
Introduction

All honest exegetes will readily admit that preaching 
from the Old Testament is a difficult task. Therefore, it 
is not surprising that the Reformed church in the 20th 
Century witnessed a debate regarding how to properly 
exegete and preach the texts of the Old Testament. This 
debate continues to rage in early parts of the 21st Cen-
tury. Included among the methods of approaching the 
Old Testament which emerged from this debate was 
the redemptive-historical approach. This approach has 
significantly impacted the Reformed debate regarding 
how to preach the Old Testament. 

The purpose of this article is two-fold: (1) To trace 
and explain the historical and theological development 
of the redemptive-historical approach as it emerged in 
the Netherlands; (2) To explore and synthesize the core 
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principles of this approach by examining the writings 
of several of its most prominent advocates. 

Before commencing our pursuit of this two-fold pur-
pose, it will be helpful to set the stage by providing a 
brief historical overview of the challenge of preaching 
from the Old Testament. This challenge, which gave 
rise to the redemptive-historical approach, is not new, 
but rather stretches back to the very beginning of the 
Christian era. 

The Challenge of the Old Testament

“And the first question that confronts the interpreter 
is that of the relation in which the Old and New Testa-
ments stand to each other.”1

Louis Berkhof (1873–1957) penned these words in 
the context of articulating the principles which com-
pose the foundation of sound biblical interpretation 
and exegesis. It is unequivocal, based on the substance 
of Berkhof ’s quotation, that he considered the relation-
ship between the Old and New Testaments as a primary 
question in hermeneutics. It is a primary question be-
cause the answer to it impacts the entire scope of one’s 
theology, particularly how one approaches and exegetes 
the Old Testament. 

Berkhof ’s question is not a novel one. Interpret-
ing the Old Testament has been a struggle for exe-
getes throughout church history. For example, in the 
early church theologians were divided over the issue 
of how to preach from the Old Testament. Some early 
church fathers employed an allegorical approach to the 
Old Testament. The church father Origen (185–254) is 
a prime example of one who adopted this approach. 
Origen considered the Bible as containing a mystery 
which is revealed through a complex system of symbol-
ism.2 Other church fathers, such as John Chrysostom 
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(347–407), were committed to expounding the his-
torical and literal meaning of the Old Testament and 
avoided allegorizing the text.3 The allegorical and lit-
eral-historical approaches to the Old Testament com-
peted for the minds of exegetes throughout the patristic 
and medieval periods.4 

During the Reformation and Post-Reformation pe-
riods, the Reformers and their theological progeny 
generally rejected the allegorical approach and instead 
embraced the literal and historical approach, but the 
Reformers placed an even greater emphasis on the use 
of the original languages.5 Some Reformation exegetes, 
like John Calvin, employed a typological hermeneutic 
when interpreting the Old Testament which focused 
on the glory of Christ, but avoided most of the excesses 
of unwarranted and fanciful allegory.6 However, even 
during this glorious period of exegesis, many exegetes 
continued to interpret the Old Testament in an overly 
simplistic typological manner choosing to focus on 
identifying remote references and allusions to Christ 
in the Old Testament.7 

The next major development in the interpretation of 
the Old Testament occurred in the 19th Century with 
the work of Julius Wellhausen (1844–1918). He, and his 
intellectual progeny, set a pattern for interpreting the 
Old Testament which remains the predominate meth-
odology employed among modern liberal theologians 
(Grand and Tracy, 116). Wellhausen’s view of the Old 
Testament was humanistic and naturalistic, rather than 
theocentric and supernatural, and he understood the 
Old Testament as a composite work written from four 
different textual traditions.8 Hermann Gunkel (1862–
1932), like Wellhausen, viewed the Old Testament in a 
naturalistic manner, but Gunkel chose to focus on the 
form and genre of Old Testament literature as a method 
of exegesis and interpretation.9 

Certainly, the history of Old Testament exegesis is 
much broader and deeper than this brief sketch suggests. 
However, this overview is more than sufficient to reveal 
that the challenge of interpreting the Old Testament is 
not a new one. The question that remains is how will 
the Christian exegete respond to the challenge of the 
Old Testament? More poignantly and practically, how 
will he preach the Old Testament? Should he take an 
allegorical or typological approach? Should he take a 
Christological approach? Should he take a grammatico-
historical approach? Should he take a multi-perspectival 
approach? The very presence and difficulty of these 
questions has led to an unfortunate neglect of preach-
ing from the Old Testament. Many pastors simply avoid 
preaching from the Old Testament rather than dealing 

with its inherent complexities. Why is preaching from 
the Old Testament so difficult?

Walter C. Kaiser, Jr. attempted to answer this ques-
tion by stating that the main difficulty in preaching 
from the Old Testament is “the Bible’s historical par-
ticularity; that is, its words are most frequently, if not 
always in the Old Testament, directed to a specific peo-
ple in a specific situation at a specific time and in a 
specific culture. That is the real difficulty” (Kaiser, 37). 
What Kaiser is articulating is that the difficulty which 
the exegete faces in preaching from the Old Testament 
is bridging the historical-cultural gap which necessar-
ily exists in Old Testament interpretation. The exegete 
must determine how he will bridge this gap; he simply 
cannot ignore it. 

The debate over how to bridge this gap led to a con-
troversy within the Gereformeerde Kerken in Holland 
in the 1930’s and 1940’s which eventually contributed 
to a church schism. This conflict, and the literature and 
study it spawned, gave rise to the modern development 
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and articulation of the redemptive-historical approach 
to the Old Testament.10 

The History of the Conflict in the 
Gereformeerde Kerken 

It is interesting that the modern Reformed debate re-
garding how to preach from the Old Testament finds its 
origin in the small country of Holland. It was within the 
Reformed church of the Netherlands, in the early part 
of the past century, that a debate arose over the proper 
methodology for preaching from the Old Testament. 
Sidney Greidanus, professor emeritus at Calvin Theo-
logical Seminary, has provided the best historical sum-
mary of this controversy in his book Sola Scriptura.11 
Greidanus summarizes the genesis of the controversy 
as follows:

In the 1930’s a number of men in the Gereformeerde 
Kerken raised objections to the usual practice of preach-
ing in that church. Simply put, their complaint was that 
the preachers, in preaching historical texts, would dis-
play the persons mentioned in the texts as models to 
be imitated, as examples to be followed-hence the term 
‘exemplary preaching’ (Greidanus, Sola Scriptura, 8).

The Old Testament, in which historical narratives 
predominate, is particularly subject to being treated in 
an exemplary manner and therefore much of the de-
bate revolved around how to preach the Old Testament. 

In order to properly understand the controversy in 
the Netherlands it is important to gain some perspective 
on the political, philosophical and theological climate 
of the period. On the political front, it is important to 
realize that this controversy arose in the period between 

two World Wars, both of which impacted the European 
continent in an extraordinary manner. In addition, it 
was during this period that a new Calvinistic philoso-
phy was developed by Dooyeweerd and Vollenhoven 
(Greidanus, Sola Scriptura, 23). In the arena of theology, 
Herman Bavinck’s (1854–1921) theological contributions 
and legacy, emphasizing the importance of Reformed 
exegesis and dogmatics, began to influence a genera-
tion of scholars and pastors thereby reviving a love for 
the classic doctrines of the Reformed faith (Greidanus, 
Sola Scriptura, 25). 

A second theological figure of great import also arose 
during this period who was antithetical to Bavinck, but 
no less influential—Karl Barth (1886–1968). Barth’s dia-
lectic theology, which was built on a non-historical ap-
proach to God and the Scriptures, spurred on the minds 
of theological conservatives to formulate a supernatural 
response to Barth which fused supernatural redemption 
with real history.12 

The confluence of these factors led to what Greida-
nus calls a “new direction” in the Reformed church in 
Holland. This “new direction” is difficult to fully articu-
late and define, but J. H. Bavinck13 attempted to give it 
some contours:

We can speak of a ‘new spirit’ or a ‘new direction’…. In 
the totality of our church life in which various elements 
of earlier pietism and mystical subjectivism persist, this 
new spirit reveals itself as a rejuvenating and disquiet-
ing force (Greidanus, Sola Scriptura, 22).

This “new direction” also impacted the study and 
teaching of homiletics where those embracing change 
sought a “new method of interpretation and preach-
ing” (Greidanus, 27). This new approach to preaching 
was labeled the redemptive-historical approach. In di-
rect contradiction to Barth’s ahistorical approach; the 
Reformed preachers in Holland were embracing the 
realness of redemptive history in their preaching by 
means of this new method.14 This new direction had 
returned vitality to the church in Holland, but it also 
brought complications. 

The introduction of the “new direction,” and all of the 
change which accompanied it, left many in the church 
of Holland feeling unsettled. During the Synod of 1936, 
a committee was appointed to investigate and report on 
the substance and nature of this “new direction.” Greida-
nus notes that this committee was replete with conflict 
and had little success in achieving its appointed task 
(Greidanus, Sola Scriptura, 25). Powerful personalities 
were emerging and a cleavage was developing between 

 10. As has been noted in the brief historical sketch provided in this 
article, what we now refer to as Biblical Theology or the Redemptive-
Historical approach has been with the church since the dawn of the 
New Testament era. However, it is my contention that the controversy 
in the Netherlands was the genesis event for the modern development 
of the approach and also served to fuel the modern debate over how 
to preach the Old Testament in the Reformed church.
 11.  Sidney Greidanus, Sola Scriptura (Toronto, Canada: Wedge 
Publishing, 1970).
 12. Greidanus, Sola Scriptura, 32. Barth’s influence on the develop-
ment of the redemptive-historical approach should not be underesti-
mated. In many ways, the redemptive-historical approach is a direct 
answer to Barth because it emphasizes the supernatural work of God 
in redemption and centers this redemptive work in a real unfolding 
of history.
 13. Not to be confused with Herman Bavinck.
 14. Greidanus credits Klaas Schilder as pioneering this attack against 
Barthianism (see Greidanus, Sola Scriptura, 30.)
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two major groups. The stage was set for the blossoming 
of a controversy.15 

Before dissecting the heart of the controversy, it will 
be helpful to obtain some understanding of the players 
on each side of the argument and the general substance 
of their respective positions. We will begin with the ad-
vocates of the redemptive-historical approach. 

Greidanus includes the following names as a list of 
men who represented the redemptive-historical ap-
proach: B. Holwerda, K. Schilder, H.J. Spier, D. Van Dijk, 
M.B. Van’t Veer and C. Veenhof.16 Greidanus notes that, 
among these men, Schilder was the most prominent 
and he “might be called the initiator of the redemptive-
historical approach” (Greidanus, Sola Scriptura, 40). J. 
Faber described Schilder’s influence on this movement 
as follows:

Schilder showed the coherence and connections in 
Holy Scripture. His work caused the formation of a 
school of mostly young Reformed ministers and led 
to the renewal of the preaching of the Word in an in-
spiring manner. This labor reached a summit in 1930 
with the publication of Christus in Zijn Lijden (Christ 
and His Suffering), a trilogy that was ably translated 
into English.17

The position for which Schilder was the torchbearer 
was summarized succinctly by one of his comrades, 
Holwerda:

The Bible does not contain many histories but one his-
tory—the one history of God’s constantly advancing 
revelation, the one history of God’s ever progressing re-
demptive work. And the various persons named in the 
Bible have all received their own peculiar place in this one 
history and have their peculiar meaning for this history. 
We must, therefore, try to understand all the accounts 
in their relation to each other, in their coherence with 
the center of redemptive history, Jesus Christ (Faber, 41).

As Greidanus points out, the goal of the redemptive-
historical approach is to achieve sola Scriptura in preach-
ing.18 For the advocates of the redemptive-historical 
approach, the principle of sola Scriptura is violated when 
Scripture is reduced solely to moralistic, or exemplary, 
instruction. This is especially at issue when preach-
ing from historical narratives of the Old Testament. 
Van Dijk, a proponent of the redemptive-historical ap-
proach, captured the essence of this concern when he 
wrote, “No justice is done to Scripture when the deeds 
of persons who figured once upon a time in a particular 

historical episode occasion some stimulating, warning, 
or edifying remarks in the sermon” (Greidanus, Sola 
Scriptura, 42). Van Dijk goes on to conclude, “It is my 
conviction that exemplary treatment of historical texts 
cannot rightly be called ‘ministry of the Word’” (42).

The second position is the exemplary approach and 
Greidanus lists the following as advocates of this ap-
proach: J.H. Bavinck, K. Dijk, J. Douma, Ph. J. Huyser, J. 
Schelhaas, and N. Streefkerk (42). Greidanus judiciously 
notes that these men did not defend the gross extremes 
of the exemplary approach, but rather they were advo-
cates for a balanced approach which had room for what 
they considered a proper use of Scripture, namely an 
exemplary or moralistic application (43). J. Douma at-
tempted to express the balanced view of his side and 
its historic validity:

Our fathers knew very well that redemptive history is 
a unified structure with Christ at its center, but they 
still felt free to treat separately (using biblical givens) 
certain persons described in Scripture, to picture them 
psychologically, to speak of their struggles and trials, 
their strengths and weaknesses, and then to draw paral-
lels between the experiences of the Bible saints and the 
struggles of believers today. Without any hesitation our 
fathers held up the virtues of the biblical persons as an 
example to all, but also their sins and weaknesses as a 
warning (Greidanus, Sola Scriptura, 43).

After reading Douma’s statement, one might wonder 
whether a conflict exists at all between these two views. 
After all, the exemplary approach appears to have no 
conflict with the fundamental nature of the redemptive-

 15. Greidanus notes that the exemplary—redemptive-historical 
conflict was not the only area of disagreement within the church of 
Holland. It would be overly simplistic to place the schism entirely on 
this issue. Greidanus points out other areas of disagreement including 
subjectivism, individualism and spiritualism. However, the preaching 
issue became the focus of this schism. See Greidanus, Sola Scriptura, 
33–39.
 16. Greidanus, Sola Scriptura, 40. For more information on some 
of these men, and their historic role in this controversy, see C. Trimp, 
Preaching and the History of Salvation: Continuing an Unfinished Dis-
cussion, trans. Nelson D. Kloosterman (Photolithoprinted in Korea, 
Distributed by Westminster Discount Book Service, Inc., Scaresdale, 
N.Y., translation copyrighted by Nelson D. Kloosterman, 1996) 75–91.
 17. J. Faber, “Klaas Schilder’s Life and Work”, Always Obedient: Es-
says on the Teachings of Dr. Klaas Schilder, ed. J. Geertsema (Philips-
burg, N.J.: P & R, 1995) 6.
 18. It is important to note that Greidanus is not accusing those 
maintaining the exemplary approach as denying the inspiration and 
authority of Scripture. He is not using sola Scriptura here in the Ref-
ormation sense. 
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historical approach, but rather only seeks to conjoin 
to it the liberty to preach in an exemplary manner as 
well (43). For example, Douma, an ardent defender 
of the exemplary approach, admits that his group is 
seeking a synthesis of the two approaches, “Not one 
of us is opposed to the redemptive-historical method 
as such; what we object to is the exclusive redemptive-
historical method” (45). Therefore, as Greidanus rightly 
recognized, the true debate is not exemplary versus re-
demptive-historical, but rather the exemplary-redemp-
tive-historical synthesis versus the redemptive-historical 
approach.19 This is really what rests at the heart of the 
Dutch preaching controversy. 

These two approaches, with their respective defend-
ers, battled it out for the minds of Reformed preachers 
in Holland for nearly a decade. The controversy which 
began in the early 1930’s began to dwindle around 1940 
and reached its “low point” after 1944 (50). The decline 
in the controversy was mainly due to the invasion of 
Holland by Germany in May of 1940 (50). However, 
even after the debate had ceased the church in Hol-
land continued to feel the lasting effects of this contro-
versy. A watershed event during this period was Klaas 
Schilder’s suspension on March 23, 1944 and his sub-
sequent excommunication on August 3, 1944.20 This 

action precipitated the official schism which occurred 
on August 11, 1944 (51). The Gereformeerde Kerken was 
now divided and the division centered on the method 
of preaching Old Testament texts. As Greidanus stated, 
“the redemptive-historical and exemplary camps had 
become two churches.”21 

The debate over how to preach from Old Testament 
historical texts did not die in Holland. Rather, this de-
bate has continued to foment and is a contemporary 
issue in Reformed churches and seminaries in America 
today. The next section of this article, the main body 
of it, is an attempt to examine and synthesize the core 
principles of the redemptive-historical approach to the 
Old Testament. 

The Redemptive-Historical Approach 
Articulated

The best way to understand the core principles of 
the redemptive-historical approach to the Old Testa-
ment is to examine the writings of some of the major 
figures in this movement. This article will focus on 
the writings and thought of C. Trimp, S.G. DeGraaf, 
Sidney Greidanus, Edmund Clowney, and Graeme 
Goldsworthy.22 

Due to the fact that this controversy emerged from 
Dutch theology, it should not be surprising that some 
of those who succeeded the players in the original 
controversy would be in the Dutch Reformed church 
both in the Netherlands and in the immigrant church 
in America. Three significant figures from this back-
ground include C. Trimp, S.G. DeGraaf, and Sidney 
Greidanus.

C. Trimp

C. Trimp was a professor at the Theological University 
of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands where he 
taught on numerous subjects including homiletics. He 
was also an ordained minister and coeditor of a popular 
Reformed magazine in the Netherlands entitled De Re-
formatie.23 His primary contribution to this discussion 
is his short work entitled, Preaching and the History of 
Salvation: Continuing an Unfinished Discussion.24 Trimp 
entitled his work as he did because he considered the 
“discussion” which occurred in the Reformed churches 
in the Netherlands between 1930 and 1944 to be unfin-
ished.25 In this work, Trimp sets forth a definition of 
the nature of biblical history and a description of the 
history of salvation. He also makes a plea and apology 
for redemptive-historical preaching.26

 19. Greidanus, Sola Scriptura, 45. Greidanus goes into a discussion 
of how these two views play out in theory and in practice. He notes 
that the synthesis approach plays itself out in practice as an exemplary 
method. See pages 45–49.
 20. Greidanus, Sola Scriptura, 51. It should be noted that, accord-
ing to J. Faber, Schilder’s excommunication was not simply over the 
issue of hermeneutics, but occurred ostensibly because “he opposed 
the doctrinal statements of 1942 (concerning covenant and baptism, 
presumed regeneration, and ‘common grace’) and because he opposed 
the hierarchical actions of the synods held in 1939–43 and 1943–45.” 
See Faber, “Klaas Schilder’s Life and Work,” 2.
 21. Greidanus, Sola Scriptura, 51–52. Greidanus admits that the 
divide did not fit “neatly” into these two categories, but the main 
advocates in each movement ended up in different churches.
 22. One might wonder why Geerhardus Vos’ name is not included 
in this list as he is often associated with this movement. It would, 
in some sense, be anachronistic to include Vos in this movement 
because he died in 1949 and his life and work was completed prior 
to this controversy reaching maturity. However, it is clear that Vos’ 
writings and preaching style would be consistent and supportive of 
the redemptive-historical approach. In addition, Vos’ contributions 
to Biblical Theology are so significant they would require an entirely 
separate article.
 23. See “About the Author” in Trimp, Preaching and the History of 
Salvation: Continuing an Unfinished Discussion.
 24. C. Trimp, Preaching and the History of Salvation: Continuing an 
Unfinished Discussion, trans. Nelson D. Kloosterman.
 25. See Trimp’s preface.
 26. In this section, Trimp also discusses the contributions of Schil-
der, Holwerda and van’t Veer.
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At the end of the first section of his book, Trimp in-
troduces the following topic which is pertinent to the 
purpose of this article: “The New Testament congrega-
tion reads the Old Testament” (Trimp, 34). It is within 
this section that Trimp sets out several core principles 
of his approach to preaching from the Old Testament. 
First among these principles is that the Old Testament 
reveals God’s relationship with his people in history. He 
stresses the fact that God “did not consider it beneath 
His dignity to connect His Name to the names and life 
stories of these people” (35). In fact, Trimp concludes 
that “Every Old Testament story as such typifies God’s 
desire to dwell with people and to be involved with 
people” (Trimp, 36). 

A second principle of Trimp’s approach is that Old 
Testament history is not static, but rather it progresses 
dynamically “toward the incarnation” (36). He con-
sidered this insight as the greatest contribution of the 
redemptive-historical movement which occurred in the 
Netherlands. According to Trimp, the redemptive-his-
torical movement emphasized “that the Old Testament 
showed a forward-moving impulse” (Trimp, 64–65). 
Trimp noted that the Old Testament reveals God as 
making and fulfilling promises in history in various 
“dimensions” or epochs (64–65). Trimp conceived of a 
building block approach to redemptive history wherein 
each epoch, with its promises and fulfillments, is the 
foundation for the subsequent epoch and he illustrated 
this concept through the metaphor of a tall building 
with its successive stories (64–65).

Thirdly, Trimp advocated a Christocentric approach 
to preaching the Old Testament because he argued that 
it is in Christ that “all stories find their meaning” (37). 
According to Trimp, Christ occupies the center of Old 
Testament revelation and history. He articulated this 
principle as follows, “When the typical character of 
God’s administration is in view, then Scripture argues 
on the basis of the Old Testament in terms of the unity 
of history and its center is Christ” (38).

Finally, Trimp considered it vital to understand the 
legitimate discontinuities between the old and new cov-
enants (38). He believed that a failure to understand 
these legitimate discontinuities could lead to Judaistic 
legalism. While he viewed the Old and New Testaments 
as interconnected, Trimp also considered the incarna-
tion as a significant dividing point in the history of re-
demption (38). He maintained that the New Testament 
“brings the Old Testament dispensation to its rest” and 
that “The Old Testament cannot possibly be understood 
apart from the New Testament, and the New cannot be 
read apart from the Old” (37).

Trimp believed that these core principles must com-
pose the theoretical backbone of the exegete’s approach 
to the Old Testament. However, Trimp argued that in 
order to move from theory to the practice of preaching 
the preacher must employ typology (Trimp, 66). He de-
fined typology as follows, “Characteristic of typology is 
attention to analogies and structural similarities evident 
between institutions, persons or events of an earlier era 
and those of a later period” (66). Trimp understood ty-
pology as an historical concept which journeys “along 
the horizontal line of history” (66). For Trimp, typol-
ogy was inextricably wedded to the progressive advance 
of redemptive history. He insisted that the progressive 
unfolding of the redemptive plan, expressed in typol-
ogy, must be the paradigm which controls the exegete’s 
interpretation of the Old Testament:

So we may not suffice with explaining an Old Testa-
ment story simply be examining its connection to the 
time preceding the text or to the surrounding milieu 
within which the story occurred. We must also explain 
the narrative texts in a way that honors their ‘forward 
motion’—which is to say: according to the Bible’s own 
character (Trimp, 69).

This is the essence of Trimp’s approach to preaching 
from the Old Testament.

Trimp considered the redemptive-historical approach 
as the best method to express in preaching what he 
described in theory. He defined the characteristics of 
redemptive-historical preaching as follows:

‘Redemptive-historical’ preaching is based on respect 
for this broad context of God’s activity. To preach re-
demptive-historically is to preach in such a way that the 
interpretation of the text inherently drives the congrega-
tion to Christ and the Spirit, who establish and complete 
God’s work begun in the old dispensation (Trimp, 73).

Trimp believed this approach would act as a pro-
phylactic against “numerous mistakes” in preaching 
(Trimp, 94). The following list represents a sampling 
of the errors which Trimp hoped to avoid by means of 
the redemptive-historical method: 1) Allegory – Trimp 
described this approach as “cheap, superficial typology 
based on details in the story”; 2) Moralism – which 
Trimp considered as “aiming the message along subjec-
tive, individualistic or psychological lines”; 3) Misuse 
of Scripture – Trimp described this approach as “the 
inclination to use the Bible to illustrate what we already 
know from philosophy or ethics, or to illustrate our 
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aspirations in the arenas of politics, morality or mys-
ticism”; 4) Denigration of Scripture – he argued that 
this approach resulted in “denigrating biblical history 
to a picture book illuminating mystical or doctrinal 
truths” (94).

It should be noted that while Trimp denounced the 
excesses of the exemplary approach to the Old Testa-
ment, he did make some room for the legitimate use 
of example with regard to Old Testament characters. 
However, Trimp contended that the example must be 
found in the typological nature of the story. For ex-
ample, Trimp stated, “if the sermon is dealing with a 
theme like faith or prayer, then such a sermon may 
well be illustrated with a historical reference (Heb. 11 
and James 5).”27

Trimp advocated a redemptive-historical approach 
to the Old Testament because he considered it as the 
only method which adequately recognized the forward 
moving history of salvation which culminated in the 
person and work of Christ. By means of typology, prop-
erly understood, Trimp believed the Reformed preacher 
could effectively preach Christ from the Old Testament 
while avoiding the misuse and abuse of the Scripture.

S.G. De Graaf

The next advocate of the redemptive-historical approach 
to be examined is S.G. De Graaf (1889–1955). De Graaf 
was a well known preacher in Amsterdam.28 He was 
very interested and concerned with the teaching of Bible 
stories, particularly Old Testament stories, in Sunday 
schools and in Christian schools (De Graaf, Promise and 
Deliverance, 11). De Graaf noted that he became inter-
ested in this topic as a result of his conversations with 
Christian educators, “In these conversations the teachers 
repeatedly sought guidance on the practical implemen-
tation of the principles I was defending, especially for 
stories drawn from the Old Testament” (15). This con-
cern led him to compose the work Verbondsgeschiede-
nis which was translated into English as a four-volume 
work entitled, Promise and Deliverance.29 Although 
initially targeted at Sunday school teachers, this set of 
books has made its way to the shelves of many Reformed 

pastors who find it a helpful resource in preaching. De 
Graaf ’s goal in Promise and Deliverance was to instruct 
Christian educators how to teach the stories of the Old 
Testament without falling into the traps of moralism 
and exemplarism. 

The overriding principle of De Graaf ’s approach is 
that the stories of the Old Testament must be interpreted 
in a Christocentric manner. He stated: 

God reveals Himself in His grace only in the Media-
tor. As a result of the fall, there is no revelation of grace 
apart from the Mediator. Therefore, your stories should 
tell about Him, whether you tell the history of the Old 
Testament or of the New Testament (De Graaf, Promise 
and Deliverance, 18).

While De Graaf contended that the “Old Testament 
is the book of the Christ to come”, he was not satisfied 
with a pedantic approach wherein a predictable and 
simplistic reference to Christ is found in each passage 
(21). In fact, he clearly despised this approach: 

We do the content of the Old Testament an injustice when 
we repeatedly draw lines from its history to the Christ. 
We say, for example, that God saved Israel or sent Joseph 
to Egypt to save His people in order that the Christ might 
be born of that people. This is certainly a real aspect of 
revelation. It is a line we must follow because it is sug-
gested by Scripture itself. But it is not enough (21).

De Graaf argued for a serious exegetical approach to 
preaching Christ from the Old Testament.

De Graaf believed that the teacher could avoid the 
simplistic approach by understanding the progres-
sive nature of God’s revelation (21). He did not call the 
teacher to simply retell the entire redemptive story from 
each passage, but rather recognize what portion of that 
story is being unfolded in the particular text in question. 
He considered every story to be about redemption be-
cause each story reveals God as “the prime agent” who 
acts to complete His redemptive plan in history (19). For 
De Graaf, all of redemptive history flowed from what 
he called the “mother-promise” of Genesis 3:15 (21). He 
described the task of the teacher as recognizing that, “…
the seed of redemption is present in every story in the 
Old Testament” and that the teacher’s “job is to use the 
light of the New Testament to uncover it” (21).

De Graaf also insisted that the main focus of an Old 
Testament story was not the person in the story, or his or 
her particular actions, but rather on what God was doing 
in and through that person to bring about the fulfillment 

 27. Trimp, 95. Trimp spends a good section of his book describing 
the use of examples in preaching in general and by Luther and Cal-
vin. See pages 96–114.
 28. S.G. De Graaf, Promise and Deliverance, vol. 1, trans. H. Evan 
Runner (St. Catharines, Ontario, Canada: Paideia Press, 1977) 11. This 
is from the translator’s introduction.
 29. De Graaf, Promise and Deliverance, 10. De Graaf ’s work was ac-
tually built upon the work of an earlier scholar J. C. Sikkel (1885–1920).
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of His plan. Rather, De Graaf contended that the exegete 
must take a covenant oriented approach to interpreting the 
Old Testament which emphasized God as the main char-
acter. He believed that this approach renders it impossible 
to isolate and individualize the people as the main charac-
ters of the stories of the Old Testament (23–24). De Graaf 
considered it a grave error to preach about an individual 
personality from the Old Testament in a manner that de-
tached that person from the greater covenant context. 

In summary, De Graaf ’s approach stressed that the 
text of the Old Testament represents the unfolding of 
a redemptive story in which God is the main character. 
Therefore, he believed that the primary focus in teach-
ing and preaching from the Old Testament should be 
God’s actions in the lives of the people of the Old Testa-
ment, rather than the actions of the people themselves. 
Furthermore, he was not content with simplistic and 
superficial references to Christ as a means of teaching 
of Old Testament stories, but rather he insisted on se-
rious exegesis which seeks to proclaim the promise of 
God unfolded throughout the Scriptures.

Sidney Greidanus

The final figure to be reviewed from the Dutch devel-
opment of the redemptive-historical approach is Sidney 
Greidanus. Greidanus is currently professor emeritus at 
Calvin Theological Seminary in Grand Rapids. He has 
authored several books on preaching including Sola Scrip-
tura, The Modern Preacher and the Ancient Text30 and, his 
more recent contribution, Preaching Christ from the Old 
Testament.31 He is the most significant living scholar on the 
topic of redemptive-historical preaching, both with regard 
to its historical origin and its practical implementation. 

While Sola Scriptura and The Modern Preacher and 
Ancient Text yield much helpful information regarding 
his views on the application of the redemptive-historical 
method to preaching from the Old Testament, I have 
chosen to limit my review of Greidanus to Preaching 
Christ from the Old Testament given that it best repre-
sents the maturation of his life-long study and reflec-
tion on this topic.

In the preface to his work, Greidanus notes that the 
impetus for writing the book was the fact that there was 
a paucity of available books dealing with the topic of 
preaching Christ from the Old Testament (Greidanus, 
Preaching Christ from the Old Testament, xii). Greidanus 
was also motivated by the lack of preaching Christ for 
the Old Testament in the modern church. In addition 
to these problems, Greidanus notes that where efforts 
are made to preach Christ from the Old Testament the 

results are often less than satisfying. He admits that he 
is well aware that, “Horror stories abound of preachers 
twisting an Old Testament text in order to land mi-
raculously at Calvary” (Greidanus, Preaching Christ 
from the Old Testament, 2). Greidanus condemns such 
an approach noting, “subverting the Scripture in order 
to preach Christ only undermines the authority of the 
message.”32 While Greidanus laments these problems, 
he recognizes that they flow from the difficult nature 
of the task (2–3). It was Greidanus’ hope that his book 
might assist in confronting and solving these problems.

Before setting forth his methodology, Greidanus 
first identifies the factors which contributed to the lack 
of preaching Christ from the Old Testament. Among 
these factors Greidanus cites the following: 1) a human-
centered focus in preaching; 2) concerns on the part of 
pastors regarding forced interpretation; and 3) the more 
general problem of properly understanding the relation-
ship between the Old and New Testaments. 

By human-centered preaching, Greidanus is refer-
ring to a popular approach to the Old Testament which 
seeks to preach about the human experiences of the Old 
Testament saints (Greidanus, Preaching Christ from the 
Old Testament,34). The major culprit here is biographi-
cal preaching which, according to Greidanus, always 
ends with the errors of “generalizing, spiritualizing, 
and moralizing” (36).

The problem of forced interpretation usually rears 
its head in the forms of “allegorizing and typologizing” 
the Old Testament (36). Here Greidanus is referring to 
the numerous tortured attempts to find Christ in every 
symbol and action in the Old Testament. 

The third error he mentions is that of understand-
ing the relationship between the two Testaments of 
Scripture. As Greidanus comments, “Simply put, many 
preachers separate the Old Testament from the New 
and view the Old Testament as a non-Christian book” 
(37–38). These three problems, according to Greidanus, 

 30. Sidney Greidanus, The Modern Preacher and the Ancient Text 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988).
 31. Sidney Greidanus, Preaching Christ from the Old Testament 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999).
 32. Greidanus, Preaching Christ from the Old Testament, 2. In a later 
part of Greidanus book, he also warns against the danger of “Chris-
tomonism” which attempts to detach faith in Christ from faith in 
God. Interestingly, Greidanus, after warning of the particular danger 
of this in Lutheran circles due to Luther’s methodology, goes on to 
admit that this danger is a greater risk in churches which fail to sing 
the psalms, “The tendency toward Christomonism is also noticeable 
in other Christian communities where the Psalms are no longer sung 
and “gospel songs” as well as sermons focus primarily on Jesus in 
isolation from God the Father.” (see page 178).
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have resulted in a general neglect of the art of preaching 
Christ from the Old Testament. 

Greidanus insists that the exegete must get beyond 
these errors in order to properly preach Christ from the 
Old Testament. He informs his readers that to preach 
Christ from the Old Testament is to “proclaim some 
facet of the person, work, or teaching of Jesus of Naza-
reth so that people may believe him, trust him, love him, 
and obey him” (Greidanus, Preaching Christ from the 
Old Testament, 8). He provides the following compre-
hensive definition of preaching Christ from the Old Tes-
tament, “…we can define ‘preaching Christ’ as preaching 
sermons which authentically integrate the message of 
the text with the climax of God’s revelation in the per-
son, work, and/or teaching of Jesus Christ as revealed 
in the New Testament” (10).

After surveying an array of historical and modern ap-
proaches to preaching Christ from the Old Testament33, 
Greidanus offers his own alternative which he refers to 
as “the redemptive-historical Christocentric method of 
interpretation.”34 He describes this approach as follows:

It should be clear by now that our concern is not to 
preach Christ to the exclusion of the ‘whole counsel 
of God’ but rather to view the whole counsel of God, 
with all its teachings, laws, prophecies, and visions, in 
the light of Jesus Christ. At the same time, it should be 

evident that we must not read the incarnate Christ back 
into the Old Testament text, which would be eisegesis, 
but that we should look for legitimate ways of preach-
ing Christ form the Old Testament in the context of the 
New (Greidanus, Preaching Christ from the Old Testa-
ment, 228).

In order to accomplish this goal, Greidanus sets forth 
two preliminary steps in the exegetical process. 

First, he calls upon the exegete to “understand the 
passage in its own historical context” (228). Greidanus 
is adamant that the exegete begin with the grammatico-
historical method. He believes it is incumbent upon the 
exegete to find the historical objective meaning of the 
text by focusing on the literary, historical, and theocen-
tric interpretation of the text.35 Second, he implores the 
exegete to “understand the message in the contexts of 
canon and redemptive history” (230). Greidanus in-
sists that the exegete must understand what the pas-
sage means in light of the entire scope of the canon. 
Specifically, he is concerned that the exegete be sensi-
tive to the legitimate discontinuities between the Testa-
ments.36 Greidanus next instructs the exegete to move 
from these two preliminary steps to the Christocentric 
interpretation on the Old Testament text. This second 
phase of Greidanus’ approach includes seven principles 
which will assist the exegete in properly navigating the 
treacherous landscape of the discipline of preaching 
Christ from the Old Testament.

It is important to note that Greidanus’ seven ways 
of arriving at a Christocentric interpretation are not 
equally weighted. The first of the seven ways is the fun-
nel through which all the others flow. Therefore, this first 
way will be dealt with in greater detail and the remain-
ing six will be summarized briefly. The first way is “The 
way of redemptive-historical progression.” 

He views the way of redemptive-historical progres-
sion as the transcendent hermeneutic which should 
govern the discipline of preaching Christ from the 
Old Testament. He refers to redemptive history as “…
the bedrock which supports all other ways that lead to 
Christ in the New Testament” (Greidanus, Preaching 
Christ from the Old Testament, 234). He also refers to 
redemptive history as the “meta-narrative” of the Bible 
(234). Greidanus understands redemptive history as 
consisting of four pivotal periods: Creation, Redemp-
tion in Old Testament Times (Gen. 3–Mal. 4);37 Re-
demption through Christ (Mat. 1 – Rev. 20) and New 
Creation (Rev. 21–22). He understands each of these 
periods as presenting one unified story of redemption 
wherein God serves as the primary actor (235–236).

 33. In this section of Greidanus’ book he provides a useful historical 
study covering the history of preaching Christ from the Old Testa-
ment. In this study, he includes the views of the Apostolic Fathers, 
the Reformers (primarily Luther and Calvin), Spurgeon, and Wilhelm 
Vischer. See Greidanus, Preaching Christ from the Old Testament, 
69–176.
 34. Greidanus, Preaching Christ from the Old Testament, 227. Gre-
idanus considers his position to be “somewhere between Calvin’s 
theocentric method and Luther’s Christological method…”.
 35. Greidanus, Preaching Christ from the Old Testament, 229–230. 
Greidanus is concerned about the modern exegete’s “predilection to 
slight the God-centered focus” of the Old Testament. He does not 
want the exegete to jump over the work of God the Father to land 
on the person and work of Christ. He calls upon the exegete to take 
a two-step approach.
 36. Greidanus, Preaching Christ from the Old Testament, 231–232. 
For example, Greidanus notes that biblical themes and biblical laws 
“develop” in the transition of the Testaments. Another example cited 
by Greidanus is that of circumcision developing into its equivalent 
sign, baptism, in the New Testament. These two signs are linked, but 
they develop along the lines of redemptive history and therefore re-
sult in continuity and discontinuity. He calls upon the exegete to be 
sensitive to these types of developments within the canon. 
 37. Although most of these categories are self-explanatory, Re-
demption in Old Testament Times is not self-evident. By this term, 
Greidanus is specifically referring to God’s redemption of “his people 
Israel to be a light to the nations.” (see Greidanus, Preaching Christ 
from the Old Testament, 235).
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Furthermore, Greidanus emphasizes the progressive 
nature of redemptive history. He states that the entire 
Old Testament “progresses steadily and reaches its cli-
max in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ 
and ultimately in the new creation” (237). It is within 
his discussion of the progressive nature of redemp-
tive history that Greidanus reveals his bias towards an 
eschatological approach to interpretation. He makes 
this unequivocal by stating, “The whole Old Testament 
throbs with a strong eschatological beat” (237). This is 
the essence of the first of seven ways,38 the remaining 
ways are summarized as follows:

2. “The Way of Promise-Fulfillment” – This way 
advocates preaching from the Old Testament by focus-
ing on the progressive fulfillment of God’s promises 
throughout redemptive history. These promises, of 
course, culminate in the person and work of Christ. 
Greidanus warns against the error of reading the New 
Testament text back into the Old and instead promotes 
a methodology which moves from the Old Testament 
promise to the fulfillment in Christ and then returns 
to the text of the Old Testament. Greidanus advo-
cates treating the promise in the Old Testament on 
its own merits and examining how it was fulfilled in 
the Old Testament prior to its complete fulfillment in 
the New.39 He notes that the benefit of this method 
is that “…it enlarges people’s vision to the full scope 
of kingdom history; in fact, it places the hearers right 
in the dynamic flow of God’s promises and fulfill-
ments” (248).

3. “The Way of Typology” – Griedanus is careful 
to differentiate this approach from that of allegory. He 
notes that typology “…is limited to discovering specific 
analogies along the axis of God’s acts in redemptive 
history as revealed in Scripture” (249). He also differ-
entiates this method from that of promise-fulfillment 
by noting that promises “… are usually words spoken, 
types are historical events, persons, and institutions. 
Further, whereas promises point forward to future ful-
fillment, typology generally moves in the opposite direc-
tion, from New Testament fulfillment to the past type” 
(252). In addition, he is careful to set ground rules for 
using typology including beginning with a “literary-
historical interpretation,” searching for the type in the 
“central message” of the text, and determining the “sym-
bolic meaning of the person, institution, or event in Old 
Testament times.”40

4. “The Way of Analogy” – This method of preaching 
from the Old Testament focuses on analogies between 
how God dealt with His people in the Old Testament 
and how He deals with them in the New Testament. 

Greidanus provides the simple example of compar-
ing what God did for Israel with what God did for the 
church; or what God demanded from Israel and what 
God demands of the church.41

5. “The Way of Longitudinal Themes” - This way 
focuses on the history of revelation rather than on 
redemptive history per se. It attempts to preach about 
Biblical themes in Scripture. Greidanus notes that this 
approach is primarily related to the work of Biblical 
Theology. He provides the example of preaching from 
Deuteronomy 26:12–15, which deals with tithing, and 
instructs the exegete to follow this theme (i.e. giv-
ing, tithing) through revelation noting such things 
as Paul’s command in 2 Corinthians to be generous 
in giving.42

6. “The Way of New Testament References” – This 
method emphasizes the use of New Testament refer-
ences of Old Testament passages as the basis of making 
a link between the Old Testament and Christ. Greida-
nus cites examples such as the words of Christ on the 
cross drawn from Psalm 22 or linking Abraham’s of-
fering of Isaac to God’s giving of His only son in John 
3:16 (269–271).

7. “The Way of Contrast” – This way recognizes the 
great contrasts which occur between the Testaments and 
uses them as a method of preaching Christ from the Old 
Testament. For example the preacher can contrast Jesus’ 
sacrifice to the insufficient sacrifices of the ceremonial 
laws of the Old Testament (271–277).

In addition to offering these seven ways, Greidanus 
also provides a helpful section in his book which he 
entitled, “Steps from Old Testament Text to Christo-
centric Sermon” (Greidanus, Preaching Christ from the 

 38. Greidanus does provide brief examples of the way of redemptive-
historical progression operating in the contexts of narrative, psalms 
and wisdom literature. See Greidanus, Preaching Christ from the Old 
Testament, 237–240. 
 39. Greidanus, Preaching Christ from the Old Testament, 240–249. 
Greidanus gives examples of how to preach in this manner from the 
prophets, psalms and narratives.
 40. Greidanus, Preaching Christ from the Old Testament. 257. Gre-
idanus notes that the person, institution or event cannot be type un-
less it had a symbolic meaning in the Old Testament. He relies on 
Geerhardus Vos for this insight.
 41. Greidanus, Preaching Christ from the Old Testament, 261–266. 
Again, Greidanus provides examples of how to preach this way from 
a variety of Biblical genres.
 42. Greidanus, Preaching Christ from the Old Testament, 266–268. 
The difference between this method and the strict redemptive-his-
torical approach is that the main focus need not be the development 
of redemptive themes, but rather this approach can focus on other 
themes which impact the Christian life, like the example used here 
of giving.
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Old Testament, 279-319). This section applies the seven 
ways noted above by means of helpful examples from 
actual texts of Scripture.

Clearly, Greidanus provides the most developed 
methodology regarding preaching Christ from the Old 
Testament. He is unashamedly Christ-centered in his 
approach, but he denounces employing a simplistic 
approach to arrive at a Christ-centered interpretation 
which sacrifices the dignity and integrity of the Old Tes-
tament. He is not simply advocating reading Christ into 
every passage of the Old Testament, rather Greidanus 
calls the preacher to treat the Old Testament text on its 
own merits and than link the text to Christ through one 
of the seven ways which he has outlined.

Edmund Clowney

Edmund Clowney (1917–2005) was a professor of prac-
tical theology, and eventually became president, of 
Westminster Theological Seminary in Philadelphia. He 
later also taught occasionally at Westminster Theologi-
cal Seminary in California. In 1961, Clowney published 
a book in which he weighed in on the preaching debate. 
The book was entitled Preaching and Biblical Theology.43 

The overarching principle of Clowney’s approach as 
expressed in this book is to preach Christ. He wrote, 
“Most important of all, biblical theology serves to cen-
ter preaching on its essential message: Jesus Christ” 
(Clowney, 74). Clowney relied heavily upon the work of 
Vos to establish and defend his approach to preaching. 
It is important to note that in his book Clowney does 
not always employ the terminology “redemptive-histor-
ical,” but rather often prefers to use the term “biblical-
theological.”44 However, the two terms are basically 
synonymous in Clowney’s thought. 

Clowney considered the biblical-theological ap-
proach as the means to resolve many of the difficulties 
which preachers face when attempting to preach Christ 
from the Old Testament (74). He echoed two classic 
themes of the redemptive-historical approach, the unity 
of Scripture and the progressive nature of revelation:

The unifying structure of Scripture is the structure of 
redemptive history. The Bible does not have the form 
of a textbook, and the witness to Christ unfolds with 

the progressive epochs of revelation which in turn are 
grounded in the successive periods of redemption. Bib-
lical theology recognizes both the unity and the epochal 
structure of redemptive history (Clowney, 74–75).

He believed that this redemptive-historical perspec-
tive, which he labeled as the “theological horizon,” is 
essential to Christ-centered preaching (75).

Clowney believed that a neglect of the theological 
horizon inevitably leads to a series of errors in preach-
ing. First, Clowney argued that a rejection of theologi-
cal horizon results in a type of preaching that is simply 
“moralizing” and “misses the progress of redemptive 
history and fails to see Christ in the midst” (75). As an 
example of this danger, Clowney cited the example of 
preaching about Abraham’s attempted sacrifice of Isaac 
as simply a test of Abraham’s faith.(75). Second, Clowney 
contended that a rejection of the theological horizon 
may also result in allegorism and he cited the example 
of allegorizing the red cord of Rahab as a type of the 
blood of Christ (75). A third error cited by Clowney is 
taking a static, isolated and atomistic view of the Old 
Testament. He described this as follows:

If, on the other hand, we develop the most thorough 
knowledge of the period without relating its concep-
tions to the whole structure of redemptive history, we 
may risk the mistake of the history of religions school, 
failing to recognize, in the organic development of the 
whole, the hand of God in redemption and his voice in 
revelation (Clowney, 75).

According to Clowney, the exegete can avoid these 
errors by always keeping the theological horizon before 
him when preaching from the Old Testament.

In addition to recognizing the importance of the 
theological horizon, Clowney also insisted that preach-
ing from the Old Testament must be Christocentric 
and connected to New Testament realities, “The Chris-
tian proclamation of an Old Testament text is not the 
preaching of an Old Testament sermon” (75). Clowney 
advocated the use of the promise-fulfillment approach 
to preach Christ from the Old Testament noting that, 
“Since it is the Son of God who fulfills these promises, 
the redemptive epiphanies of God are particular revela-
tions of Christ” (77).

Up to this point, Clowney’s approach adds little new 
material to the redemptive-historical approach. How-
ever, Clowney’s discussion of preaching becomes more 
intriguing when he deals with the tension between the 
redemptive-historical approach and the exemplary 

 43. Edmund P. Clowney, Preaching and Biblical Theology (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1961).
 44. These two terms are often used interchangeably and Clowney’s 
definition of biblical theology is nearly identical to the redemptive-
historical hermeneutic. Clowney may favor biblical theology as a 
term because of his respect for Geerhardus Vos.
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approach. The interesting twist in Clowney’s thought 
is his attempt to downplay this tension, even to the 
point of denying its existence.45 For example, he states, 
“It has been assumed by some that a choice must be 
made between ethical preaching and that which is re-
demptive-historical. The New Testament, however, not 
only sanctions both but does not set them in opposi-
tion” (78). As evidence for his position Clowney cites 
the use of Job and Elijah as examples in the Epistle of 
James and 1 Corinthians 10:11 which make a general 
statement regarding the role of Old Testament examples 
(Clowney, 78).

In Clowney’s view the two approaches, redemptive-
historical and ethical (or exemplary), must be utilized 
together because the “redemptive-historical approach 
necessarily yields ethical application, which is an essen-
tial part of preaching the Word” (80). He recognized 
that obtaining the proper balance and relationship be-
tween these two approaches is difficult and that ex-
egetes often overemphasize one to the neglect of the 
other. However, he considered his biblical-theological 
approach, emphasizing the unfolding of the covenant 
of grace in redemptive history, as the means by which 
to resolve this dilemma (Clowney, 81–82).

Clowney provided several examples of striking a 
proper balance between redemptive-historical and ex-
emplary preaching included among these is the con-
flict between David and Goliath (82–86). He saw the 
redemptive-historical significance of this particular con-
flict in its demonstration of the theocratic king’s utter 
devotion to see the name of God exalted. According to 
Clowney, David’s devotion in this conflict points us to 
Christ, the great son of David, who as King exalts His 
Father who sent Him to perform the work of redemp-
tion. The preacher must seize upon this to preach Christ 
from this Old Testament account, but Clowney did not 
stop with this insight. He demanded that the exegete 
proceed to develop the ethical component by connect-
ing all believers to David through emphasis on their role 
as a kingdom of priests who have the duty, like David, to 
exalt the name of God in this world (Clowney, 82–84). 
Clearly, Clowney’s defense of ethical application is a far 
cry from the moralizing extremes of the exemplary ap-
proach. For instance, according to the extremes of the 
exemplary approach, the message would be reduced to 
something like “be like David and slay the giants of sin 
in your own life.”

Clowney, like other advocates the redemptive-histor-
ical approach, emphasized the unity of Scripture, the 
unfolding nature of the redemptive plan and the cen-
trality of preaching Christ. However, he also argued that 

ethical application may be made without eviscerating 
the redemptive-historical message of the text.

Graeme Goldsworthy

The final advocate of the redemptive-historical ap-
proach that we will examine is Graeme Goldsworthy 
who is a lecturer in Old Testament, biblical theology and 
hermeneutics at Moore Theological College in Sydney, 
Australia. He recently authored a book related to this 
inquiry entitled, Preaching the Whole Bible as Christian 
Scripture.46 In the preface to his work, Goldsworthy re-
veals his purpose, “The aim of this book is to provide 
a handbook for preachers that will help them apply a 
consistently Christ-centered approach to their sermons” 
(Goldsworthy, IX).

Goldsworthy, like the other scholars reviewed in this 
article, recognizes the difficulty inherent in preaching 
Christ from the Old Testament. He states, “It is plainly 
easier as a Christian to preach from the New Testament 
than from the Old” (Goldsworthy, XII). Goldsworthy 
laments the fact that the difficulty inherent in preach-
ing Christ from the Old Testament leads many to use 
simplistic and predictable ways of attaching a Christo-
centric meaning to the text. To support this claim he 
cites anecdotal evidence from his teaching experience 
noting that students often recount to him how they 
often say to themselves in the middle of an Old Testa-
ment sermon, “Ho hum! now here comes the Jesus bit” 
(Goldsworthy, XI). Goldsworthy places the blame for 
these problems on the academy. In his view, the theo-
logical academy aggravated the problem of preaching 
Christ from the Old Testament because the theological 
institutions in which they operate have strictly separated 
the departments which deal with the two Testaments 
(Goldsworthy, XIII). He believes that this division leads 
students to study the Old Testament in “total isolation” 
from the New Testament and, therefore, provides them 
with little help on “how this significant body of litera-
ture should function as Christian Scripture” (XIII). In 
the remainder of his book, Goldsworthy endeavors to 
remedy this problem. 

Goldsworthy begins by laying a foundation of what 
he considers to be the most important principles in 
preaching. These include understanding the unity and 
selectivity of redemptive history, the progressive nature 

 45. It is in this section of his work that Clowney begins to use the 
term redemptive-historical and demonstrates his awareness of the 
debate which arose in the Netherlands.
 46. Graeme Goldsworthy, Preaching the Whole Bible as Christian 
Scripture (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000).
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of divine revelation, the tension between the Testa-
ments, and the role of epochs in revelation. Each of 
these principles warrants further explanation.

First, Goldsworthy argues that the Bible is unified 
and this unity rests in the fact that the Bible reveals the 
unfolding saving work of Jesus Christ (Goldsworthy, 
60). However, Goldsworthy admits that “The matter 
of the nature of the unity of the Bible is quite a com-
plex one” (67). It is complex because while the Bible 
is unified, it is also selective. Goldsworthy considers 
biblical theology as the tool to properly understand 
the relationship between the unity and selectivity of 
Scripture. According to Goldsworthy, biblical theology 
directs the interpreter of the Old Testament through the 
selectivity of biblical history by connecting the selec-
tivity directly to the revelation of the redemptive plan. 
He explains, “Thus we follow Seth, not Cain; Shem, 
not Ham; Abraham, not Lot; Israel, not Edom; David, 
not Saul; Judah, not Samaria; Jersualem, not Bablyon” 
(69). Goldsworthy is noting the fact that the Bible is 
concerned especially with redemptive history and the 
preacher must be attuned to this selectivity to preach 
the Old Testament accurately.

Second, Goldsworthy insists that the history of the 
Bible must be understood progressively. According 
to Goldsworthy, the exegete must keep in mind that 
the history of the Bible is moving forward to the con-
summation, “From one point of view the revelation 
is not complete until the great consummation, the 
final stage when the people of God see God face to 
face and are revealed with Christ in glory” (73). He 
demands that preaching from the Old Testament re-
flect the progressive nature of revelation, particularly 
its culmination in the New Testament in the work of 
Christ. He states, “Preaching from the Old Testament 
demands of us some appreciation of how the text re-
lates to Christian existence” and further that “The bot-
tom line in all this is that all texts somehow testify to 
Jesus” (Goldsworthy, 73, 76).

Third, while Goldsworthy espouses the unity of 
Scripture he also contends that Scripture is not uniform. 
Goldsworthy locates this lack of uniformity primarily 

in the tension between the Testaments which he ex-
presses by citing a number of “polarities” between the 
Testaments (73). Goldsworthy articulates the following 
polarities: “salvation history and eschatological consum-
mation, type and anti-type, promise and fulfillment, law 
and gospel, and Israel and the church” (73). It is crucial 
to recognize that Goldsworthy’s goal is not to create a 
dichotomy between the Testaments, but rather his in-
tent is to make the exegete sensitive to the presence of 
these polarities so that he may use them as a means of 
understanding the complexity of the unity of the Bible. 
He summarizes his thoughts on this topic by noting 
that revelation has “essential unity” with “underlying…
diversity” (74). 

Finally, Goldsworthy cautions against viewing reve-
lation as unfolding in a consistent, gradual and predict-
able manner. He contends that progressive revelation 
unfolds through “discernible stages or epochs”, but he 
argues that this progression is not gradual and even, 
but rather abrupt and uneven (74). He argues that 
the preacher must comprehend these epochs and the 
transitions between them. He further contends that 
the preacher must treat these epochs seriously and he 
suggests that the preacher must examine the “histori-
cal details, the characters, or the institutions that fig-
ure in the text…in the epoch to which they belong” 
(Goldsworthy, 114). Accordingly, Goldsworthy advo-
cates taking the Old Testament seriously by means 
of a grammatico-historical approach focused on the 
original context.47

After explaining these basic principles, Goldsworthy 
moves to the next step by presenting three major meth-
ods of preaching Christ from the Old Testament includ-
ing: Promise-Fulfillment, Type-Antitype (typology) and 
Salvation History-Eschatological Goal (76–80). The first 
two methods are very similar to Greidanus’ methods 
(“ways” no. 2 and no. 3 respectively) and do not war-
rant further comment, but the third approach, although 
present in the thought of Greidanus and others, is more 
deeply developed by Goldsworthy, and therefore, is 
worth examining in more detail. 

Goldsworthy’s method of Salvation History-Escha-
tological Goal, is his effort to convince the exegete that 
preaching from the Old Testament must begin with 
eschatology rather than ending with it.48 He considers 
it essential to understand that salvation history flows 
out of eschatology, as he puts it, “Salvation history is 
the process of eschatology being worked out in the his-
tory of our world” (Goldsworthy, 79). Goldsworthy 
maintains that the Gospel is central to the fulfillment 
of biblical eschatology and therefore it is present in the 

 47. Goldsworthy advocates understanding an Old Testament pas-
sage first in light of how it would have been understood by the origi-
nal audience. However, he adamantly commands that our preaching 
cannot remain there. He states, “I maintain that no Christian preacher 
ever lets the Old Testament speak purely in and of itself.” He demands 
that we proceed to a Christian interpretation, but simply does not 
want us to do so in a careless manner. See Goldsworthy, 125–127, un-
der the title, “Letting the Old Testament Speak.”
 48. Goldsworthy, 79. Geerhardus Vos is credited with recognizing 
the priority of eschatology in revelation. 
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entire unfolding of salvation history. He refers to the 
Gospel as the “hermeneutical key” to all of Scripture 
(81–96). This eschatological perspective, with its Gos-
pel focus, inevitably drives the exegete toward Christ-
centered preaching. 

For Goldsworthy, Christ is the central message of the 
Old and New Testaments. As evidence of this, he poses 
the following question to his readers, “Can I preach a 
Christian sermon without mentioning Jesus?” and he 
answers it as follows, “Why would you even want to 
try to preach a Christian sermon without mentioning 
Jesus? Is there anywhere else we can look in order to 
see God? To see true humanity? To see the meaning of 
anything in creation?” (115). He makes this even more 
emphatic by stating, “The key question of interpretation 
is, ‘How does this text testify to Christ?’” (Goldswor-
thy, 122). Goldsworthy demands that preaching from 
the Old Testament must be the proclamation of Christ 
and His Gospel.

Summary and Recapitulation

Having reviewed the writings of several prominent ad-
vocates of the redemptive-historical approach, a syn-
thesis of their contributions may now be articulated. 
While all of the advocates share similar core themes, 
they each also make idiosyncratic contributions which 
make the whole of their combined work more valuable 
than each individual component part. The following is 
a brief summary of the main principles gleaned from 
these various sources:

1. All of Scripture is Christ-Centered: Christ, and 
His work, is the story of revelation and the preacher 
must orient himself by the person and work of Christ.

2. God is the primary actor in the Bible: Preaching 
must be focused on God and His actions toward His 
people and not on the actions of the people themselves.

3. Redemptive history is progressive: The history of 
the Bible is not static, but rather progresses toward the 
fulfillment of God’s plan.

4. Redemptive history is unified: The Bible repre-
sents one story of salvation.

5. Redemptive history is selective: The Bible focuses 
in on the redemptive story leading to the work of Christ. 
It deals with the fulfillment of God’s promises through 
the lives of God’s people. The Bible is concerned pri-
marily with covenant history.

6. Redemptive history is revealed through vari-
ous epochs: The progressive unfolding of God’s plan 
in the Scriptures occurs through epochs (Creation, 
Fall, Patriarchs, Israel as Nation, Israel as Kingdom, 

Captivity, Restoration, New Covenant, Consummation, 
etc.) which, while related and unified, also represent 
important shifts in God’s relationship with His people. 
The most drastic shift that occurred in redemptive his-
tory is the transition to the New Covenant. 

7. Redemptive history is eschatological: Redemptive 
history represents the fulfillment of God’s plan and thus 
is directed by eschatology. The preacher must under-
stand that eschatology precedes redemption because it 
was present as a goal set before Adam in the covenant 
of works.

Assessment of the Redemptive-Historical 
Approach

It is the author’s opinion that the redemptive-historical 
approach to preaching from the Old Testament is the 
best approach available. It alone adequately addresses 
the challenge of preaching from the Old Testament. It is 
built upon the foundation of the grammatico-historical 
method and demands a serious treatment of the Old 
Testament text. It also inexorably forces the exegete to 
preach Christ and the realities of redemption.

This doesn’t mean, however, that the approach is 
without its flaws, particularly as it is often applied in the 
modern pulpit. Unfortunately, many of the benefits of 
the redemptive-historical approach have been obscured 
by the behavior of some of its more recent and ardent 
defenders who have morphed the approach into a theo-
logical movement. Once the approach became a move-
ment it attracted hardcore followers, particularly among 
the ranks of young seminarians, who have gravitated to 
extremes and often done a disservice to the approach.

The manifestation of this movement dynamic among 
some advocates of the redemptive-historical approach 
has led Reformed theologians like John Carrick, John 
Frame and Jay Adams to criticize the movement even 
though they value aspects of the method. For example, 
John Carrick, in his book, The Imperative of Preaching, 
launched numerous salvos at the redemptive-historical 
approach, mostly aimed at the extremes of those en-
amored with it as a movement. In his book, Carrick 
contends that the redemptive-historical approach, as 
applied by many of its modern advocates, often fails to 
be faithful to the Reformed tradition of explicatio et ap-
plicatio verbi Dei, inappropriately promotes an effective 
hermeneutical tool to the governing force of the entire 
homiletical process, leads to an obsession with particu-
lar terms, results in an unhealthy level of homage for 
Geerhardus Vos (Carrick uses the term “hyper-Vosian”), 
underemphasizes the ordo salutis and unfairly ignores 
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numerous biblical texts which support an exemplary 
use of the Old Testament (e.g. 1 Corinthians 10:6, James 
5:10–11, 17, Luke 17:32 and Hebrews 11).49 

John Frame shares many of Carrick’s concerns and 
expresses them in his article entitled, “Ethics, Preach-
ing and Biblical Theology.”50 Like Carrick, Frame sees 
great benefit in the contributions of biblical theology 
and the redemptive-historical approach, but, also like 
Carrick, he believes that some have taken the approach 
to an unhelpful extreme. Frame lists eight points of con-
cern in his article regarding the redemptive-historical 
approach many of which focus on young seminarians 
and pastors becoming enamored with a method which 
ultimately, in Frame’s view, leads them into “jargon-
laden” and poorly constructed sermons.

Finally, Jay Adams also joined his voice to the chorus 
of those raising concerns about the redemptive-histor-
ical approach to preaching. Adams has written prolifi-
cally on the topic of preaching and is adamant about the 
necessity of application in preaching, something he finds 
wanting in many practitioners of the redemptive-histor-
ical approach. Adams has even criticized the published 
sermons of Geerhardus Vos for their lack of application, 

“Although these sermons are beautifully written and full 
of instructive matter, there is no application in them.”51 
Adams also criticizes redemptive-historical preaching 
because, in his opinion, it too often sounds more like a 
lecture than a sermon and because it overemphasizes 
the “forest” of the full scope of redemption while giving 
only a cursory treatment to the actual “trees” of a par-
ticular text.52 Adams even goes so far as to suggest that 
there is a link between redemptive-historical preaching 
and neo-orthodoxy.53

While I ultimately embrace the redemptive-historical 
approach to preaching all of Scripture, I must admit that 
I find merit in some of the criticisms of Carrick, Frame 
and Adams.54 I’ve personally witnessed the inappro-
priate use of the redemptive-historical approach and I 
confess that some of my early preaching was illustra-
tive of such criticisms. In addition, my study of histori-
cal theology makes me mindful of the fact that when 
such matters become the subject of movements there 
is risk for unnecessary distraction, division and debate 
in the church. Finally, I must also admit that I some-
times wrestle with whether the original opponents of 
the redemptive-historical approach in the Netherlands 
had some wisdom when they suggested an exemplary-
redemptive-historical synthesis. I recently came across 
the term “redemptive-ethical” which was employed by 
an author as a complement to the term “redemptive-
historical.”55 This term seems helpful to me as a means 
of acknowledging that the indicatives of God’s mighty 
acts in redemptive history consistently lead to concrete 
ethical imperatives in our lives. I think advocates of the 
redemptive-historical approach would be well served 
by greater exploration of the proper role of imperatives 
and ethics in redemptive history.

In conclusion, while I readily acknowledge the merit 
of some of the criticisms of the redemptive-historical 
approach, I remain steadfast in my conviction that the 
redemptive-historical approach, when it is properly 
understood and applied, liberates the preacher from 
the bondage of both moralism and allegoricalism. Even 
more significantly, the redemptive-historical approach 
allows the people of God to see Jesus from a portion 
of Scripture that they are inclined to misunderstand, 
dismiss as irrelevant, or neglect entirely. By means of 
the redemptive-historical approach the pilgrims in the 
pew experience the joy of traveling the Emmaus road 
and having their hearts burn with the glories of Christ 
as he is revealed to them from the Law of Moses and 
the Prophets and the Psalms. ■

 49. John Carrick, The Imperative of Preaching: A Theology of Sacred 
Rhetoric (Carlisle, Pa.: Banner of Truth, 2002). I find John Carrick’s 
critique of redemptive-historical preaching to the most helpful. I 
also benefited greatly from his book on preaching and highly rec-
ommend it. 
 50. John M. Frame, “Ethics, Preaching and Biblical Theology” avail-
able at www.thirdmill.org and www.frame-poythress.org.
 51. Jay Adams, Truth Applied (London: Wakeman Trust, 1990) 
20. John Carrick has made similar remarks regarding the preaching 
of Vos, criticizing it for its perceived overemphasis on the indica-
tive mood (see John Carrick, “Redemptive-Historical Preaching: An 
Assessment.” Katekomen: A Publication of Greenville Presbyterian 
Seminary vol. 13, no. 1, Summer 2001, 11–12).
 52. Jay Adams, “The Proper Use of Biblical Theology in Preach-
ing,” The Journal of Pastoral Practice, vol. 9, no. 1, 47. Adams likens 
redemptive-historical preaching to a “one-week tour of Europe” where 
“very little time can be spent at any one location.”
 53. See Adams, Truth Applied, 20 and Adams, “The Proper Use of 
Biblical Theology in Preaching,” 47–49. Adams particularly refers to 
a link between redemptive-historical preaching and the theology of 
Karl Barth.
 54. I’m most persuaded by some of the careful criticisms of Car-
rick. I find Frame and Adams’ critiques to be more like “straw man” 
arguments. It is very easy to attack the extreme examples, excesses 
and the sermons of seminarians!
 55. For instance, Mark Boda employs the term “redemptive-ethical” 
as a complementary concept to “redemptive-historical” in his book 
on King David. See Mark Boda, After God’s Own Heart: The Gospel 
According to David (Phillipsburg, N.J.: P & R Publishing, 2007), 4. 
Boda’s book on David is part of P & R Publishing’s The Gospel Accord-
ing to the Old Testament series which represents an effort to champion 
a redemptive-historical approach to lives of Old Testament saints.


