could—and often will—base his view 

of the world on incomplete information. In such a case, though he or she would completely 

believe the construal, it would not be the case that the construal is true in reality.   

Twelve Propositions Concerning 
Construals 

For greater clarity to his view of construals, Roberts provides twelve 

propositions:   

(1) “Construals have an immediacy reminiscent of sense perception.  They are 

impressions, ways things appear to the subject; they are experiences and not just 

judgments or thoughts or beliefs.”42  Construals are not solely comprised of objective 

data in a scientific sense, but instead, are experienced and are taken up in the subjective 

desires of the subject.  A person’s construal of the world may be in alignment with 

available data or may be based solely on experience that is not available to conscious 

judgment.   

(2)  “Though they are impressions, they are not, or not merely, sense 

impressions, that is, impressions of the sort produced by light hitting the retina, air 

variations exciting the ear drum, and so on.”43 While construals are based on an 

impression of the world, they need not be solely perceived through the senses.  

Construals may well be formed through imagination.   

(3)  “They involve an “in terms of” relationship: one thing is perceived in 

terms of something else.”44  Roberts recognizes that emotions do not take place in an 
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isolated vacuum but are understood as subjects relate to other objects.  

(4) “They are subjective, that is, highly dependent on special qualifications of 

the subject; but some of them can be true or false.”45 Even in accepting the 

correspondence theory of truth, one’s perception of reality is going to be highly 

subjective.     

(5) “They admit of a focus on one or two of the elements, with the rest of the 

construct in the ‘background’ and the focus can be quite shifty, producing kaleidoscopic 

variations on a construal.”46 Within the construal, one may only focus on one or two 

elements, and the rest is forced to the background.  The focus of the construal will 

become the primary construal of the forthcoming emotion.  Thus, if a man’s wife burns 

the toast, and he construes that she has done so out of neglect for his desire for non-burnt 

toast, he may become angry.  However, if he learns that she was distracted from the toast 

because of an emergency with one of their children, he might be inclined to change his 

perception.  Though, upon trying to eat the burnt toast, he is reminded of the offense and 

again construes that she was negligent with the toast and may return to his anger.  In this 

instance, the construal of the event is impacted by the focus.  

(6) “Opposed construals of something tend to exclude each other, but for an 

adept (sic) it is sometimes possible to engage two opposite construals at the same time.”47  

At first reading, it may appear that Roberts is arguing for a paradox; however, if one 

remembers that construals are subjective, it is possible to see how opposing construals 

may be perceived simultaneously.  Roberts’s use of the old lady/young lady image makes 

this point. A person who is adept with the image will be able to flip back and forth in 

their mind between the two images.   
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(7) “They need not be states of consciousness.”48  In Roberts’s view emotions 

are not pure physiological responses that overtake a person. Instead, emotions are 

connected to objects, narratives, and thoughts.  Emotions give color to the world.  Thus, 

emotions are shaped by cognitive perceptions.  However, at times these perceptions take 

place beneath the surface of consciousness, and the source is not always apparent to the 

individual experiencing the emotion, thus giving the impression that emotions are at 

times random and without an object. Construals may take place beneath consciousness 

and will not be immediately recognized by the subject. The subject may or may not be 

aware of the accompanying emotion of the construal, depending on its scope and depth as 

well as the subject’s self-awareness.   

(8) “They often, but not always, have an “emotional” character, and the 

difference between the kinds of cases made by the presence of concerns, personal 

interests, and attachments of the subject for (to) something in the construed situation.”49 

Only those concepts, thoughts, or perceptions that touch on a concern or desire will 

produce an emotion.  While a person may perceive countless things and ideas only when 

those perceptions inhibit or add to a desire or concern will an emotion be produced.50     

(9) “They come in degrees of depth of impression or impact of strikingness.”51 

Depending on the depth of the concern gathered up in the construal, the impact of that 

construal will take on various intensities.   

(10) “They come in varieties of interplay of mental event types.”52 Here 

Roberts means that construals are grasped by an “in terms of” relationship.  He states, 
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“The “in terms of” relation can have as its terms any of the following: a sense perception, 

a thought, an image, a concept...Most of our experience, as most of our unconscious 

states of mind, are a hard-to-specify structure of percept, concept, image, and thought.”53 

(11) “They are sometimes subject to voluntary control, and they sometimes are 

not.”54  Thus, not all construals can be summoned at will.  One will not always be able to 

voluntarily re-construe a situation.  Other instances will be more easily re-construed.  

One possible reason is the degree of concern attached to this particular construal.  The 

higher the degree of concern, the more difficult it will be to reshape the construal 

voluntarily.  Here, the wise preacher will note that proclaiming biblical propositions does 

not immediately penetrate to the deepest concerns of the human heart.  This is not to 

imply that the proposition is impotent but that often the proposition needs time to 

penetrate the concern.  Instead, a long-term commitment to reshaping the concerns is 

needed while at the same time encouraging the adoption of the proposition or 

application.55  

While a construal may be relatively simple, emotion is far more complex, and 

those construals that lead to emotions are by nature more complex.  Roberts argues,  

Emotions are of course far more complicated than the construals of these simple 
figures. Whether an emotion is in our repertoire with respect to a given situation is a 
function of the character of the situation in its relation to our system of beliefs, our 
emotional history, our system of cares and desires, our habits of attention, our skills 
at conceptualization and visualization, and who knows what else. In some situations 
one emotion may be so compelling that we are (without the help of a friend or 
therapist, at any rate) virtually helpless in the face of it. The therapist or friend, by 
suggesting and fostering other possibilities of construal, may be able to liberate us 
from it by contributing to our emotional repertoire.56   
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(12) “The language of construal or seeing-as is not native to the experience 

except in special cases where the experience is taken to be optional or not to bear on 

truth, or the speaker is denying, doubting, or analyzing the experience.”57 

On Roberts’s view, construals are not merely the observation and integration 

of facts into the cognitive perception of the world.  Any given construal of the world is 

far more complicated than a simplistic variant in a math equation; however, this does not 

mean that construals are entirely outside of one’s ability to shape, only that control of 

one’s construal may not be entirely possible, at least at first. While the construal of the 

world may be rooted in propositions, it cannot generate emotion based on propositions 

alone; this is the role of the subjective concerns of the individual.   

Concerns 

Recall that Roberts’s definition of emotion is concern-based construal. In 

addition to a construal of the world, emotions are based on serious concerns held by the 

subject.  A construal, apart from a concern, is not an emotion.  This is one of the most 

striking differences between Nussbaum’s and Roberts’s arguments.  When a concern is 

taken up in a construal of the world, an emotion is generated.  Roberts notes,  

The multitude and variety of synthetic crossings of precepts, images, thoughts, and 
concepts in human mental life are countless; only some of these, however, are 
emotions. My formula is that emotions are concerned-based construals, that is, 
construals imbued, flavored, colored, drenched, suffused, laden, informed, or 
permeated with concern.  To be angry is not just to see a person as having culpably 
offended; the construal must be based on a concern about some dimension of the 
offense, and possibly a concern about some dimension of the offender. . . . For this 
reason, concerns, cares, desires, loves, interests, attachments, and enthusiasms are 
dispositions to emotions; when we construe circumstances in terms that touch or 
impinge on our concerns, the construals are emotions.58 

Emotions, then, are construals laden with concern.  Any construal apart from a 

desire or concern will not result in an emotion.  As mentioned, the “concern” aspect of 
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the emotion is what primarily separates it from other definitions that argue for emotions 

as judgments.59     

Roberts states that concerns “denote desires and aversions, and the attachments 

and interests from which many of our desires and aversions derive.”60  Concerns are 

shaped and developed in a variety of ways:  

Concerns can be biological (“instinctive,” “natural”) or learned, general or specific, 
ultimate or derivative, and dispositional or occurrent. The aversion to bodily 
damage and death is presumably biological and thus universal, as is a concern to be 
estimable; by contrast, the concerns to avoid cancer and to be esteemed for one’s 
philosophical works are learned and culture-relative.61    

Concerns are developed in a multitude of ways, be it intentionally or 

unintentionally.  Culture plays an essential role in the development of concerns, as well 

as a person’s family of origin.  The church community, doctrine, and one’s relationship 

with Jesus will undoubtedly shape the concern of the Christian.  Some concerns may be 

present with an individual through their entire life, as a concern for personal health, and 

some may only be present for a short time, such as a concern for a car—once the car is 

sold one would no longer have the same concern for it.62 

Concerns are “taken up” in a construal of the world to form an emotion.  The 

concern is one of the available inputs that function in the development of the emotion.  

Thus, “basic concerns become a ‘term’ of the construal, along with aspects of the 

situation as the emotions pictures it.”63 When the construal of the world hits on a serious 
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concern, the emotion is activated.  The concern is thus part of the construal, but it is not 

the construal itself.   

At times emotions may make particular concerns evident.  Roberts argues that 

concerns may be dormant, but in the emotion they become active: “The concern is there 

in the form of the emotion.”64 A person may be unaware of a concern they have until it is 

perceived, even subconsciously, that the concern is affected; and at which point they will 

experience an emotion related to that concern.   

Concerns may have lesser or more significant influence over an emotion 

depending on the psychological depth of the concern. The deeper the concern, the more 

color the concern will provide to the construal of the situation. The realization that not all 

emotions are created equal is important for the formation of emotional virtues; those 

emotions with greatest intensity are often rooted in the most central concerns of the 

individual.  Roberts argues, 

The depth of an emotion is the depth of its ingress into the personality.  Human 
emotions are paradigmatically based on or rooted in concerns.  But concerns can be 
more or less masterful, that is, they can be more or less constitutive of the core of 
someone’s personality, or they can be derived from concerns that are in this way 
central to the person.  Some concerns have shallow roots; they are in the personality 
all right, and emotions occasionally arise out of them, but relatively little about the 
person can be explained by reference to them.65   

Are concerns themselves emotions? Roberts believes the reason some argue 

that concerns are emotions is that “some emotions contain or beget concerns—what I 

have called the consequent concern—and a theorist might think that this concern is the 

very center or essence of the emotion.”66 Because the concern is at the core of the emotion, 

some may want to argue that the concern is itself the emotion.  Furthermore, some may 

argue that “words that refer to emotions may also refer to concerns.  The premier 
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examples are ‘love’ and ‘hate’ and ‘concern’ itself.”67 Roberts dismisses this view by 

stating, “It does not follow from the fact that the same term can refer both to emotions 

and to concerns that emotions do not differ from concerns.”68 At this point, the English 

language seems to be the limit of the discussion, not Roberts’s meaning of “concern.”   

He argues that a concern is not an emotion but a part of the emotional makeup:  

One reason might be that emotions involve concerns-for example, a fearful person 
has a concern to get out of this danger’s way. But this does not show that the 
concern is the fear, or any other emotion. And besides, it is not that concern by 
reference to which I explain fear, but the more general concern to avoid damage to 
oneself; it becomes the more specific desire to avoid this present perceived danger 
only in virtue of the construal of the situation.69  

In this example, the fear is not the concern; instead, the concern is for one’s health, which 

ushers in fear when health is jeopardized.  Roberts does note, however, that  

it is of course true that one emotion can be based on a concern arising out of another 
emotion. Thus I can feel disappointed at my failure to get revenge against a person 
at whom I am angry. But my analysis of emotions in terms of concerns is not 
circular, because there are concerns which are not only not emotions, but not even 
ingredients in any emotion.70  

Roberts provides a useful analogy to understanding the relationship between a 

concern and the emotion that issues from a desire. Emotions seem to have a “mind-to-

world” direction while concerns or desires have a “world-to-mind” direction.  An 

example at this point may help.  If I know that there is a piece of strawberry pie in the 

kitchen and begin to desire the pie, I will only be satisfied in my desire if the pie is given 

to me, and I am then able to eat it (the outside world conforms to my mental state).  

However, what if at the moment my wife brings me a piece of the pie, my two-year-old 

knocks it from her hands and it spills to the ground?  Now, my desire has been 
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thwarted—the outside world does not conform to my mental state.  Thus, I perceive that I 

am angry.  My anger is the emotion that issued from my desire being thwarted.  The 

desire itself was not the emotion.71  

Roberts notes that “emotions can succeed in fitting the world, or fail to fit it, in 

much the way that visual and auditory experiences can.”72 My perception of the world 

and how it is affecting my concern is limited, and because of that can be inappropriate to 

the situation.  In the above example, I was angry with my son for causing my pie to crash 

to the ground.  However, what if he was running into the dining room to tell his mother 

there was a snake that had made its way into the house?  Suddenly, my anger at him 

dissipates because I construe that it was not mere carelessness that caused him to spill my 

pie, but a threat.  This illustration helps to show how emotions are contingent on 

subjective information.  The construal of the situation does not directly reflect the content 

of what happened but also reflects on a sense of justice concerning the object.  

Roberts’s Twelve Facts about Emotions 

Now that a definition of emotions as concern-based construals has been 

established, Roberts observes twelve propositions concerning emotions.  He recognizes 

that emotions come in a large variety of shapes and degrees; however, they do have 

specific characteristics that seem to be universal. Reflecting on the common attributes of 

emotions, Roberts articulates twelve propositions (though admittedly there are more).  

Some of the propositions appear authentic based on “common knowledge,” while others 
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will require more philosophical reflection. In his writing, Roberts provides helpful 

examples and further clarification for each.73  

(1) “Emotions are paradigmatically felt, but emotions may occur independently 

of the corresponding feeling, and the feeling of an emotion can be nonveridical, 

illusory.”74  Humans have emotions even without being consciously aware that the 

emotion is present.  Emotions are not required to be felt to be present.   

(2) “Physiological changes often accompany emotions; sometimes, they are 

felt; the feeling of them is not the feeling of the emotion, though it is characteristically an 

aspect of the feeling.”75 While it is often the case that certain emotions produce particular 

physical states (i.e., a person has sweaty palms when they become anxious), it is also 

possible that those same physical sensations are produced by something other than the 

emotion. Thus, while physical sensations often accompany particular emotion, they are 

not the feeling of the emotion itself but a part of feeling the emotion.   

(3) “Paradigm cases of adult human emotions take ‘objects.’”76  Emotions have 

an in reference to make-up.  An emotion is usually understood in reference to something 

outside one’s self.  Roberts uses the following example, “My anger is directed at George, 

on account of his remark. Emotions are like several other kinds of mental states in being 

‘intentional’—that is, take some ‘object’ beyond themselves.”77  
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(4) “Emotional objects are typically situational or composite, with unequal and 

shifting focus on the various elements of the situational object.”78  As one experiences an 

emotion, various propositions or aspects of the situation may come to the forefront and 

others descend like actors on a stage that step forward to share their lines and then move 

back up stage.   

(5) “We could say that emotion type is determined by certain leading concepts 

that define it.”79 Anger is felt when a subject experiences a perceived injustice.  Sadness 

is felt when a subject perceives a loss of something valuable.  Each emotion seems to 

have its grammar that describes how it relates to the object.  

(6) “In the paradigm cases, the subject of an emotion believes the propositional 

content of his emotion, but in some cases of genuine emotion, the subject does not 

believe all of the content.”80 A person may experience genuine emotion while not 

believing the propositions.  A simple example involves emotions felt while reading a 

fiction novel.  The reader knows that the propositions giving rise to certain emotions are 

not real, only fiction. However, the emotions created are real, even if the reader knows he 

does not believe that events in the novel are based in reality.   

(7) “It is possible to have emotions without being able to articulate (all of) their 

content; some of the content may be nonpropositional.”81  Roberts states, 

For example, the kind of ecstatic joy or awe that one may experience while sitting 
on the shore of a deserted mountain lake at sunset or listening to one of the 
Brandenburg Concerti seems not even to have a “story.” Perhaps even the most 
articulate and articulable emotions typically have some nonpropositional content.82  
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(8) “Many types of emotion are motivational in the sense that they involve a 

desire to perform character types of action, but not all emotions are motivational in this 

sense.”83 Anger may motivate a person to slam a door, curse, or scream.  Fear can 

motivate a person to hide or fight back.  However, some emotions, such as sadness, do 

not seem to have a motivational sense on Roberts’s model.84  

(9) “The subject of an emotion is sometimes able to exercise voluntary control 

over it, and sometimes unable to do so.”85  Roberts offers the following clarification:  

We sometimes speak of “hanging on” to our anger, or giving in to anger that we feel 
coming on, or letting ourselves be carried away.  We also speak of giving up our 
anger (say, in an act of forgiveness) or not allowing ourselves to get angry. We 
often speak as though we have some control over our emotions, at least part of the 
time—that we can sometimes choose whether to go into an emotional state, or 
whether to remain there.  But we also sometimes speak as though the emotion has 
control of us, partial or even complete. We are sometimes paralyzed by fear, 
possessed by anger.86 

(10) “Emotions come in degrees of intensity.”87 One may have feelings of 

anger from mild announce to full-blown rage.  All would be expressions of anger but 

would be empowered by the level to which the primary concern was affected.   

(11) “Expression of an emotion in behavior and action sometimes causes an 

emotion to subside, but sometimes expression intensifies and/or prolongs the emotion.”88  

(12) “Emotions, like actions, are subject to moral praise and blame.”89  The 

moral makeup of emotions is the subject of his book Emotions in the Moral Life,90 where 
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he makes the case that emotions can be virtuous and that Christians ought to seek to 

cultivate such virtues.   

Roberts admits that these twelve propositions do not represent all facts about 

emotions, but these are a strong sampling of some of the more prominent propositions.    

To conclude the discussion of Roberts and emotion, here is Roberts’s summary 

of his definition: 

To say that emotions are concern-based construals is to say that they are states in 
which the subject grasps, with a kind of perceptual immediacy, a significance of his 
or her situation. Emotions are interpretive in a broad and loose sense: two subjects 
with equally acute powers of sense perception and intellection may see the same 
situation in very different ways, experiencing widely different emotions in response 
to it. As interpretive perceptions, emotions can be right or wrong about the situation, 
true or false of it.  And they are motivational.  As concern-based construals, they are 
affected by what the subject cares about, what is important to him or her; and many 
emotions tend to move their subjects to action in a way that is suggested by the 
concern that is basic to the emotion, along with the particular way of construing the 
situation that the emotion involves.91       

At this point, the expositor may begin thinking about how Roberts’s view of 

emotion can contribute to the process of developing emotional virtue through the sermon.  

However, before moving to the sermon and its development, it is essential to have a grasp 

of the make-up of Christian emotional virtue.  The following section will detail those 

parts while also showing how concerns and construals impact the structure of emotional 

virtues.     

Roberts’s On Christian Emotional Virtue 

Before turning to a discussion of the composition of Christian emotional 

virtues, a distinction between emotions and emotional virtues, in general, should be 

addressed.  As Roberts argues, an emotion can be a virtue, but certainly, not all emotions 

are virtues.  Those types of emotions that may be considered virtuous (i.e., joy) are not 
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virtuous in certain situations. For example, a person may be joyful at unjust suffering or 

peace when anger is the appropriate response.  Emotional virtues are not merely 

emotions, but emotions felt and expressed at the right time and place based on the context 

and cultural situation.  Each community determines what constitutes a right time and 

place based on internal beliefs and ideals.  For Christians, the theology and ethic of 

Scripture determine the appropriate expression, time, and place in which emotions are 

considered virtues or not.  While one might believe joy to be a virtue, in Christian 

context, feeling joy upon hearing that someone was murdered would not be considered a 

virtue but would point to some distortion of the heart.   

Unlike emotional virtues, emotions “are episodic states.”92  Thus, “they come 

and go, lasting sometimes just for a second or two and sometimes for more extended 

periods.  They are not themselves traits of character.”93  Emotions are not inherently 

moral.  Emotions can only be judged morally in relation to their context, motivation, and 

the action that follows.  The feeling of sadness, anger, joy, or happiness does not describe 

a virtue or a vice.  Only when emotions are felt at appropriate or inappropriate times, 

situations, and amounts can they be judged as either virtues or vices.   

The difference between an emotion and emotional virtue has to do with one’s 

ability to draw upon the virtuous emotion under challenging times. Unlike episodic 

emotions, emotional virtues are characterized by endurance and the ability to feel the 

emotion when it is appropriate based on the particular worldview one adopts. Drawing 

from Romans 5:1-5, Roberts illustrates this idea:  

Real spiritual hope is not a matter of feeling hopeful now and then, when 
circumstances are looking up, even if the thought that goes with that hope is that we 
are due to share the glory of God. It is not real, spiritual hope if, for example, you 
feel it only in church, with the help of the vaulted ceiling, the unctuous preaching of 
Easter, and the resounding chords of “Christ the Lord is Risen Today.” The hope 
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needs to be a character trait, and a character trait has to be characterized by 
“endurance” (hypomonē: steadfastness)—by ability to feel the emotion even in 
situations that don’t seem very propitious for it.94 

Emotional virtues are present at times when it seems most unlikely that they 

would be.  For example, a persecuted Christian may feel authentic joy as he construes 

himself as suffering alongside Christ and as he reflects on his concern for the Christ and 

his kingdom. He may experience genuine love for his persecutor despite pain and 

suffering. Although he certainly will feel anger, fear, and deep sorrow, his overall 

disposition is one consisting of intense joy in Christ in the face of suffering.  The 

emotional virtue is not the only emotion felt. However, the emotional virtue is summoned 

when needed and able to support the weight of other episodic emotions.  As the Christian 

meditates on Christ, prays, and expresses his own struggle honestly before the Lord, he 

can draw on the joy that is in the Lord.   

A similar biblical example is found in Acts 5, where the emotional virtue of 

joy is evident in the apostles.  The Pharisees called a council to discuss the ongoing 

preaching concerning Jesus of Nazareth led by the apostles (v. 18).  The apostles are 

arrested.  The angel of the Lord aided the escape of the apostles so that they could go and 

preach the gospel in the Temple.  Then, the Pharisees bring the apostles in to be 

questioned and judged.  The apostles are beaten and ordered to “not to speak in the name 

of Jesus” and let them go (v. 40).  However, despite the incredible pressure and fear most 

others might have experienced, the apostles leave the scene rejoicing: “Then they left the 

presence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the 

name” (v. 41). How was their joy possible? A spiritual reality unleashed in their life 

became for them an even greater desire than even the desire for their safety and health.  

So, at the very moment when discouragement and fear could have settled in, they can 

rejoice because they were counted worthy to suffer for Jesus’ name.  Therefore, the 
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virtuous emotion of joy is summoned at a time when fear and discouragement may have 

been present but was overshadowed.  The apostles rejoiced because they were able to re-

construe the situation in light of the eschatological reality they were experiencing in 

Christ and because of their concern for the kingdom.  

Distinctively Christian Emotional Virtue 

Christian virtues are those attitudes, behaviors, and dispositions considered 

congruous with Christian flourishing. Christian emotional virtues are those emotions that 

issue from proper biblical concerns and construals that are felt, and if needed, expressed 

at the proper time, place, and quantity.   

Christian emotional virtues are needed for ongoing spiritual growth.  Roberts 

notes that a person who is considered “emotional” or immature “is weak not because he 

has emotions, but because he has such poor ones, or such a limited repertoire.  The 

concerns his emotions go back to are themselves momentary, primitive, immature, badly 

ordered.”95  The Christian who has developed emotional virtue will have a far greater 

repertoire of emotional expression and will not be limited to momentary expression but, 

instead, will be guided by godly dispositions.  

Whether an emotion is classified as virtue or vice is determined by a specific 

local community. The community may be as isolated as a single tribe or as broad as the 

Roman Empire. For example, in the first century, the Roman Empire looked down on 

“humility” as a virtue and understood it as a sign of weakness, while the Christian 

community embraced it.  Each community, through its own sets of concerns and 

construals, either elevates or rejects certain emotions as virtues or vices.  These virtues 

are not universally embraced as virtuous. So instead of looking at emotional virtues from 
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a broad perspective, one must focus on the specific community that most preachers will 

address; namely, the Christian community.  

This raises the question of how certain emotions are determined virtuous 

within the Christian community.  What makes emotional virtues particularly Christian is 

their connection to Christian doctrine and Christian concerns so that “distinctively 

Christian joy is joy in the Lord, gratitude is gratitude to God for his grace in Jesus Christ, 

hope is hope for the kingdom of God promised in the gospel, and so forth.”96 It is not 

enough for a Christian to have joy; but for it to be Christian joy, it must be joy that is 

found in Christ and is informed by Christian doctrine.  Christian doctrine and the 

Christian narrative determine Christian emotional virtues.   

What about someone who demonstrates the same kind of emotion but does not 

share Christian beliefs—are they demonstrating the Christian emotional virtue? To put it 

concretely, what makes love shown to an ailing patient by a Buddhist nurse different 

from the love shown by a Christian nurse? Assuming that the quality of care is the same, 

is there a difference in the kind of love being shown? Is it right to say that love shown by 

a Christian is Christian love and love shown by a Buddhist is another form of love, 

namely, Buddhist love?  Roberts believes that “the very same behavior of binding 

wounds, dispensing medicine, providing a comfortable place to lie, might be practiced by 

anyone.”97   

However, an emotional virtue that is performed/felt by a Christian must 

proceed from biblical doctrine and narrative and Christian concern for it to be considered 

a true Christian emotional virtue.  Roberts makes a distinction between virtuous Christian 

acts from non-Christian virtuous acts, though they can take the same form.  The 

difference lies in the foundation of the virtue.  He states,  
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The distinctiveness of Christian teaching and the concepts in which that teaching is 
couched determine the distinctiveness of everything else in Christianity—the art and 
architecture, the music and the institutions . . . the activities and actions that 
Christians perform.98   

For a Christian to respond to life Christianly, it is not enough to have the right action, 

understanding, or even emotion; he must also conceive of himself within the Christian 

narrative. He will perceive the Christian story and concepts as pertaining to himself 

subjectively.  

So, the Christian will learn to construe rightly as they are exposed to Christian 

doctrine and the gospel meta-narrative that subjectively invites disciples to take their 

place in the story.  Here biblical teaching on the doctrine of faith that helps the 

congregation to see rightly will help to shape the virtues of the congregation.   

A Primary Christian Concern (PCC) 

Each emotional virtue will be formed from a particular Christian concern and 

understood within a subjective construal of the world.99 Since emotions are concern-

based construals, to cultivate Christian emotional virtues, one will need to cultivate and 

inculcate Christian concerns.  For Roberts, the foundational Christian concern is the 

desire for God along with a hungering and thirsting for righteousness: “Christian 

emotions will be ones that are based on a Christian passion — hungering and thirsting for 

righteousness, the yearning for eternal happiness, the longing for fellowship with God, 

the desire of the kingdom.”100  This concern for God and his righteousness will be the 

basis of all Christian emotional virtues.  Even the most virtuous of emotions not based in 

the primary Christian concern will not be considered Christian emotional virtues.  
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Desire for God 

The gospel message is directed at the most basic of human desires and reveals 

how each is fulfilled in Christ.  Roberts notes that, in the Christian tradition, humanity 

needs “infinite forms of security, love, and meaning.”101  Attempts to meet these 

foundational human needs simply through finite and psychological means are insufficient 

on the Christian model.  The human soul cries out for a divine infinite person to trust, to 

love and be loved by, and to find one’s purpose.  This desire for the infinite is met in God 

through Christ.   

Thus, beneath all Christian emotional virtue is a desire for a more profound 

relationship with God in Christ.  Where the desire for God wanes, the Christian emotional 

virtues will also dissipate.  The psalmist reflects this desire in Psalm 42:1-2, “As a deer 

pants for flowing streams, so pants my soul for you, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for 

the living God.” The prophet Isaiah reflects this same idea: “In the path of your 

judgments, O Lord, we wait for you; your name and remembrance are the desire of our 

soul. My soul yearns for you in the night; my spirit within me earnestly seeks you” (Isa 

26:8-9).  Not only does the mature Christian desire God, but he will affirm that he desires 

nothing on earth more than God: “Whom have I in heaven but you? And there is nothing 

on earth that I desire besides you” (Ps 73:25).  Thus, one way to describe the progression 

of the Christian life is for God to become increasingly one’s central focus and desire.   

The need for an infinite God may be inherent in humanity, but in no way does 

that diminish God’s role in the process.  Upon reflecting on this, Roberts believes that 

“the Christian psychologist can give doctrinally orthodox and biblically rich readings of 

the human desire for God and for its frequent failure to be well developed or 

conscious.”102 To develop Christian emotional virtues, one must focus on adequately 
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developing a desire for God.  The preacher can assume that the congregation carries a 

desire for God, either in the simple form of an unbeliever or in a more complex revealed 

form of the Christian.  The desire for God’s kingdom also issues from basic human 

desires: peace, safety, and love. However, the Christian is particularly situated to enjoy 

these benefits and as such, has a particular kind of desire for God’s kingdom. 

Desire for God’s Righteous Kingdom 

The desire for God and his kingdom are not truly two separate desires but are 

two sides of the same coin.  One side is desiring God for himself and the other is desiring 

God for what he is doing in the world and through believers. As believers desire the 

kingdom of God to be on earth as it is in Heaven, they are asking God to make his 

presence known more and more on the earth.   

In Jesus’s teaching in the Gospel of Matthew, one finds that the kingdom is 

drawn from the writings of Isaiah.  Glen H. Stassen observes that Jesus’s teaching about 

the kingdom is laden with references and quotes from Isaiah:  

Every time Jesus proclaimed the coming of the kingdom of God, he used words that 
came from the Aramaic translation of the prophet Isaiah. Aramaic scholars . . . see 
this most clearly, but the indebtedness to Isaiah is evident even in English 
translations. Jesus’ beatitudes are a paraphrase of Isaiah 61, Jesus’ first sermon in 
Luke 4:18-21 is based on Isaiah, and he quoted Isaiah far more than any other book 
of the Bible.103 

According to Stassen, the kingdom, understood in light of Isaiah, includes at 

least seven themes: deliverance, justice, peace, presence of God, joy, healing, and return 

from exile.104  “And throughout Isaiah, these seven characteristics of the reign of God 
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come because of God’s compassion (Isa. 13:18; 14:1; 27:11; 30:18; 49:10, 13, 15; 54:7, 

8, 10; 55:7; 60:10; 63:7, 15).”105  The love and mercy of God bring the kingdom.   

Disciples of Jesus are to desire these ideals and seek to bring them about in this 

life and to anticipate their ultimate fulfillment when Christ returns.  In Matthew 13, Jesus 

illustrates the desire for the kingdom in the parable of the treasure buried in the field. In 

the parable, Jesus describes a man who found a treasure buried in a field that he did not 

own. He sells everything he has and buys the field. He then unearths the treasure to his 

great joy.   

Jesus’s purpose is to emphasize that a desire for the kingdom should 

accompany a desire for God in the life of the Christian.  The desire for the kingdom is 

evidenced by a willingness to let go of secondary worldly desires and lay hold of the 

costlier desire; namely, God himself and the kingdom of righteousness that he brings.  

Paul puts it this way in Philippians 3:8, “Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the 

surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake, I have suffered the loss 

of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ.”  This 

fundamental Christian concern of Christ and his kingdom is at the center of Christian 

emotional virtues.   

In Matthew 6:33, Jesus states, “seek first the kingdom of God and his 

righteousness, and all these things will be added to you.” According to Pennington, Jesus 

is not stating “generalized, universal, human wisdom,” but is placing his ministry and 

teaching “into the context of the Jewish expectation of its eschatological consummation, 

its coming from heaven to earth.”106 Jesus’ kingdom is localized in the people of God and 

works out from his people to the rest of the world.  The outworking of the kingdom into 
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the world will take on several forms and will involve not only the life of the believer but 

also a holistic vision for the world into which Christians are to participate. N. T. Wright, 

who has described the kingdom in great detail,107 explains how believers can live out 

their new reality as members of the kingdom:  

The fundamental habits of this new, strange, upside-down “royalty” are therefore 
becoming clear—and they are the very things which Jesus and Paul were urging. 
They are the virtues, hard initially but second nature after long practice, which 
generate communities in whose life the lordship of Jesus is apparent, a life which by 
its very nature doesn’t stay as a hidden property which those communities but of 
necessity spills out into the world around as people see human life lived in a 
radically different, and often compellingly attractive, way. Here, again, the life of 
Christian virtue is a team sport.108 

The church lives out this desire in community with God and with brothers and 

sisters in Christ. In a relationship with God and with one another, the church can spill the 

kingdom out into the rest of the world.  Jesus teaches his disciples to pray for this very 

thing in Matthew 6:10.  Therefore, the concern for the kingdom is not just a personal 

concern but is also a communal concern of the whole church and even for the whole 

world as it is taken up in Christ.  Each person is called to hunger and thirst for 

righteousness, but each person is also understood to be in community where each is 

challenged and encouraged to grow in their concern and righteousness.   

This kingdom concern will issue in several more specific concerns that the 

Christian is called to adopt progressively. The Christian will use wisdom to face trials 

and injustice in life, which is often not rooted in propositional law but flows from 

kingdom concerns (see Matt 5:20).  The Christian must use wisdom because localized 

righteousness is rarely objective and most often is a process of learning to put on Christ 

and acting out the primary concern.109   
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As Christians grow in maturity, the PCC becomes more centralized in their 

heart.  The primary concern will move increasingly toward the center of the cognitive, 

emotional, and volitional world for the Christian.  

The primary concern is like the hub of a wagon wheel: the central hub is the 

primary concern, and the spokes represent secondary concerns. However, the reality of 

the Christian’s spiritual life is that worldly desires often occupy the central place of the 

heart (Jas 3:13-18). While believers may cognitively acknowledge Christ as the center of 

their desire, their emotions and actions will reflect the dark reality of their interior world.  

Thus, though the PCC may be present, it may not be indeed “primary” to the individual.  

James describes the competing desires that exist in the heart:  

Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by God,” for God cannot 
be tempted with evil, and he himself tempts no one. But each person is tempted 
when he is lured and enticed by his own desire. Then desire when it has conceived 
gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death. (Jas 1:13-15) 

This basic sinful desire is at odds with the kingdom desire.   

If applying Jesus’s illustration of a mustard seed to describe the primary 

Christian concern of the kingdom of God, then one can see this at work.  Though the 

concern for the kingdom seems small, it can grow to have an enormous impact.  At 

conversion, the PCC is implanted into the heart of the new disciple.  The seed of concern 

is small at first, but as it grows, it will take an even more central and controlling role in 

the heart.   False concerns in the Christian may be revealed as idols of the heart.  The 

Christian is called to destroy the idols (1 John 5:21). Jesus has already claimed the land 

of the heart for his own (1 Cor 6:20), now the Spirit begins to tear down idols that exist 

within.  As each idol falls, the PCC grows and becomes more central and has a more 

significant controlling influence.   
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Thus, as the two sides of the PCC are inculcated into the life of the disciple, he 

or she will begin to reflect more the heart of God; and along with construing rightly, they 

will develop emotional virtues.  A desire for God himself and a desire for God’s good 

work to be brought about reflect the nature of the PCC.   

Conclusion 

This chapter attempted to articulate a view of emotions as concern-based 

construals and to outline the composition of Christian emotional virtues (CEV). Roberts 

argues that emotions are made up of both a primary concern and a subjective construal. 

While a perception may take place beneath consciousness, the subject’s emotions will be 

a reflection of a subjective concern held within the inner world.  The Christian who is 

growing in love for Jesus will experience a greater sense of concern for Christ and his 

kingdom, but will often find that secondary desires also produce emotional reactions 

when the subject construes an object is affecting it.  The Christian will thus want to focus 

on developing Christian emotions or more accurately emotions that are triggered for 

Christian reasons and situations.  Thus, Roberts’s argues that Christian emotional virtues 

are the result of biblical concerns and construals.  The biblical concerns are a desire for 

God and his kingdom.  These two ideas will mesh together, but the basic idea is that the 

believer will desire God and the vocation given to each believer as they follow Jesus.    

Sermons that fail to take into account 1) the subjective nature of emotional 

virtue, 2) the emotional ignorance of many within the congregation regarding their 

desires and emotions, and 3) the degree to which a desire for God and his kingdom must 

be cultivated will not adequately develop CEVs. Thus, the next two chapters will present 

practical ways by which the expositor can address these issues in the cultivation of CEVs.  
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CHAPTER 3 

DIRECT METHODS FOR DEVELOPING 
EMOTIONAL VIRTUE 

Roberts’s work on Christian emotional virtue unfolds an essential idea that 

expositors ought to consider.  The motivations that drive a person’s will are not primal 

and animal like, but they are also not based in pure logic. The motivations and emotions 

that drive the will are produced from a complex system of concerns and perceptions both 

of which are subjectively understood.  The expositor must keep the subjective dynamic in 

mind when thinking about the structure of the sermon and the tools used to help the 

congregation to arrive at the end of the sermon.  Both direct and indirect modes of 

communication are necessary for a balanced approach. Direct preaching will provide 

information, content, and application. In order to understand how to construe the world 

and the form of Christian concerns, the expositor must speak directly about God, sin, the 

gospel, and the many points of faith and obedience given in Scripture. Indirect preaching 

will challenge the congregation through subversive means and engage their inner-self 

more prominently within the sermon. The hearer is taken on a journey of exploration 

whereby they experience the text and the concerns that are latent within it.  Both direct 

and indirect preaching have a role to play in the development of CEV.     

This chapter will articulate four tools that help the expositor to preach in a 

directive manner in order to cultivate CEV: (1) read and preach the wisdom of the text as 

opposed to excessive principlization, (2) preach regularly in a lectio continua manner, (3) 

cultivate mental dexterity, and (4) apply the PCC logically prior to the demands of the 

pericope.  This chapter assumes that expositors ought and do, for the most part, teach the 

meaning of the text and apply the text to a local congregation. While teaching and 
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applying the text are foundational to expository sermons, for the sake of Instead of 

focusing on explanation and application, this chapter will focus on tools that may be 

added to these fundamental aspects of expository preaching.    

Roberts states that “Emotions can be shaped, or determined in their internal 

nature, by the concepts and narrative of grace. The emotions that are normative for 

Christian spirituality are theological, teaching-based.”1 CEV are not developed within a 

vacuum of doctrine but must be inculcated into the life of the individual. The preacher is 

required by his commitment to the authority of Scripture to preach the Word of God and 

by his belief in the inspiration of the text to deliver the meaning as intended by the 

original author.  These propositions, however, should not discourage the expositor from 

reflecting on how to communicate the truth of God’s word best so that it is subjectively 

internalized, resulting in a change of concerns and construals on the part of the hearer.   

The first step must be to limit the expository search for abstract propositions and instead 

read the text for wisdom that is meant to transform mind, will, and emotion.  Avoiding 

propositional excess, the expositor can focus on what the text is doing and not just what it 

is saying.  

Wisdom as an Alternative to Principlization 

In order to adequately shape both concerns and construals of the hearers, the 

preacher ought to reduce the amount of principlization and in turn, preach the text as 

wisdom for transformation. The preacher will not abandon the central idea of the text, but 

must consciously refrain from making the sermon lecture on a principle of theology.  The 

text ought not to be merely understood, but it should also be experienced practically 

while acknowledging that God is holy other and set apart.  The text is about God and 

redemption, but it is a human book that is written for complicated humanity that has been 

                                                

1 Robert C. Roberts, Spiritual Emotions: A Psychology of Christian Virtues (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2007), 9. 
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broken by sin.  Principlization that ignores the wisdom component of the text ignores the 

human component while focusing on abstract theological concepts.   

Avoid Excessive Abstract Principlization 

Principlization is the default hermeneutic for some exegetes (FZ, Kaiser) and 

in some cases is appropriate. However, an overemphasis will result in a lack of subjective 

integration because abstraction by nature will separate the idea progressively from the 

concrete.  This may not be a problem if the expositor is solely concerned with teaching 

the principles of the Scriptures and affecting the congregation’s knowledge, but if the 

goal of the sermon is a whole-self transformation of the hearer, then abstraction must be 

replaced with a concrete expression of faith. Vanhoozer contends, “Biblical authority is a 

matter not only of revealed information (i.e., propositions) but also of larger-scale patterns 

of information processing (i.e., poetics). As the supreme norm for Christian wisdom, 

Scripture has sapiential authority.”2   

There should be a role for a limited or “soft” principlization in the exegetical 

process.3  Though, attempting to narrow the intention of the biblical author to a single 

principle is more complicated than it might seem.4  In order to bridge the gap between 

modern Christians and the ancient author, the exegete faces the dilemma of abstraction.  

To meet the cultural demands of the text, the preacher must abstract the meaning to fit the 

modern culture. Principlization is often the default position for achieving the abstraction 

necessary.  However, not every exegete is convinced that principlization best serves the 

function of Scripture. Vanhoozer speculates,  

                                                

2 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, “Love’s Wisdom: The Authority of Scripture’s Form and Content for 

Faith’s Understanding and Theological Judgment,” Journal of Reformed Theology 5, no. 3 (September 

2011): 251. 

3 David K. Clark, To Know and Love God: Method for Theology, ed. John S. Feinberg 

(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), 97. 

4 Ibid., 91-98. 
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Are principles really more timeless than practices? Jesus’ practices (which 

John Yoder refers to as the “politics” of Jesus) embody the Christian way, truth, and 

life—something that cannot merely be reduced to a set of abstract principles. Indeed, 

from one perspective, the abstract principles are but the shadow of the substance, the 

weaker brother of the concrete life of the incarnate Son of God.5     

While abstract propositions serve an essential role in the life of faith, they must 

be supplemented with the concrete.  Vanhoozer continues,  

Yes, the Bible was written for a particular culture, yet it has permanent (transcultural) 
value and authority precisely as a concrete instance of how to embody the mind of 
Christ in a particular situation. We need to focus not on abstract principles alone but 
on concrete (canonical) universals.6  

“Concrete universals” are truths applied to and lived out in day-to-day life.  

When the text and application are overly abstract, instead of spiritual formation, 

the sermon focuses on information and behavioral modification.  While the congregation 

may learn new ideas or even new ways to live, they are not necessarily growing in 

maturity or emotional virtues because the concern of the author and the construal of the 

world latent in the text is ignored in favor of theological propositions.  Again Vanhoozer,  

In my dramatic model, the goal is not to obtain a set of timeless principles but to 
grow in wisdom by considering particular instances of truth, love, and wisdom in 
act. Again, I do see a modest role for something like principlizing, but the primary 
thing is to form and transform biblical interpreters through their apprenticeship to 
the particular habits of prophetic and apostolic judgment intrinsic to and embodied 
in the biblical texts.7   

As the expositor points to particular biblical instances of “truth, love, and wisdom,” the 

concerns and construals become more evident within the text.   

                                                

5 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, “A Response to Walter C. Kaiser Jr.,” in Four Views on Moving beyond 

the Bible to Theology, ed. Gary T. Meadors (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009), 60-61. 

6 Ibid., 61  

7 Ibid., 61-62. 
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Principlization or propositions ought not be dismissed altogether, but instead 

should be viewed as incomplete when presented as the only contribution of the text to the 

hearers.  Abe Kuruvilla allows a soft form of principlization to organize the sermon but 

not as an isolated principle that can be separated from the text.  He states,  

For practical purposes, to aid the preacher in sermon preparation, a convenient 
statement of the theology of the pericope may be useful, as long as the interpreter 
remembers that such a verbal summary...simply serves as a workable précis of the 
pragmatics of the text for the preacher during sermon preparation.8 

Subjective integration of concerns and construals is not accomplished in 

abstract principles but the crucible of concrete experiences.  The disciple is invited into 

relationship and apprenticeship that goes far beyond propositional knowledge. While 

propositions may provide content that someone does believe and even develop concern 

over, the proposition is not the activating ingredient.  The relationship between the 

subject and the object is far more critical.  Disciples are called to view the world as God’s 

creation and to understand each person as made in the image of God, these are 

propositions but only in relationship with God and with others do these propositions exert 

their real force.   Vanhoozer summarizes, “In short, the task is not to transform the Bible 

(i.e., into timeless principles) so that it can enter our world, but to transform ourselves 

(i.e., our habits of vision) so that we can enter into the world implied by the Bible.”9    

Therefore, instead of timeless abstract principles, the expositor is invited to 

present to the congregation the concrete examples of life in Christ and invite the reader to 

sit under the wisdom of the text by bringing their whole-self to be transformed. One way 

of reading the text is presented by Jeff Dryden and invites the reader of the Bible to read 

the bible as wisdom.  A wisdom reading discourages the reader from approaching the text 

seeking propositions alone but instead invites him or her to seek the wisdom of the text for 

                                                

8 Abraham Kuruvilla, Privilege the Text! A Theological Hermeneutic for Preaching, new ed. 

(Chicago: Moody, 2013), 117. 

9 Vanhoozer, “A Response to Walter C. Kaiser Jr.,” 62. 
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loving-union with God, self, and others.  Theological principles and propositions are a part 

of that relationship, no doubt, in the same way, that the proposition that “my wife and I 

have been married for ten years” gives information about our relationship.  The 

proposition that “my wife and I have been married for ten years” is true and expresses 

something important about our relationship, but it is not our relationship.  In the same 

way, a wisdom reading is not primarily concerned with acquiring facts scientifically or 

abstractly but instead expects that the information revealed in Scripture will lead to more 

excellent relationship and more in-depth understanding of God, self, and others.  

Preach Concrete Wisdom  

The reason such a move is necessary is that the development of biblical 

construals and concerns invites more than the ascent to propositions beliefs (cf. emotions 

as judgments) but also requires theological wisdom; that is wisdom that is grounded in 

Scripture and the person of Christ.  CEV are not demonstrated in a vacuum but must be 

understood within a context of biblical wisdom.  For example, knowing when to be angry 

or rejoice is as much a part of wisdom as is obtaining the right concerns.  One can have a 

right concern and the right construal and lack wisdom to express a CEV rightly. For 

example, a person may have a concern for a friend who just was given a significant 

promotion at work, but on the same day was given news that her father had passed away.  

Having an emotion of joy and sympathy are meaningless in this case if the person does 

not have the wisdom to know what love looks like in that situation.   

Wisdom has an experiential element that concerned with concrete living. The 

preacher will need to view the biblical text as a source of wisdom and not merely 

propositions if he is to develop congregations that live wisely and cultivate the kind 

emotional virtues called for in Scripture.  
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In Jeff Dryden’s A Hermeneutic of Wisdom: Recovering the Formative Agency 

of Scripture, Dryden presents a perspective concerning Scripture as wisdom.10 Dryden 

defines wisdom as “a practical knowledge lived out in concrete agency shaped by desire” 

(19).  Wisdom is rooted in knowledge, but it is a knowledge that is lived out and non-

abstract. Finally, wisdom is shaped by desire or concern.  Dryden seems to disqualify the 

Stoic from being able to achieve this sort of wisdom, but his reflection does seem to be 

more in line with Scriptures vision of wisdom which is found in Christ (1 Cor 1:30; 2:7-

16).  Dryden does not interact with Roberts in his book, but their ideas are integrable and 

show promise for developing a broader conversation on the topic of hermeneutics and 

emotion.   

As the book title suggests, Dryden argues that the Bible has a formational 

telos. Each passage in the Bible, argues Dryden, is meant to transform and shape the 

mind, will, and/or emotions (read concern-based construals) (xx-xxi):  

Wisdom texts such as the Bible11 seek to inform and shape us in all three areas: 
actions, reasons, and motivations. While ‘ethics’ in the Bible is often associated 
with commands and prohibitions (e.g., the Ten Commandments), the Bible also 
contextualizes commands in ways that make them intelligible and desirable. (xxi)  

Transformation takes place as the wisdom of Scripture is inculcated. Dryden writes, 

“When the Bible reorients our pictures of God, self, and world, it gives us a means to 

                                                

10 Jeff de Waal Dryden, A Hermeneutic of Wisdom: Recovering the Formative Agency of 

Scripture (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2018). All parenthetical page numbering within this chapter is from this 

work. 

11 Dryden actually argues that all of Scripture is a form of wisdom literature, though he 

distinguishes clearly what he means. Dryden claims, “Every genre of Scripture is a sub-form of wisdom 

literature” (98).  He argues that every genre is given for instruction in wise living and transformation (20). 

Every genre within the Bible houses a particular kind of wisdom to be unlocked and lived out in the life of 

the reader/hearer. For example, Dryden argues that the Gospels, in particular, are a form of wisdom 

literature designed for spiritual formation (101). Even the more didactic portions of the Gospels function as 

Wisdom literature and must not be limited to only providing information for theological study. Dryden 

argues that “didactic portions of the Gospels demonstrate wisdom intentions in informing and reshaping 

right actions, right reasons, and right motivations” (106). The wisdom found in Scripture may be either 

implicit or explicit, but the goal is the same: develop the soul of the reader and community to flourish in the 

kingdom of God.  Wisdom literature as a genre is explicit in its claim and is shaped using literary devices 

that reveal its intention (246). 
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value what is truly worthy of our devotions and, conversely, shows what things are less 

worthy or altogether worthless” (xxi).  Note that Dryden’s use of the term “worth” seems 

to reflect Roberts’ concept of “concerns.” The Bible, as wisdom, is concerned with the 

fundamental reordering of both concerns and construals with the goal of human 

flourishing and maturity. Each reading from Scripture will touch on an aspect of the 

selfhood of the congregation (mind, will, and emotion). Biblical wisdom is the growth of 

the mind, will, and emotions toward Christlikeness, which leads to a fully human life.   

In order to transform complicated subjective concerns and construals, the 

expositor must help the congregation to approach the text with a different set of questions 

than is commonly espoused.  The person who approaches the text for wisdom will ask, 

“which [goods] should I esteem as most valuable?” (xxi). In other words, what things are 

most important to my life? This is not a question of post-modern invitation that asks, 

which things do I believe are most important to my life, but instead asks, which things 

does God say are best for my life.  Scripture then reorders the concerns of the reader by 

highlighting what is in Christ and tearing down idols that exist in the heart.  In this way, 

the Christian is freer to serve Christ from his mind, will, and emotions.  In turn, the 

emotional virtues, such as peace, humility, and joy, are available to the Christian because 

idols that once demanded allegiance no longer have a stronghold.   

To understand the nature of a “wisdom reading,” one needs to compare it 

alongside both modern and post-modern methods of reading the Scriptures.  These three 

ways of reading the Bible (modern, post-modern, and wisdom) begin with vastly different 

sets of questions that influence their reasoning, approach, and expectations.   All three 

can influence emotional development, but a wisdom reading has the most substantial 

potential for whole-self development.  

A modern reading. Dryden illustrates the modernistic reading with an image 

of a scientist in a white lab coat (4). He states, “This image of empiricism embodies the 

virtues of objective observation and the submission of theories to evidentiary proofs” (4-
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5).  The scientist stands off away from the object, observing, and critiquing: “The subject 

is in no way defined by its relation to the object; rather, the subject observes, interprets, 

and (from a distance) defines what of value is to be found in the object” (5). There exists 

a “strong tendency in modern thought and practice for knowing to become an act of 

mastery and overcoming, which also gave rise to technologically driven hopes for social 

reform” (5).    

Modern readings of the Bible tend to prize objective fact-finding questions. 

Dryden states, 

What has [modern thinking] meant for our reading of the Bible? Primarily, it has 
meant that the Bible is not something that determines our existence, but instead we 
as “sovereign subject” determine the boundaries of its meaning and significance.  
The Bible is an object to be studied and subdued to fir within our understanding. . . . 
The normative image for the modern exegete is the prospector, who sifts through the 
silt of the text for nuggets of god.  This prospecting stance equally describes 
“historical-critical” approaches as well as their (more conservative) “grammatical-
historical” cousins.  Whenever we read the Bible to extract nuggets, we are reading 
in modern mode, relating to the text as “sovereign subjects.” (5) 

Dryden notes that biblical exegetes, as sovereign subjects, often come to the 

text with three modes of reading: theological, historical, and ethical (6). He acknowledges 

the value of such modes of reading but contends that these forms of reading are developed 

from a modern mindset that does not reflect the genre of Scripture.  

In addition, Dryden notes that the application of the biblical text requires an 

additional step in a modern reading.  The text itself must first be mined for its theological, 

historical, and ethical nugget, and then the nugget can be applied to the reader:  

[Application] is in no way tied by necessity to a reading of the text, nor is it demanded 
by the nature of the text. In fact, if we are committed to a modern approach, 
application is a violation of a “neutral” methodology because it creates a disturbance 
in the relationship between the text, as an inert object, and the reader, as an 
disinterested observer. (7)        

Postmodern reading. As modern readings reluctantly give way to postmodern 

readings, readers begin to ask different questions of the text. The reader takes off the 

white lab coat and instead sees the text as something that must be understood within his 

or her unique situation and space.  In postmodernism, Dryden notes, the realization 
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emerges that “the subject is not a neutral suprahuman observer but what Kierkegaard 

called an ‘existing person,’ a finite human person with desires, intentions, perspectives, 

and prejudices that shape their understanding” (7-8).  The reader is not an objective 

observer but now is seen as a person with desires and feelings about the text: 

“Postmodernism recognizes that all knowing is conditioned by, and to some degree 

determined by, our history, gender, race, and nationality” (8). The postmodern stance is 

that knowledge is an interpretation, not objective reality:  

In this context all systems of thought come under suspicion as ideological constructs 
that serve to advance personal and political power. Also, because knowledge is 
shaped by sociological factors (such as race or gender), it becomes particular to a 
social class, formative for its own self-identity.  Each social group has its own 
interpretation of reality that reinforces that group’s cohesion and furthers its 
agendas. (8)  

Dryden then notes how postmodern readings have influenced biblical interpretation:  

The Biblical authors, in interpreting ideas and events, promote ideological 

structures that create a privileged space for the faithful.  So the Bible itself projects 

interpretive schemes on reality which legitimate the social structures and political 

agendas of Israel and the NT church.  So, in this context, the Bible’s ideological 

construals need to be exposed (e.g., socio-rhetorical criticism) and perhaps refashioned 

into something more palatable (e.g., feminist criticism). (9)  

Postmodern readings of the text place a great emphasis on the background and 

development of the individual as well as the community they are a part of.  There exists 

value for spiritual formation in this sort of reading, but it can lead to devaluing the authority 

of the Bible because of the mistrust the postmodern mind has on claims to authority.     

Wisdom reading. According to Dryden, both modern and postmodern readings 

fail to provide an accurate epistemology to approach the biblical text (this is especially 

true for preaching that develops emotional virtues) because both place too great an 

emphasis on the reader as a “sovereign subject” standing over and above the Bible.  The 

modern reader attempts to isolate the objective nugget of truth while the postmodern 
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reader believes that the authority of Scripture is subjective and found in community. In 

contrast, Dryden contends that what is needed is a hermeneutic that places the reader 

“under the biblical text” (9-21).     

The reader who attempts to read the Scriptures for wisdom will submit himself 

to the text, recognizing, with the postmodern reader, that tradition has indeed impacted 

his understanding.  However, he will look beyond tradition, accepting what is of value, 

and then submit to the biblical authority and its transformative power as the special 

revelation from God.  

The wisdom reader recognizes that the Bible is meant for human flourishing 

and transformation (see Ps 1).  The sort of flourishing found in Scripture is Christocentric 

and is concerned with the kingdom.  Instead of focusing on self-actualization, the biblical 

ideal is conformity to Christ (2 Cor 3:18; Eph 4:13; and Col 3:9-10), namely his actions, 

desires, and thoughts.  Describing the Christocentric nature of the biblical view of human 

flourishing, Pennington writes, 

Human flourishing is only available through communion with the Father God 
through his revealed Son, Jesus, as we are empowered by the Holy Spirit.  This 
flourishing is only experienced through faithful, heart-deep, whole-person 
discipleship, following Jesus’s teachings and life, which situate the disciple into 
God’s community or kingdom. This flourishing will only be experienced fully in the 
eschaton, when God finally establishes his reign upon the earth.  As followers of 
Jesus journey through their lives, they will experience suffering in this world, which 
in God’s providence is in fact a means to true flourishing even now. (14-15)  

A Christ-centered view of flourishing is the backdrop of a wisdom hermeneutic 

because it places all the demands of Scripture within a relationship with Christ.  Scripture 

as a voice from the outside stands over its readers and offers wisdom for life that is found 

in the concrete expression of Jesus’s life (as the promised Messiah of Israel), death, burial, 

and resurrection. Scripture provides generals and particulars for a life of flourishing. 

Dryden explains, 

The Bible, as a wisdom book, is written to communicate a vision of the world 

that not only names and values particulars but that contextualizes concrete moral actions 



78 

and sustains moral integrity.  In reading we expect to find a vision that reorients our lives, 

in how we see the world and how we live in it, in what we believe and what we love. To 

read for wisdom is to be attentive to how the Bible, as a voice from outside our idolatrous 

construals of reality, challenges and retunes our understanding and desires, and to open 

ourselves to that process consciously. (20-21) 

If one interprets Dryden in light of Roberts here, it seems that he is arguing for 

the submission of internal concerns and construals to the transforming power of the 

Word.  Instead of standing over the text demanding the text answer personal questions, 

the reader who comes to the text for wisdom places himself under the text in order to 

become more mature/whole/complete (Matt 5:48).  This is not the same thing as elevating 

objective propositions above the reader.  In this scenario, the reader must submit or 

humble himself or herself to the authority of the text.  Instead of lofty propositions, the 

text provides real-world theology that has the authority and connection to the reader to 

lead to real change.  Here is a subjective theology that is rooted in objective truth.  

The reader sits under the text seeking not only answers but also the right 

questions: a total recalibration of mind, will, and emotions.  The questions change from 

questions of understanding to questions of purpose and meaning: “What should I pursue to 

experience fulfillment, and how should I pursue it? What is worth giving my life to, and 

what will I get in return? What realities determine what I should value in life?” (20). 

According to both Aristotle and Augustine, what is needed then in order to obtain the 

right path to answer these questions and arrive at happiness/contentment/joy (εύδαιμονἰα) 

is wisdom (20).  Dryden recognizes the posture of wisdom is to allow “what I seek after 

as most valuable in the pursuit of happiness” to be reshaped by the text (20). Unknowingly, 

on this point, Dryden points beyond biblical construals to biblical concerns.12 The subject 

                                                

12 Dryden’s work is influenced by the writing of Nussbaum, who argues emotions are 

judgments and does not include a category of concern (21). 
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asks questions of the text that is outside of himself in order to understand himself and 

God.  

The pursuit of happiness culminates, for the Christian, in the primary Christian 

concern of desire for God and his kingdom.  Thus, each flawed desire is subject to 

transformation, not just the beliefs about those concerns. Both concerns and construals 

are brought to the text and exposed, altered, and solidified. Dryden writes, “The text will 

work in some way to recalibrate my understanding and loves, how I look at myself, God, 

and the world, and what I seek after as most valuable in the pursuit of happiness, as defined 

by some returned criteria” (20).  The reader who approaches the text searching for 

wisdom is expecting transformation, change, and re-direction. The reader must be open to 

this reorientation for the Scripture to have its full effect.  In addition, the reader will need 

to be committed to a new direction.   

To review, Dryden states, “Hermeneutical understating in the context of 

wisdom entails holistic comportment, which brings the whole person, in all their 

historical conditionality, with all their concepts, values, and affections, into the space 

created by the text” (21).  The whole self of the reader is seated under the text.  The 

preacher who approaches the text must sit under the text, which means that the preacher 

will need to be open to a realignment of his thoughts, actions, and deepest concerns:   

Wisdom eschews any claim to a self-sustaining field of reference but instead assumes 
a fiduciary transformational stance, expecting a reorientation of those same concepts 
values, and affections in a dialectic engagement with the text. This means that the 
whole person, in all their faculties, is involved in this dialectic movement toward 
understanding. (21)   

Christian Emotional Virtues and Wisdom 

The development of emotional virtue begins with attending to the correct 

concerns and adopting the proper construals.  To read for wisdom, emotions must be 

involved in the process. The expositor will also need to realize that emotions should be 

utilized in the hermeneutical process.  Though emotions can be misleading, that does not 
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entail that they should be removed from the process of discovering meaning in the text. 

Dryden explains 

The emotions, for example, as expressions of desire, play a hermeneutically 
productive role in their receptivity to the rhetorical dynamics of the text. Likewise, 
they also enter into the process of reorientation by coming into direct contact with 
the world of the text and the desires that it endorses.  Of course, desires, like other 
elements of preunderstanding, can hijack hermeneutical inquiry, buy the answer to 
this problem is not to deny their necessary role in the hermeneutical process. This 
would entail a flight from reality in failing to recognize all the elements that 
constitute our historical conditionality in approaching the text, because our desires 
are what bring us to the text in the first place. (21) 

Emotions can be finicky and unreliable.  Their content and moral import is 

often veiled and fails to give a full narrative. The person who is personally attuned to 

their own heart (mind, will, and emotions) will begin to recognize these movements and 

understand them.  This person will come to the biblical text with their whole self, 

anticipating that emotions will be wild and unpredictable but willing to engage them to 

develop stronger concerns and construals.   

However, because Western academics, especially in more conservative circles, 

have been skeptical of emotions because of their unreliability, they have been widely 

rejected from the process of spiritual formation.  If emotions are employed, they are seen 

as a means to an end, namely exciting the individual to respond to truth. Though, if the 

preacher understands the emotions as consisting of concerns and construals of the world, 

then the mystical nature of the emotions is lowered slightly, and they can serve as a tool 

for understanding and maturing. 

To review, in order to develop CEV, the expositor will need to limit the 

amount of principlization done within the sermon and focus on inculcating wisdom 

through the text.  Inculcating wisdom is achieved by submitting to the authority of the 

text and bringing the mind, will, and emotions for reflection and transformation.  In order 

to radically transform concerns of the heart, the congregation must be given more than 

abstract principles that can touch only the mind but must also be given directives in 

behavior but also the emotional core of the Scriptures.   
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If an expositor does feel the need to rely primarily on principlization for the 

structure of the sermon, then in order to compensate he will need to work at the 

cultivation of illustrations and stories that help to ground the abstract in the concrete.  The 

negative side of such preaching is that it makes the text seem abstract and the preacher, 

through his use of story, is the one who makes it approachable.  However, when the Bible 

is studied as wisdom, it is the Bible that is concrete (though it presents many abstract 

ideas) and the preacher is left with the task of presenting it.    

Preaching Pericope by Pericope 

As Roberts argues, in order to develop CEV, the Christian needs to have access 

to biblical construals and concepts.  Often, however, the congregation is either biblically 

illiterate or the preacher will focus on particular themes and passages such that the 

growth of the congregation is limited.  Regularly preaching pericope by pericope in a 

lectio continua manner is the preferred method for developing emotional virtues because 

the congregation is exposed more adequately to the various biblical construals that are 

demonstrated in Scripture.   

These construals are not just beliefs or judgments but are more like 

perceptions.  In order to develop CEVs, the preacher will need to help the congregation to 

experience each construal within the biblical text.  The exploration and experience of 

each text help the congregation not merely to know beliefs about the text but also 

experience the construals themselves.  Thus, in order to craft a sermon that develops 

emotional virtue, the preacher will need to preach pericope by pericope through the 

whole counsel of God’s Word.  

The word pericope is often only associated with narrative units within the 

Gospels, but Abe Kuruvilla uses it more loosely to refer to a segment of thought in the 

biblical text for preaching purposes:  

“Pericope” refers to a portion of the biblical text that is of manageable size for 

homiletical and liturgical use in an ecclesial setting.  Though traditionally applied to 
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segments of the Gospels, the term in this work will indicate a slice of text in any genre, as 

it is customarily utilized in Christian worship for preaching—in other words, a preaching 

text.13  

This usage seems fitting, and for the sake of argument will serve as a working 

definition.  According to Kuruvilla, the pericope serves as the teachable “sense-unit” that 

helps to identify the sermonic focus.14  The pericope is isolated for preaching and serves 

as a unit of thought that gives shape to the sermon by a literary and rhetorical framework.  

The structure of the text determines the preachable units based on literary cues.  So, the 

work of the preacher is to identify the literary and rhetorical markers that set off 

individual pericopes from the larger story that they are telling.   

Kuruvilla argues that each pericope is a building block for spiritual 

maturity/formation15 because each contains a snapshot or slice of the biblical ideal that 

hearers are invited to embody. He notes, “Sermon by sermon, pericope by pericope, the 

various aspects of Christian life, individual and corporate, are effectively brought into 

alignment with the will of God.”16 Both the individual believer and the corporate 

congregation are slowly aligned to the biblical expectation of Christlikeness and maturity. 

The congregation is invited on a journey of transformation that will take them through 

pericope after pericope, and over time, as the Word of God engages the hearers, they are 

slowly transformed more into the image of Christ (2 Cor 3:18).  

Kuruvilla also states that the theology of the pericope “represent[s] a segment 

of the plenary canonical world in front of the biblical text.”17 Kuruvilla borrows the 

                                                

13 Kuruvilla, Privilege the Text!, 91. 

14 Ibid., 92. 

15 Ibid., 91. 

16 Ibid. 

17 Abraham Kuruvilla, “‘How Do You Read?’ A Hermeneutic for Preaching.” In Leitourgia: 

Christian Service, Collected Essays: A Festchrift for Joykutty M. George, edited by Andrew B. Spurgeon, 
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concept of the “world in front of the text” from Paul Ricoeur.18 “The world in front of the 

text” is the literary and rhetorical world created by the author that is inhabited by the 

ideal reader.  The author creates a world that is separate from the world in which he, the 

author, resides.  Thus, the reader is not asked to inhabit the world of the author but instead 

is asked to inhabit the world created in front of the text. In this way, the meaning of the 

text is extended to all times and places.  Unlike studies that focus solely on the world 

behind the text (i.e., historical criticism) the focus on the world in front of the text (i.e., 

pragmatics) seeks to reveal the literary and rhetorical intention of the author. Kuruvilla’s 

model utilizes both literary and pragmatic cues for the interpretation of the world in front 

of the text:  

The interpretation of the world in front of the text, though constructed upon the 

semantics of the text (lexical, grammatical, and syntactical elements), is also, in part, a 

non-semantic operation, properly belonging to the domain of pragmatics—the analysis of 

what texts (or speakers/authors) do with what they say.19 Kuruvilla notes that this approach 

allows the reader to see the world in starkly different ways, “rather than being simply 

presented by the text, life is represented as something” and moves the reader to respond 

by complying with the demands of that world.20 More simply, the theology of the pericope 

promotes transformation by inviting the reader to step into the world of the text: “Life 

change is not a one-time phenomenon, and neither is it accomplished instantaneously; it 

involves a lifetime of progressive, gradual, incremental reorientation and realignment to 

the demands of the world in front of the text.”21 

                                                

51–70. Bangalore, India: Primalogue, 2015, 57. 

18 Kuruvilla, “‘How Do You Read?,’” 39. Paul Ricoeur, “Naming God,” Union Seminary 

Quarterly Review 34, no. 4 (1979): 217. 

19 Kuruvilla, Privilege the Text!, 48. 

20 Ibid., 41. 

21 Ibid., 92. 
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By preaching pericope by pericope the expositor is able to help the 

congregation experience the biblical text and in concrete ways begin to see the world 

outside of the biblical text in a biblical context.  By preaching the whole counsel of God’s 

Word, the congregation is not stunted by only feeding on topics that are passions of the 

preacher but instead can construe rightly in any situation they face.  The more the 

congregation experiences the wisdom of the text and more text they experience, the more 

they will be able to construe with accuracy the world.  While this is only one half of the 

CEV, it is necessary.  The next step is to help the congregation by showing how multiple 

construals can be held faithfully at the same time.  

Promote Mental Dexterity  

Recall that Roberts’ argues that a person may construe a given situation in two 

different ways and as such produce different emotion types based on the same event (C6 

above). A subject can have various emotions about the same event, depending on how the 

subject construes the situation.  Christians are capable, in theory, of simultaneous holding 

two competing perceptions in their mind at the same time.   By training the congregation 

to see two (sometimes competing) perceptions in their mind at the same time they will be 

better equipped to avoid black and white thinking and also to appreciate the nuance of the 

biblical material. Thus, the expositor can aid the congregation to see multiple construals 

at the same time that appear to be in contradiction or at least hide one another.  To 

develop CEV mental dexterity is a critical tool because without the ability to see a 

situation in light of the biblical construal the believer will be motivated solely by the 

construal of the world influenced by the flesh.  

The preacher should also realize that not every construal is open to a person.  

Redirecting one’s perception is not the same as ignoring hard truths or what one would 

call wearing rose-colored glasses.  The preacher is tasked with helping the congregation 

to perceive reality, which includes spiritual reality.  However, the congregation should 

not be encouraged to perceive the world as always positive or always negative.  Either 
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extreme betrays one’s natural perceptions.  Instead, the preacher is limited to the 

available perceptions presented by the text and the reality the congregation is 

experiencing.   

For example, Paul commands the Thessalonians to mourn but not as those who 

have no hope (1 Thess 4:13).  Paul here permits the congregation to mourn, feel sadness 

and express it but demands that while they experience the loss, they also understand that 

loss within the redemptive work of the Lord.  Another example would be Jesus’ 

command to love one’s enemy (Matthew 5:44).  While holding to the construal of loss 

and at the same time, the construal of redemptive hope, the believer can both grieve and 

hope relatively speaking.  

This sort of mental dexterity is accomplished by exposing the congregation to 

a text, in the same way, one may perceive the image of the old lady/young lady.  Then the 

preacher can draw attention to the apparent paradox.  The preacher may even ask, “what 

do you see when you observe this text?”  The congregation will naturally observe one 

way of reading the text.  Then the preacher can guide the mind to understand another way 

of viewing the same text.  This move gives the congregation permission to see the text in 

two construals.  Then the preacher can show how the two views, though different, are not 

logically contradictory.  Note that this sort of preaching is not encouraging subjectivism.  

Instead, the preacher is pointing to apparent paradoxes in the text and essentially guiding 

the congregation to hold both construals in their mind at the same time. This activity 

helps the congregation to feel more comfortable with the ambiguity of construals that 

seem to be at odds within the text.   

For example, it is possible to grieve and be hopeful simultaneously. This idea 

is not logically invalid.  For it to be logically invalid, a person would need to affirm that 

the Bible instructs believers to grieve and not grieve or to be hopeful and not-hopeful.   
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Instead, the preacher helps the congregation to understand the qualifiers that are a part of 

these seemingly paradoxical texts.22  

The preacher can also model mental dexterity by providing personal or 

illustrative examples of a person that is placed in a situation where he must perceive two 

construals that seem to have the same sets of circumstances. For example, a murder is 

certainly a sinner who must be brought to justice.  A Christian may have contempt in his 

heart from the injustice that was committed, but as a Christian, they can also view the 

murderer as an image-bearer of God and one who has suffered much in this life.  In this 

way, the Christian may feel both anger and sympathy for the murderer.  Both feelings 

would be considered appropriate as long as they are informed by Christian doctrine and 

wisdom.  

If it is the case that both construals are correct, then the preacher must affirm 

that both emotions are morally appropriate and give permission to the congregation to 

express both views, even if holding both construals in ones’ mind at the same time is 

difficult.  While the preacher may want to prioritize one construal over another (for 

example hope in the Lord’ redemptive plan over grieving the loss of a loved one) that 

does not mean that the construals are more accurate or less accurate. Instead, the preacher 

can help the congregation to see the value of both and how to utilize both construals 

appropriately in their daily life.  The congregation will always want to prioritize the 

spiritual reality while at the same time affirming and even embracing the reality rooted in 

earthly living.  

                                                

22 As an example, for a Reformed congregation, the expositor will help the congregation to 

hold in their mind the sovereignty of God and mankind’s responsibility before God. The expositor who can 

help the congregation to see multiple construals from the same text will help the hearers to draw on the 

appropriate construal for the given time and place.  
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Apply the Primary Christian Concern 

In order to help direct the congregation toward subjective integration of 

biblical concerns, the preacher will want to utilize Roberts’ concept of the Primary 

Christian Concern (PCC) as a pivot of application. A pivot is used to lift a heavy object 

with a lever.  The PCC is used as an aid to help lift the demand of the text to the 

congregation.  Without the metaphorical pivot, the application will be far too heavy to 

lift.  This section illustrates this concept by observing upon Kuruvilla’s concept of the 

divine demand and then integrating it with Roberts’ concept of the PCC.  

Kuruvilla helps the expositor to think about how the text is applied across the 

canon. He reflects on the general assumptions of various hermeneutical streams and 

offers a solution to the problem of applying the biblical text.  I am not arguing here that 

Kuruvilla’s model is necessary for the development of CEV; I offer it here as an example 

of how the PCC can be integrated.  

In Privilege the Text!, Kuruvilla traces four theological interpretations 

concerning the Christians’ responsibility for keeping the Old Testament Law (Lutheran, 

Reformed, Dispensational, and the New Perspective on Paul).23  He notes, “All generally 

hold to the inapplicability of the Mosaic law in the current age, excepting the ‘moral’ 

aspects of the OT law.”24  However, he suggests that such sermonic attempts to apply the 

Old Testament using these interpretations are unattainable, contending that each pericope 

in the OT contains theological demands that are to be kept by the disciple of Christ, not 

as an entry into a relationship but in response to God’s covenant love.  He states that all 

OT law continues to operate in a “theological sense.”25  

                                                

23 Kuruvilla includes a lengthy discussion on all four modes of handling the Law. I found his 

analysis quite helpful in understanding the differences between the various streams as well a summary of 

the overall trajectory of biblical scholarship. Kuruvilla, Privilege the Text!, 153-62. 

24 Ibid., 193. 

25 Ibid., 163. 
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Thus, each demand within the pericope has a theological focus that ought to be 

adopted by the follower of Christ, which Kuruvilla refers to as the “divine demand.”  Each 

pericope, no matter the genre, presents a demand on the hearer that needs to be heeded.  

He states, “The divine demand is not restricted to the biblical genre of law; a divine 

demand is implicitly borne by every pericope.”26  Thus, each pericope will contain 

demands that are presented within the world in front of the text that must be applied to 

the members of the congregation.  The divine demand directs the hearer toward 

Christlikeness. He states, “In brief, the plenary text of Scripture projects an image of 

Christ, with each pericope portraying a facet of this image: what it means to be like 

Christ.”  

The divine demand consists of precepts, priorities, and/or practices that need to 

be adopted by the biblical reader.  Kuruvilla defines precepts as what things happen in 

the world in front of the text, priorities reveal what things matter in the world in front of 

the text, and the practices demonstrate how things run in the world in front of the text.27  

So, each believer is called to conform his or her life to the demand(s) presented by the 

author in the world in front of the text.   

The demands that issue from the biblical pericope serve as virtues to be 

embodied by the believer.  Whether the text demands new practices, priorities, or precepts, 

the believer is called into conformity.  These virtues will be virtues of habit, virtues of 

will, and also virtues of emotion.  The following section unpacks how emotional virtues 

are evidenced in the text.   

Does Kuruvilla’s model help to produce emotional virtues? Within the divine 

demand, “priorities” reveal what things matter in the world in front of the text, which 

reflects a judgment of the various aspects of the world.  On Nussbaum’s model, emotions 

                                                

26 Kuruvilla, Privilege the Text!, 194. 

27 Ibid., 100. 
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are judgments (evaluations of worth), so one might argue that Kuruvilla includes emotion 

(as judgments) as a part of the pericopal theology. If this is the case, then it may be 

assumed that emotional virtues are a part of the divine demand.   

However, if the definition of emotion shifts from Nussbaum’s model to 

Roberts’, an alternative or expansion to Kuruvilla’s divine demand is necessary if the 

demand of God includes the mind, will, and emotions. To develop subjective concern and 

construals within the divine demand, the model should be broadened to include the PCC.28  

Within each pericope, the preacher will uncover concrete examples of the PCC 

that can be brought to light as a part of the world in front of the text. The congregation 

may know what to do, how to do it, and even how to prioritize it, but without proper 

motivation that issues from subjective concerns the congregation will not fully live out 

the divine demand.  The passion of the text is the motivating “why” that undergirds the 

demand.  The “why” in the case of Christian virtues is always a love for God and his 

kingdom; the PCC described by Roberts.  Figure 2 illustrates that the virtues demanded 

by the text precede from the passion or primary concern of the text.   

 

The PCC is developed within each pericope and is connected to the narrative 

of the whole of Scripture. As hearers uncover the story that connects God and his people, 

                                                

28 In an effort to maintain Kuruvilla’s alliteration, I chose “passion.”  

Pericopal Theology 

Passion (PCC) 

Precepts Priorities Practices 

Figure 2. Subjective passions and objective demands 
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and they find their place in that story, they are motivated to live out the divine demand.  

Recall that Roberts argues,  

Each of the Christian emotions is a construal of the subject’s situation—both his 
immediate situation and the larger context of the world in which he finds himself—
in these terms, based on the subject’s concern for life and righteousness, for the 
kingdom of God, for his own happiness and the happiness of the world.29  

The subjective integration of the divine demand for the congregation is critical for the 

spiritual maturity of the congregation.  By touching on the PCC, the preacher will be able 

to draw the hearer into the subjective appropriation of the objective reality that is in 

Christ communicated in the divine demand.  

The PCC drives the emotional virtues of the Christian. In each pericope, the 

reader/hearer is asked to adopt the construal of the world based on God’s perspective.  

These ideas and commands are objective realities imposed upon the agency of the 

reader/hearer. This objective reality is not to be questioned but assimilated.  For 

assimilation to happen fully, the subjective concern of the individual needs to be engaged 

and even challenged so that the objective commands and truths inherent in the text can 

become subjective. For the divine demand to be assimilated, the congregation needs to 

understand how the precepts, priorities, and practices issue from the passion inherent in 

biblical faith (the PCC). The PCC within the pericope becomes the central motivation for 

the living out of the divine demand. 

Significance is a technical term used by Hirsch and Kuruvilla to refer to a 

second-level application that issues from the pericope. The concept of significance is 

essential for the development of emotional virtues.  The movement toward virtue is a 

process that will require many steps of faith.  The exemplification may describe the virtue 

to be embodied, but it will not always describe in detail the process to arrive at the goal. 

The preacher, committed to spiritual maturity, will seek to move the congregation step-

                                                

29 Roberts, Spiritual Emotions, 30. 
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by-step and pericope-by-pericope toward alignment to the biblical ideal.  As the pastor 

identifies areas of emotional vice, he can begin to focus the application of the text, where 

appropriate, on the faulty concerns. In utilizing the significance, the preacher can bring 

the congregation closer to the intended goal presented in the exemplification.   

For example, the exemplification of Matthew 5:21-26 may call the hearer to 

control his anger and seek reconciliation with those whom he has wronged and those who 

have wronged him.  However, the preacher may also encourage the congregation to 

reflect on the motivation for their anger.  While the text does not explicitly demand 

reflection in small groups, such an exhortation is part of the significance of the passage 

because it is theologically and logically connected to the exemplification concerning 

anger.  The congregation will be challenged to look beyond the outward expression of 

their heart to the inward motivations.   

When the preacher is evaluating what application to draw out of the text, he 

will have the option to focus on the passion of the pericope.  He will then ask the 

question, “how can this passage be used to cultivate the PCC in the congregation?” In this 

way, the application process aids in cultivating subjective biblical concerns.  

Application of the PCC: Union with Christ 

To further illustrate how the PCC can be applied, this section will focus on the 

doctrine of union with Christ as the origination of application in the sermon.  Roberts 

asserts that  “Paradigm cases of adult human emotions take ‘objects.’”30  In order for 

CEV to be developed, the Christian must take a Christian object as the source of the 

emotion.  While one may take less personal and abstract objects as primary such as 

“getting to Heaven” or more worthy but secondary objects such as “seeing ones’ relatives 

who have already passed away, the object will have significant influence over the kind of 

emotional virtue that is developed.    

                                                

30 Roberts, Spiritual Emotions, 30. 
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A greater desire for God is cultivated as one spends time in the presence of 

Christ and his Word. In relational proximity, the disciple of Jesus learns to love Christ 

more.  Passages such as John 15:1-5 highlight the vital role that relationship between God 

and each disciple has on spiritual maturity and godliness.  To develop emotional virtues, 

not only must the mind engage proper doctrine, but the emotions must also connect in a 

personal way with God. The desire for a relationship with God is fulfilled in Christ and is 

most evident in the doctrine referred to as union with Christ.   

Union with Christ has received a resurgence of academic and theological 

intrigue in recent years,31 and a full theological and historical discussion would include 

far more than could be covered in this chapter.  Instead, this section takes up the doctrine 

of union with Christ as it relates to emotionally and relationally connecting with Christ to 

develop biblical concerns.  

The doctrine of union with Christ can encapsulate every aspect of life in Christ 

from justification, sanctification, and resurrection. Every part of the Christian life is lived 

in relationship with Christ.  Letham argues that the doctrine of union with Christ interprets 

every part of the biblical narrative.32  He argues that “Because man was created in the 

image of God, he was made for communion with God, to rule God’s creation on his 

behalf. This is clear from Genesis 1, where the man and his wife were given dominion 

over the earth, over all that God had created.”33 As “image-bearers,” humanity at least 

means that they serve as God’s agents in the world to image his good care over the earth.   

                                                

31 For example, see Robert Letham, Union with Christ: In Scripture, History, and Theology 

(Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R, 2011); J. Todd Billings, Union with Christ: Reframing Theology and Ministry for 

the Church (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2011); Rankin Wilbourne, Union with Christ: The Way to Know and Enjoy 

God (Colorado Springs: David C. Cook, 2016); Michael J. Thate, Kevin J. Vanhoozer, and Constantine R. 

Campbell, “In Christ,” in Paul: Explorations in Paul’s Theology of Union and Participation (repr., Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 2018). 

32 Letham, Union with Christ, 1. 

33 Ibid., 15. 
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Not only is the relationship with God central to the creation narrative of Genesis 

1-2, but it is also evidenced throughout the Bible as the undercurrent of divine intention.  

Union with Christ points to the relationship between God and his creation. Billings 

describes union with Christ as the unifying image that runs through all of New 

Testament:   

Union with Christ is a central New Testament description of Christian identity, 

the life of salvation in Christ. It entails the giving of a new identity such that in Christ, 

forgiveness, and new life are received through the Spirit. Union with Christ involves 

abiding in Christ the Vine. It means that through the Spirit, sinners are adopted into the 

household of God as co-heirs with Christ. It means that God’s Spirit is poured out to 

make the life and teaching of Jesus real to us. It implicates our worship, our vocation in 

the world, and our witness as the church. Union with Christ is theological shorthand for the 

gospel itself—a key image that pulls together numerous motifs in the biblical witness.34 

Scripture is moving toward a telos of unifying creation with its Creator and then directing 

creation to fulfill its God-given role.   

Paul says that the whole of Scripture has been pointing to one overwhelming 

ministry that could not be revealed until Christ came.  In Colossians 1:27, Paul states, 

“To them God chose to make known how great among the Gentiles are the riches of the 

glory of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory.” The mystery that Paul is 

referring to is the union between Christ and his church.  The gospel message, its mystery, 

is that God is seeking union with his people and has provided the means for that union in 

Christ.  Paul had a robust view of union with Christ and understood the Christian union 

with Christ as extending into every aspect of life.  The phrase “in Christ” appears in the 

Pauline corpus some eight-four times.  Each occurrence points to an aspect of how a 

relationship with Christ makes a difference in the life of the believer.  Paul’s Christ-

                                                

34 Billings, Union with Christ, 1. 
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centered thinking is not abstract theology but is revealed by the nature of Christ’s union 

with the church to be concrete and applicable.  Paul is well aware of how Christ’s atoning 

work (Eph 1:3-14).  

Historically, union with Christ consists of two connected but distinct parts: the 

imputation of righteousness and the transformation of the individual.  Imputation has to 

do with justification and the righteousness awarded to the Christian based on Christ’s work 

and righteousness.  The righteousness of Christ is imputed to believers through no work 

of their own, only faith in Christ.  The transformation of the believer in Christ is the 

ongoing work of the Holy Spirit to bring about Christlikeness in the believer.   

Letham laments, “Today not much is said about union with Christ from the 

pulpit, and until recently, little was written about it.”35  However, union with Christ 

seems to have been left behind in the pulpit. One reason for the lack of discussion of 

union with Christ may be that the two classic distinctions of imputation and transformation 

were separated in an effort to hold to on to salvation by faith alone.  Drawing on the 

research of William B. Evans, Letham, states,  

Jonathan Edwards and Charles Hodge, two great stalwarts of the American 
Reformed tradition, were particularly responsible, he claims, for a division between 
two aspects of union with Christ that Calvin had held together: the external element 
of imputation and the transformative element of the work of the Holy Spirit. A 
tension developed between the desire to maintain the utter graciousness of our 
salvation, achieved by Christ, applied by the Spirit, received by us—seen 
particularly in justification only by faith—and, on the other hand, the ongoing work 
of the Holy Spirit, sent by the Father to indwell us and change us into his image. 
These two elements were detached and considered in isolation.36   

The sermon should undoubtedly highlight the imputed elements of life in 

Christ, especially as they are affirmed in the pericope. In addition, the sermon should also 

focus on the transformational elements of union with Christ.  In other words, union with 

Christ defines the standing of the believer but also how he is becoming more like Christ.  

                                                

35 Letham, Union with Christ, 2. 

36 Ibid. 
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Relationship to Christ is fundamental to life in Christ.  One cannot claim to serve Christ 

apart from a relationship with him (1 Cor 15:58).  

In relationship with Christ, the Christian is invited to grow in greater levels of 

maturity. As transformation takes place, the believer will face specific fundamental 

questions about himself.  Rankin Wilbourne’s Union with Christ outlines four of these 

fundamental questions that the doctrine of union with Christ addresses in the life of the 

believer: Who am I? Where am I headed? Why am I here? How will I get there?37 These 

four questions touch on fundamental human concerns, not just Christian concerns.  As 

such, they can serve as concern-magnets that will alert the preacher to concerns in the 

text.  The Christians’ union with Christ helps to answer these fundamental questions by 

helping the believer to understand his relationship to Christ and his standing in Christ.    

While studying the pericope, the reader should stay alert to how these four 

questions are answered in the biblical text.  The reader will need to pay special attention 

to the intention of the author and not merely insert answers where none are offered.  

However, if a relationship with God in Christ is the trajectory of Scripture, and union 

with Christ is how believers participate in the relationship, then it will not be difficult to 

see the relational cues in the text when they are present.   

Here again, the preacher needs to be aware of drifting too far into objective or 

subjective teaching.  By framing the theology of the pericope within the greater need of 

the hearer, the sermon runs the risk of being hearer focused and does little to help the 

hearer be freed from the sinful blindness that accompanies self-focused living.  The 

popular idea that Jesus is for me, while accurate, can often lead to distorted doctrine and 

thinking because, while Jesus is for every person, Jesus is not an object that lives to serve 

the individual.  To use a grammatical metaphor, Jesus is the subject, his work is the verb, 

and his followers are the direct objects.  Far too often, the sermon that is focused on 

                                                

37 Wilbourne, Union with Christ, 133-210. 
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needs places the hearer as the subject.  This kind of preaching leads to an imbalance that 

focuses on theological truth or felt needs. Preaching that invites the hearer to abide in 

Christ in whatever the pericope teaches is best suited to bridge the gap between theology 

and needs because the hearer recognizes that his most basic needs are met in Christ and 

relationship with God.  Jesus is the subject, but he is aware and able to help in all the 

needs of his followers.   

To develop biblical concerns that result in emotional virtues, the congregation 

must be firmly rooted in their relationship with Jesus.  While construal preaching will 

shape ideas about Jesus, preaching that shape concerns and construals—and thus 

transform emotions—must focus on the relationship between Christ and his people as 

well.  The relationship is key to this kind of preaching because of the connection that 

concerns have to core relationships.  Not every sermon needs to return to the theme of 

union with Christ as the primary idea. 

Just as a person’s subconscious has control over many conscious states of 

affairs; always in the background, the subconscious colors the conscious world and when 

necessary, thrusts thoughts, ideas, and emotions into the conscious realm for further 

reflection and influence. Metaphorically speaking, a sermon can also have a subconscious 

or a latent idea that is present in the background but does not always move to the 

foreground.38 This idea does not need to be actively present in every sermon, but it will 

be in the background providing color to each message.  

While the latent idea may not be recognizable as a part of the sermon by the 

hearer, it is always in the background shaping and forming how the structure is delivered 

                                                

38 I use the term “subconscious” as a metaphor to describe the relationship between the active 

and passive elements of the sermon. The active elements will be tools such as explanation, application, 

illustration, or argumentation. The passive elements are in the background and provide flavor or color to 

these elements. The passive elements are not the “focus” of the sermon in one sense but in another sense they 

are the only focus. This metaphor does not need to be confused with the idea of “soap box” preaching where 

the preacher returns to the same ideas sermon after sermon. Instead, it is better to understand this metaphor 

as the background of every sermon, though each sermon will involve its own pericopal theology.  
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and received. The idea does not dictate the content but may direct the feel and direction 

the sermon takes as a result of it. For purposes here, the idea is the concept of Union with 

Christ.  This theological idea is latent with both concern for God and his kingdom, as 

both Christ himself, and all the blessings that flow from Christ are connected to this 

doctrine.  Thus, every demand presented must first pass through the lens of a relationship 

with Christ.  The preacher will use wisdom in Christ to decide how if at all, the relational 

aspects of union with Christ need to be affirmed before declaring the demand.   

The reason for such a latent idea in the sermon is that the preacher is 

attempting to help the congregation to be directed by their relationship with Christ without 

even being actively aware of the presence of the ideas, feelings, and motivations. They are 

led from the virtue of being in Christ as a response to their relationship with him.  Instead 

of merely knowing what to do, the members act as a response to their being in Christ. If 

the PCC is a desire for God and his kingdom, then it makes sense that the primary means 

of access to God, union with Christ, should be a prominent piece of preaching that 

develops emotional virtues.   

Also, utilizing union with Christ in the sermon helps to reduce unnecessary 

anxiety that comes with serving a holy God and provides a means of accessing the grace 

found in Christ. Part of the necessary framing of the sermon to help the hearer to hear 

God’s Word involves helping the congregation move between the larger picture of the 

kingdom and the narrower picture of the individual pericope and the specific divine 

demand that issues from it.  This movement keeps the sermon from being too narrow 

(ignoring canonical context) or too broad (overly topical).  The hearer is invited into the 

text and to see himself or herself as a part of the broader story in Christ.  If observed, this 

movement might resemble someone taking deep breaths.  As the sermon is delivered and 

the divine demand is exposed to the congregation, there is a collective breath-holding.  

Pressure begins to build.  The expectation weighs heavy on the congregation and will 

make them uncomfortable because of the weight of the demand.  Just before it becomes 
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unbearable, the preacher broadens the scope to include the story of grace that calls each 

person into a personal union with Christ.  The congregation exhales.  Relief!  The 

congregation is not relieved of the burden of the divine demand but of the burden of 

carrying the load alone and in their own strength (Matt 11:29-30).  This breathing in and 

breathing out is continual.  The church can learn to see their walk with Christ as a way of 

breathing.  Union with Christ gives the church permission to exhale.  

A preacher will always come to the text with a unifying principle that guides 

the interpretation of the passage. Kuruvilla’s “mode of biblical interpretation”39 is referred 

to as “Christiconic.” 40  In the Christiconic interpretation, each pericope builds one on 

another to construct this new world that believers are to inhabit spiritually.  Then, each 

pericope represented in the world in front of the text points to a portion or aspect of 

Christlikeness. Each text represents a part of who Christ is. Thus each text can be said to 

be Christiconic or pointing to an aspect of Christ’s character.  Kuruvilla argues that this 

interpretation is not intended for the NT alone but extends to the OT as well:  

In such an interpretation of the text, the image of Christ portrayed in Scripture is not 
exhausted by the Gospel, or even by the entire NT.  Rather, we need the complete 
canon to picture the character of Christ—the One, the only One, who fully met divine 
demand; it is through the entire corpus of six books that we learn what I means to be 
Christlike, through every pericope in both Testaments.  Each pericope depicts a 
facet of Christlikeness, even the ones that deal particular characters in Scripture.41 

Kuruvilla notes that the theology of each pericope is tied to covenant and aids 

the hearer in living in light of the covenant and relationship with God: “The theological 

                                                

39 Kuruvilla, Privilege the Text!, 30. 

40 Space will not allow for a defense of Kuruvilla’s claim over against other forms of 

interpretation like theocentric, redemptive-historic, or Law-Gospel. As a primer for this discussion as it 

relates to homiletics see Scott M. Gibson and Matthew D. Kim, eds., Homiletics and Hermeneutics (Grand 

Rapids: Baker, 2018). For a Christocentric discussion, which dovetails with the Redemptive-Historical view, 

see Graeme Goldsworthy, Preaching the Whole Bible as Christian Scripture: The Application of Biblical 

Theology to Expository Preaching (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000); Graeme Goldsworthy, Christ-Centered 

Biblical Theology: Hermeneutical Foundations and Principles (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2013). 

41 Kuruvilla, Privilege the Text!, 265. 
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function of pericopes is the facilitation of covenant renewal, the restoration of God’s 

people to a right relationship with him.”42  Each pericope serves to restore relationship, 

and, just like any relationship, there will be times when the thoughts, will, or emotions of 

one person need to be adapted to the other.  As the believer relates to God, the believer is 

invited to adopt the “divine demand” of each pericope. 

Each pericope houses divine demands that the disciple must subsequently “put 

on” like new clothes.  Disciples must learn to wear each aspect of Christ.  Kuruvilla refers 

to this unifying aspect of each pericope as Christiconic, which means that each pericope 

contributes to the overall vision of Christ for the believer.  

Dryden recognizes that union with Christ, practically John 15, plays a crucial 

role in understanding the relationship between disciple and works. Jesus, recorded in 

John 15:1-17, offers a fruitful companion for the preacher who wants to cultivate union 

with Christ within the listeners through the sermon. The primary focus of the metaphor is 

that disciples will only bear fruit (whole-self devotion to God) as they are connected to 

Jesus in an abiding relationship.  Jesus declares himself to be the vine and his followers as 

branches from that vine.  The Father is the vinedresser who prunes the branches so that 

they might bear more fruit or Christlikeness.  Fruit-bearing is the result of abiding with 

Christ.  Dryden states, 

The priority of relational abiding gives a context for obedient fruit-bearing.  

The disciple of Jesus cannot begin at the place of fruit-bearing as a means of abiding.  In 

placing abiding first, Jesus gives the life-giving relational union of mutual abiding as the 

context through which the disciples make sense of their actions.  It also gives motivations 

that derive from the gift and the promise of the communion that Jesus has established and 

continues to sustain.43  

                                                

42 Kuruvilla, Privilege the Text!, 96. 

43 Dryden, A Hermeneutic of Wisdom, 83. 
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Sermons that seek only to impact the will may attempt to offer practical 

techniques for living but will not offer the connection to the primary concern.  Even if the 

primary concern of righteousness is alluded to, if it is not couched within the framework 

of relationship with God, his loving grace, and the empowerment of the Spirit, the weight 

of the command may become a burden.  

Emotions are concern-based construals issued from basic concerns that often 

include a highly relational component.  Roberts argues, “Paradigm cases of adult human 

emotions take ‘objects.’”44  Jesus is the “object” of Christian emotions.  Within the 

Christian framework, the virtues are often relational (joy in Christ, love for others, 

contrition before God, etc.) and are most often regarding the treatment and care for others 

as well love and fear of the Lord (Matt 22:37). Christian concerns are focused on people 

and rooted in Christ.  The person who does right but ignores the person does not keep the 

law but is instead like a “whitewashed tomb” (Matt 23:27). In addition to God’s 

command to love others, the example of a relationship that exists within the Trinity 

points to a maturity model. The maturing believer is continually growing toward a more 

significant relationship with God and others. So, biblical maturity takes place in a 

relationship and for relationship.  

Since biblical concerns are primarily focused on relationships,45 it makes sense 

that relationships primarily develop concerns.  For example, a child will adopt the concerns 

of his parents without question because of the relationship he has with them. Nussbaum 

notes, “A child does not learn its society’s conception of love, or of anger, by sitting in an 

ethics class.  It learns them long before any classes, in complex interactions with parents 

                                                

44 Robert C. Roberts, Emotions: An Essay in Aid of Moral Psychology (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2003), 61. 

45 Relationships are not by any means the only objects that concern an individual. However, on 

the Christian model, often relationships are the underriding concern that inform all other concerns. 
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and society.”46  A student may adopt the beliefs of a peer not based on pure rational 

exploration but his affinity for his friend.  As people age, they begin to reason more about 

their fundamental beliefs but the introduction of a new belief or a reassessment of a long-

held belief will often be spurred by a trusted person sharing new information.  The 

emphasis for growth is in the relationship first, and second on the content of the new 

information.   

The doctrine of union with Christ helps believers to experience their relationship 

with Christ and to settle into their place within that relationship.  Paul describes the 

congregation’s union with Christ in various metaphors: a bridge and groom, a body, a 

temple, etc.  This knowledge of the relational and theological connection with Christ aids 

in providing the relational safety to question old concerns and take up new ones. The 

Bible affirms more than a mere relationship but a mystical connection between Christ and 

his people that cannot be fully understood apart from metaphor and faith.  Letham 

recognizes that this connection with God is fundamentally deeper than a mere human 

relationship:  

The result is that we have more than fellowship with Christ. Fellowship takes place 
between separate persons by means of presence, recognition, conversation, shared 
interests, and the like. Adam had fellowship with God before the fall. Redemption 
has not restored us to the condition of Adam. The incarnation has happened; the Son 
of God is forever human. The outpouring and indwelling of the Spirit has occurred 
and endures; the Spirit of God has taken up permanent residence in and with those 
who love Christ, and in so doing the Holy Trinity now lives in us. It goes beyond 
communion. It entails union. It is more than participation.47 

Recall that as the pericopal theology is applied, the preacher will want to keep 

in mind that “relationship precedes responsibility.”48 Kuruvilla states,  

                                                

46 Martha Craven Nussbaum, Love’s Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy and Literature (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 293. 

47 Letham, Union with Christ, 126. 

48 Kuruvilla, Privilege the Text!, 189. 
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In sum, the law continues to operate, with the caveat that it be interpreted 
theologically, in light of the immense contextual shift that has occurred between the 
writing of the law and its modern-day reading. In so interpreting law for application, 
the people of God learn about the world in front of the legal text that depicts God and 
his relationship with his creation, and how they can inhabit that world—i.e., abide 
by divine demand.  The underpinning of this operation is the powerful truth that a 
relationship with God precede responsibility: it is because his people are related to 
him in the first place that God makes demands that they are responsible to fulfill.49 

Therefore, according to Kuruvilla, the warrant for the divine demand is the 

union relationship with Christ.  This correlates with the concept of “passion” presented in 

the previous section.  So, one might say that union with Christ is the foundation of all of 

the divine demand.  This idea is represented by figure 3.   

The Christiconic interpretation flows from a union with Christ as theological 

center.  Thus, the sermon—with all of the demands and expectations that it places upon 

the congregation—must begin with the relational connection to Christ.  However, this 

commitment does not result in the inclusion of a theoretical or theological discussion of 

union with Christ within every sermon.  Some pericopes will call for a description of the 

non-concrete aspects of union with Christ, but the sermon must allow the text to dictate 

the direction of the sermon. No theological system or principle ought to govern the 

content of the sermon—that is the role of the pericope. Instead, union with Christ will be 

part of the background of the sermon and pericope, shaping its color and tone.  Union 

                                                

49 Kuruvilla, Privilege the Text!, 189. 
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Figure 3. Union with Christ is foundational to the divine demand 
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with Christ shapes and forms but it need not be the main focal point of the message.  

Instead, union with Christ becomes part of the concrete foundation of each pericope. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has made the case for four tools that aid the expositor in 

cultivating subjective concerns and construals through the sermon.  The expositor was 

first encouraged to read the text as wisdom and to intentionally avoid over principlization 

as this makes the sermon more abstract and less likely to be internalized.  Second, the 

expositor was encouraged to preach pericope by pericope as the general mark of his 

expository ministry.  This sort of preaching will present many biblical construals and 

reinforce the PCC as the congregation is exposed to all the pericopes of Scripture over 

time. Third, the expository was encouraged to help the congregation to cultivate mental 

dexterity.  The purpose of this task is to help the congregation experience a given 

construal in two different ways. Not every construal can be viewed in this way, but many 

can.  Finally, the expositor was challenged to apply the PCC as well as the divine demand 

found in each pericope. It was argued that the doctrine of union with Christ, where it is 

not used abstractly, can serve as that core application that undergirds any other 

application.  All four of these tools provide equip the expositor to challenge the 

congregation better and to do so in a way that cultivates the CEV. The next chapter will 

address in-direct means of challenging the core concerns of the heart and means by which 

each concern may be transformed to reflect the PCC better.   
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CHAPTER 4 

INDIRECT TOOLS FOR DEVELOPING 
EMOTIONAL VIRTUE 

The expositor who wants to access the heart of his congregation must present 

the truth of Scripture and the Gospel while at the same time helping his hearers to 

internalize or make subjective the objective truth of Scripture.  While direct 

communication has value for the expositor, failure to utilize indirect communication will 

limit access to the congregation’s deeper concerns of the emotional life.  The expositor 

will need to use specific indirect methods to help the hearer to internalize the message 

and help produce biblical concerns and construals.    

The previous chapter focused on how the preacher might use direct methods to 

develop CEV.  The purpose of this chapter is to articulate indirect methods that aid the 

congregation in subjectively reflecting and integrating divine concerns and construals.  

The purpose is not creating subjective theology in the sense that there is no objective 

truth attached to it.  Instead, the goal is to internalize that which is objective and make 

personal that which may be abstract and distant.   

Indirect methods are not meant to produce a tangible result but instead are 

designed to aid the hearer in reflecting more deeply upon his sin, suffering, and adoption 

in Christ.  In reflecting more deeply on the subjective connection to one’s union with 

Christ, the hearer will begin to internalize biblical construals.  Indirect methods involve 

some sort of poetic elements or self-reflection, this chapter will focus on three: 

permission for self-reflection, permission to separate sin and suffering, and promoting 

empathy with the Scripture’s characters. Though other forms such as reading poetry, 
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hymns, guided prayers, and parables may all be used as means of indirect 

communication.   

The result of preaching that combines direct elements (explain/apply, reading 

with wisdom, promote mental dexterity, apply the PCC, etc.) and indirect elements is that 

the sermon addresses the mind, will, and core concerns.  However, not every sermon will 

need to contain all the various methods.  However, neglecting a holistic expository 

ministry, the congregation is asked to learn and obey but is not challenged to explore 

their inner motives and desires that fuel their behavior before God.  Instead, the expositor 

must see himself as a cultivator of right desires and passions as much as right thoughts 

and actions.  Roberts states that “A passion is a concern that can give a person’s life a 

center, can integrate and focus the personality and give a person ‘character’.1  Thus, the 

preacher is promoting a corporate character that will be absorbed by the individuals 

within the congregation.     

Subjectivity and Christian Emotional Virtues 

While this section could be placed at several points within this dissertation, it 

has been placed here because of connection between indirect communication and the 

subjective internalization of concerns and construals.  Before outlining those methods in 

greater detail, some reflection on the nature of subjective emotional virtues is in order.  

The Christian narrative is expressed as an objective reality that encompasses 

the whole of the physical/spiritual world and stretches throughout time to include an 

eschatological reality that is uncovered in Christ. However, for all of the objective reality 

that Scripture describes, the Christian narrative is also a subjective narrative that invites 

disciples into an abiding relationship with Jesus.  Christianity is subjective, not in the idea 

that its concepts are validated based on personal opinion, but that the objective truths of 

                                                

1 Robert C. Roberts, Spiritual Emotions: A Psychology of Christian Virtues (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2007), 17. 
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Scripture must be internalized for faith to take root.  As the Christian grows in objective 

truth and subjective experience guided by Scripture, he or she will be able to construe the 

world more rightly in line with the reality that is in Christ.  In addition to construing the 

world rightly, he or she will begin to perceive his or her reality as existing within Christ.   

The role of objective doctrine and biblical theology cannot be overstated in the 

development of emotional virtues.  Roberts points out that:  

The proposal that emotions are concern-based construals has been tailored expressly 
with this narrative and conceptual feature of the more spiritual emotions in mind.  
On this account, all of the distinctively Christian emotions incorporate elements of 
basic Christian doctrine, such as that God is the source of every perfect gift, that 
Christ died for our sins, that we are hopeless sinners apart from God’s grace, that 
God has chosen us for eternal life in his kingdom, that every human sufferer is one 
to who God offers his compassion, and so forth.2 

One of the primary roles of the preacher will be to present the truth of 

Scripture so that the congregation can construe rightly the world they live in (which 

includes the spiritual reality). Every segment (pericope) of Christian theology has a role 

to play in the development of emotional virtues.  The fully mature believer will be able to 

construe the world rightly in any situation. In order to do so, the fully mature believer will 

need a Scripture-soaked mind that is both agile and imaginative (see Jas 5:7-12).  

In addition to objective reality, emotional virtues will issue from a subjective 

narrative.  Roberts notes:  

Each of the Christian emotions is a construal of the subject’s situation—both his 
immediate situation and the larger context of the world in which he finds himself—
in these terms, based on the subject’s concern for life and righteousness, for the 
kingdom of God, for his own happiness and the happiness of the world.3  

Thus, Christian emotional virtues do not emerge from doctrine/propositions 

alone but also from the subjective experience of the Christian.  For example, the emotional 

virtues of love and humility are highly relational and involve the subject, understanding 

                                                

2 Roberts, Spiritual Emotions, 30. 

3 Ibid. 
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himself as well as others.  Developing an emotional virtue such as compassion means that 

the subject realizes both the objective reality (saved by grace) and his own subjective role 

(one called to show compassion to another). Roberts states, “The distinctiveness of 

Christian compassion lies in how the Christian conceives himself, the sufferer, the 

suffering, and the larger universe in which he acts.”4 Judgments that are separated from 

personal concerns or subjective experience of the Christian narrative fail to produce the 

kind of emotional virtues depicted in Christian teaching. For transformation to take place in 

the life of a Christian, the Christian narrative must impact the subjective experience.   

This subjective experience is possible because the Christian narrative makes the 

gospel concrete and tangible.  Gilman notes, “Narrative’s strategy is one of concretion, 

then, rather than abstraction; its responsibility is to plot the specifically temporal, local, 

and contingent character of human experience and to mediate meaning for those whose 

lives are shaped by that plot’s narrative.”5  Ascent to the doctrines of Christianity is 

essential but until a person understands his narrative within the meta-narrative found in 

Scripture, his Christian life will not be a concrete expression of faith but instead may only 

reflect abstract objective principles and never from the mind to the emotions.  While 

objective noetic living may produce short-term effects, it fails to produce spiritual maturity 

because spiritual maturity is a combination of mind, will, and emotions.   

Developing emotional virtues involves perceiving one’s self within the story 

and understanding (experiencing?) how the gospel story impacts one’s self.  This sort of 

self-awareness is vital because, without it, Christianity remains an abstraction and lacks 

the personal element that is vital for a relationship with Christ.  

                                                

4 Roberts, Spiritual Emotions, 29. 

5 James E. Gilman, Fidelity of Heart: An Ethic of Christian Virtue by James E. Gilman 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 29. 
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The development of emotional virtues is possible only as an individual grows 

in awareness of himself and particularly his emotional life.6 Roberts affirms that:  

A more positive reason for articulating a Christian psychology is that a Christian 
self-understanding is the matrix of the work of the Holy Spirit and of sanctification. 
It is by understanding ourselves as created in the image of God, as divided selves 
called to faith, hope, and love, as hungering and thirsting for the righteousness of 
God, as anxious and desperate apart from God s grace, as forgiven ones who are 
called to forgive, and understanding accurately the concepts involved in all this 
understanding, that one comes to have the wisdom and character of a Christian.7  

John Calvin recognized the importance of self-knowledge on the path to 

spiritual maturity as one reflects on God: “But though the knowledge of God and the 

knowledge of ourselves are bound together by a mutual tie, due arrangement requires that 

we treat of the former in the first place, and then descend to the latter.”8 .  Roberts roots 

the idea of knowledge of self in the doctrine of the imago Dei:  

The Christian tradition . . . does not seek the annihilation of the self but instead 
recognizes that the self is made in the imago dei.  The self is created by God as 
unique and loved by him.  Thus, a vital aspect of spiritual formation will be the 
recovery of the true self that lies many times hidden under layers of social 
expectations, beliefs inherited from the family of origin, and so on.  Part of the 
recovery of the true self is uncovery of the emotions that have been neglected or 
ignored.  While these emotions are not always true in their content, they always aid 
the subject of the emotion in better understanding the subconscious processes.9   

Growing awareness of the deeper parts of the subconscious allows the Christian to address 

deep-seated issues that exist below the level of awareness.  

                                                

6 I am not asserting that this is the only means by which a person can develop virtues, but if 

Roberts’ assumption that all virtues are an expression of emotional virtues is valid, then one will need to 

give special attention to the development of these emotional virtues logically prior to the development of 

other virtues.   

7 Robert C. Roberts, “The Idea of a Christian Psychology,” Journal of Psychology & Theology 

40, no. 1 (2012): 40. 

8 John Calvin and Henry Beveridge, Institutes of the Christian Religion (Edinburgh: Calvin 

Translation Society, 1845), 1:50. 

9 Robert C. Roberts, “Feeling One’s Emotions and Knowing Oneself,” Philosophical Studies 

77, nos. 2/3 (1995): 331. 
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Kierkegaard also argued that knowledge of self is tied directly to a relationship 

with God. He uses the metaphor of sobriety to refer to an awareness of one’s true self: 

“To become sober is: to come to oneself in self-knowledge and before God as nothing 

before him, yet infinitely, unconditionally engaged.”10  He argues that coming to one’s self 

means accepting the complexity and paradox of life through faith and letting go of a 

desire to master the world.  The Christian can rest in the many unanswerable questions by 

trusting that God knows the answer and that he is in control.  Because God is in control, 

the Christian can be honest with his or her frailty and weakness and as such does not need 

to answer everything perfectly but can psychologically rest in Christ.   

Kierkegaard believed that the kind of sobriety the pagan world extolled was 

intoxication to the highest degree. The world seeks control and to eliminate anything 

unanswerable.  Instead of seeking the “probable,” coming to one’s self means by faith, 

trusting God and allowing His truth to reveal a person’s true self: 

Familiarity with the probable,11 and the more profound it is, does not in a more 
profound sense lead a person closer to himself but further and further away from his 
deeper self, brings him closer and closer to himself only in the sense of selfishness—
this the purely human view calls becoming sober and Christianity calls intoxication.12 

Kierkegaard argued that the self must be known before God or else it produces 

a loss of self.  He does not mean the self is known prior to knowing God, but instead that 

knowledge of self must take place in front of or in the presence of God.  He states, 

If self-knowledge does not lead to knowing oneself before God—well, then there is 
something to what purely human self-observation says, namely, that this self-
knowledge leads to a certain emptiness that produces dizziness. Only by being before 
God can one totally come to oneself in the transparency of soberness.13 

                                                

10 Søren Kierkegaard, For Self-Examination/Judge for Yourselves: Kierkegaard’s Writings, 

trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (repr., Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991), 21:104. 

11 Kierkegaard seems to be using the term “probable” to refer to the finite or that which is safe 

and can be seen apart from faith. He wants to draw a distinction the Christian who accepts the world as God 

describes on faith and the pagan who only looks at the probable and ignores the world of faith.   

12 Kierkegaard, For Self-Examination/Judge for Yourselves, 21:105. 

13 Ibid., 21:106 
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“Soberness of self” means that one knows their self in light of God’s revelation and love.  

“Intoxication” is a belief in the lie that one can know himself apart from relationship with 

God.  Kierkegaard argues that self-knowledge is essential to spiritual growth but self-

knowledge must take place before God if it is to lead to the Christian understanding of self.  

Therefore, before God, the development of Christian emotional virtue requires 

openness and commitment to the inner life, which in large part will include the emotions.  

In Roberts’ model is a formula for understanding and even altering the movement of the 

emotions.  Thus, as a believer becomes aware of emotions of vice, he can then begin to 

ask important questions related to why he feels the way he does about the given situation.  

The goal of such questioning is to understand two things: (1) what is the subjective 

construal of the world that is leading to the emotions (false beliefs)? (2) What is the 

subjective concern that this situation is touching upon (false idols of the heart)?  The 

Christian is then invited to begin the process of reshaping these construals and concerns 

before the Lord.14   

The remainder of this chapter will present three methods for aiding the 

congregation to internalize the truth of the sermon by indirect communication.  The first 

method is to provide the congregation with permission to self-evaluate.   

Permission Giving: Self-Examination 

The expositor can promote the subjective development of emotional virtue in the 

congregation through giving permission and at times, guiding the congregation to reflect on 

both their inner world. Expositors must extend permission because for many in the 

congregation, the concept of inward awareness seems foreign, new age, or is simply 

                                                

14 The method for reshaping the emotions most argued for in evangelical circles seems to be a 

CBT model. However, other emotion-focused models do exist and have plenty of good research to support 

their use. The sermon will by nature function more in line with CBT techniques because one of the main 

focuses of the sermon is to inform and impact belief. However, the inclusion of a subjective element will 

also provide a means for the individual hearer to begin to process emotions through the sermon as well.  
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terrifying.  The preacher can establish a culture of inward reflection by continually giving 

verbal and non-verbal permission and modeling an inward stance toward the spiritual life. 

While the expositor will want to be aware of excessive inward focus, the reality is that for 

many, there is very little attention given to the inward areas of sin and suffering.    

Both sin and suffering can result in misaligned concerns and construals.  In cases 

where deep emotional wounds that have been repressed the sermon can provide permission 

for individuals to face the inner struggle.  By setting the culture as one of reflection of sin 

and suffering the congregation will begin to find the freedom to wrestle with their sin and 

suffering.  

Kierkegaard understood that emotions often distort and confuse how individuals 

see the world.  This idea may be held by many modern preachers, but the decision is 

often to cut the emotions out of the process altogether.  As was covered in chapters 2 and 

3, removing emotions is not possible because emotions are not just fleeting feelings but 

are tied to strongly held beliefs and desires. The pastor-shepherd’s task is to awaken the 

hearer to the reality that exists in the world and within his inner world not to cut the 

congregation off from these realities. This awakening is not accomplished only through 

propositions but as the hearer self-reflects upon his own emotions in light of Scripture.  

Lee notes, “Kierkegaard stresses time and again that the task of the believer is to grapple 

with the paradox in Christianity and not to explain it away; those who want to grasp faith 

objectively can only remain outside.”15  

Kierkegaard also recognized that the nature of sin often prevents a person from 

genuinely understanding himself or herself, not to mention the Word of God.  The 

believer needs the Word to be faithfully applied through biblical preaching and reflection 

upon the inner self; a balanced sermon will seek to accomplish both.   

                                                

15 Lee, Richard C. K. “The Pascalian Heart and the Kierkegaardian Passion: On Faith and 

Subjectivity.” Evangelical Quarterly 81, no. 4 (October 2009), 346. 
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The subjective nature of faith and the fact that God is a subject requires more 

than external faithfulness but also an inward transformation. Lee, drawing from 

Kierkegaard,  states well,  

The reason why objectivity cannot be the way to religious truth, Kierkegaard points 
out, lies in the very simple fact that God is a subject: “The existing person who 
chooses the objective way now enters upon all approximating deliberation intended 
to bring forth God objectively, which is not achieved in all eternity, because God is 
a subject and hence only for subjectivity in inwardness.” Christianity is not a doctrine, 
for it focuses on the reality of teacher himself. Thus it cannot be approached by pure 
intellectual, rational approaches.16  

For Kierkegaard, the Christian should exist in a state of holy unrest that causes 

him or her to reflect on their state.  This reflection is not a morbid preoccupation with self 

but is instead designed to encourage the believer always to be reflecting on his or her 

motivations and desires.  Kierkegaard identified two kinds of disorder in the human soul.  

The first was “tumult, disturbance in externals.”17  The second is what he called “the 

stillness of death.”18  The second reflects the lifeless heart that does not reflect on its state, 

the state of God, and the world.  Kierkegaard believed that a certain amount of inward 

restlessness was appropriate for the disciple of Jesus:  

From the Christian point of view, there are two kinds of true restlessness.  
Restlessness in the heroes of faith and witnesses to the truth, which aims at 
reforming things as they are. . . .The other kind of restlessness has to do with the 
inward deepening. A true love affair is indeed also a restless thing, but it never 
enters the lover’s head to want to change things as they are. I have worked for this 
restlessness oriented toward inward deepening.19 

The inward restlessness that leads to inward deepening is the goal of self-

examination in the sermon.  Aiding the congregation in their restlessness with the biblical 

text is essential for developing emotional virtue because without wrestling with inner 

                                                

16 Lee, “The Pascalian Heart and the Kierkegaardian Passion,” 347. 

17 Kierkegaard, For Self-Examination/Judge for Yourselves, 21:20. 

18 Ibid. 

19 Ibid., 21:21. 
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motives and concerns, the non-biblical desires cannot be replaced. Wayne Grudem right 

affirms that: 

Moreover, as Christians grow in maturity, the kinds of sin that remain in their lives 
are often not so much sins of words or deeds that are outwardly noticeable to others, 
but inward sins of attitudes and motives of the heart—desires such as pride and 
selfishness, lack of courage or faith, lack of zeal in loving God with our whole 
hearts and our neighbors as ourselves, and failure to fully trust God for all that he 
promises in every situation. These are real sins! They show how far short we fall of 
the moral perfection of Christ.20 

Fred Craddock argues that the congregation should be given more than 

information and a list of “to-dos” to accomplish after the sermon.21 Instead, the 

congregation can be invited to engage and interact throughout the message. However, 

Craddock warns against the folly of too much inward focus in the sermon; after all, the 

congregation is present to meet and hear from God.  Craddock states, 

The Scriptures, by keeping sentinel watch over the life and faith of the church, blow 
the whistle on lengthy exercises in self-analysis and self-saving, move the chairs out 
of the small circle, and scatter moods of self-pity or self-congratulation.  Sermons 
that are self-serving are called into question by the very texts which had been selected 
to authenticate the message.22 

These times of reflection are not corporate “soul-searching sessions,” but are instead small 

instances of reflection that invite the hearer to personalize and make subjective what is 

objective within the sermon.  Instead, the preacher will redirect the passage in question 

back to the listeners by inviting them to see how their life is addressed in the pericope. 

For example, a passage such as 1 Colossians 3:1, “If then you have been raised with 

Christ,” leads to the natural questions, “have you been raised with Christ?” Before the 

accompanying action is provided, the self is addressed.23 

                                                

20 Wayne A. Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Leicester: 

Inter-Varsity; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004), 752. 

21 Fred B. Craddock, Preaching, 2nd ed. (Nashville: Abingdon, 2010), 25-26. 

22 Ibid., 27. 

23 Breuninger, Christian. “Søren Kierkegaard’s Reformation of Expository Preaching.” The 

Covenant Quarterly 51, no. 3 (August 1993), 24. 
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These times of reflection are not extended periods of time and may not even be 

announced, or they may be introduced by a simple phrase such as, “What would you do 

in that situation?” or “have you experienced this?” The preacher can ask questions that 

help the hearer reflect inward; holding in one hand the Word and in the other their desires.  

The preacher may also ask questions such as, “Would you have felt the same way if you 

were in his shoes?” The hearer is asked to reflect on his or her emotional response 

concerning the biblical narrative or text.  The preacher may also choose to use biblical 

parables, illustrations, narratives, or poems to bring awareness to the hearer’s heart 

indirectly.  

Johnson notes three areas of self-reflection that a Christian might focus.  First, 

a Christian may be encouraged to reflect on their awareness of God.  Johnson notes that 

“Though God is always present ontologically and covenantally to believers, they do not 

always experience his presence...In addition, as a result of prior experiences of other 

humans and God, people have formed a ‘God-image,’ a mental representation of God that 

may not correspond accurately to the God of the Bible, especially if they were exposed to 

grossly distorted image-bearers earlier in life.”24  By reflecting on one’s perception of 

God, the individual Christian may begin to understand how he or she perceives God and 

in what ways God has been experienced.   

Second, the believer may reflect on an “awareness of self-regulation.”25 Both 

awareness of one's beliefs and emotions would fall unto this category.  If one uses 

Roberts’ terminology here, the Christian needs to evaluate their construals of the world 

(do they believe the right things about the nature of reality?) and become aware of their 

core desires (do they care for the right things?). The believer is invited to examine their 

                                                

24 Eric L. Johnson, Foundations for Soul Care: A Christian Psychology Proposal (Downers 

Grove, IL: IVP, 2014), 450-1. 

25 Ibid., 451. 
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own ideas about God and self as well as their emotions that make up their concepts of 

self, God, and others.  Where excessive negative emotions exist, the Christian may need 

to engage in one on one dialogue in a counseling environment. By establishing a culture 

of self-examination, the congregation is permitted to wrestle with the darker aspects of 

life.  In turn, by addressing these faulty ideas and concerns, the believer can begin to 

develop more biblically appropriate concerns and construals.   

Third, the believer can self-examine their interpretation of their past and 

present.  Here the believers are invited to reflect on “one’s internal dynamics” and how 

they are “ related to one’s story and one’s earlier relationships.”26 The expositor is not 

attempting to process all of these issues within the sermon, but as the pericope allows, he 

will invite the congregation to reflect in these ways.  The result will be greater self-

awareness and potentially more opportunities for discipleship following the sermon either 

in small groups, counseling sessions, or the individuals time with the Lord.   

By providing permission to the congregation, the expositor is attempting to 

lower the threshold of negative barriers to self-understanding that prevent maturity.  

Psychologists refer to defenses that are a means of distraction from sub-conscious pain 

and or fear.27  The preacher is not trying to remedy the pain (though the Spirit certainly 

may use the Word to accomplish such a task) but is instead trying lower defenses while 

permitting to address the hidden parts of the self before God.   

Permission to Differentiate Sin and Suffering 

In addition, the preacher may aid the congregation to identify areas of sin and 

suffering.  While often sin and suffering will overlap, the preacher should differentiate 

suffering that is a result of personal sin and suffering that is the result of living in a fallen 

                                                

26 Johnson, Foundations for Soul Care, 453. 

27 Ibid., 454. 
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world. The use of a prayer such as from Psalm 139:23-24 can help to set the tone for such 

introspection.  

One crucial aspect of developing CEV is to understand the difference between 

sin and suffering that is the result of brokenness in the world. The preacher that only 

focuses on the congregation’s sin may harden some and create legalists in others.  The 

preacher who only focuses on suffering—never addressing the congregation’s sin—may 

cultivate a victim mentality that never sees sin as the real problem.  An alternative is to 

recognize that, as any pericope is preached, some in the congregation are struggling with 

sin, others are suffering from life, and many are experiencing both.  The text will speak to 

both aspects of life differently.  Those living in rebellion will need to receive exhortation 

and grace. Those suffering will need to be given permission to lament and receive the grace 

and healing of God in the pericope.  In other words, the preacher must allow the Holy Spirit 

to speak a specific word to every person in the congregation without overly limiting the 

application to one side or the other.  This does not mean that applications are not explicitly 

presented; instead, it means that the preacher may need greater nuance as he describes 

applications of the biblical text and he will need to vary the application to speak to both 

those stuck in sin and those amidst suffering.   

For example, a college student in the congregation struggling with pornography 

may feel conviction during a sermon.  However, he has confessed his sin to God and some 

trusted friends, been engaging in a biblical recovery group, and is receiving ongoing 

discipleship in the area of controlling one’s lust.  While his sin is real, it seems that 

directing the application only to convict would be imprudent for his situation.  He is 

aware of his sin.  Instead, the preacher may choose to preach the thrust of the passage, but 

also have a strong focus on union with Christ that leads to grace and strength to overcome 

temptations. Preaching should not ignore or back away from opposing sin, but if the 

people of God are going to develop proper concerns and construals, they need to 

understand their sin in light of their union with Christ.  Therefore, every time sin is 
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opposed there is also an opportunity to promote the ultimate concern: relationship with 

Christ.   

The student is a sinner who is also suffering from temptation.  By helping the 

congregation understand the difference between one’s sin and suffering, one can apply 

grace where it is needed and at the same time exhort holiness where rebellion is present.  

Paul says it this way: “And we urge you, brothers, admonish the idle, encourage the 

fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with them all” (1 Thess 5:14). Thus, the sermon’s 

application may focus on turning from lustful activities, but it should also offer 

encouragement for those on the journey of recovery.  In this way, the application is both 

affirming the high standard of God’s demand while encouraging the congregation to 

continue on the path, even if they are struggling.   

As the preacher models the difference between sin and suffering, the 

congregation can begin to reflect more honestly about their situation and apply the 

appropriate form of healing in their life.  Another example may be a member struggling 

with anxiety. While preaching the Sermon on the Mount (Matt 6:25-34), where Jesus 

instructs his followers to not be anxious, she begins to feel guilty.  She does not want to 

feel anxious, but she cannot seem to help it.  She prays daily that she could trust more.  In 

addition, she feels guilty that she does not feel joyful more often.  She feels like a failure 

as a Christian.  By making a distinction between sin and suffering, the preacher can begin 

to help her to realize that though Jesus does desire his followers to trust God for their every 

need and to not worry, the reality is that because of sin in the world some will suffer from 

anxiety.  Her anxiety is not a sin.  The sin would be to give in to the anxiety and to stop 

trusting.  However, if the preacher does not differentiate between sin and suffering, then 

she will be left believing that though her desires are right, she is incapable of being 

obedient.  Again, the principle of 1 Thessalonians 5:14 comes into play.   

The expositor must grant permission to the congregation to face difficult 

emotions.  Developing CEV is in part based on acquiring right construals and alignment 
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of correct concerns but will also include the more difficult and time-consuming task of 

releasing faulty desires the produce their own emotions. Sometimes, difficult emotions 

are not the result of faulty concerns.  Sometimes the concern is precisely correct.  For 

example, a child is abused, and her mother is both angry and saddened by the news.  Both 

anger and sadness are the right responses.  At this point, the mother does not need to re-

construe the situation to quiet painful emotions.  Instead, before God, she will need to 

face these problematic emotions of hatred toward the offender and the sadness associated 

with the situation.  The expositor can and should give the hearer permission to sit with 

these difficult emotions before God and not attempt to quickly re-construe the situation.   

One way that preachers can help the congregation cultivate CEV is by 

permitting to grieve the loss of idols of the heart.  While idols are often depicted in 

Scripture as material shrines of worship, modern idols are often more emotional and 

represent the promise of success, fame, purpose, and acceptance.28  At times, turning 

from these idols may not as simple as cognitive and volitional repentance. If idols of the 

heart represent good things that have become ultimate things, then it seems that two 

things need to happen for the person to become whole.  First, the believer must have an 

accurate vision of the beauty of Christ.  He must experience Christ’s beauty personally 

and allow the relationship he has with Christ to become the focus of life.  Also, the 

believer may need to grieve the loss of the idol and what it represents, which may often 

be connected to a failure on behalf of a parent or caregiver to meet specific needs of the 

individual at a young age.  By grieving “the idol,” the believer will become more 

emotionally free and in doing so, let go of an inappropriate concern.  Often the 

replacement of Christ at the center of the person’s life will relieve some of the pressure. 

However, while re-construing the idol as wrong may be possible, truly being able to let 
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Only Hope That Matters (repr., New York: Penguin Books, 2011). 
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go of the control of the concern may require a season of lament before God.  This is not 

to say that the believer is grieving the loss of sin, but is instead grieving the loss of a need 

that was not met in childhood and is not being met in adulthood.  These sort of 

psychological issues often complicate the already messy spiritual relationship between a 

person and idols.  However, the wise pastor must realize that emotional connection will 

often trump proper construal and part of his work is to expose false concerns and help the 

congregation release them in order to better hold to the PCC.   

For those suffering from difficult emotions, the preacher can provide 

permission to face them and to heal.  Difficult emotions may be best understood as 

“warning lights” like in a car.  They give the subject the impression that something is 

amiss.  These emotions serve a valuable informational and motivational function in the 

subjects’ life.  Likewise, Eric Johnson says that emotions are signs.29  He states that “An 

emotion is an intrinsically private, subjective aspect of human experience that signifies 

something.”30  So, these difficult emotions point to concerns that are being upset.  The 

Christian, at this point, has a few options.  They can ignore the feelings and repress them.  

This has a long-term adverse effect on the spiritual health (and physical health) of the 

subject.31  These emotions can be stored in memory and though they are not present in 

consciousness they have an effect on the color of the emotional responses in the 

consciousness.32   Second, Christians can act out from their difficult emotions. This sort of 

behavior is what the New Testament condemns (see Galatians 5:20).  Another option is to 

attempt to re-construe the situation to perceive the object of the difficult emotions in a 

new light.  At times re-construal will work but at times it will not.  The other option is to 
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30 Ibid., 301. 

31 Ibid. 
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express the emotions (in the case of sadness and anger) in healthy ways.  Generally, these 

emotions are signs of loss and injustice.   So, the Christian may need ample time of 

expression of both the anger of the offense and the pain of the loss that resulted from it 

before re-construal can take place.   

Roberts articulates a cognitive perspective, which means that forgiveness is 

more or less about a struggle to perceive the offender different.  Sometimes an emotion is 

able to be changed by changing one’s perception of the situation, but sometimes they are 

not. Beneath many instances of anger will exist the emotion of sadness at a loss.33  While 

reframing the situation may quiet the feelings of anger, the pain that was caused will 

often remain.  Forgiveness, in order for it to have its full effect, must account for the loss 

of the subject, not just the anger; this is especially true in cases where the sin against the 

subject was committed in the past and the subject has unintentionally held on to the pain 

and anger from the event.   

Forgiveness will not come easily given that a core concern has been violated. 

The subject will not easily re-construe the offender without upsetting the core concern 

again.  Only by acknowledging the loss and giving voice to the violation in prayer and 

often with a trusted friend or counselor will the subject be able to lower the force of the 

concern enough to then re-construe the offender in a different light.  Forgiveness will 

almost always result in a loss on the part of the one offering forgiveness.  The loss is 

often understood in the form of pain and tears.  To forgive without acknowledging the 

fundamental loss created by the offending party ignores the severity of the sin and denies 

the humanity of the subject.   

There seems to be a difference between making a decision to forgive and 

emotionally letting go of anger and sadness over the offense and gaining emotionally 
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positive feelings toward the offender.  So, I would amend Roberts’ argument to say that 

before re-construal of the offense can happen fully, the subject may need to acknowledge 

and express both the anger and pain of the event. When the subject has had adequate time 

and space to focus on the offense, he or she will then be able to cognitively re-construe 

the offender in a different light.  Efforts to re-construe may be helpful prior but they will 

only serve to bring minor comfort in the subject, whereas long-term forgiveness may take 

greater amounts of time.  This does not mean that the subject will outwardly need to hold 

a grudge or say disparaging things about the offending party.  Here the subject is 

obligated to apply Ephesians 4:28, “Be angry and do not sin” until such a time as they 

have adequately processed their grief over the event and the offending party.   

While I agree with Roberts’ definition of emotion, I think that he can at times 

miss the level of influence that a concern has over the construal of a subject.  The concern 

may flavor and color every possible construal and with no relief in sight until the 

aggravated concern is faced and appeased.  

For the Christian, forgiveness is rooted in the forgiving work of Jesus on the 

cross.  The Christian can forgive his enemies and thus quiet the difficult emotions (Matt 

6:12) because he has first been accepted and forgiven by Jesus.  However, often the 

believer will not fully comprehend the level of their right standing before God.  Often, 

the process of receiving forgiveness and accepting God’s love means facing ones’ sins 

and the sins of others done against them. 

David Benner and Robert Harvey offer a three-step method for forgiveness that 

appreciates both the importance of expression of the difficult emotions as well as the 

reframing of the situation in light of forgiveness.  

1. Preparing to forgive: The emotional work of re-experiencing.  

2. Beginning to forgive: The cognitive work of reinterpreting. 
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3. Forgiving: The volitional task of releasing.34 

The expositor should be prepared to provide the congregation with permission 

to move through these steps of forgiveness, for example, and not merely attempt to re-

construe the situation.  The preacher who also permits the congregation to wrestle with 

the deep emotional pain of life will provide the needed push many need to let go. 

However, if from the pulpit, the condemnation of any form of anger or sadness takes 

place, whether explicit or implicit, the process of forgiveness on this model is high 

jacked.  The congregation must be permitted to feel and express in godly ways their anger 

and grief and then release the offender to God before re-construing the situation.  

Otherwise, the congregation is being asked to ignore the emotional reality of the offense 

and to remedy their pain with cognitive techniques which may have short term effects but 

do not help to alleviate the emotional pressure underneath fully.  Forgiveness is an 

example of letting go of barriers to the will; the following section will look at how the 

preacher can continue to help the congregation to clear emotional barriers that prevent the 

engagement of the will.  

Promote Empathy with the Characters in Scripture 

The final way that the preacher can help to realign the concerns of the heart 

will be to expose the congregation to the correct desires and facilitate the congregation in 

empathizing with the biblical characters.  By preaching narrative texts, the congregation 

is invited to adopt the wisdom and CEV of the characters and author.  Wisdom is not just 

found in short and pithy sayings like what is found in the book of Proverbs but is also 

discovered in the narratives that make up much of Christian Scripture.   

Dryden contends that narrative texts generate wisdom apart from 

principlization and are critical for the formation of virtue. Not that the simple act of 
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reading stories makes people better but “rather, narratives are formative because they 

inculcate wisdom” (111). Dryden explains,   

Aristotle defined wisdom (φρόνησις; variously translated as “practical reason,” 
“discernment,” or “wisdom”) as the practical skill of perceiving the right action in a 
particular circumstance (cf. Rom. 12:2). This perception comprehends basic ethical 
principles alongside the situational particulars that make each moral deliberation 
unique. In Aristotle’s system of virtue, aimed at the goal of human contentment 
(εύδαιμοωία), φρόνησις plays a central role as chief of the virtues but it also 
informed by all the others.  Like the other virtues, practical wisdom is a learned 
skill, developed through training and experience. (111) 

Through training and experience, the Scriptures teach wisdom.  Exposure to the 

narratives does more than teach Bible stories; it also provides a way for the Scriptures to 

model experiences and concrete morality.    

Dryden, summarizing Nussbaum, articulates three elements of Aristotle’s 

account that show how narratives inculcate wisdom.35  First, he notes the principle of 

incommensurable goods (111).  Dryden states,  

Narratives swim in the tensions created by incommensurable goods. Much of the 
energy of narratives, especially those that incorporate real moral challenges for their 
characters, is derived from the tensions between competing goods or competing 
evaluations of the good life. (112) 

Narratives can articulate the value distance between goods but also systems.  Dryden notes, 

“The narrative dynamics of the Gospels are often driven by analogous tensions between 

competing systems of value” (113).   

The second way that narratives inculcate wisdom is an emphasis on “particulars 

over general rules” (113).  Aristotle believed that wisdom was the discernment of 

particulars not “reliance on an abstract system of logically related norms” (113).  

Aristotle, did, however, see a need for norms “because wisdom is an act of applying those 

norms to particular situations” (113).  Narratives are vehicles for teaching particulars. 

Though often the narratives may be melted down so that only a moral or lesson remains, 
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the real import of a narrative is not the moral but the application of the moral in a 

concrete setting and particular situation.   

The third element, states Dryden, is “the essential place of the emotions in the 

act of perception” (114).  Following in the logical stream of Aristotle and Nussbaum, 

Dryden suggests, “Because emotions are unmediated value judgments, they are useful 

and necessary as acts of practical reason” (114).  He continues,  

Narratives engage readers emotionally in a story; in the development of attachments 
to particular characters, through some form of identification, readers are invited to 
enter into the space of their moral deliberations.  Narratives are purposefully built 
for this type of engagement where readers experience the confusion of the competing 
allegiances of characters from the “inside.”  This emotional identification facilitates 
the formation of wisdom by participating in a “virtual” act of discernment, rejoicing 
in good choices, or alternatively grieving a choice the reader can see will lead to ruin. 
These are participatory acts of discernment that practice and foster wisdom. (115)  

Each of these elements points to the value of narrative in developing wisdom. 

By extracting a principle from the narrative and disregarding the narrative itself, a 

fundamental aspect of the narrative is lost; namely, the ability for the narrative to function 

as a formative agent of the mind, will, and emotions.  Preaching that draws out a principle 

and fails to see what the author is doing with the text will be ignoring a primary source of 

transformation for the congregation.  This is not to say that the preacher should not 

explain or apply the narrative, but only that the narrative should be told as a narrative and 

allowed to function as a story.  The story form is what houses the formational aspects of 

the sermon.     

Tell the Story 

The wisdom needed to live out CEV is found in part within the narratives of 

Scripture.  In addition to applying the biblical text and facilitating times of self-reflection, 

the subversive sermon should also embrace the biblical story and share it often.36 Telling 
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the story of God found in each pericope provides the concrete “why” of the Christian life.  

The story of God shows the people of God what life in God looks like.  Eugene Peterson 

states,  

Story is the primary verbal means of bringing God’s word to us.  For that we can be 
most grateful, for story is our most accessible form of speech.  Young and old love 
stories. Literate and illiterate alike tell and listen to stories. Neither stupidity nor 
sophistication puts outside the magnetic field of story.  The only serious rival to story 
in terms of accessibility and attraction is song, and there are plenty of those in the 
Bible too.  

Biblical stories invite the reader into the world created by the author.  

Preaching the narrative is the lifeblood of subversive sermons.  The reason it is critical is 

that it helps the hearer to relate to the text concretely.  The congregation can begin to 

speak biblical language even if they do not know Greek or Hebrew because the narrative 

is universally accessible.  Renee Sauder puts it like this:    

Narrative preaching is effective when we locate the intersection between our own 
lives and the lives of the actors in the biblical drama. To connect the biblical text 
with a story that will help explain it, lift it off the page, and give it another 
dimension is the creative and imaginative challenge of narrative preaching.37  

The narrative provides a concrete example of life in God’s kingdom that must 

be inhabited by the congregation. Narratives aid in the development of emotional virtues 

by shaping concerns and depicting concrete morals.  Richard B. Hays writes, “Stories form 

our values and moral sensibilities in more indirect and complex ways, teaching us how to 

see the world, what to fear, and what to hope for; stories offer us nuanced models of 

behavior both wise and foolish, courageous and cowardly, faithful and faithless.”38 

Intellectual ascent to abstract principles influences morality but not in the absence of a 

compelling narrative, which provides the why.   

                                                

the pericope and not a systematic principle.  

37 Renee Sauder, “Igniting Imaginations with Narrative Preaching,” Vision 10, no. 1 (2009): 46. 

38 Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament: Community, Cross, New 
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While many preachers may prefer preaching the Epistles to a narrative, often 

the narrative of Scripture can aid in the development of emotional virtue in ways the 

Epistles cannot. Epistles may have a greater effect on the objective construal of the hearer 

while the narrative will help develop a subjective concern in the hearer.39 The narrative 

points to the concern and the “why?” of the divine demand of Scripture.  Preachers often 

assume the “why” and focus instead on the “what.” The narrative makes the “why” 

concrete and helps the congregation internalize it.  By telling the story well, the 

congregation is reminded of the “why.” An example of the subversive narrative is evident 

in Deuteronomy as the Hebrew people are on the verge of the Promised Land.  Moses is 

preaching to the gathered congregation.  Moses’ instruction in 6:20-25 has wisdom for 

pastors who wish to direct the concern of their congregations.   

Moses begins with a scenario: “When your son asks you in time to come, 

‘What is the meaning of the testimonies and the statutes and the rules that the Lord our 

God has commanded you?’” (Deut 6:20). Like any child, there comes a time when they 

begin to question the meaning and purpose of their parents’ faith.  Children will test to 

see if the concern that is so central to their parents’ faith has merit for them or not.  

Maybe, one could overhear a child asking, “why do we follow the rules? Why do we 

need to trust God? Why do we go to worship?”  

Moses’ response gives a clue as to how the heart is shaped and directed.  In 

verses 21-25, Moses’ response to the child is to remind him of the story of the Exodus. 

The story of the exodus is the story for the Hebrew people. This is the story of God and 

his love.  Why the story? Why remind the child of slavery and exodus? Why remind the 

child of the wonders and power of YHWH? Moses tells the story because it contains 

more than information—it speaks to the emotions and establishes belonging and purpose.  

                                                

39 I am not contending that concern cannot be developed through preaching the epistles. In 

fact, I believe that every pericope can be used to develop concerns. However, narrative texts connect to the 

congregation in a different way that pastoral letters and as such are a vital genre.  
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The why of the Law is found in the deliverance of God and his love for his people.   

Stories subversively shape morality because, in part, they provide the concrete 

“why.”  Ascent to abstract principles will also influence mortality, but not in the absence 

of a compelling narrative.  The use of compelling narratives to shape the imagination of 

the congregation is vital to the re-calibration of both the concerns and construals inherent 

in emotional virtues. Doctrine can be formational, but it is a doctrine that is understood 

within the grand story of Scripture that makes the greatest impact on desires.  Vanhoozer 

puts it this way:  

Doctrine resembles cognitive therapy to the extent that it encourages certain ways of 
thinking about God, the world, and ourselves. Ultimately, however, doctrine 
addresses the heart, the seat of our desires and dispositions.  It is largely for this 
reason that I want to include the imagination under “cognitive”: the imagination is 
the kind of thinking that fits parts into larger wholes and discerns meaningful patterns 
and is in turn grasped (i.e. delighted) by the beauty of the whole.  Doctrinal theology 
helps Christians to acquire theodramatic habits of thought whereby we understand 
persons and events in relation to the broader theodrama of which everything on 
heaven and on earth is a part: the story of the father renewing creation in Christ 
through the Spirit.40  

The preacher need not deny the objective and didactic portions of Scripture but 

must realize that both forms have a function to play in the development of Christian virtue.  

The use of the biblical narrative is the most accessible way to address the heart of the 

hearer. By telling the story of the pericope well, the preacher can access the heart in 

indirect ways.  Narratives in Scripture that are converted into three-point outlines and 

stripped of their narrative quality will not have this effect; doctrinal truth may be taught, 

but the concern of the passage will be lost.  The concern—the concrete desire of the text—

is a part of the narrative, and once it is removed from the narrative and abstracted it 

becomes something else altogether.  However, if the preacher allows the story to serve its 

narrative function as wisdom, the Scriptures will be functioning subversively, working 

behind the scenes through the narrative to engage the heart.     
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Because the pericope contains wisdom for spiritual formation, the preacher can 

assume that the structure of the biblical text has a formative agenda. The structure is 

needed and needs to be taken seriously in both study and delivery.  Preaching the story of 

the pericope well is what Kuruvilla means when he states that preachers should privilege 

the text.41  Embracing the narrative means that the preacher will not short change the 

genre to rush to a theological principle.  Instead, the preacher will seek to find the flow of 

the text and allow the literary structure to carry him along.42  

Invite Empathy with the Word 

In addition to telling the story, the preacher can also tell the story in such a way 

that the congregation can empathize with the text.  Roberts speculates that concerns are in 

part developed through parental modeling and empathy, stating, “It has to do with our 

upbringing and past experiences, natural sensitivity, and biological empathy.  If you 

wanted to develop a concern in your children you would want to model that concern with 

them.  Imitate [the biblical concern] for them.”43 The Bible can become like a parent 

modeling kingdom concerns.  Thus, as the congregation empathizes with the biblical 

characters, they may gradually integrate biblical concerns. 

Since every pericope contains a slice of Christlikeness, it follows that many 

pericopes will house certain concerns and construals with which the congregation could 

empathize, especially narratives.  By empathizing with the characters in the pericope, the 

congregation is also empathizing with Christ, and as a result will begin to internalize the 

concerns of Scripture. Reading wisely means that one will recognize when Scripture is 

                                                

41 Kuruvilla’s whole work is an effort to aid the preacher in respecting the author’s intention 

and to privilege the text itself. Abraham Kuruvilla, Privilege the Text!: A Theological Hermeneutic for 

Preaching, new ed. (Chicago: Moody, 2013). 

42 See Hershael York, “Preaching Zones of Turbulence—Sermons & Articles,” November 8, 

2012, accessed November 8, 2018, https://www.preaching.com/articles/preaching-zones-of-turbulence/. 

43 Robert C. Roberts, telephone conversation with author, May 8, 2018. 

https://www.preaching.com/articles/preaching-zones-of-turbulence/
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presenting a character as a positive model or as a negative model.  For example, when the 

congregation empathizes with Joseph in Genesis 50, as he hears the news of his father’s 

death, they will be challenged to confront their broken relationships and their own losses 

and paternal relationships. The congregation can see that his willingness to forgive his 

family and recognize God’s sovereign plan in the process is a virtuous trait.  By turning 

inward and empathizing with Joseph, the congregation may become more open to their 

inner world. The sermon is then subversively inviting the congregation to feel with the 

biblical story, not to simply feel about it.  

The fields of philosophy, psychology, and literature are engaged in dialogue 

about the nature of empathy for moral development.44 Amy Coplan writes about the 

nature of empathy and defines it in this way:  

Under my proposed conceptualization, empathy is a complex imaginative process in 
which an observer simulates another person’s situated psychological states while 
maintaining clear self-other differentiation.  To say that empathy is “complex” is to 
say that it is simultaneously a cognitive and affective process.45  

The process of empathy is “simultaneously . . . cognitive and affective.” Thus, both the 

mind and the emotions are involved in the process, which means that for the sermon to 

facilitate empathy in the text both the mind and the emotions must be engaged. The 

reader/hearer is permitted to feel with the character.   

This act of feeling with the characters takes place in the imagination.  Empathy 

is a creative process undertaken by a subject in which she takes on the subjective 

experience/perspective of another. Coplan explains, “Roughly, perspective-taking is an 

imaginative process through which one constructs another person’s subjective experience 

                                                

44 Nancy E. Snow, “Empathy,” American Philosophical Quarterly 37, no. 1 (2000): 65-78. 

Amy Coplan and Peter Goldie, eds., Empathy: Philosophical and Psychological Perspectives (repr., 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). Suzanne Keen, “A Theory of Narrative Empathy,” Narrative 14, 

no. 3 (2006): 207-36. 

45 Coplan and Goldie, Empathy, 5. 
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by simulating the experience of being in the other’s situation.”46 On this model, empathy 

is not the experience of feeling one’s own emotions in light of someone else. Coplan 

categorizes this experience as sympathy.47  For example, if one were to see a homeless 

man on the side of the street begging for money, one may feel sadness over his plight. 

However, at this moment, he is not feeling sadness at all, in fact, he is quite enjoying his 

day. Thus, one feels sympathy, but it cannot be said that one feels empathy. Empathy 

maintains a self-other differentiation where the subject realizes that what he or she is 

experiencing is the subjective experience of the other.  Benner also notes the difference 

between sympathy and empathy: 

An understanding of the difference between empathy and sympathy illustrates this 
point. In empathy, one enters into another’s experience and shares it without losing 
sight of the fact that it is truly the other person’s experience. If this distinction is lost 
the autonomy of the other is likewise lost and the resulting relationship is more likely 
to be characterized by sympathy. Sympathy, thus understood, is seen to be a way of 
responding to one’s own pain by attempting to cover it over with reassurance to the 
other.48  

The intent of empathy is not to place oneself in the shoes of the other but 

instead imagining oneself as the other and then experiencing his or her situation.  The 

question empathy asks is not, “What would I feel in that situation?” but instead, “what does 

he feel in that situation?” Coplan explains the difference in greater detail:  

Other-oriented perspective-taking is, as the name suggests, oriented toward the 
other.  It therefore avoids false consensus effects, personal distress, and prediction 
errors based on egocentric biases.  We stay focused within our simulation on the 
other’s experiences and characteristics rather than reverting to imagining based on 
our own experiences and characteristics. In other-oriented perspective-taking, when 
I successfully adopt the target’s perspective, I imagine being the target undergoing 
the target’s experiences rather than imagining being myself undergoing the target’s 
experience.49 

                                                

46 Coplan and Goldie, Empathy, 9. 

47 Ibid. 

48 David G. Benner, “The Incarnation as a Metaphor for Psychotherapy,” Journal of 

Psychology & Theology 11, no. 4 (1983): 292. 

49 Coplan and Goldie, Empathy, 13. 
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How does empathy relate to the sermon? When hearers are exposed to the 

biblical text, the preacher can facilitate group empathy with the text by drawing out the 

emotional language of the text and highlighting the characterization and the plot of the 

narrative.  By stepping into the biblical narrative, the congregation can imagine what it is 

like to have these particular biblical concerns or to feel what it is like to have rebelled 

against God; either way, the congregation is exposed to biblical concerns and taught by 

the experience.   

Suzanne Keen has explored the role of empathy in fiction narratives.  She 

observed that modern authors usually utilize two techniques for creating empathy in their 

readers: character identification and narrative situation (plot).50  While the reader of the 

biblical text will observe both character and narrative to understand the theology of the 

pericope and the world in front of the text, the preacher can use these two literary traits to 

establish empathy through the sermon.  Ignoring the narrative situation and character 

identification in the pericope will remove the opportunity for an empathetic event in the 

sermon, which will lessen the opportunity to connect the concern of the text to the heart 

of the hearer.   

To uncover the emotion of the text, the reader will need to pay close attention 

to the rhetorical and literary structure of the narrative, especially characterization and 

plot.  Both characterization and plot are the primary tools used by authors to produce 

emotional appeal in a piece of literature.   

Plot 

To cultivate empathy, the first thing a preacher needs to do is help the 

congregation to enter into the plot.  Kuhn notes,  

The sequencing is not random; the events described typically involve some sort of 
temporal, causal, or teleological relationship to one another. The plot revolves 

                                                

50 Keen, “A Theory of Narrative Empathy,” 207-36. 
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around problems to overcome or goals to accomplish by its leading characters. The 
sequencing is often artfully composed and rhetorically charged.51 

Authors use the plot to generate concern for the characters and in turn, activate emotion 

in their reader/hearer.  The arousal of these emotions has a formative effect because, as 

the hearer is exposed to the biblical concerns over time, the concerns of the hearer begin 

to mirror more the concerns found in the narrative. These sequences bring the reader to 

moments of effect. The preacher who is aware of these moments can aid the congregation 

in arriving at them.   

Kuhn identifies five “rhetorically affective” moves used within biblical 

narratives that invite readers into the narrative.52 He notes that these techniques are often 

assumed by commentators to be tools used by the authors to help the reader make cognitive 

connections: “These connections, however, are nearly always understood by interpreters 

as solely cognitive; their affective dimensions are rarely explored. However, note, too, 

that these sequencing strategies may also increase the dramatic effect of the stories.”53 

The first move is to lead readers to “threshold moments.”54 Threshold moments 

are defined as “those liminal states when what is sought by leading characters stands on 

the edge of achievement or failure.55 The reader is invited to wrestle with the question of 

what will happen next and how the conflict will be resolved.  By emotionally investing in 

                                                

51 Karl Allen Kuhn, The Heart of Biblical Narrative: Rediscovering Biblical Appeal to the 

Emotions (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2009), 33. 

52 Ibid. 

53 Ibid., 39. 

54 Ibid., 33. 

55 Kuhn cites to examples of “threshold moments” in the biblical text. First, he looks at Luke 

24 and the pericopes that depict the women at the tomb, the Emmaus road, and the Great Commission. He 

notes that the pattern of disclosure, misunderstanding, corrective instruction, understanding, and 

proclamation is found in all three pericopes. He claims that the “the threefold repetition of this patter 

creates an extended threshold moment, or series of threshold moments, leading to a final iteration in which 

doubt is finally resolved and the disciples are sent forth by Jesus as witnesses.” Kuhn, The Heart of Biblical 

Narrative, 35. 
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the resolution, the reader/hearer can become attached to the narrative and its resolution.  

The emotional connection allows the concern to begin to become subjective.    

Second, the author may use sequencing that draws connection and comparison.  

Kuhn notes, “Scholars have long noted the tendency of the biblical narrative to sequence 

or arrange material in order to color the reader’s perception of particular events or actions 

of characters.”56 Bracketing is a common tool used by the biblical authors to draw a 

distinction to the events: “The narrator constructs this device by placing similar material 

at the beginning and the end of a narrative unit, either large, small, or in between.”57 

Sometimes the biblical authors will use a technique called “sandwiching,” which “calls 

the reader to see two stories in close relation to one another.”58  The Gospel of Mark is 

most well-known for employing this technique. Mark repeatedly takes one story, opens it 

up, and places the second story in the middle of the first.  He then concludes the first 

story.  The meaning of both stories is to be understood in light of both stories.  An 

example of this sandwiching is found in Mark 5:21-43. 

In a related way, sometimes the authors will, as Kuhn suggests, “draw a 

connection between different parts of the narrative . . . by sequencing episodes in such a 

manner that the reader’s perception of one event is colored by events preceding it.”59 

Kuhn cites Mark 6:1-6 as an example of this technique.  Up until the point that Jesus 

enters the region where he grew up, he has healed the sick, raised the dead, had power 

over the weather, and confronted Satan.  Yet, when he arrives in the town of his youth he 

is rejected because “those who think they know Jesus best of all, really—and tragically—

                                                

56 Ibid., 38. 

57 Ibid. 

58 Ibid. 

59 Ibid. 
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do not know him at all (cf. Mark 3:20-21, 31-35).”60 

Another way that authors use plot is to withhold the resolution of the narrative.  

A prime example of this technique may be the ending of Mark’s Gospel.  Mark ends his 

Gospel with the women at the empty tomb of Jesus.61 He does not show Jesus or tell his 

readers what takes place after the resurrection to the disciples.  Instead, the withheld 

resolution may serve to create tension and encourage emotional engagement with the story. 

The reader is invited to place himself or herself in the story and to ask, “What am I to do 

next?” “Will I believe and follow?” 

Authors will also use a technique of inverting the expected.  Kuhn notes, 

“Unexpected shifts and turns are common to narrative, but at times these shifts and turns 

are to such an extreme that it seems likely they are designed to elicit astonishment and 

wonder in the audience.”62  Kuhn pictures the story of Joseph in Genesis 37-50 as 

containing several markers of dramatic inversion of the expected.63 

Finally, Kuhn remarks that the composition of conflict  

serves both a cognitive and emotional function in narrative. . . . Conflict between 
characters, competing cultures, or world-views, the forces of nature and human 
intention or well-being, for the core of most story lines coursing through our 
literature and all other forms of storytelling.64 

Characterization 

Sternberg obverses that “Aristotle’s Poetics . . .singles out two lines of 

dramatic change.  One traces the movement of characters from happiness to unhappiness 

or the reverse; the other, from ignorance to knowledge, climaxing in a recognition 

                                                

60 Kuhn, The Heart of Biblical Narrative, 39. 

61 Assuming the Mark 16:9-20 are not part of the original manuscript.  

62 Kuhn, The Heart of Biblical Narrative, 43. 

63 Ibid. 

64 Ibid., 48-49. 
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(anagnorisis).”65 The movement from happiness to unhappiness is not something that can 

be stated but must be felt if the congregation is to experience the character’s plight and 

struggle.   

Kuhn notes three ways that the reader/hearer can identify with the characters in 

the story. First, the preacher can simply invite the hearer to empathize with the biblical 

character. Kuhn notes, 

Reader sympathy is typically defined as a reader’s wishes for a character to achieve 
a beneficial state or to be delivered from some sort of threat or suffering. Reader 
empathy, in contrast, occurs when a reader becomes so intimately engaged with a 
character that the reader actually experiences the same or similar emotions as the 
character, as those are either expressly stated or implied by the author or imagined 
by the reader.66   

The more the character is built up in the story, the greater likelihood the hearers will 

sympathize or emphasize with him or her.  Sympathy may motivate the hearer to listen 

intently to the story and internalize it.  Empathy, on the other hand, has even greater 

ability to shape the concerns of the individual because of the level of connection between 

the character and the hearer.  The preacher who learns to highlight the characters within 

the biblical pericope will aid the congregation in sympathizing and empathizing with 

them—more on empathy and the sermon in the following chapter.   

Second, the preacher may invite hearer identification with the characters.  

Kuhn states, “Reader identity has to with the extent to which a reader considers himself 

or herself similar to a character or narrative.”67 Hearers are encouraged to identify with the 

characters within the pericope.  Kuhn continues, “Affectively, identity may lead readers to 

develop a sense of solidarity with characters, resulting in sympathy or even empathy, 
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66 Kuhn, The Heart of Biblical Narrative, 50. 

67 Ibid. 
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especially when these characters are at least in some ways admirable.”68 However, 

identifying with disliked characters can also have a tremendous effect on the hearer. 

Kuhn writes, “When readers identify with characters that they don’t admire, this creates 

opportunities for self-reflection that are far from affectively benign...And such emotion 

can serve to empower transformation.”69 

Finally, preachers may invite admiration or disdain for certain characters.  

Kuhn notes, “Justice, faithfulness, superior wisdom, power over threatening forces, 

compassion, courage—these and other qualities typically lead readers to admire the 

characters who possess them in large measure.” While some preachers may be 

uncomfortable with using characters as moral examples because of the fear of moralism, 

what is lost is the ability for the congregation to identify with the character.  Without 

character identification, the congregation will lose a concrete example of life in Christ.  

This technique is not purely emotional and can have cognitive ramifications as well.  

Kuhn explains, “Through such characterization, an author may lead us to admire certain 

characters and then use these characters to promote ideas the author wishes to adopt.”70  

Thus, as the congregation admires to likable characters or disdains the unlikable, the 

message of the author is communicated.   

Conclusion 

This chapter presented a foundation for preachers to focus on the subjective 

experience of the hearer of the sermon.  Because the hearer is a subject and relates to God 

as subject, the preacher must be aware of how the subject is internalizing the message. In 

order to help the hearer internalize the message, three indirect methods of discourse were 
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offered to develop the subjective concerns and construals that lead to CEV.  The preacher 

will permit the congregation to engage in self-examination.  Then the preacher will 

permit the congregation to differentiate between sin and suffering.  Finally, the preacher 

will use rhetorical tools to help the congregation to empathize with the characters of the 

biblical text being preached.  Each method is used to help the congregation to evaluate 

their concerns and through a process of letting go be able to take on new concerns. The 

end goal is the PCC becomes centrally located in the heart of the believer.   
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

The production of emotional virtue can take a lifetime of Spirit-led 

transformation.  The preacher who is unaware of the long-term focus may become 

frustrated that his preaching seems to have only minimal effect on the maturity of the 

congregation.  However, upon the realization that the sermon is meant to cultivate 

spiritual maturity over the long haul, the preacher can begin to rest in God’s long-term 

work within each sermon.    

As a preacher becomes committed to spiritual maturity, he will recognize that 

maturity is a process, not a destination. Speaking about the process of spiritual formation, 

Kenneth Boa, states,  

We are called to be apprentices of Jesus in kingdom living, and this requires time, 
development, and patience.  As the Gospels illustrate, knowing and believing in 
Christ is a dynamic process (consider the disciples in John 1, 2:11, and 16:30-31; 
the woman at the well in John 4; the man born blind in John 9; and Nicodemus in 
John 3, 7, and 19).  Spiritual formation is gradual, and we become more substantial 
and real as we cooperate with the process by years of small choices in favor of God’s 
purposes. Each choice, whether to obey or resist, makes the next one possible.1 

Becoming more like Jesus is not an instant act but a gradual process of Spirit-

led experiences and Word-directed thoughts. The apostle Paul states, “Not that I have 

already obtained this or am already perfect (τετελείωμαι), but I press on to make it my own, 

because Christ Jesus has made me his own” (Phil 3:12). The perfection that Paul describes 

seems to be both a gift of grace and a goal of life in Christ. Thus, Paul works to bring 

                                                

1 Kenneth Boa, Conformed to His Image: Biblical and Practical Approaches to Spiritual 

Formation (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001), 258. 
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himself closer to “perfection.” Maturity is not a means for salvation but is instead 

salvation working outward in his life.   

The sermon is one piece of the puzzle that brings the congregation one step 

closer to maturity. By committing to long-term spiritual maturity, the sermon looks 

beyond merely content delivery or even short-term noticeable effects in behavior in the 

congregation.  The sermon’s effectiveness is measured over years of cultivating the 

congregation instead of week to week.  The preacher with a long-term focus waits for 

individuals to bear godly fruit in the right season.  Such a focus calls for a shift from a 

“here and now” mentality to an “already but not-yet”2 mentality that awaits the arrival of 

fruit produced in the congregation through faithful exposition of the text. The preacher 

that is focused on the here and now will only construct the sermon for the immediate 

change.  Such a sermon may very well have an immediate impact, but such a commitment 

ignores the need for inner transformation, which by nature will take time.  By focusing on 

the already (those parts of the Christian life that need to be lived out immediately) and the 

not-yet (those parts of the Christian life that the believers must progressively put on), the 

sermon can simultaneously apply the biblical text immediately while at the same time 

recognizing that each sermon has a more long-range goal.  By focusing on maturity as a 

process, the preacher does not ignore the responsibility to preach with passion, wisdom, 

and tact each week.  Taking a long view of the sermon should not diminish the need for 

quality preaching.  The preacher must take on the philosophy of the farmer.  The farmer 

focuses on planting well and caring for the seed during the season for planting. He then 

harvests when the fruit is ready, not before.  Most of the time, the sermon is a time for 

planting the seeds of faith.  At times, the seeds will rapidly produce fruit, and at other 

times, the seed will lay in the ground for a long time before any fruit is visible.  

                                                

2 Normally the phrase “already but not yet” is used in relation to eschatology. I intend the 

phrase to be used in this way, but I also include within the “not yet” the journey toward spiritual maturity. 
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A rapid-fruit focus can easily miss the relational aspect of maturity because of 

the emphasis on doing (which is much easier to initiate and quantify) as opposed to 

being.  The slow and often painful process toward spiritual maturity and emotional virtue 

involves a relationship with the person of Jesus (see John 15:1-5) and is focused on being 

and doing (openness and commitment). Jesus leads the disciple on the journey toward 

maturity.  The relationship is strengthened as the Christian begins to embody his or her 

new reality in Christ and forfeits the old life of the world (Eph 4:24; Col 3:10).  

Thus, the journey to develop emotional virtues will involve the fundamental 

reordering of the concerns of the heart.  This sort of rearrangement is not done instantly 

nor is it done using only one method.3   

If pastors are committed to the development of emotional virtues, then they 

will need the Bible, an active prayer life, a theologically-drenched imagination, and 

time—a lot of time.  Ecclesiastes 7:8 reads, “Better is the end of a thing than its 

beginning, and the patient in spirit is better than the proud in spirit.” The preacher must 

realize that the seeds of virtue can be planted in a sermon, but it will take time and Spirit-

led experiences to bring that seed to full growth.  So, in this dissertation, when I refer to 

the development of emotional virtues, know that it is the commitment of a ministry, not a 

Sunday.  As a pastor stands in the pulpit Sunday after Sunday and preaches the Word of 

                                                

3 The development of emotional virtues should be understood as a partnership between the 

Holy Spirit, the congregation, and the preacher. All three have important roles to play with the preacher 

having an important, but secondary, role. Certainly the Holy Spirit is capable to develop emotional virtues 

without a preacher. However, it is often through the preaching of the Word that the heart of the hearer is 

drawn to Christ. The hearer will need to be open to growth and allow the Word and the Holy Spirit access 

to areas of his or her inner self that need to be cultivated and transformed. Though, many Western 

Christians lack an emotional vocabulary to describe their inner world and thus awareness of the emotions is 

often the first step in transformation of the inner life and development of the emotional virtues. Introducing 

the congregation to an inner life language is important for the formation emotional virtues. Of course, 

introducing this language will take time and discipline. A good resource for introducing a congregation to 

an emotional vocabulary is Peter Scazzero, Emotionally Healthy Spirituality: It’s Impossible to Be 

Spiritually Mature, While Remaining Emotionally Immature (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2014). 
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God with both a commitment to the development of emotional virtues and the tools to 

accomplish the task, the congregation grows—slowly. 

How does a long-term pastoral commitment to spiritual maturity contribute to 

the development of emotional virtue? By keeping the focus on the end goal, the sermon 

will take on the shape of the text and will not be constantly looking at the most immediate 

issues and ideas that arise within the life of a congregation.  Preaching that is not focused 

on spiritual maturity will fall into three common errors that tend to be more concerned 

with the immediate than with spiritual formation.   

First, preaching that is concerned with long-term spiritual maturity will need to 

take into account the role of the emotions in the life of the believer.  A common error made 

by some preachers is to focus too heavily on the cognitive “facts” of the text.  This kind 

of sermon will focus on orthodoxy but will not think about how the information is 

processed or the result of this information on the life of the believer.  The preacher is not 

primarily concerned with the development of the congregation, but instead, his concern is 

with teaching the content and delivering the facts with precision.   York refers to these 

kinds of sermons as “factoid” sermons.4 This kind of preaching fails to develop emotional 

virtue because it fails to integrate the concern of the text with the subjective concern 

within the congregation.  By only communicating facts and propositions, the subjective 

and relational part of the hearer is ignored.  Thus, hearers may grow in knowledge but not 

in love, joy, or peace.  A long-term focus on spiritual maturity keeps the whole self of the 

congregation in mind when crafting a sermon.   

Second, a long-term pastoral focus on spiritual maturity means that the preacher 

can stay focused on the end goal despite the many important but often secondary issues 

that arise in the life of a congregation. The preacher may focus only on immediate needs 

                                                

4 Bert Decker and Hershael W. York, Preaching with Bold Assurance: A Solid and Enduring 

Approach to Engaging Exposition (Nashville: B & H, 2003), 12. 
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and problems within the congregation without an eye toward long-term development. The 

congregation may be grateful for his commitment to tackling immediate needs, but in the 

long run will not grow beyond their current maturity level, at least as a result of the 

preaching. This sort of preaching fails at developing emotional virtues because, though 

only surface-level concerns are being addressed.  Subjective integration of concerns is 

ignored and in its place are the various needs of the present.   

Third, a preacher who has a long-term pastoral commitment to spiritual maturity 

will recognize that to grow to maturity, a believer will need the whole counsel of God’s 

word, not just certain texts or doctrines.  A preacher who always returns to favorite texts 

and theologies that he knows draw out emotional responses from the congregation will 

substitute subjective integration for emotional appeal. The preacher may only have one 

“stump speech.”  This sermon seems to find its way into every text and the result is often 

an emotional response from the congregation.  The preacher hits on the “concern-button” 

with a word or phrase, which leads to a response from the congregation.5  Paul warns 

Timothy of this kind of preaching and accuses the congregation of choosing preachers 

that only address their own selfish desires (2 Tim 4:3). The congregation hears terms and 

ideas that they agree with, so they are moved emotionally.  These ideas may be biblical 

with no hint of error but when the steady diet in the sermon is only reinforcing those 

concerns that are already held, then the subjective integration of new biblical concerns 

cannot take place.   

These three kinds of preacher fail to serve the needs of the congregation.  

Instead, the preacher who adopts a long-term commitment will assume the metaphorical 

role of shepherd.   

                                                

5 For a discussion of what entails appropriate persuasion over emotional manipulation, see 

Adam Brent Dooley, “Utilizing Biblical Persuasion Techniques in Preaching without Being Manipulative” 

(Ph.D. diss., The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2006). 
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The pastor-shepherd will not be too nearsighted or too focused on only 

communicating facts. The pastor-shepherd’s role is to point out obstacles in the present, 

but also to prepare the congregation for where they are going next.  The next step may be 

developing more openness to a particular area of life or focusing on growing in 

commitment to particular commands in Scripture—the pericope will determine the focus.  

The pastor-shepherd keeps one eye on the trail immediately in front of the congregation 

and one eye on what is to come—the Lord is seeking to mature the congregation. The 

preacher must address pressing needs and, at times, emphasize favorite and theologically 

important texts. Part of the joy of being on a long journey is coming across something 

familiar that can bring comfort and a sense of normalcy to the trip. At the same time, 

however, the preacher must recognize that the sermon has both an immediate function 

and a long-term function. The former points out trouble and joy on the path while the 

latter prepares for what is to come.  

The pastor-shepherd will seek to cultivate the PCC over the lifetime of a 

congregation. To grow the PCC the emotional concerns are to be curated, fed, and many 

times need to be uprooted. Faulty concerns can be described as idols of the heart when a 

disciple has given a lower concern a seat of prominence in his or her heart. The preacher 

can help to point out idols and over time help the congregation to remove them and 

replace them.   

As the disciple of Jesus lets go of worldly concerns and takes up the concerns 

of Christ, he or she will begin to mature into Christlikeness.  Drawing from this pastoral 

desire, Paul commands the church in Philippi to “have this φρονεῖτε among yourselves” 

(Phil 2:5).  Often φρονεῖτε is translated as “mind,” implying that disciples are called to 

rational conformity to the thoughts of Christ.  However, φρονεῖτε can also carry the 

connotation of “concern.”  In fact, the translators of the ESV translate ἐφρονεῖτε as 

“concern” in Philippians 4:10 twice.  The context seems to allow φρονεῖτε to be translated 

as either “mind” or “concern.” The context may suggest that Paul is calling his readers 
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beyond cognitive assent to Jesus’ thoughts, but to a concern for things with which Jesus 

is concerned. Paul is describing Jesus’ willingness to lay down his own rights, humble 

himself, and give glory to the Father; a desire that colors Jesus’ construal of all reality.  In 

a loose translation, Paul is commanding the Philippians to “care for the same things that 

Christ cares about.” Jesus’ concern is made evident in verse 11; Jesus humbled himself to 

glory of God the Father.  Paul is not telling his readers the propositions and information 

that filled Jesus’ mind, but instead, he is helping his readers to understand what concerns 

were informing Jesus’s emotions and actions.   

This sort of concern refocusing should be a goal of the sermon.  A focus on 

long-term spiritual maturity will cultivate concerns that lead to emotional virtues because 

the pastor-shepherd, with the help of the Holy Spirit, is looking at the desires of the heart 

and not only changing beliefs or behavior.  

Three Practical Pastoral Mindsets  

The three examples above highlight three ways that a failure to focus on the 

spiritual maturity of the congregation will not result in subjective integration of the biblical 

concern.  This next section observes four examples that might come up within a regular 

preaching ministry that help the congregation to have a long-term focus on their own 

spiritual development and to ignore the desire for short-term fixes.6   

First, the preacher will encourage the congregation to wait on the Lord during 

times of strain and difficulty. If CEV will ever be developed the pastor must constantly 

remind the congregation of the importance of waiting on the Lord. An attitude of waiting 

on the Lord is both biblical and highly conducive to developing emotional virtues because 

waiting forces a person to wrestle with inner turmoil and in the process identify lesser 

concerns to replace them with more biblical ones (more on this in chap. 6).   

                                                

6 These examples are meant to only touch on the themes they represent. Each theme could be 

expanded into its own book, so I simply wish to draw attention at this point. 
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The Bible repeatedly encourages patience before God in the face of adversity.  

The psalmist writes in Psalm 33:20: “Our soul waits for the Lord; he is our help and our 

shield.” The psalmist is reminding himself and others of God’s steadfast love and care. 

God’s love invites the disciple to wait on the Lord.  David writes in Psalm 27:14, “Wait 

for the Lord; be strong, and let your heart take courage; wait for the Lord!” The promise 

of God is that when his people wait on him they will receive his blessing: “Wait for the 

Lord and keep his way, and he will exalt you to inherit the land; you will look on when 

the wicked are cut off” (Ps 37:34).  

Prayerfully waiting on the Lord is the default position of the Scriptures for 

those who are suffering.  James writes, “Be patient, therefore, brothers, until the coming 

of the Lord. See how the farmer waits for the precious fruit of the earth, being patient 

about it, until it receives the early and the late rains. You also, be patient. Establish your 

hearts, for the coming of the Lord is at hand” (Jas 5:7-8). James then points to the 

prophets of old and Job as examples of those who suffered with patience.  

While the current American culture emphasizes a pressure to not wait, a 

congregation who can wait on the Lord is well prepared to face the struggle of maturity.  

If everything in the Christian life is instant and easy, then the disciple will not grow toward 

maturity. Therefore, the preacher can encourage the congregation to expect God’s grace 

but to wait for it with patience.  Often, patience is needed while going through seasons of 

suffering.  

The pastor-shepherd can keep the already and not-yet in front of the 

congregation by encouraging them to wait in the now for the blessing of the not-yet.  The 

Lord will be faithful to his promises; all the people of God need to do is wait in faith.  

Instead of preaching a gospel of instant change and instant relief of suffering, the pastor-

shepherd will preach patience with the Lord and trust in his timing.  Patience is not the 

same as giving up or not caring.  Instead, active patience prays and seeks answers while 

realizing that God is ultimately in charge and his timing is perfect.   
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Second, the pastor can invite the congregation into the fellowship of Christ’s 

suffering. The preacher who desires to see spiritual maturity develop in the congregation 

must preach Christ and him alone. Any kind of preaching that ignores the primacy of 

Christ in all areas of life will descend into attempts to solve the mystery of life apart from 

the wisdom that God has revealed (1 Cor 1:30).  The preacher’s task is to help the 

congregation to see all of life as answered in Christ and to flesh out how he is the answer 

in each and every situation, even their own suffering. 

Suffering can be construed as a part of something far greater. Suffering is one 

vital tool used of God to produce greater maturity in Christ.  Suffering dethrones self from 

the place of sovereignty and the subject is left to either depend on the Lord or find another 

means of coping.  In seasons of total dependence, the Christian will grow toward maturity 

because distractions that used to keep them from growing are quieted. All that matters is 

survival.  The preacher can help the congregation to see suffering as an opportunity, 

painful as it is, for greater fellowship with Christ and conformity to his image. The Bible 

has much to say about suffering, most of which is ignored by Western Christians because 

suffering seems so antithetical to the model of the “good life” adopted by most in the West.  

The Beatitudes, recorded in Matthew 5, paint a starkly different picture of the “good life” 

and reveal the value of trial and difficulty to the kingdom-minded disciple.  In the kingdom 

of God, those who are least are made first (Matt 20:16).  Those who suffer are comforted, 

but those who—in their own pride—refuse to be comforted will not experience Christ’s 

care.   

Suffering teaches obedience and helps to prepare the disciple for what is to 

come.  A short-term focus will ignore this truth and often seek easier paths for maturity. 

While many lessons can be learned without suffering, some can only be learned as one 

walks through it.  It was the case for Jesus and it is the case for his disciples.   

One of the most important pastoral verses in regard the purpose of suffering is 

Hebrews 5:8, which reads, “Although he was a son, he learned obedience through what 
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he suffered.”  Jesus matured through his suffering. He grew up.  If all that was needed for 

maturity was knowledge, then Jesus had that.  What he did not have was the experience 

of suffering in human flesh; he suffered, grew, was obedient to the Father, and matured.  

In the same way, the church suffers and—when she waits on the Lord—she matures.   

Finally, focus on process instead of arrival. Preachers who expect too much 

immediate conformity will often place a demand on the congregation that will not lead to 

long-term growth.  Mulholland states, 

Spiritual formation is not an instantaneous experience, although there may well be 
instantaneous experiences at certain points along the journey.  Spiritual formation is 
a lifelong process of growth into the image of Christ. This gradual aspect of spiritual 
formation moves against the grain of our instant gratification culture.7  

The wise preacher will realize that growth is a lifelong process and give 

permission to the congregation to be in that process. At times, members of the congregation 

will be in rebellion against God and will need the preacher to be direct and firm. Other 

times, members of the congregation will be living from their weakness and need 

encouragement to stay in the process.  Both tactics are pastoral and both are biblical. 

Furthermore, there are times when immediate obedience is the only biblical response. If a 

husband is beating his wife, repentance (which includes immediately ceasing from his 

violence) is the only response.  

However, the reality is that much of spiritual growth takes place over time. As 

such, the preacher who expects immediate conformity will only frustrate himself and his 

congregation. Instead, the preacher can show the biblical model, encourage growth, and 

also elevate grace for those who are genuinely struggling on the journey by helping them 

to see spiritual maturity as a process.  Maturity takes time and—from a human 

perspective—a good deal of effort.  The pastor-shepherd will focus on process/journey 

over moralistic perfection.   

                                                

7 Mulholland, Shaped by the Word, 25. 
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Summary 

Expository preaching is a commitment to communicate the authorial intent of 

Scripture and apply the text faithfully to a modern congregation.  Both explanation and 

application aid in the production of orthodoxy and orthopraxy in the congregation; 

however, an examination of Scripture reveals that emotional virtues (orthopathy) are vital 

for the maturation of followers of Jesus.  I began with the assumption that expository 

preaching is a preferred method of helping the congregation mature in Christ, which 

required that I accept that explanation and application were central to the sermon.  The 

question this dissertation sought to answer was, “Are explanation and application alone 

enough to develop emotional virtues in the congregation?”  Or, to put the question another 

way, “What could be added to expository preaching that could greater facilitate the 

development of emotional virtues in the congregation?” Or, at least a secondary but 

balancing component to help produce greater orthopathy in the congregation?  

In chapter 2, Roberts’ definition of emotion as a concern-based construal was 

discussed along with an explanation of the terms concerns and construals.  Roberts’ 

argued that construals are a way of seeing the world, while concerns are serious desires 

and aversions.  Concerns are motivators that energize a construal, which in turn results in 

an emotion.  For example, anger at an object is the result of the subjects construing that 

something of concern has been treated unjustly.  In addition, both concerns and construals 

are subjective in that both must be subjectively internalized before they will issue in an 

emotion. For an emotion to be experienced, both a construal and a concern will be 

subjectively adopted by the individual.  Thus, a person will not feel genuine anger unless 

he internalizes the truth that something unjust has happened.  If he does not believe that 

something unjust has happened, then he will not become angry.  

Having argued for this particular definition of emotion, Roberts’ reflections on 

Christian emotional virtues were discussed.  Paul lists virtues of the Christian life in 

Galatians 5.  Some of those virtues are emotional in nature (i.e., joy and peace).  

According to Roberts, Christian emotional virtues are construed within the Christian 
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narrative and doctrine.  As an example, joy is not Christian joy unless it issues from both 

biblical construals and concerns. A Christian will have Christian concerns, to a greater or 

lesser degree, that serve as the motivating desire of any Christian emotional virtue. A 

Christian will have a plethora of emotion events but only emotions that issue from both 

biblical construals and biblical concerns should be considered genuine Christian emotional 

virtues.  Roberts argues that the Christian primary concern (PCC) is for God and his 

kingdom.  As Christians grow in their desire for God and desire for God’s kingdom and 

as they construe the world more biblically, they will mature toward greater Christian 

emotional virtue.   

Thus, to develop Christian emotional virtues, both biblical construals and 

biblical concern (desire for God and his kingdom) must be progressively internalized and 

made to be subjective.  This subjective internalization takes place in various ways but 

central to the development of these virtues is internalizing the Christian narrative and 

doctrine.   

Chapters three and four presented various direct and indirect methods for 

helping the congregation to internalize the objective truth of Scripture so that the truth 

becomes a subjective reality.  The direct methods included focusing on the wisdom of the 

text and not only attending to propositions, promoting mental dexterity in order to see the 

world in a non-binary manner and apply the PCC to the congregation in addition to more 

practical applications.  The primary way that the PCC is applied is by helping the 

congregation to understand and participate in their union with Christ.  The indirect 

methods focused on providing the congregation with permission to explore their inner 

world of emotions so that sinful desires can be dealt with, and areas of suffering can be 

healed.  The congregation was also encouraged to empathize with the characters of the 

biblical narratives so that as they mirror the characters emotional life, they will begin to 

adopt their concerns and construals as well.   
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 As the truth of Scripture becomes more internalized, the concerns of the 

subject begin to reflect more the biblical concerns.  The idols of the heart are pushed 

more to the peripheral and Christ is given greater access.  The preacher who can use both 

direct and indirect methods will be better equipped to help the congregation subjectively 

integrate the text — preaching that only focuses on content transfer or behavior 

modification will not facilitate internalization.   

However, internalization is a process and not an event. Thus, the preacher 

ought to recognize that maturity will take considerable time, even for the most consistent 

and persistent saint, and that much more for the more stubborn among us.  The preacher 

will help the congregation by recognizing the power of preaching the whole canon. In 

addition, the preacher can highlight the value of waiting on the Lord and suffering with 

Christ through life. This sort of long-term focus will help the congregation to keep their 

eyes on Christ even amid painful situations.  When the preacher applies the text, he will 

want to look at both the immediate application of the text and also the formative or long-

range application.  

The preacher who wants to facilitate the subjective integration of biblical 

concerns while also maintaining a firm connection to the objective biblical text will need 

to adopt two commitments that ground the theology of the sermon in the theology of the 

pericope and within the unifying theological principle of union with Christ.  Kuruvilla’s 

work on a hermeneutic of pericopal theology was employed for the purpose of 

connecting the intent of the biblical author to the sermon.  In addition, by focusing on the 

literary and rhetorical cues within the text, the narrative aspects of the text are permitted 

greater focus in the sermon.  This work expanded upon Kuruvilla’s concept of the divine 

demand.  While the premise of the divine demand is sound, based on Roberts’ rendering 

of the PCC, this work contended that in addition to the practices, precepts, and priorities 

the preacher should also observe the “passions” inherent within the text.  Furthermore, 
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the passions energize the other demands of the text because they serve as the “why” for 

the demand of the text.   

The subversive sermon aids in the integration of subject concern by using 

techniques that indirectly affect change in the heart in the hearer.  The preacher provides 

permission for the congregation to deal with their inner world.  However, it also means 

that the preacher will use any valid means to help the congregation to mature toward 

orthopraxy.  Many times, this will mean engaging the emotions that are already present.   

A Plea for Balance in the Pulpit 

Fear will often keep pastors from integrating the subjective with the objective.  

My own theological tradition is conservative Evangelical.  The tendency among 

conservatives is to fear and avoid anything that looks subjective or liberal. To take up 

another metaphor, it is as if conservative Evangelical preachers are at times driving on the 

highway but have veered off into the ditch to the right.  However, instead of correcting the 

trajectory of the car, they continue to drive in the ditch out of fear of swerving too far (at 

all?) to the left.  Instead of engaging in the appropriate correction (in this case the 

interjection of subjective concerns into the sermon) many remain in the ditch.  They are 

still moving in the right direction, but the path is not as smooth or productive. 

Finding balance between the objective truth of Scripture and the subjective 

experience of the hearers in the pulpit is difficult for two reasons.  First, preachers who 

love the Bible do not want to water down the message at all, and for good reason.  

Scripture is God’s word to his people.  Anything that dilutes the message will only hurt 

the congregation. Second, subjective experiences and concerns are difficult to quantify 

and discuss.  By nature, they are not uniform and predictable. The introduction of elements 

into a sermon that are designed to make hearers reflect on their state does place attention 

on the hearer instead of on Scripture for a moment.  This seems counter-intuitive to 

preachers who value the Word of God.  However, without subjective integration, the 

hearer is left with propositions that have little bearing on their concerns. Those in the 
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congregation who are more self-aware may naturally seek to internalize the message on 

their own. Though, for many, the preacher will have to model this behavior and 

repeatedly use tools to facilitate this process.   

Preachers who desire to craft expository sermons that develop and integrate 

subjective biblical concerns will walk a tightrope with two chasms on either side. On the 

one side is the chasm of objective truth that is void of subjective reality.  On the other 

side is the chasm of subject experience that is not grounded in the objective truth of 

Scripture. A sermon that tends to favor narrative and subjective elements will be vulnerable 

to fall from the wire to the left into the subjective chasm.  The sermon too focused on 

theological propositions and rigid application without subjective internalization may fall 

into the chasm on the right.  To maintain balance when so much is at stake, the preacher 

will need a balance pole to lower his center of gravity (hear humility) because each person 

has a tendency to lean one way or the other.  The balance pole, in this case, is a 

commitment to Scripture and a commitment to people.  In addition, Roberts’ definition of 

emotion as concern-based construal represents the two hand-holds on the pole.  The right 

hand holds to the construals. The left hand holds to the concerns.  When they are held at the 

same time, the preacher can find balance, however, if at any time he chooses to only hold 

to one or the other he is surely soon to topple to one side or the other. Walking a tightrope 

is a choice and is certainly not for the faint in heart.  Choosing to integrate messy subjective 

concerns into the objective theological world can seem chaotic. However, faithfully 

reclaiming the subjective experience of the congregation as a place that God wishes to 

express his love is a gift that every pastor ought to want to gift to his congregation.    
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ABSTRACT 

EMOTIONAL VIRTUES IN A FAITHFUL EXPOSITORY MINISTRY:  
UTILIZING ROBERT C. ROBERTS TO ARGUE FOR A MODEL OF  
EXPOSITORY PREACHING THAT FOSTERS THE MATURATION 

OF EMOTIONAL VIRTUES WITHIN A CONGREGATION 

Jonathan Craig Seals, Ph.D. 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2019 
Chair: Dr. Hershael W. York  

This dissertation applies the work of Robert C. Roberts in the field of 

philosophy of emotion to the craft of expository preaching. The purpose of this research 

is to explore his definition of emotion and to present a framework of Christian emotional 

virtues that will aid expositors to preach sermons that better cultivate emotional virtues 

such as joy and peace.  

The first chapter develops the thesis and argues for a biblical warrant for the 

development of emotional virtues. The second chapter aims at two goals: (1) Present 

Roberts’ definition of emotion as “concern-based construals.” The paper argues that 

construals (ways of seeing the world) and concerns (serious desires) are necessary to 

generate an emotion.  As a result, at times, emotions are altered by changing one’s 

construal of the situation, but at other times, one must address an underlying concern. (2) 

The second goal is to present Roberts’s concept of Christian emotional virtue. Roberts 

argues that Christian emotional virtues are made up of biblical construals and a primary 

Christian concern, namely a desire for God and his kingdom.  Chapters three and four 

offer homiletical applications of Roberts’s work on emotion and Christian emotional 

virtues.  This dissertation concludes that, in order to develop biblical concerns and 

construals, the expositor must focus on the subjective internalization of both biblical 
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concerns and construals.  Chapter three presents several methods of direct 

communication that establish the Christian construal and also cognitively ground the 

primary Christian concern.  However, in order to transform deeply held concerns and by-

pass cognitive defenses, chapter four presents methods of in-direct communication that 

address the inner world of the hearer.  This work argues that both direct and indirect 

forms of communication should be utilized together in order to provide a holistic 

approach to the subjective internalization of biblical concerns and construals; with the 

result of subjective internalization being the cultivation of Christian emotional virtues.   
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