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CHAPTER SIX 

STRIPPING A SENTENCE 

 
Have you ever seen a car that has been stripped by thieves? All that is left is the body, the 

frame, and the engine. The radio, seats, and steering wheel have been ripped out of the interior. 

The wheels, lights, wipers, and muffler have been removed from the outside. The battery, spark 

plugs, and air filter have been stolen from the under the bonnet. In fact, all that's left are the most 

basic components of the vehicle—the stuff too big to move. 

While I normally discourage criminal activity of all kinds, in this section I want to teach you 

to strip a sentence. I want to teach you to remove all the secondary components—spark plugs, 

wiper blades, and wheels—so that you can isolate the main part of a sentence, the author's 

dominant thought. The dominant thought is the main part of the main clause. It is the part of the 

sentence that stands by itself as a complete thought. If you take away the other parts of the 

sentence, it still makes sense.  

Consider the two sentences from the last chapter:  Paul preached until the sun went down 

and Paul preached to the Corinthians. Let's strip them of their developing words. 

 
Paul preached until the sun went down. 

Paul preached to the Corinthians.  

 
What is the dominant thought of those two sentences? Paul preached. Why is that 

important? If you were to preach those sentences, your theme wouldn't be sunsets or people 

who live in Corinth. Your theme would be Paul's preaching. People who live in Corinth and 

sunsets are important only because they explain to whom Paul preached and when Paul 

preached. To prove that Paul preached is the dominant thought of those sentences, let's try 

crossing it out, and see what remains. 
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Paul preached until the sun went down. 

Paul preached to the Corinthians.  

 
Do the remaining words form a complete thought? They don't. When you took away Paul 

preached, you didn't strip the car; you hauled away the body, frame, and engine—the things that 

make a car a car or a sentence a sentence. When you cross out Paul preached, what remains are 

spare parts. To preach for God, your sermon must always be built around the dominant thought 

of the passage, not the spare parts. You find that dominant thought by stripping away all the 

parts of the sentence that don't go by themselves:  prepositions, participles, infinitives, and 

developing clauses. Let's start by learning to strip a sentence of its prepositions. 

FINDING AND STRIPPING PREPOSITIONS 

 
 Prepositions are words that highlight relationships. Many highlight a physical relationship:  

on the house, under the house, beside the house, outside the house. Other prepositions highlight 

time relationships: after the sermon, before the sermon, during the sermon. A few prepositions 

identify general or abstract relationships:  about the truth, of the Lord, according to the Bible. 

Read through the list of prepositions provided below, so that you will be able to identify them in 

the exercises that follow.36 

 
 Physical relationships: 
 

above   over   up   down   below   under   
beneath near   by   off   on   next to   
with   in   inside   into   out   outside  
beside   around  along   between  across   through  
throughout  past   to   toward  from   against 
at   behind  

 
 
 

                                                           
36 This list of prepositions is adapted from a list in Wanda C. Phillips, Easy Grammar: Grades 4 and 5 (Scottsdale, 

Arizona: Easy Grammar Systems, 1996), 1. 
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Time relationships: 
 

before   during   until   after  
 

General or abstract relationships: 
 

about  for  as  of   except   according to 
without  with 

 
 Having reviewed that list of common prepositions, now let's practice stripping them from 

a sentence in order to find the dominant thought. Using sentences from Paul's letter to the 

Philippians, we'll strip away the prepositional phrases by drawing a line through them. That 

doesn't mean that they aren't important; we're just indicating that they aren't the dominant 

thought. The prepositions are in bold. 

 
In this I rejoice.  

 Dominant thought: Paul's rejoicing. 
 

I thank my God in all my remembrance of you. 

 Dominant thought: Paul's thanks to God 
 

In the defense and confirmation of the gospel, you all are partakers of grace with me.  

 Dominant thought: the shared partaking of Paul and the Philippians 

 

I long for you all with the affection of Christ Jesus. 

 Dominant thought: Paul's longing 

 

He predestined us to adoption as sons through Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the 

kind intention of His will, to the praise of the glory of His grace… 

 Dominant thought: God's predestining work 
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What remains when you strip a sentence is the heart of the main clause:  the main verb, its 

subject, and its direct object (if it has one). With state of being verbs, what remains is the verb, its 

subject, and the subject's predicate noun or predicate adjective. 

We can employ the same stripping away process with participles and infinitives.* 

 
I am hard-pressed from both directions, having the desire to depart and be with 

Christ… 

   preposition  participle infinitives preposition 

 

Being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the 

point of death. 

 participle       preposition 

 

What is the main thought of this verse? Christ's humbling of Himself. All the other 
words develop that thought. 

 

I am amply supplied, having received from Epaphroditus what you have sent… 

    participle  preposition 

DEVELOPING CLAUSES 

 
We can strip developing clauses from a sentence the same way, leaving behind only the 

dominant thought of the main clause. When stripping away developing clauses, the key is finding 

the tow bars or connector words that start them. Once you've found its tow bar, a developing 

clause can't escape your pencil. Let's look at some more examples. The connector words are in 

bold. 

 

                                                           
* Occasionally a gerund or an infinitive phrase will be the subject or direct object of a sentence. If so, don't strip it; it is 

part of the dominant thought. Example:  "To write the same things again is no trouble to me…" In this case, the infinitive to write is 
the subject of is. The dominant thought is to write is no trouble. 
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If anyone thinks he is something when he is nothing, he deceives himself. 

 conditional   temporal 

 
Notice that we did not cross out himself, the direct object. We'll include it as part 
of the dominant thought. The same is true with the word heart in the next 
example. 

 

Let us not lose heart in doing good, for in due time we shall reap if we do not grow 

weary.      causal   conditional 

 

I press on in order that I may lay hold of that for which also I was laid hold of by Christ 

Jesus.  purpose    relative 

 
Once you remove the purpose clause and its relative clause, you find that the 
dominant thought of the sentence is Paul's pressing on. In this case, we did not 
cross out on because it is an adverb describing press, not a preposition. 

 

Observe those who walk according to the pattern you have in us.    

 relative 

 
After removing the relative clause that develops the word those, the dominant 
thought is observing people. 

 

Not that I speak from want, for I have learned to be content in whatever circumstances I 

am.     explanatory 

 
The for clause explains why Paul can speak without want. 

 

This I pray, that your love may abound still more and more in real knowledge and all 

discernment.  noun 
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That starts a noun clause that gives the content of Paul's prayer. The whole noun 

clause is in apposition with the word this. 

 

Even if I am being poured out as a drink offering upon the sacrifice and service of your 

faith, I rejoice … concessive 

 

God highly exalted Him, and bestowed on Him the name which is above every name, that 

at the name of Jesus every knee should bow…  relative 

  purpose 

EXERCISES 

 
Now that you've seen some examples of how to strip a sentence in order to isolate the 

dominant thought, I want you to practice this important skill. In the exercises below, strip each 

sentence of all its developing words, including prepositions, infinitives, participles, and 

developing clauses. You can cross them out lightly with a pencil (unless this is a library book!). Do 

the exercises carefully:  this skill is critical to block diagramming. I've done the first sentence for 

you. When you are done, check your work against the answer key that follows.  

 
EXERCISE 1:  MATTHEW'S GOSPEL 
 
1. Unless you are converted and become like children, you shall not enter the kingdom of 

heaven. 

2. If your brother sins, go and reprove him in private; if he listens to you, you have won your 

brother. 

3. For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a certain king who wished to 

settle accounts with his slaves. 

4. Blessed are you, Simon Barjona, because flesh and blood did not reveal this to you. 

5. When they came to the multitude, a man came up to Him, falling on his knees before Him. 
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6. Sending away the multitudes, He got into the boat, and came to the region of Magadan. 

7. Departing from there, Jesus went along by the Sea of Galilee, and having gone up to the 

mountain, He was sitting there. 

8. Everyone therefore who shall confess Me before men, I will also confess him before My Father 

who is in heaven. 

9. Therefore do not fear them, for there is nothing covered that will not be revealed, and 

hidden that will not be known. 

10. Seeing the multitudes, He felt compassion for them, because they were distressed and 

downcast like sheep without a shepherd. 

11. You shall call His name Jesus, for it is He who will save His people from their sins. 

12. If your hand or your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off and throw it from you. 

 

ANSWER KEY 

 
1. Unless you are converted and become like children, you shall not enter the kingdom of 

heaven. 

2. If your brother sins, go and reprove him in private; if he listens to you, you have won your 

brother. 

3. For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a certain king who wished to 

settle accounts with his slaves. 

4. Blessed are you, Simon Barjona, because flesh and blood did not reveal this to you. 

5. When they came to the multitude, a man came up to Him, falling on his knees before Him. 

6. Sending away the multitudes, He got into the boat, and came to the region of Magadan. 

7. Departing from there, Jesus went along by the Sea of Galilee, and having gone up to the 

mountain, He was sitting there. 

8. Everyone therefore who shall confess Me before men, I will also confess him before My Father 

who is in heaven.  
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9. Therefore do not fear them, for there is nothing covered that will not be revealed, and 

hidden that will not be known. 

10. Seeing the multitudes, He felt compassion for them, because they were distressed and 

downcast like sheep without a shepherd. 

11. You shall call His name Jesus, for it is He who will save His people from their sins. 

12. If your hand or your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off and throw it from you. 

 

EXERCISE 2: ROMANS 

To isolate the dominant thought of these verses, strip each sentence of its developing 

words, including prepositions, infinitives, participles, and developing clauses. Do so by crossing 

them out lightly with a pencil until all that remains is the dominant thought. 

 

1. For I long to see you in order that I may impart some spiritual gift to you, that you may be 

established. 

2. Thus, for my part, I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome. 

3. And just as they did not see fit to acknowledge God any longer, God gave them over to a 

depraved mind, to do those things which are not proper. 

4. For even though they knew God, they did not honor Him as God. 

5. But now apart from the Law the righteousness of God has been manifested, being witnessed 

by the Law and the Prophets. 

6. And not only this, but we also exult in our tribulations, knowing that tribulation brings about 

perseverance. 

7. For while we were still helpless, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. 

8. For if while we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of His Son, much 

more, having been reconciled, we shall be saved by His life. 

9. Now if we have died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with Him. 

10. Therefore what benefit were you then deriving from the things of which you are now 

ashamed?  
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11. For the outcome of those things is death. 

12. There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. 

 

ANSWER KEY 

 
1. For I long to see you in order that I may impart some spiritual gift to you, that you may be 

established. 

2. Thus, for my part, I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome. 

3. And just as they did not see fit to acknowledge God any longer, God gave them over to a 

depraved mind, to do those things which are not proper. 

4. For even though they knew God, they did not honor Him as God. 

5. But now apart from the Law the righteousness of God has been manifested, being witnessed 

by the Law and the Prophets. 

6. And not only this, but we also exult in our tribulations, knowing that tribulation brings about 

perseverance. 

7. For while we were still helpless, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. 

8. For if while we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of His Son, much 

more, having been reconciled, we shall be saved by His life. 

9. Now if we have died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with Him.  

10. Therefore what benefit were you then deriving from the things of which you are now 

ashamed?  

11. For the outcome of those things is death. 

12. There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. 

 

Sentence number twelve is Romans 8:1. If you were to preach that verse, what would your 

theme be? It would be God's theme:  no condemnation. You need the developing words, for 

those who are in Christ Jesus, to fill out the thought—they specify who will not be condemned. 
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However, the dominant thought is found in the main clause:  no condemnation. And what a great 

thought it is for those who have believed in Christ! 
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