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ABSTRACT: The “Christ-Centered” movement in homiletics has brought 
many good arguments in present scholarship. Emphases on preaching Christ 
in all of Scripture and preaching the elements of God’s grace and redemption 
in the sermon event have been beneficial. Understandably, many do not want 
to preach empty moralism that has no connection to Christ and His Church. 
However, with this shift, as in so many movements, the pendulum may have 
swung too far. A common error in this approach is a de-emphasis on the 
ethical demands of the individual pericope for a focus on redemption. While 
the Old Testament’s commands for Israel are built upon God’s salvation 
narrative of the Exodus, the Church’s imperatives are founded upon the 
narrative of Christ’s shed blood and resurrection on her behalf. Each 
Sabbath the covenant was continually renewed when God’s redemption was 
rehearsed and Israel’s ethical responsibility in light of that redemption was 
expounded from the text. It was a reminder of who they were and what it 
meant to live as God’s people. Israel’s covenant renewal rehearsed God’s 
redemptive and their responsibility as God’s people. Likewise, Christ’ people 
remember His death and resurrection each week and are to remember their 
responsibility as a people to obey their Lord’s commands. Taking the cue 
from the Decalogue preface, this paper will argue that Christ-Centered Old 
Testament preaching and teaching should both rehearse the Gospel narrative 
and address the ethical implications that the particular text demands of its 
hearers, i.e. Covenant Renewal.

INTRODUCTION

Maybe you have heard a statement like this in many evangelical sermons: 
“This text demonstrates the redemptive character of God and that is 
ultimately seen in Christ’s redemption of us on the cross.” Yes! Praise God! 
Maybe these sermons are followed by vague exhortations to “believe”, 
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“trust”, be a verbal “witness”. These are great things, but probably none of 
these are the author of the text’s intended call to respond. What does this text 
say about my responsibility as one of Christ’s disciples? If God has redeemed 
His Church in Christ He has also called her to obedience to Him. Christ does 
say that all of the Law and the Prophets are fulfilled in Him. He also says 
that if you call Him Lord you are to do what He says. All of Scripture is His 
word. Christ is the author and interpreter of His word. God has redeemed 
His people in Christ that they may represent Christ here on this earth.

In Deuteronomy 5 the Lord prefaces the Decalogue with his 
redemptive narrative. He has redeemed them from their bondage. However, 
He does not stop there. He goes on to establish what Israel’s responsibility 
would be as His redeemed community. The order goes like this: redemptive 
narrative, then ethical demands. The Church has a new narrative of identity, 
but she follows the same model. Christ died, was buried, rose again, ascended 
to the Father, and will come again for a bride that was created to image 
Him. Christ’s covenant is inaugurated by his death and resurrection and 
then realized when His Church aligns itself with His will in Christ.1 Christ-
followers can rejoice in Christ’s redemption, but they are also to remember 
their responsibility in obeying His commandments as their Lord. 

The “Christ-Centered” movement in homiletics has brought many 
good arguments in present scholarship. Emphases on preaching Christ in 
all of Scripture and preaching the elements of God’s grace and redemption 
in the sermon event have been beneficial. Understandably, many do not 
want to preach empty moralism that has no connection to Christ and His 
Church. However, with this shift, as in so many movements, the pendulum 
may have swung too far. Common errors in this approach are both a de-
emphasis on the ethical demands of the individual pericope for a focus on 
redemption.2 Can there be another way? Is there a way that presents Christ 
as the redeemer and the Lord that demands our obedience? Taking the cue 
from the Decalogue preface (Ex. 20:2; Deut. 5:6), this paper will argue that 
Christ-Centered Old Testament preaching and teaching should both rehearse 
the Gospel narrative (Christ’s redemption of His people by His death and 
resurrection)  and address the ethical implications that the particular text 
demands of its hearers, i.e. Covenant Renewal.

CONTEMPORARY CHRISTOLOGICAL HOMILETICS

This section will compare the contemporary Christocentric views of Bryan 
Chapell and Sidney Greidanus, the Christocentric redemptive-historical view 
of Graeme Goldsworthy, and the Christiconic view of Abraham Kuruvilla. 
The writer will evaluate the strengths and tendencies of each approach. 

Bryan Chapell

In his book Christ Centered Preaching, Bryan Chapell argues that each sermon 
should be redemptive by revealing the text’s Fallen Condition Focus and how 
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Christ meets that need.3 The preaching of the text should show two things: 
humanity’s failure and Christ’s answer to that failure. Because of the cross 
of Christ, believers can find help and comfort in applying the text’s message. 
In this way, the sermon edifies believers and glorifies God. Chapell’s two 
unique points are: the Fallen Condition Focus and Redemptive approach 
to preaching. If the preacher demonstrates these two points in the sermon, 
then the congregation can fully experience God’s glory. Man’s failure in a 
specific area in the text and Christ’s provision for that failure in the text are 
the thematic aims of the sermon.

Chapell’s emphasis on redemptive sermons can be a great resource 
for many texts, especially ones that do address man’s failure and Christ’s 
provision. However, in his approach, Christ is seen as the helper of the believer 
to fulfill the command, not so much the foundation for the command. He 
advocates looking for redemptive signals rather than what the text is actually 
saying. If the text does not show redemptive signals you just punt to biblical 
theology. You find it within the greater redemptive narrative.4 Finding the 
Fallen Condition Focus becomes the priority rather than the author’s intent 
in the text. 

Sidney Greidanus

Sidney Greidanus’s works Preaching Christ from the Old Testament and The 
Modern Preacher and the Ancient Text have been highly influential books since 
the late 1980’s. Greidanus’s approach seeks to capture the particular text’s 
relationship to the person of Jesus Christ. Greidanus has argued that every 
sermon should preach Christ and that the preacher should regularly preach 
from the Old Testament. His definition of Christ-Centered preaching is “to 
proclaim some facet of the person, work, or teaching of Jesus of Nazareth 
so that people may believe him, trust him, love him, and obey him.”5 His 
books have been a helpful resource for preachers learning how to preach 
Christ and the Gospel from the Old Testament. His “Christocentric” method 
has gained much popularity due to its evangelistic emphasis combined 
with the expository preaching method; both emphases are highly viewed in 
evangelical homiletics. 

Greidanus’s approaches can be valid ways of connecting a text to 
the person of Jesus Christ. However, what seems to be missing is the point 
or intention of the original author. The Ways to Christ seem to make the Old 
Testament a merely historical account that describes the coming Messiah. This 
Christocentric interpretation belittles the individual pericope’s theology and 
thrust to make preaching from the Old Testament of little use. If preaching 
the Old Testament is only about revealing Christ, then the preacher would do 
well to only preach from the New Testament. The fact is, the Old Testament 
has theology and life-situational stories that the New Testament does not 
have. 
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Graeme Goldsworthy

Graeme Goldsworthy, like Greidanus, has contributed much to evangelicals 
in hermeneutics for homiletics. His scholarly emphasis on biblical theology 
has been a needed reminder that each text fits within a grander biblical 
scheme. While Greidanus’s work focuses on connecting the particular text to 
the person of Christ, Goldsworthy’s work focuses on placing the particular 
text within salvation history. Goldsworthy wants the preacher to preach a 
text within the scope of salvation history. Goldsworthy’s approach argues 
that every sermon must preach the Gospel: the death, burial, and resurrection 
of Jesus Christ. Goldsworthy explains, 

Closely related to the fact that the gospel is the hermeneutical key is 
the recognition of the gospel as the theological center of the whole 
Bible. Biblical theology uncovers this in no uncertain way. It does this 
by showing us the specific details in the process that leads through 
the whole progressive revelation and comes to focus on Christ as the 
fulfiller.6

Therefore, the aim in each sermon is to point people to the ultimate 
fulfiller, Jesus Christ. Not only must the sermon point to Jesus, according 
to Goldsworthy, but each sermon must proclaim the Gospel no matter what 
the text is. Without the Gospel, all exhortations are “legalistic.”7 Each sermon 
should be informed by biblical theology and fit within one of the epochs in 
biblical history. In sum, the whole of Scripture determines the aim of the 
sermon.

Goldsworthy’s redemptive-historical approach is effective for 
understanding a text’s greater context within salvation history. However, if 
the main point of the sermon is connecting the text to a larger context, then it 
is simply an informative lecture. The text is saying something to the hearer, 
but the particular message tends to be marginalized for the sake of the larger 
context. If the aim of the sermon is to explain the text’s role in the grander 
theme then the explanation of the particular text is truncated in order to show 
its relation to the epoch. If preaching is simply an exposition of the Gospel 
and its implications, then there is little point of preaching the Old Testament. 
Although it is important to know how a text fits in the greater scheme of 
the Bible, the preacher cannot neglect the particular text’s exposition and 
theology. Each text serves a greater purpose than being incidental in an 
epoch. 

Abraham Kuruvilla

Abraham Kuruvilla’s approach of Christiconic homiletics is somewhat 
corrective to the previous approaches. While the Christocentric camp wants 
to set the text in light of the overall picture of Scriptures, individual pericope’s 
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thrust or aim was lost. Kuruvilla offers another approach to Christological 
preaching from the Old Testament. He writes concerning the Christiconic 
homiletic: 

The plenary world in front of the text (the synthesis of all the world 
segments projected by individual pericopes) or the integration of the 
theologies of the various pericopes of Scripture is, in effect, a composite 
image of Christ. Each pericope, then, portrays an aspect of that image, a 
facet of Christlikeness. Thus, in fulfilling the divine demand, text by text, 
a believer becomes progressively more Christlike as the divine demands 
of pericopes are sequentially met.8

The Christiconic preacher preaches the text not merely to show the person 
of Christ in the text but to show how the Christian can become more like 
Christ. Each text instructs the Christian how to live like his Savior. The 
Christiconic approach determines the pericopal theology, determines the 
divine demand in the text, and aims at congregational conformity to Christ. 
Kuruvilla’s approach forces the preacher to show the text’s relevance because 
the author of the text wrote it to all of God’s people throughout all times. 
By finding this thrust, the preacher can then draw on that theme to make 
the sermon practical to today’s Christian. The text is brought to bear on the 
contemporary Christian. 

However, this approach does not go without critique. While using 
the phrase “Covenant renewal”9 briefly to describe the preaching event, the 
explanation leaned heavily on the duty side of the covenant. Little emphasis 
was placed on the identity of the One and ones that are covenanting together.10 
A part of covenant renewal would have to suggest a reminder to the people 
of means by which they have the covenant—the gospel narrative. The next 
section will seek to treat both parts of the covenant evenly in order to present 
a clear picture of Christ-centered covenant renewal preaching.

PREACHING AS COVENANT RENEWAL

In his book Preaching Like Paul, James Thompson writes,

The fact that all of his (Paul) letters employ theological argument in 
support of exhortation provides an important model for preaching that 
is often overlooked in contemporary discussions on preaching. Christian 
preaching not only forms the communal identity of the people but also 
gives specific instructions that indicate concretely how one lives the life 
that is “worthy of the gospel.”11 

Paul’s letters indicate that narrative and ethical norms must be interwoven. 
You cannot have one or the other. Just like the Jewish tradition is sustained 
by the stories and the commandments of the Torah, the Church is sustained 
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by her narrative and ethical norms.12 Thompson goes on to write, “The 
constant feature of the letters of Paul is the movement from theology to 
the morality that grows out of the gospel.”13 With Paul being the model of 
pastoral preaching it should lead preachers to embrace the ethical demands 
of the Old Testament text while reminding contemporary Christian audience 
of its new narrative. Union with Christ carries great privileges, sufferings, 
and responsibilities. Preaching as covenant renewal does not see God and 
His people as separated entities, but as eternally joined parties.

Preaching as covenant renewal brings to light the dual responsibility 
of God and His people. God has and will keep his covenant with His people. 
The Gospel narrative is the reminder to God’s people to His work in their 
lives. The explanations of their covenantal responsibilities (applications) 
shows them what is demanded of them. This is not a means to justification—
the gospel reminder should make this clear. Their covenantal applications 
are the means by which they sanctify themselves, or grow in Christlikeness. 
It should be the heart’s desire of every Christian to walk in a way that is 
pleasing in the Father’s sight and gives neighbor a glimpse of what Christ is 
like. Covenant renewal preaching is not to be misunderstood as advocating 
faith plus works. On the contrary, it seeks to establish the faith in Christ’s 
atonement alone. However, it also takes into consideration Christ’s call 
to obedience from His followers. As believers gather together as a church 
and celebrate the Lord’s Supper they are reminded of Christ’s covenant 
in His blood. They are also reminded of their union with Christ and with 
each other. A part of that union with Christ means walking as He walked.14 
So, preaching as covenant renewal seeks to teach an Old Testament text by 
means of the new narrative. The sermon should be thoroughly text-centered 
for the edification of the Christian audience.

 How does one proclaim a text in light of Christ’s redemption without 
losing focus on the particular text’s response demands? How does one 
preach the text’s ethical demands without the reminder of the congregation’s 
position in light of Christ’s redemption? How should preachers expound 
both the privileges the Church has in Christ and the responsibilities they have 
as His people? Preachers who desire to preach expositionally want to both 
honor the particular theological thrust of the text while also grounding it in 
the Christian faith. The writer’s proposed answer to these questions is found 
in the bridge from the homiletical idea to the application. The homiletical 
idea is usually construed as the bridge from the text to the audience. After 
the homiletical main idea of the text15 is clearly communicated it should be 
followed by the reminder of the gospel narrative.  This reminder serves as 
one side of the covenant renewal. The reminder should then be followed by 
the various applications of the homiletical idea. The applications serve as 
the other side of the covenant renewal. The covenantal narrative is not an 
interpretation of the text but serves as the foundation for the application. 
The gospel serves as the preface to the command just as the Deuteronomy 5 
model of the Exodus narrative precedes Israel’s commands. 
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There is certainly continuity in the covenant, although they are not 
identical. Christopher Wright states, “Although we speak of old and new 
covenants, in both cases we are dealing with covenant relationship, and in 
both cases it is the prior action of the same God in redemptive grace that 
calls for our response of love and ethical obedience.”16 The preaching event 
should include both reminding and exhorting that is firmly rooted in both 
the particular text’s theology and the Church’s gospel narrative.

APPLICATION OF PREACHING COVENANT RENEWAL

The following sections are brief examples of how this model can be applied 
to Old Testament texts. Examples are taken from various genres of the 
Old Testament. Notice the particular text will be seen through the light of 
the church’s gospel narrative and the ethical demands of the text will be 
appropriated. The model of the process looks like this:

Text--- Homiletical idea (Theological thrust)--Covenantal Narrative 
(Gospel)--Covenantal Responsibility (applications)

Preaching Examples

Genesis 18:16-33

In this text Abraham and the Lord dialogue concerning God’s judgment on 
Sodom and Gomorrah. The Lord tells Abraham what He will do to these 
cities, but Abraham intervenes. He reminds the Lord of His just character, 
“Shall not the judge of all the earth deal justly?” He then makes persistent 
and humble requests that the Lord would withhold his judgment for the sake 
of the righteous ones living in the cities. The Lord had already promised 
Abraham great things, but Abraham had compassion on the people. God is a 
God full of compassion. He is also a God who desires our prayers. 

Theological thrust: God’s people have the responsibility, with humility and 
persistence, to call on God to show compassion on others.

Covenantal Narrative: Let us remember God’s compassion on us in that Christ 
died on our behalf and rose that we may have eternal life with the Him. We 
have received the grace to be His people by faith in Christ. He has redeemed 
us in Christ to be his people, to be in relationship with Him.

As God’s redeemed people we should…..

Applications:17 

          1)     Like Abraham, think of others beside yourself
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          2)     Pray with persistence and humility
          3)       Pray for God’s mercy on others (those whom we love, 
                  friends, neighbors) 
 
Leviticus 19:9-18

In this text Moses explains the laws of how the Israelites were to live in their 
new God-given land. They were to be a just society. They were to show the 
surrounding nations what the true God is like. Their behavior was to reflect 
the God of Israel. Moses lists several laws that deal with neighborly relations. 
They were to not hoard their crops for themselves but were to allow for the 
poor to have some. They were to give people their due. They were to not 
show partiality to the rich or the poor. They were not to take vengeance. 
These various laws however are peppered with the repeated phrase: I am the 
LORD. He reminds them of their allegiance.

Theological Thrust: The people of God are to show what God is like by 
behaving justly, caring for those who are less materially fortunate, and honor 
the life of their neighbor.

Covenantal Narrative: As Christ’s redeemed people we remember His death 
and resurrection for our justification. He has brought us from our former 
evil ways and brought us into His kingdom were justice and mercy are its 
characteristics.

As God’s redeemed people we should…

Applications: 

1) We are called to uplift our neighbor
2) We are commanded to take care of those among us in need
3) We must be honest in all our dealings with each other, thereby honoring 
the name of the Lord.

Psalm 1

In this text the Psalmist describes the way of the righteous and the way of 
the wicked. The way of the righteous is characterized by loving, meditating, 
and walking in the Word of the Lord. His way prospers. The wicked do the 
opposite and their destination does not lead to prosperity. The righteous 
prosper in good deeds that glorify the Father in heaven.
Theological Thrust: The people of God must be characterized by their love for 
the Word and their living by the Word.

Covenantal Narrative: The Lord has bought us by the blood of Christ and has 
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declared us to be positionally righteous in his sight. He has transferred us 
from domain of the wicked in order to present us before the Father without 
blemish.

As those who are declared righteous let’s…

Applications:

1)	 Study, memorize, sing His word

2)	 Let’s obey his commands daily

3)	 In the midst of trials, remember His promises and His presence from 
His Word

Jeremiah 29:1-24

This text is part of Jeremiah’s prophetic letter to the exiles in Babylon. They 
were hearing prophecies from their “prophets” that they would soon return 
so they should not get comfortable were they are. Jeremiah prophesies the 
opposite. They would be in exile for a while. What were they to do while in 
an unclean, pagan land? God instructs them to have houses, families, and 
land. He commands them to seek the land’s prosperity and to pray for the 
government. He also promises that they would come back eventually, but 
until then they had a commission.

Theological thrust: As strangers in a land that is currently not our own, 
God’s people should seek to bring prosperity to their current community 
economically and spiritually.

Covenantal Narrative: As those who have been redeemed by faith in Christ’s 
death and resurrection we rejoice in God’s what God has done and will do 
for us in the future.

In light of this we must be a living testimony of who God is by…

Applications:

1)	 Seeking to grow our community economically (start businesses, 
provide services, be active in local governments)

2)	 Praying continually for those in the community to know the Lord 
Jesus and that the people of the community would flourish

3)	 Remembering that our hope for the future should motivate us to be 
active servants in the present
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CONCLUSION

Covenantal preaching seeks to honor the authorial intent and the ethical 
demand of the text while engaging a new community whose foundational 
narrative is found in blood and resurrection of Christ. It differs from the 
popular view of contemporary Christ-Centered preaching in that it is not 
seeking to bend a text to fit a greater narrative, to find Christ/redemption 
themes in the text, or to show man’s failure and Christ’s provision. It seeks to 
expound the theological intent of the text. It is similar to these contemporary 
approaches in that it seeks to be Christ-Centered. It differs from Christoconic 
preaching in that it seeks to firmly establish the covenantal narrative at 
each preaching event in order to reestablish the covenantal community. 
However, the similarity is in honoring the theological thrust, i.e. covenantal 
responsibility. 

When preaching with a covenant renewal outlook the hope is that 
each week the congregation will know the text, remember their identity 
in Christ, remember their responsibility as the redeemed community, and 
walk about in the their daily lives as Christ-imitators. The hope is that each 
congregation will fulfill Colossians 2:6-7 (NASB), “Therefore as you have 
received Christ Jesus as Lord, so walk in Him, having been firmly rooted and 
now being built up in Him and established in your faith, just as you were 
instructed, and overflowing with gratitude.” May this be the motivation for 
every preacher for his congregation.
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