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This teaching concerns itself with the Christian preacher or teacher preparing for a sermon or teaching that allows flexibility in delivery time, yet still allows the most important materials to be systematically covered.

For starters, I’d strongly recommend the Expository style of preaching or teaching to the Topical style, and for many reasons, not the least of which is that it will allow the greatest flexibility in accommodating reduced or expanded preaching or teaching times.
Using one main passage of scripture for a message is called expository preaching.  Expository preaching is where one principle text is used in the Bible, consisting of about eight to 20 verses. The story of Noah’s ark, David confronting Goliath, or Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane would be described in a series of concurrent scriptures, which becomes the principle text in an expository sermon.  (Topical preaching and teaching is where a topic is studied, and various Bible verses from different locations throughout the Bible are used to explain the topic.)  Not only is expository sermon or teaching material preferred for time management, but in the jails and prisons men that are young in the faith cannot flip through the Bible rapidly to follow numerous scripture references as required in a Topical message.  Therefore, sticking to one principal text (i.e., the parable of the sower, the account of Naaman the leper, etc.) works well because the men can find it, stay with it during the service, and remember what you preached or taught when they read that passage again at a later time.  Yet again, for time management (which is never more necessary than when in jails and prisons where the service times are rigidly and unalterably set by the institution) expository sermons provide the greatest flexibility in accommodating the available time given in any service to provide the most focused, necessary, and complete information for the hearer.

When your message is organized according to the expository method it will have a series of “points.” Further, if you have a clear opening argument and a solid closing, and you have interspersed throughout your message either applications to current events or even your own testimony, and you have supporting scriptures for your main text, are prepared with a strong altar-call, then you have a message that can be preached in seven minutes or 55 minutes.

It is not uncommon to be in a situation where through no fault of anyone you will have less time to preach or teach than you had intended. For example, say your team normally has 60 minutes on the schedule, and this has been the norm over a long period of time. You may well come in for a service and be delayed due to an event at the institution (meal time took longer than expected, shortage of officers, re-do of the inmate head count, a fight that broke out, etc.). The correctional staff may ask you to wait while the event is being stabilized, and this could result in your service being shortened to 30 minutes (or some time less than the scheduled 60 minutes).

At this point the group leader is instructing the team that time is shorter and thus instead of five worship songs there will now only be two. Instead of a 10-minute testimony there will now only be time for a 5-minute testimony. And instead of the message getting 40 minutes now it only gets 15. If you’re the one teaching or preaching, then you have to reduce your 40 minute message to 15 minutes (this is a 60% reduction in time!). What do you do?
Another possibility is that you will have more time than you expected. Perhaps one of the team members who were scheduled to give a 10-minute testimony is a no-show? Maybe the music team that evening finishes a few minutes early? Suddenly you’re on to teach and preach a full 15 minutes earlier than you had intended. You are prepared for 40 minutes, but now you have 55 minutes (almost 40% more time than you had intended). What do you do?
The answer is you always have enough material to accommodate 55 minutes. In 55 minutes you should be able to cover the opening argument, read the entire text from the Bible of your message (which is why an expository sermon is preferred), then go through each “point” of your message, articulating the point, re-reading the applicable scripture for that point, making the case for that point, adding in supporting scriptures (from other parts of the Bible), and include some personal testimony or current event. 

Then, leave a few minutes for a comfortable altar call closing time when all points have been covered. You can gage how long to spend on each point by noting the time on the clock relative to the number of points you have to cover. You can speed up or slow down (set a cadence) as required to fit the time allotted.

A sermon thus can be likened to sitting down to a meal. The most important thing is to eat. But the experience can be enhanced with the table being well-set, nice dinnerware, perhaps candles, some soft music in the background. But if there’s not time for that, say you’re camping or you’re stopping by for some fast-food, you still get a meal, but you don’t get the amenities (or “extras”).

The “extras” in the sermon include reading the entire Bible text before going through the text within the context of your points, application to current events, your testimony, and other supporting scripture. 

A well-prepared, well-rehearsed message can be tailored to provide the “necessary meat” whether or not there is room for the “extras.” With points as your mile markers, you can even preach a message and cover all the necessary material in seven minutes! This takes practice, but it can be done!

The essentials: Title of the message, opening argument, the point, the principle text that supports that point, short explanation of why this point is relevant to the argument.

The “extras”: Reading the entire principle text before beginning the points. Application to current events. Parts of your testimony. Other supporting scriptures from the Bible not in the principle text. These can be added or removed from your message based on available time.

The points become mile markers. They are used to set a cadence for your presentation. If I have 40 minutes to go, and I have three more points, then I can use nine minutes per point, (27 minutes) use five minutes for my close, (32 minutes), five minutes for the altar close (37 minutes) and three minutes buffer that can be used for individual prayer, passing out tracts, shaking hands, etc.  If you have three points and nine minutes to go, rather than burning up time saying time-eating things like “I’m so rushed, I don’t have much time left” a dozen times (I’ve seen this more times than I’d like to remember) just stick to your prepared materials, read the point and the supporting scripture and make a comment and then move to the next point, then you can get done right on time, and still have time for the altar close (albeit a fast one).

If you stick to the essentials, then you can make it. You can cover all materials on time, regardless of the time you have. The points become to the key to a successful jail and prison sermon. It’s easy to follow by the men and it can easily be made to accommodate any time frame your dealt. And no one has to know you’re “rushed” and no one has to sit for 15 minutes because you ran out of materials and you don’t have to preach incomplete messages. The more you practice this the better you’ll be at it!
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