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The Christ of History

S I N C L A I R  F E R G U S O N

I will put enmity between you and the woman,  
and between your offspring and her offspring.  

(Genesis 3:15)

THE CHRIST OF HISTORY—what a grand theme! 
While there are many, many places we could go in Scripture 
to expound such a theme, I would like to focus on the well-
known fifteenth verse of the third chapter of Genesis. However, 
before we look at that verse, it may be helpful to be reminded 
of the context.

Adam and Eve have sinned and eaten of the fruit of the tree 
of the knowledge of good and evil, from which God had forbid-
den them to eat. He has exposed them and is pronouncing a 
series of judgments on them. In verses 14–19, he begins with 
the serpent, then moves on to Eve, and then to Adam.
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Starting with Genesis 3:15

God’s word to the serpent in Genesis 3:15 is this: “I will 
put enmity between you and the woman, and between your 
offspring and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you 
shall bruise his heel.” How does this relate to the Christ of his-
tory? To answer that question, we need to turn forward to the 
New Testament.

For many of us, a favorite passage in the Gospels is Luke 24. 
There Luke gives us an account of the conversation that our Lord 
had with the weary and sad disciples on the road to Emmaus. 
Luke tells us that the disciples experienced three things. First, 
they experienced the Lord Jesus opening the Scriptures to them. 
Second, they experienced the Holy Spirit opening their minds, 
so that they could understand them. Third, and finally, they 
experienced their hearts burning within them as the stranger 
expounded the Scriptures to them. They exclaimed, “Did not 
our hearts burn within us while he talked to us on the road, 
while he opened to us the Scriptures?” (v. 32). Surely we would 
love to have been passers-by who could walk five, ten, or fifteen 
paces behind those three as they went to Emmaus, to listen to 
the Lord Jesus teaching the whole Bible!

Why do I bring this story up? Because, over the years, I have 
become more and more convinced that Jesus began with this 
verse in Genesis 3. The church has historically proclaimed that 
Genesis 3:15 contains the Protoevangelium—the “first gospel,” 
or the first gospel promise. It is a particularly striking promise 
because it is actually a word of judgment spoken to the serpent, 
and not in the first instance spoken either to Adam or Eve. 
And it is also striking because it speaks more of victory than it 
does of pardon and forgiveness. Now, to be sure, the rest of the 
Scripture will underscore for us that pardon and forgiveness 
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are anything but incidental; indeed, pardon and forgiveness are 
absolutely essential to the conquest that is ultimately ascribed 
here to the Lord Jesus Christ. But the word in Genesis 3:15 is 
a word of judgment, enmity, alienation, and opposition. “I will 
put enmity between you (the serpent) and the woman, and 
between your seed and her seed; he shall bruise your head, and 
you shall bruise his heel,” God says.

Let us turn to the New Testament again to see how it views 
what is so closely related to this event, namely, the person and 
work of our Lord Jesus Christ. If you are sensitive to the language 
of Scripture and I were to ask you, “What is the reason the Son 
of God came into the world?” you would immediately quote the 
words of 1 John 3:8: “The reason the Son of God appeared was 
to destroy the works of the devil.” You might also think of the 
words of the apostle Paul in Colossians 2:14–15, where he speaks 
about Christ taking the bond of guilt that stood against us and 
nailing it to the cross, turning the cross, as Calvin said, into “a 
signal trophy or show of triumph, in which Christ led about his 
enemies.”1 Or you might call to mind Hebrews 2:14–15, which 
speaks about Christ taking our human nature, sharing our flesh 
in order that he might destroy the one who has the power of 
death, the devil, and release all those who through fear of death 
were in lifelong bondage and subjection to the devil.

Thus, there is a sense in which the sentiment of A. N. White-
head, that the whole of Western philosophy is simply a series 
of footnotes to Plato, could be applied to the Bible. We could 
say that it is simply a series of extended expressions, footnotes, 
and expositions of this word of conflict in Genesis 3:15—and 
ultimately of Christ’s final victory over the serpent. This theme 
is dramatically picked up at the end of the book of Revelation, 

1. John Calvin, Commentary on Philippians, Colossians, and Thessalonians.
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where the serpent has grown large through much devouring of the 
sons and daughters of Adam and Eve. He has been transformed, 
as it were, into a giant serpent, a red dragon who sweeps from 
the sky a third of its stars. He becomes not only the prince of 
the power of the air, but the god of this age. Here the promise 
given in Genesis 3:15 is painted in vivid colors to describe the 
way in which its consummation is found in Jesus Christ, who is 
the Christ of history and the Lord of time and eternity.

So, in this chapter, I want us to gather some of those bibli-
cal footnotes together. This will feel almost as though we were 
racing through the pages of a study Bible and pausing at texts 
here and there to see how marvelously, from beginning to end, 
our Lord Jesus Christ is set before us. I want to do this so that 
we may see him in his glory. Although we do not yet see every-
thing under his feet, when we read the Bible we are to see Jesus, 
to learn that God has placed all things under his feet and that 
one day his triumph and final victory will be visible from the 
ends of the earth.

Christ the Meaning of History

Here is the first principle I want us to think about: Genesis 
3:15 shows us that Jesus Christ himself is the meaning of his-
tory. Perhaps you have heard (what some consider to be) a trite 
phrase like, “History is HIS story.” I remember hearing that as a 
young Christian and feeling somewhat creepy about the whole 
idea that somebody would take a word like history and try to 
turn it into a piece of theology by a form of allegory. And yet I 
suppose the power of the illustration is evident in the fact that 
I still remember it so many years later! It is true, you know. Our 
history really is Jesus Christ’s story. It is not about us—although, 
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in God’s providence and saving grace, he is for us. But it is a 
story written about him, and the story is set up in Genesis 3:15 
as the story of world conflict. It is about the conflict between 
the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman, which will 
find its ultimate consummation in a personal conflict. In this 
battle, the serpent will crush the heel of the seed (plural) of the 
woman, and the seed (singular) of the woman will himself crush 
the head of the serpent.

The whole of history is, from the beginning of the book of 
Genesis to the end of the book of Revelation, a story told through 
the lens of the struggle between these two antithetical powers. 
Whether it is Cain versus Abel, or God versus the Tower of Babel, 
or the Israelites versus the Egyptians, or Goliath versus David, 
or Babylon versus Jerusalem, or Jesus versus the Pharisees, or 
the early Christians versus the Roman Empire—in one form or 
another, the Bible invites us to understand that the basic theme 
of all human history is, as Augustine famously said, the story of 
the City of God being built in the context of the City of Man 
trying to do its best to destroy it.

Here in Genesis, a collective antagonism is revealed, one 
seed in opposition to another seed. But it is a story that leads 
to a grand day, a final climax, when the two great protagonists 
will face off: Satan, who speaks through the serpent, versus our 
Lord Jesus Christ. But this happens presently until this great 
climax. Both the Old Testament and the New Testament make 
it absolutely clear that, in this world, we can expect a story of 
kingdom against kingdom, Jesus against the serpent, the City 
of God against the City of the World. But injected into that 
conflict right from the very beginning is this amazing promise 
of a personal Redeemer, a Savior who is to come. He will come 
and conquer the one who is the father of all our woes. He will 
bring such a great deliverance from the power of sin that, from 
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the very earliest moments following the fall in the garden of Eden, 
the hope that was injected into the hearts of our first parents still 
burns brightly and never disappears. No matter how often it is 
attacked in human history, the hope of the coming Redeemer, 
whom we know now to be our Lord Jesus Christ, still burns as 
bright as ever.

I rather think that this is at least part of what Eve says in 
Genesis 4:1: “I have gotten a man with the help of the L!"#.” 
Was this the promised Redeemer, coming so quickly? Sadly, it 
was not. But the hope continued. In Genesis 5:28–29, we read 
that Lamech called his son’s name Noah, saying, “Out of the 
ground that the L!"# has cursed this one shall bring us relief 
from our work and from the painful toil of our hands.” Fasci-
natingly, the theme of rest will continue to loom large over the 
entire Old Testament. God persists in promising to his people 
that one day he will bring the rest that was typified in Noah. But 
it is never actualized in the Old Testament, so that even when 
the prophet Isaiah looks back on the exodus as a great picture of 
God’s saving deliverance from the city of this world and victory 
for the kingdom of God, he speaks about the way in which the 
people resisted the fact that the Holy Spirit of God had come in 
that event to give them a measure of rest from the curse.

From Noah, the story continues in the promise given to 
Abraham. There is that strange scene in Genesis 22, where 
Abraham’s son Isaac says, “Behold, the fire and the wood, but 
where is the lamb for a burnt offering?” (v. 7). Then Abraham, 
in a wonderfully prophetic way, assures his own seed—who 
was himself given supernaturally as a kind of prototype of the 
supernatural giving of the blessed Son of God—that “God 
will provide for himself the lamb for a burnt offering, my son” 
(v. 8). Thus Abraham’s hand was stayed because of the ram, 
caught in a thicket (v. 13).
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So the pictures begin to build up in the Old Testament 
Scriptures. God gives his people priests and promises that one 
day there will be a priest after the order of Melchizedek, whose 
priesthood will consummate all priesthood. As God’s believing 
people stand and watch the priests making the daily sacrifices, 
they are supposed to think, “This cannot possibly be the sacri-
fice that God has promised to take away sins! Else, why are the 
sacrifices repeated day after day?” So, year after year, the longings 
of God’s people are drawn out and a deep-seated desire begins to 
grow that all of this will come to its promised consummation.

They are given kings, and their prophets speak about how the 
coming King will reign from one end of the world to the other. 
His reign will bring shalom, or peace, a sense of wholeness and 
completion. They begin to speak about how this coming King 
will crush all his enemies under his feet, how his reign will be 
a reign of plentiful joy and pardon and restoration and power 
and reconciliation and worship.

But it was not just a great King that was promised—a Prophet, 
greater than Moses, was also promised (Deut. 18:18). The people, 
since Moses, surely wondered, “Who will speak God’s word in 
power and in truth, as coming from the very presence of God 
and seeing the face of God and tasting the glory of God?” This 
burning question also remained to be answered.

Then there were the strange figures that the prophet Isaiah and 
the prophet Daniel saw in their visions. As Isaiah looks toward the 
coming day when the people of God will be in bondage in hated 
Babylon, he sees that geographical restoration is not their deepest 
need. No, their deepest need is still for the promise of Genesis 3:15 
to be fulfilled. So Isaiah speaks of one who would be so exalted 
that kings would shut their mouths because of him. At the end 
of Isaiah 52 and into chapter 53—the beginning of the Fourth 
Servant Song—Isaiah speaks of the one who would sprinkle many 
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nations, yet would himself be wounded and crushed. He would 
be crushed for the sins of his people and then exalted and share 
his spoil with the strong.

Daniel sees the Son of Man, the son of Adam who would 
come to the Ancient of Days and share his kingdom with the 
saints of the Most High (Dan. 7:13–14). All history is laid in 
tribute to this single purpose of God—all that takes place among 
the nations that rise and fall serves his glorious purpose—so that 
one day he who has spoken in many and fragmentary ways to 
our fathers through the prophets would in the last days speak 
through his Son. The whole story of the Bible, then, is the story 
of Jesus Christ. He is the meaning of history.

Of course, the implication of all this is that, though we may 
find out many things in this world, if we leave out Jesus Christ, 
we will ultimately be left in a state of frustration because we lack 
this world’s unifying principle. Isn’t this what the scientists and 
historians discover as they struggle with the basic material of their 
respective disciplines? The greatest of them have always longed to 
find something that would unify the whole. The famous physicist 
Stephen Hawking has been seeking this unifying principle for 
most of his life. The amazing thing is that the simplest reader 
of the Scriptures knows the answer! Jesus Christ is the meaning 
of the cosmos, and Jesus Christ is the meaning of history.

Christ the Center of History

In the second place, Jesus Christ is not only the meaning 
of history, but also the center of history. Therefore, the story of 
Herod’s pogrom (Matt. 2:16) is not something to be read in isola-
tion from the promise of Genesis 3:15. Herod is the agent of the 
serpent who seeks to bruise the heel of the seed of the woman.
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This theme is woven deeply into the story of Jesus’ life, as 
it is recorded in both the Synoptic Gospels and John: the goal 
of his life and ministry is to plant a church in enemy-occupied 
territory. Therefore, the full force of the enemy is focused upon 
Jesus himself.

Think of the temptation narratives in Matthew 4:1–11 or 
Luke 4:1–13. We often read these sections of Scripture with the 
question in mind of how to relate Jesus’ temptations to our own 
struggles with temptation. We then ask how we can learn to 
overcome temptation by the way Jesus overcame temptation.

While this is certainly not wrong at all, it is not the point of 
the narrative to answer these kinds of questions. This is because, 
interestingly, temptations don’t come to Jesus. Rather, Jesus goes 
to be tempted. He is led there, driven into the wilderness by 
the Holy Spirit. Perhaps the really significant thing about Jesus’ 
temptations is not the way in which they are like ours, but the 
way in which they are fundamentally unique.

Arguably the most significant of these unique temptations 
is the temptation from the devil simply to worship him. In 
return for this, Satan will give Jesus the kingdoms of this 
world. Why should this tempt Jesus? Because he came for the 
kingdoms of this world! He came to undo the disaster and 
tragedy that Adam had effected. Adam had been set in the 
garden; it was almost as though God did for Adam what a 
kind father would do for his own son. God gave him a little 
start; the whole world was not yet the paradise that God 
commanded Adam to make it. The garden was demarcated 
from the rest of the world, but God gave his son Adam a little 
start. He said to Adam, “Here is a garden. Your task is to tend 
this garden and to expand this garden until it fills the whole 
earth.” Strikingly, God commanded Adam to do this until, 
as it were, all the kingdoms of this world were his.
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If Adam had done that, just like a child who accomplishes 
something even though his father gave him a significant start, he 
would have brought it all back to his Father and said, “Father, 
look what I have done! I want you to have it all!” So Adam’s fall 
was not just a matter of personal sin; it was a matter of cosmic 
disaster. He lost the world and Satan gained it—that’s why the 
Scriptures insist that Satan is the god of this age, the prince of 
this world who needs to be cast out.

In his temptation of our Lord, Satan, in effect, says to 
Jesus, “I will give you exactly what you have come for, only 
on my terms.” The breathtaking marvel is that Jesus refuses 
the very thing for which he has come, in order that, in gain-
ing that for which he has come, he might crush the head of 
the serpent rather than bow down at the serpent’s feet. This 
is why, when Jesus emerges triumphant from the wilder-
ness, Luke writes this: “And when the devil had ended every 
temptation, he departed from him until an opportune time” 
(4:13). In other words, much of the early stages of the gos-
pel narratives are about all hell quite literally being let loose 
against Jesus.

We mustn’t be under the misapprehension that the whole 
Bible is a book about demons running loose all over the place. 
The Bible rarely speaks about demons, and demons rarely appear 
in the thousands of years of Bible history. But they appear in 
massive force in that little land of Palestine around the year 30 
AD. Why? Because the kingdom of darkness is tottering. Think 
of the Gadarene demonic (Mark 5:1–20). Here is a poor man 
running around like a maniac, cutting himself with stones, living 
among the tombs. He is so vicious that no one can bind him, 
even with chains. When asked for his name, he says it is “Legion, 
for we are many.” It only takes one demon to destroy a man’s 
life, so why are there so many tormenting this man? Because 
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the King has come to reclaim his territory, and the demons are 
massing to oppose him.

Meanwhile, Jesus is marching forward, having dealt in mea-
sure with Satan’s first temptations. What is so fascinating in the 
temptation narrative is that the whole demonic, satanic pressure 
seems to be employed to keep Jesus away from the cross. Satan is 
saying, “You can have the kingdoms—just don’t go to the cross.” 
He may have reasoned, “Let’s expose who Jesus is, and he will 
never be able to go the cross.” Remarkably, it is Simon Peter, of 
all people, who suggests the latter: “Never to the cross, Lord!” 
What is Jesus’ reply? “Get behind me, Satan!” (Matt. 16:23). I 
wonder if it is significant that when Peter fails as the instrument 
of the powers of darkness, Satan changes his tactic. Instead of 
seeking to divert Jesus from the cross, Satan seeks to put Jesus 
on the cross in his time and in his way through Judas Iscariot. So 
much so is this the case that, when Jesus is arrested, he says, “But 
this is your hour, and the power of darkness” (Luke 22:53).

From every human point of view, it seemed that Satan’s vic-
tory was consummated when Jesus was crucified. In this respect, 
the cross seemed to advance the plan of sinful man and Satan, 
not the plan of God. This would appear to be true—except that 
Jesus gave little clues as he has fulfilled his ministry. “See, we are 
going up to Jerusalem. And the Son of Man will be delivered over 
to the chief priests . . . to be mocked and flogged and crucified” 
(Matt. 20:18–19). “Now is the judgment of this world; now will 
the ruler of this world be cast out” (John 12:31). And though 
the very epicenter of history is contained in the few last days of 
his earthly ministry, our Lord Jesus Christ’s heel was crushed, 
as he entered into this dark world of conflict with the power of 
darkness in a fulfillment of Genesis 3:15. Thus, the hymn writer 
can exclaim, “Well might the sun in darkness hide, and shut his 
glories in, when Christ, the mighty Maker died for man, the 
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