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Redemptive-Historical Interpretation

How should we interpret the Old Testament?  The answer to this question remains a topic of intense 

discussion up to the present day and many rival methods of interpretation have been developed to 

address this vital issue.  However, this paper is not primarily concerned with the discussion between 

different methods of interpretation, rather, this paper seeks to define, explain, and assess only one of 

these methods.  While many views have been proposed throughout the centuries it is the growing 

conviction of a growing number of scholars and pastors that the answer to the age-old question, how 

should we interpret the Old Testament, is simple: we are to interpret every passage in both the Old and 

the New Testaments with Christ at the center.  Understanding precisely what that means and where it 

comes from will provide the meat of this paper, but for now let us simply begin by defining this 

approach.   

The first challenge is in deciding what to call this method.  Many names have been used by both 

proponents and opponents of this view including terms like “biblical theology” “Christo-centric 

preaching” and “the redemptive-historical method.”  Each of these terms have their own strengths and 

weaknesses and several of them will be used in this paper, but we will primarily use the term 

redemptive-historical in this work as it best describes the purpose and function of this method.  The 

redemptive-historical method of interpretation is the best approach to interpreting the Old Testament, 

and it rests on a strong exegetical, theological, and historical basis.  But before we examine its 

foundations we must answer a more basic question: what is redemptive-historical interpretation?  

Geerhardus Vos defines it as, “the exhibition of the organic progress of supernatural revelation in its 

historic continuity and multiformity” (Vos 15).  Put another way, redemptive-historical interpretation 

approaches Scripture with the understanding that the Bible is the divinely inspired account of God's 

progressively unfolding plan of redemption which centers on the person and the work of Jesus Christ.  
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Put more simply, redemptive-historical interpretation argues that every passage is ultimately concerned 

with some aspect of the person or work of Christ.  While the various genres and authors approach it in 

different ways Christ is always central to understanding any given passage of Scripture.  As Vos argues 

concerning the Biblical writings, “The usual order is: first word, then the fact, then again the 

interpretative word.  The Old Testament brings the predictive preparatory word, the Gospels record the 

redemptive-revelatory fact, the Epistles supply the subsequent, final interpretation” (Vos 7).  As Vos 

makes clear throughout his writings, Christ is the “word” that was first promised in the Old Testament 

and then revealed and manifested in the New Testament.  This explanation will hopefully become even 

more clear as we turn now to examine first the exegetical basis, then the theological basis, and finally 

the historical basis of the redemptive-historical method of interpretation.

When establishing the exegetical basis for the redemptive-historical method it is instructive to 

understand how the New Testament interprets and applies the Old Testament.  Christ himself makes it 

clear that the purpose of the Old Testament was to point forward to his coming when he said in Luke 

24, 

“Then he said to them, “These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you, that 

everything written about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be 

fulfilled.”  Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures, and said to them, “Thus 

it is written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead, and that 

repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning 

from Jerusalem”” (Luke 24:44-47).  

The context here is Christ's post-resurrection appearance to his disciples on the Emmaus road.  The 

disciples are downcast because they have not yet understood the glorious message of the Old Testament

Scriptures.  However, Christ lovingly directs their attention to the truths of the Old Testament (referred 
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to here in the Jewish manner as the Law, Prophets, and Psalms) to make sense of his own life, death, 

and resurrection.  William Hendriksen in commenting on this passage says that, “There is one, central 

theme which, like a golden thread, runs through all the stories of the Old Testament.  That theme is The

Coming Christ” indeed this is, “the theme which makes of the many Old Testament stories one, 

glorious story” (Hendriksen 83).  Paul also uses the whole of the Old Testament to testify to the person 

and work of Christ when he preached in Rome.  As the book of Acts records, “From morning till 

evening he expounded to them, testifying to the kingdom of God and trying to convince them about 

Jesus both from the Law of Moses and from the Prophets” (Acts 28:23).  Both Christ and the apostles 

could preach in this way because, as Lane Tipton puts it, “The Old Testament in its entirety is saturated 

with the central concern that the Messiah will suffer unto death and rise again in glory” (Tipton 192).  

Throughout the text of the New Testament (c.f. Luke 24:27, 32; John 5:39, 46; Acts 3:18, 24; 7:52; 

10:43; 13:29; 26:22, 23; and 1 Peter 1:10) it is clear that Christ and the apostles understood the Old 

Testament scriptures as speaking of the person and work of Christ.  

This brief survey of the exegetical basis for the redemptive-historical method leads us naturally towards

its theological basis.  At the heart of our theological concerns lies the belief in the unity of the 

Scriptures.  The first point to note in this regard is that the New Testament writers constantly connect 

their message to the Old Testament Scriptures.  Far from erecting a rival message, the various authors 

of the New Testament see their writings as part of the message once for all delivered to the saints.  The 

Scriptures are unified, and therefore, the Old Testament points forward to the New while the New looks

back to the Old.  The great theologian John Calvin develops this theme in speaking about the purpose 

of the Old Testament Law when he says, “the Law was not superadded about four hundred years after 

the death of Abraham in order that it might lead the chosen people away from Christ, but, on the 

contrary, to keep them in suspense until his advent; to inflame their desire, and confirm their 
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expectation, that they might not become dispirited by the long delay” (Calvin 218).  As Calvin notes, 

the Old Testament points forward in anticipation of Christ's coming.  Louis Berkhof sums up this point 

as well as anyone when he says that, “The Old Testament contains the promise; the New Testament, the

fulfillment.  The former points forward to the coming of Christ, and leads up to him; the latter takes in 

him its starting-point, and looks back upon his completed sacrifice as the atonement for the sin of the 

world. The Old Testament is the bud, the New Testament, the flower; or, as Augustine expressed it: 

“The New Testament lies hid in the Old, the Old lies open in the New”” (Berkhof 55).

Alongside the unity of the Scriptures we must also note the importance of the progressively unfolding 

nature of redemption.  Dr. Kenneth Talbot notes the connection between these two ideas when he says, 

“The Bible possesses an organic unity much like a tree in its unfolding.  It has a central theme and yet 

diversities of subjects that interrelate to that theme.  The contents themselves speak of a continuing 

theme in Christ” (Talbot).  As Talbot points out, the unity of the Scriptures is an organic unity.  The real

diversity present in the Biblical text does not overwhelm the fundamental unity of its purpose.  As 

Berkhof says, “The Bible was not made, but grew, and the composition of its several books marks the 

stages of its progressive development” (Berkhof 53).  God deals with His people in various ways and 

progressively reveals more of His character as the plan of redemption unfolds.  He begins with the seed

of the woman which expands to a family, which grows to a nation, which grows into the kingdom of 

God.  In all of this the Scriptures, “show us the bud of the divine promise gradually opening into a 

beautiful flower.  The coming Christ casts his shadows before him, and finally appears in person” 

(Berkhof 54).

Perhaps the primary way in which God deals with His people (and in which the promise of Christ as 

the redeemer is seen) is in the various covenants of the Bible.  After Adam and Eve violated the first 
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covenant which God had made with them in the garden, God established a second covenant of grace to 

redeem His people from sin.  As the Westminster Confession of Faith says, 

“This covenant was differently administered in the time of the law, and in the time of the 

gospel: under the law, it was administered by promises, prophecies, sacrifices, circumcision, the

paschal lamb, and other types and ordinances delivered to the people of the Jews, all 

foresignifying Christ to come; which were, for that time, sufficient and efficacious, through the 

operation of the Spirit, to instruct and build up the elect in faith in the promised Messiah, by 

whom they had full remission of sins, and eternal salvation; and is called the old testament” 

(Westminster Divines).  

As the Confession here notes, God's covenant of grace (which was variously expressed in God's 

dealings with Noah, Moses, David, and finally in the New Covenant) points to Christ.  

These three things: the unity of the Scriptures, the progressive nature of revelation, and the framework 

of covenant theology all point to, and provide the theological basis for, the redemptive-historical 

method of interpretation.  Yet it is important to briefly note at this point the relationship of biblical 

theology to what has been called the “Grammatico-Historical” method of interpretation.  Some among 

both the proponents and opponents of redemptive-historical interpretation have spoken as though 

biblical theology was opposed to the grammatical-historical method.  It is argued that while the 

grammatical-historical method approaches the text by asking about the historical, linguistic, and 

exegetical context of a passage the redemptive-historical approach comes to the text only looking for 

Christ (a sort of hermeneutical “Where's Waldo”).  However, as Lane Tipton notes, “redemptive history

qualifies the grammatical-historical interpretation of the Old Testament” (Tipton 205).  The two do not 

stand in opposition to each other, but are complementary.  The redemptive-historical method takes as 

its starting point the foundation of the grammatical-historical method of interpretation.  The one flows 
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naturally from the other.

This issue raises a broader question: is redemptive-historical interpretation new?  Does it have its roots 

in anti-Christian, liberal, post-enlightenment philosophy?  Did biblical theology only really emerge in 

the 20th century, and if so, how can this be claimed as a reliable “reformed” approach?  J.V. Fesko takes

up some of these questions in his excellent essay “On the Antiquity of Biblical Theology.”  Fesko 

presents his thesis by saying that, “It is the contention of this essay that biblical theology is not at all a 

novelty, but a discipline of great antiquity” (Fesko 444).  There is not time to rehearse Fesko's essay in 

its entirety, but it is sufficient to note that he identifies men such as Irenaeus in the Patristic era and 

Thomas Aquinas in the Medieval era, as examples of early biblical theologians (Fesko 459-463).  

While they would not always phrase it the same way as later theologians (and while some of their 

exegesis was mixed with less desirable hermeneutical approaches such as allegorism) they still express 

and use concepts such as the unity and diversity of the Bible, the structures of covenant thinking, and 

the insights of typology in their exegesis.  

It is in the time of the Reformation though in which biblical theology begins to be refined and adopted 

as a system, particularly in opposition to the tendency towards allegory which had predominated so 

much prior exegesis.  Fesko lists Calvin, Cocceius, Witsius, Owens, Edwards, and Fairbairn as 

examples of reformation and post-reformation proponents of biblical theology and an early form of the 

redemptive-historical method (Fesko 464-473).  These testimonies from individual theologians are 

bolstered by the testimony of many of the reformed confessions (such as the quotations from the 

Westminster Standards mentioned earlier).  The legacy left by these men was then developed, refined, 

and expanded by 19th and 20th century theologians such as Geerhardus Vos.  Fesko concludes his paper 

this way, 
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“To one degree or another, and admittedly it has waxed and waned through the centuries, the 

church has always sought to explain the unified and organic Scriptures as the inspired 

progressive revelation of God in Christ which has come to man through God's covenants. [...] 

Therefore, Vos did not rescue biblical theology from the liberals but rather simply continued 

sharpening the post-apostolic biblical-theological interpretation of the Scriptures” (Fesko 

473-474).       

In summary, the redemptive-historical method of interpretation is the best approach to interpreting the 

Old Testament, and it rests on a strong exegetical, theological, and historical basis.  Anthony Selvaggio 

does a wonderful job us summarizing some of the strengths of this approach when he says, 

“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” (Selvaggio 184)   

While this approach (like all others) has its own weaknesses and temptations, it is clear when we 

examine the threefold testimony of Scripture, theology, and history, that the redemptive-historical 

method is the best, and most biblical, method of interpreting the Old Testament.  For it echoes the 

words of Christ when he rebuked the Pharisees by saying, “You search the Scriptures because you think

that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that bear witness about me” (John 5:39).  May we all, 

like the books of the Old Testament, bear witness about Christ.
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