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Abstract 

This study investigates the lexes of Christian sermons to determine their attitudinal meanings 
so as to facilitate their correct usage and understanding. It attempts to bridge the gap between 
the linguistic meaning of sermon words and their interpretation by using the framework of 
lexical pragmatics. This enables the study to appropriately represent contextual knowledge 
using expansive re-interpretation mechanisms. To achieve its aim, the study undertakes a 
collocation analysis of selected sermon words. In particular, it examines the words for 
semantic prosody and semantic preference to establish the dominant senses of the words in the 
context. In doing so, the study makes use of an existing inventory of 416 sermon words 
(Esimaje, 2012) which was stratified, and from which twenty words were selected for analysis. 
Pragmatic relations were derived from the interaction of the words in context by examining 
the concordances of each word or node for patterns of meaning on either side of it. The results 
show that while some words retained their linguistic meanings, some were used in senses that 
contradicted their formal meanings. The conclusion is this- although English for sermons may 
not, as yet, be viewed as a genre, owing to the limited, almost lack of, research in this area, 
there is considerable evidence of the impact of context on the content, usage and meaning of 
lexis in the domain. This different character of English in sermons has important implications, 
both for the user of English in sermon contexts, and for the teacher of English for specific 
purposes for effectiveness in the communication. 
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Lexis as a Level of Language 

The independent existence of lexis as a level of linguistic description is credited to the 
pioneering efforts of Firth (1957) from the London School of Linguistics. He resisted the ascription of 
subordinate status to lexis. Firth argued that it was possible to make formal statements about lexical 
items and their relations. Today, Firth’s ideas, some six decades later, have not only been sustained 
but expanded through the ardent devotion of J. Sinclair and also M.A.K. Halliday to Firthian 
principles. Studies in lexis have become so entrenched that the renewed prominence of lexis threatens 
the position of syntax, which has over the years been the focal point in linguistic research (Sinclair 
1998, 2004), a situation which has worsened with the advent of the computer and of corpus 
linguistics. Presently, findings about the nature, patterns, and functions of lexis have elevated it so 
highly in the scheme of language research that some believe that a reassessment of language 
description and the theories based on it are now urgent (Svartvik 1996; Sinclair 2004; Stubbs 1996, 
2002). It is along this line that this article examines the attitudinal meaning of selected sermon words 
in order to call attention to their peculiar meaning relations and the relevance of their knowledge in 
communication in the genre and even in wider communication. 
 
Lexical Semantics 
 The complexity of word meaning is exacerbated by the confusion attending the term ‘word’, 
which itself has resisted precise definition. This has necessitated distinctions such as lexical, 
grammatical, and phonological words on the one hand, and word forms and lexemes on the other. The 
lexeme is the significant unit for lexical semantics and so we may speak further of lexical and 
grammatical meanings. In retrospect then, meaning is not the preserve of words alone but resides in 
various domains: in words, in phrasal units, in sentences, and in contexts. The diversity of meaning, if 
nothing else, has imbued it with an inherent elusiveness which has, paradoxically, turned it into an 
endless subject of academic enquiry. One such enquiry resides in the field of lexical semantics.  
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 The lexical investigation of meaning has led to the development of various theoretical 
positions on the subject. The three major ones, according to Cruse (2000), are: the componential 
approach (after Hjelmslev 1961; Katz and Fodor 1964), in which word meaning is viewed as a 
construction of smaller invariant units; the contextual approach consisting of (i) the holist view, which 
holds that word meaning needs to be finitely specified independently of other words in the language. 
This idea is in direct contrast to (ii) the holistic view (based on Firth 1957; Haas 1968; Lyons 19781 
that the meaning of a word cannot be known without taking into account other words in its 
environment; and the conceptual approach (illustrated in the works of Wittgenstein 1972; Jackendoff 
1983, 1990, 1996), which defines the meaning of a word relative to the concepts it gives access to in 
the cognitive system. Despite all the attempts, the problem of meaning has remained. This has led to 
other efforts at the determination of meaning, like the emergence of other theoretical standpoints as 
lexical pragmatics, which seeks to answer the questions lexical semantics seems unable to handle. 
 
Lexical Pragmatics 
 The basic idea behind lexical pragmatics is credited to McCawley (1978), who argued that a 
lexical item can make different contributions to the interpretation of a sentence without making 
different contributions to its semantic structure. According to him, and in allusion to Grice’s 
cooperative principles, the difference between the linguistically encoded semantic structure and the 
suggested interpretation is a consequence of general principles of cooperative behavior and so is 
systematic and predictable (Blutner 2004). As Blutner (2004) explained, lexical pragmatics 
investigates the mechanisms by which linguistically-specified word meanings are modified in use. 
Three such mechanisms can be distinguished: (i) ‘narrowing’, using a lexical item to convey a more 
restricted interpretation than the semantically encoded one; (ii) ‘approximation’, a case of interpretive 
broadening where the interpretation of a word with a restricted core meaning is extended to a family 
of related interpretations; and (iii) ‘metaphorical extension’, a type of broadening that extends the 
space of possible interpretation much more radically than approximation. Attempts to explain these 
phenomena gave rise to two theories of lexical pragmatics, namely, Relevance Theory (RT) (for 
details see Carston 2002; Wilson 2003) and Optimality-Theoretic Pragmatics (OTP) (for details see 
Blutner 2000).  

Beyond these approaches, namely the Gricean approach, RT, and OTP, there is yet another 
means by which the gap between linguistic meaning and interpretation can be bridged, namely the 
dual concepts of semantic prosody and semantic preference proposed and made famous by John 
Sinclair.  
 
Semantic Prosody 

The concept of semantic prosody was identified by Sinclair (1991) and named by Louw 
(1993), and refers to a situation in which some words associate with either unpleasant things/states 
(negative prosody) or with pleasant things/states (positive prosody), as well as with definable 
semantic sets. Stubbs (2002:225) noted that “there are always semantic relations between node and 
collocates and among collocates themselves”. McEnery (2006) added that the meaning which arises 
from the interaction of a given node word with its collocates is its semantic prosody and observed that 
semantic prosodies are predominantly negative. Stubbs noted that although many words are neutral in 
this respect, all words are restricted in the ‘collocates’ with which they occur. Louw (1993: 157) 
defined semantic prosody as “a consistent aura of meaning with which a form is imbued by its 
collocates”. He noted that Sinclair applied the term to the pattern associated with the verb happen and 
the phrasal verb set in, which were found to associate habitually with unpleasant things. In a related 
study of two words, Louw also validated Sinclair’s findings by proving that utterly and wake have 
overwhelmingly “bad semantic prosody”.  

There are therefore three types of semantic prosody: positive, negative and neutral. The role 
of this concept in language is highlighted by Sinclair because it integrates a word with its 
surroundings by expressing its attitudinal and pragmatic function. This work, however, calls attention 
primarily to lexical entries in sermons. When these entries are revealed, the concept of prosody is 
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needed to portray the semantic relations which they share or to show their relationship to each other 
and their co-membership of a lexical set.   
 
Semantic Preference 

Related to semantic prosody is the concept of semantic preference. Sinclair (2004: 174) 
defined it as “the co-occurrence of words with semantic choices”. He explained that semantic 
preference is the restriction of regular co-occurrence to items which share a semantic feature, and that 
this implies the identification of similarity of meaning across word boundaries. According to Sinclair, 
the semantic prosody of a word is its dominant semantic preference. Tognini-Bonelli (2001: 110) 
expounded the concept further: “semantic preference identifies the semantic field within which an 
item operates”. Therefore, semantic preference is the likelihood that words which share meaning 
domains will co-occur. 

Having established that the mechanism of pragmatics is crucial for effective communication 
to occur, this study examines the lexes of sermons, as established in former work by Esimaje (2012) 
using the corpus-computational approach, to reveal their pragmatics by considering the concepts of 
semantic preference and semantic prosody. But first, let us situate the study within its domain – 
religious language so as to justify it. 
 
Religious Language Brief Literature  
       As in every other sphere of human activity, language plays a significant role for religion, its 
practices, its practitioners and its societies. The use of language in religion has been the object of 
many studies in the literature. For instance, in their account of religious English, Crystal and Davy 
(1969) observe that many traditional/biblical phrases have now passed into general usage and no 
longer apply only to religious situations. In another account, Thompson (2003) points out the 
existence of a specific use of language to express or describe religious experiences, practices or 
beliefs, i.e. to communicate religion. Similarly, Ramakrishnaiyer (2005), investigated whether there is 
any specific language in the discourse of religion and points out that, religion has its own field and 
language. And Ramsey (1957:90) provides an insight to understanding what he calls ‘God-talk’ or the 
soundness of theological language; he argued that traditional theological language was empirically 
meaningful. Then, in two separate but related attempts, Goodman (1972) and Samarin (1972) tackled 
the issue of glossolalia (speaking in tongues), a characteristic phenomenon of language use in the 
charismatic and Pentecostal folds in the Christian church. In review of these works, Mills (1973) says 
that, the investigation of religious experience is, without doubt, very difficult, and it may be that 
linguists, anthropologists, psychologists and theologians might initiate dialogues that will lead to a 
better understanding of those who speak with the tongues of men and those who speak with the 
tongues of angel. Samarin (1976:4), in another study, discusses religious language from a 
sociolinguistic perspective, he notes that “For every speech community, whether it be a whole 
denomination on a national scale or the congregation of one church… there are taken-for-granted 
expectations for the way language is used and for what purpose [and that] sociolinguistics studies of 
religion seek to determine the way in which language is exploited for religious ends.   

Stiver (1996) provides reason for this concern for language; as the conviction that the subject 
of religion is one that is difficult to express, and that the power of words plays a crucial role in 
creating its realities. He speaks of the many disputes about words in religion and how the creative 
power of words has been both lauded and questioned in the last century. Earlier, Wittgenstein (1953) 
had alluded to the power of words in religious language using a language-game analogy to illustrate 
how words and phrases are understandable only to those that partake in the game. To him then, 
meaning is use.  

On a different note however, Crystal (1985) bemoans the imposition of the linguistic will of a 
segment of society on others. He argues that religious language is biased against women, a bias which 
is evident in the regular use of He, mankind, son of man and Father to refer to God. He believes that 
this bias should be eliminated, especially in these days of female equality and proposes the use of 
non-sexist language. Moreover, Crystal (1990) examined liturgical language from a sociolinguistic 
perspective and observes the shift in linguistics from the study of language structures to its functions, 
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and notes that it is only by focusing on language functions or uses in different contexts that a 
convincing and coherent account language can be provided. He stresses that this paradigm shift finds 
justification in the realization that language is not a monolithic, homogenous entity used by all, but is 
dynamic, flexible and diverse. Hence the question should be – what kind of people use what kind of 
language, when, where and why? For Crystal, language use in the church has a clear identity.  

In Nigeria, as in other places, the cultural, social, political and economic roles of language in 
religion, and sermons, in particular have been thoroughly investigated by scholars in Africa. For 
instance, Mbiti (1969) notes that Africans are notoriously religious such that it is no longer possible to 
isolate religion from the life of an African, and that it is through the study of the religious beliefs, 
practices and language of the African (Nigerian) that the philosophy of his life is revealed. This is the 
point of Hackett (1988) who observes that Nigeria is a pluralist country in which religion is a major 
fact of life and also Williams (1997) who argues that there has been enough religious unrest in Nigeria 
to suggest that religion has become a major factor in the country’s contemporary body politic. 
Similarly, Oguntola-Laguda (2008) avers that we must recognize the symbiosis between religion and 
politics in Nigeria and how the polity stands to benefit from it. Ker (2007) echoes these points by 
showing how religious songs and messages are often coloured by this world's concerns, thereby 
addressing societies' socio-political and economic issues, such as corruption, peace, stability, 
integration and development. Likewise, Taiwo (2007) examines the social role of preacher relative to 
listeners, how the speaker makes linguistic choices in order to achieve persuasion. In a related study, 
Ojedokun (2007) explores how the dramatic growth of churches, especially, the Pentecostals and 
Charismatics can be turned into effective weapons to impact on and influence the society. 

Moreover, in a discourse analysis of selected Pentecostal sermons in Lagos, Mekiliuwa 
(2009) as well as in Adedun and  Mekiliuwa (2010) provide a linguistic description of Pentecostal 
sermons and examines the socio-communicative functions of language as well as the relationship 
between language and context. As Mekiliuwa found, sermons are a highly structured speech event 
comprising linguistic categories such as transactions, discourse members and acts, and are also a 
highly rhetorical discourse. Other attempts at a linguistic investgation of sermon discourse have been 
carried out by Osakwe (1991) who conclude that the style of a preacher is dictated by situational and 
contextual factors such as the tenor of discourse while the identification of the pragmatic feature of 
marked shift in thematic preoccupation in sermonic discourse is made by Daramola (2006) in his 
analysis of Nigerian church choruses.  

Even though the present study bears relevance with these selected works in that they are all 
concerned with language use for religious activities  and with some which are concerned with a 
linguistic focus, in none of them is the character of religious language observed from as an extensive a 
population as the corpus of sermons as this work. As evident in the literature, even in the specific 
context of religion, language takes different forms, performs different functions, is subject to different 
interpretations and attitudes. It is therefore interesting to show how words mean in sermons and how 
they are exploited by sermonists to serve religious ends.  
 
Methodology: Corpus – Concordance – Collocation 

Three major methodological procedures taken in this work are corpus, concordance, and 
collocation. Each of these concepts is briefly defined below to enable understanding of their 
applications. 

Corpus is a term commonly used to refer to a body of text. But among corpus linguists it is 
better defined as a body of written or spoken material upon which a linguistic analysis is based. Thus, 
it cannot be seen as just a collection of texts, but is a collection of texts assumed to be representative 
of a given language, dialect, or other subset of a language, that is to be used for linguistic analysis 
(Francis 1992; Nelson, 2000; McEnery and Wilson 1996).  

A concordance is the list of all occurrences of a word in a text. It is normally produced using a 
computer tool. For instance, the Word Smith software contains a concord tool which functions to 
portray any given word in its context, thus making it easier for the investigator to examine it to access 
information. This tool is also important in the investigation of collocational patterns, it produces a 
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collocate list for a given word and indicates the strength of their relationship, while providing other 
useful information.  

The concept of collocation was introduced by Firth (1957:14) who used the term to refer to 
the lexical level of language. As Firth believes, this is a substantive level of language which creates 
meaning, by the systematic association of words with certain other words, which is clearly 
distinguishable from the grammatical meanings of these words. This idea is popularized by his 
famous slogan, ‘you shall judge a word by the company it keeps’. He defines collocation as ‘actual 
words in habitual company’. 
 
Method 

First, a corpus of Christian sermons, produced in Nigeria, which had been built previously for 
the purpose of linguistic research, was used. The sermons were published between 2008 and 2009 and 
the corpus is 65,000 words in size. Using keyword tool, 416 words were identified as the key lexis of 
the sermons and these formed the data for this study. Second, a concordance of the target words was 
created. Third, using the software tool WordSmith 5, collocates were derived for the selected words, 
called nodes. 

Semantic prosodic relations are derived from the interaction of words in context. So we 
proceeded in the analysis by examining the concordances of each of the nodes. Each concordance line 
was examined for patterns of meaning on either side of the node. The aim was to identify repeated 
words or repeated use of different words with similar meanings. These words may be nouns, verbs, 
adjectives, or any combination of word classes. Where repeated uses of a particular word class 
occurred, this was indicative of colligational or grammatical patterns, while cases of repeated words 
or repeated meanings indicated collocational patterning of meaning, that is, whether the word 
connotes positively or negatively in its context.  

From the concordance lines, inferences about the meanings which the nodes acquired from 
their environments were made. Sometimes investigation had to cut across sentence boundaries to 
reveal the complete meaning of a word. On other occasions, collocates of a word were consulted. 

The 416 sermon words which form our data were stratified into 5 sermon fields using 
Crystal’s (1964) categorization of religious lexis. These categories are: 1) historical terms; 2) personal 
qualities and activities terms; 3) common specific sermon terms; 4) technical sermon terms; and 5) 
terms common to other registers. From these, a total of twenty words were selected, as shown Table 1. 
 

N Historical 
words 

Quality and 
activity words 

Commonly used 
specifically religious 
words 

Technical 
words 

Words used in 
other registers 

1 God Mercy Miracle Word Life 
2 Salvation Faith Anointing Fruit Walk 
3 Christians Love Sin Saved Name 
4 Crucified Praise Covenant Challenges People 

Table 1: Typology/Selection of Sermon words 
 
 The analysis of only one of these categories is shown below because of space constraints. The 
choice of the category was largely random. This sample analysis enables understanding of the 
discussions which follow shortly. 
 
Sample Analysis of the Technical Sermon Keywords 
The four technical keywords analysed here are word, fruit, saved, and challenges. Their concordances 
and analyses are shown below. 
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Concordance of Word 

Concerning word, four striking semantic patterns emerged. First, there is a preponderance of 
possessive forms (nouns and pronouns) immediately preceding it. These pre
confirm that a particular word is intended: the word of
illustrated by the possessives God’s
instances of word come with these possessive markers, and almost all of the remaining occurrences 
are preceded by the definite article to mark the specific  reference.
 Second, the verbs taking word as object are similar. Most of them are verbs of speech, for example 
declare L9; listen L10, 11, 31; speak 
share (the word) L30; and hear L18, 36
and listening – two primary skills in communication. So 
communication. 
 Third, the verbs themselves are in some cases preceded by words that indicate the direction of 
actions, prepositions such as in/into
Evidently, the prepositions point to the direction of communication, while the verbs indicate the mode 
of the action.  
 And, fourth, we  notice at the right side of the node the consistent use of the conjunction 
word. There are a total of 25 occurren
horizontal plane of language; suggestive of collocational behaviour. It can then be said that 
preference for words that point to  direction and verbs of speech, and it has positive prosody
the words around it (eg. the verbs) connote  positively.
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, four striking semantic patterns emerged. First, there is a preponderance of 
possessive forms (nouns and pronouns) immediately preceding it. These pre-qualify the word and thus 

is intended: the word of God, as opposed to the word of man. This is 
God’s and His (with capitalized H). As shown below, 27 out of 40 

come with these possessive markers, and almost all of the remaining occurrences 
are preceded by the definite article to mark the specific  reference. 

as object are similar. Most of them are verbs of speech, for example 
speak L15, 26; teach L20, 35; go to/get into, consult, read 
L18, 36. These verbs clearly belong to two main sub-groups: speaking 

two primary skills in communication. So word is portrayed as God’s tool of 

Third, the verbs themselves are in some cases preceded by words that indicate the direction of 
into (x4), eg. L17, 19, 24; through (x2), eg. L13, 25; and 

ently, the prepositions point to the direction of communication, while the verbs indicate the mode 

And, fourth, we  notice at the right side of the node the consistent use of the conjunction 
. There are a total of 25 occurrences of and. This pattern is indicative of meaning at the 

horizontal plane of language; suggestive of collocational behaviour. It can then be said that 
preference for words that point to  direction and verbs of speech, and it has positive prosody
the words around it (eg. the verbs) connote  positively. 
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Concordance of Fruit 

 
The investigation of the semantic structure of 
mostly preceded by the adjective first
from the normal fruit of a tree. There are 11 occurrences of the pattern 
confirmed by the separate reference to 
bear fruit is used, the reference is clarified by the mention of human life rather than plant life. This 
confirms that fruit in this context more often than not is accompanied by 
fruit is indeed a multi-word item in the sermons.
 Second, the expression first fruit
the verb give is dominant in association with 
unto) meaning ‘give’. So in many instantiations of this word in the sermons, the attention is on giving. 
Thus, it becomes clear why it prefers words indicating movement and man
nature of the prosody is clearly seen from the positive consequence of giving, as illustrated by such 
expressions as that your fruit should remain and whatever you ask the father in my name he shall give 
to you (L2, 3); He will sanctify the entire lump 
finances and substances by giving (8, 9).
 
Concordance of Saved  
 

 
In the concordance of saved, the major semantic pattern that is observable is the object of the verb, 
save, which is shown in all cases to be human. It is either a proper noun or a pronoun referring to a 
person. See lines 2, 8, 10, 13 and 15, for support. Sometimes it is the generic man who is saved. The 
point is simply that it is not things or money that is saved, as
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The investigation of the semantic structure of fruit yielded two basic patterns. First, the word is 
first, which immediately serves to delimit it, and distinguishes it 

from the normal fruit of a tree. There are 11 occurrences of the pattern first fruit. This is further 
med by the separate reference to fruit of a tree in lines 16 and 17. Even where the expression 

is used, the reference is clarified by the mention of human life rather than plant life. This 
in this context more often than not is accompanied by first and proves that 

word item in the sermons. 
first fruit is often preceded by movement (transition) verbs. For example, 

t in association with fruit; see e.g. L6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 15 and also L5 (
) meaning ‘give’. So in many instantiations of this word in the sermons, the attention is on giving. 

Thus, it becomes clear why it prefers words indicating movement and manifests positive prosody. The 
nature of the prosody is clearly seen from the positive consequence of giving, as illustrated by such 

that your fruit should remain and whatever you ask the father in my name he shall give 
sanctify the entire lump (L6, 13); and keep the devourer away from your 

(8, 9). 

the major semantic pattern that is observable is the object of the verb, 
is shown in all cases to be human. It is either a proper noun or a pronoun referring to a 

See lines 2, 8, 10, 13 and 15, for support. Sometimes it is the generic man who is saved. The 
point is simply that it is not things or money that is saved, as in ordinary usage but humans and it is 
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used in an abstract sense because the action is unobservable. This is illustrated by the six
‘believing’ (e.g. L4, 11, 13, 16). In the context, 
Christ as one’s saviour, thus the believer is ‘saved’. This word is therefore used in reference to a 
particular church belief. It is interesting to note that many lexical words occurring with 
negative states or bad things, for example, 
influences, and devil. It seems then that this word is used to signify instances where people are 
salvaged from those negative states (see lines 3, 6, 8, 9). Therefore 
people and so manifests positive prosody.
 
Concordance of Challenges  

 
In the 18 uses of the word challenges
12 times, and at other times words that have similar meanings are used, e.g. 
There is, therefore, a predominant meaning of this word. As the dictionary meaning of 
confirms, a challenge is faced or deal
kind of difficulty or problem. Since 
indicates the undesirability of the situations faced. For example, one can face death,
danger, problem, discrimination, persecution, or the law; whatever is faced implies dire consequences 
if not properly handled. Obviously, therefore, 
ascribe to it a negative tone, and so 
ordinary usage except that, in this context, there is an element of optimism toward eventual victory. 
By way of illustration, see lines 1, 3, 4, 7, 9, 13, 14 and 18.
 
Discussion of Results 

The study aimed to establish whether differences occur in the meanings that sermon words 
acquire by virtue of their associations with other words in their various environments, and to see if 
they belong to the same semantic sets, irrespective of context. T
words, have been summarized for conciseness and clarity in Table 2.
 

N Key words/multi-word 
items 

1 Word 
2 Fruit 
3 Saved 

4 Challenges 

Table 2: Semantic framework of the Selected Sermon Keywords
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used in an abstract sense because the action is unobservable. This is illustrated by the six
‘believing’ (e.g. L4, 11, 13, 16). In the context, to believe makes a unique reference to belief in Jesus 

t as one’s saviour, thus the believer is ‘saved’. This word is therefore used in reference to a 
particular church belief. It is interesting to note that many lexical words occurring with 
negative states or bad things, for example, struggle, hell, sins, sickness, damned, prostitute

It seems then that this word is used to signify instances where people are 
salvaged from those negative states (see lines 3, 6, 8, 9). Therefore saved connotes good to church 

nd so manifests positive prosody. 

challenges we notice the repeated use of the verb face. This verb occurred 
12 times, and at other times words that have similar meanings are used, e.g. deals with
There is, therefore, a predominant meaning of this word. As the dictionary meaning of 
confirms, a challenge is faced or dealt with. It also shows that every use of the verb face
kind of difficulty or problem. Since challenges is the object of this verb in all its occurrences, it 
indicates the undesirability of the situations faced. For example, one can face death,
danger, problem, discrimination, persecution, or the law; whatever is faced implies dire consequences 
if not properly handled. Obviously, therefore, challenges associates with difficult situations which 
ascribe to it a negative tone, and so it has negative prosody. This prosody seems to agree with normal 
ordinary usage except that, in this context, there is an element of optimism toward eventual victory. 
By way of illustration, see lines 1, 3, 4, 7, 9, 13, 14 and 18. 

The study aimed to establish whether differences occur in the meanings that sermon words 
acquire by virtue of their associations with other words in their various environments, and to see if 
they belong to the same semantic sets, irrespective of context. The results obtained for each of the 
words, have been summarized for conciseness and clarity in Table 2. 

word Semantic preference  Semantic    prosody

Direction verbs, verbs of speech Positive 
Transition verbs Positive 
Human object words, negative 
words 

Positive 

Words expressing difficult 
situations 

Negative 

Semantic framework of the Selected Sermon Keywords 

Beatrice Orife 

8 

used in an abstract sense because the action is unobservable. This is illustrated by the six-fold use of 
makes a unique reference to belief in Jesus 

t as one’s saviour, thus the believer is ‘saved’. This word is therefore used in reference to a 
particular church belief. It is interesting to note that many lexical words occurring with saved connote 

prostitute, negative 
It seems then that this word is used to signify instances where people are 

connotes good to church 

 

. This verb occurred 
deals with or confront. 

There is, therefore, a predominant meaning of this word. As the dictionary meaning of challenge 
face reflects some 

is the object of this verb in all its occurrences, it 
indicates the undesirability of the situations faced. For example, one can face death, trial, risks, 
danger, problem, discrimination, persecution, or the law; whatever is faced implies dire consequences 

associates with difficult situations which 
it has negative prosody. This prosody seems to agree with normal 

ordinary usage except that, in this context, there is an element of optimism toward eventual victory. 

The study aimed to establish whether differences occur in the meanings that sermon words 
acquire by virtue of their associations with other words in their various environments, and to see if 

he results obtained for each of the 

Semantic    prosody 
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 As can be seen in this table, the concepts of semantic preference and semantic prosody may 
apply to sermon words. It is evident too that three out of the four words analysed demonstrate positive 
prosody. This finding does not support previous research (e.g. Sinclair 1991; Louw 1993; Stubbs 
1996), which reports that semantic prosodies are generally predominantly negative. However, 
negative prosody was also found. This result suggests that sermon words have more positive than 
negative prosodies; there are more positive attitudinal meanings than negative ones. It is, however, 
unsurprising that sermon words exhibit positive prosody because the Christian faith, which is their 
immediate domain and religion, the extended domain, aims to both transform and reform the lives of 
its adherents. Therefore, the use of language in this context tends to align with this purpose. In many 
Pentecostal settings, negativity in language use is strongly disapproved of, because it is believed that 
the tongue wields much power and that a man’s life is a product of what he says. As a result, people 
are taught to speak positively and to adopt a positive stance towards life. In the process, both the word 
choices of the speakers and those constantly found around them demonstrate a positive tone, or at 
least a neutral tone and, only rarely, where unavoidable, do words tone negatively (Esimaje, 2012). 

The implication of this finding is that semantic prosodic relations, beyond their variable 
nature, may in fact be genre specific. Although genre investigations of the relation of semantic 
prosody are sparse, one can at least speculate that different registers may demonstrate different types 
of prosodies. Therefore, the study of connotative language should take not only word context into 
cognisance, but also the real context, of natural language. 

As indicated in its literature, semantic prosody can be defined in terms of the membership of 
words to definite semantic groupings (Stubbs 1996) or in terms of the pragmatic meaning of words 
(Sinclair 1991). This analysis has taken both perspectives into account; semantic preferences, which 
prioritize collocate relations, and demonstrate semantic memberships; and semantic prosody, which 
concentrates on how the node word portrays attitudinal meanings of words. The analyses of  the key 
words ‘word, fruit, saved and challenges’ show that almost all of them demonstrated membership to 
some semantic sets of words; they associate with words of similar meanings. In some cases (e.g. word 
and saved), it was possible to assign a word to two different semantic sets, while some words were 
shown to share associations, that is, to associate with similar groups of words or semantic sets. 
Therefore, the findings show that semantic sets are both individualistic and general. This finding 
agrees with Tribble (1998) who found in his investigation of the word experience, that it has local 
semantic prosody. He went on to say that semantic prosodies of words can be universal and/or local. 
This means that a word may, in addition to having a global meaning, also possess a local meaning in a 
particular context or genre which cannot be found in any dictionary. 

The result of the study showed the dominant semantic sets of the sermon words to be: 
negative words, difficult situation words, words of description, transition words, place expressions, 
and words of verbal action. However, this does not imply that these are the only semantic associations 
that can be found, or that they are even the most frequent in the sermons. The study cannot make that 
claim because of the size of the selected sample, but it can make the statement that the sermon words 
do associate with semantic sets of words which may differ in kind and content from their associations 
outside of sermon context, as supported by the data in Table 3. 
 

N Key words 
/multi-
words  

Sermon Semantic 
sets 

General 
semantic sets 

 Sermon 
semantic 
prosody 

General 
semantic 
prosody 

1 Word Verbs of direction 
and speech 

Identification  Positive Neutral 

2 Fruit Transition verbs     Description Positive Neutral 
3 Saved Human object 

words, negative 
words 

Inanimate objects Positive Positive 

4 Challenges Words expressing 
difficult situations 

Difficult 
situations 

negative Negative 

Table 3: The Semantic Prosodic Relations of the Selected Words in Sermons and Ordinary 
English Usage 

The Pragmatics of Sermon Lexes 
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This table clearly shows that some sermon words differ in the semantic relations they make in 
sermons and in ordinary usage. Whether in terms of semantic preference or prosodies, significant 
differences were recorded; the attitudinal meanings varied substantially and so did their semantic 
membership.  
 
Summary and Conclusion 
 The results from our investigation into the meaning relations of words in the sermons indicate 
that each word has preferences of word associations which define its semantic field and it also reveals 
that generally the words possess positive attitudinal meanings. Each keyword is found to be 
surrounded by words which contribute to its meaning and, thus, understanding. These words, which 
are called associates, perform the discursive function of completing the meaning of the sermon words 
by revealing information about them, in order to give the words semantic background. So each word 
is shown to have its own lexical network, and each network further demonstrates a relationship to the 
networks of the other keywords in the sermons. This proves their interrelationships and suggests 
common membership of a larger semantic set of words, as a register.  
 With regard to the semantic prosodic relations of words, the findings show that words in the 
sermons have prosody; they belong to semantic sets and possess pragmatic attitudinal meanings by 
virtue of their associations with other words. The results suggest that sermon words are predominantly 
positive in prosody. This result contradicts previous findings (Louw 1993) on the prosodies of 
individual words, and point toward the likelihood of genre distribution of prosodies. As the study has 
shown, the semantic preferences of a word are its lexical network, which functions to expand the 
knowledge and thus facilitate understanding of the word. At the same time, a lexical network of a 
word reveals its dominant preference which tones it attitudinally, giving it pragmatic meaning. 

From the semantic memberships of the sermon words which showed a dominance of types 
(see Table 3 above), it can be speculated that the tendency is for sermon words to belong mostly to 
these semantic groups, but a caution is necessary here due to the smallness of the corpus. Taken 
outside the context of sermons and re-examined for semantic prosodic relations, the search words 
proved to be context sensitive. We found significant changes in their associations; both their word 
preferences and prosodies differed, thus reinforcing the possibility of genre specificity of the semantic 
prosodic properties of words.  

Although English for sermons may not, as yet, be viewed as a genre, there is considerable 
evidence of the impact of context on the content, usage and meaning of lexis in the domain to warrant 
further research. This different character of English in sermons has important implications, both for 
the user of English in sermon contexts, and for the teacher of English for specific purposes for 
effectiveness in the communication. As corpus-based work on religious language is sparse, further 
research into the meaning relations of sermon words is required to confirm the conclusions of this 
study.  
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