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Chapter 1: Understanding Kerygma
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The term kerygma originates from the Greek word kērugma (κήρυγμα), meaning "proclamation" or "heralding," and it signifies the essential message of the Gospel as preached by Jesus and His apostles. Rooted in the ancient Greco-Roman tradition of heralds (kērux), who would publicly announce decrees and news on behalf of kings and rulers, the concept of kerygma in the New Testament takes on a theological significance that transcends mere communication. It is not just a message but an event, a divine intervention in human history where God speaks through His chosen messengers. The kerygma embodies the living, spoken Word of God that calls people to repentance, faith, and the acknowledgment of Jesus Christ as Lord.

The historical development of kerygma as a theological concept finds its foundation in the Hebrew prophetic tradition, particularly in the Old Testament. The prophets, especially Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, served as divine heralds, delivering messages of both judgment and hope. Isaiah 40:9, for example, declares, “You who bring good news to Zion, go up on a high mountain. You who bring good news to Jerusalem, lift up your voice with a shout, lift it up, do not be afraid; say to the towns of Judah, ‘Here is your God!’” This proclamation echoes through the New Testament, where the good news (Greek: euangelion) of Jesus Christ fulfills the promises of old.

The intertestamental period also played a crucial role in shaping the concept of proclamation. The Second Temple period, particularly after the Babylonian exile (6th century BCE), saw a renewed emphasis on messianic expectations. The Dead Sea Scrolls, discovered in the mid-20th century at Qumran, reveal a Jewish community that anticipated the arrival of a messianic figure who would restore justice and divine rule. The War Scroll (1QM) speaks of a coming battle between the "Sons of Light" and the "Sons of Darkness," a cosmic struggle that would culminate in God’s final victory. This apocalyptic expectation deeply influenced the early Christian understanding of Jesus as the ultimate fulfillment of divine promise.

Within the New Testament, the Apostolic Kerygma is first witnessed in the sermons of John the Baptist, who appears in the wilderness proclaiming, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near” (Matthew 3:2). His message, drawn from the prophetic tradition, serves as a bridge between the Old Covenant and the New. Jesus Himself continues this proclamation, inaugurating His public ministry with the words recorded in Mark 1:15: “The time has come,” he said. “The kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe the good news!” These words encapsulate the kerygma in its most essential form—the urgent call to conversion, the announcement of God’s reign, and the invitation to enter into a new reality shaped by divine grace.

The early apostolic preaching following the resurrection of Christ forms the core of kerygmatic theology. One of the most significant expressions of this proclamation is found in Peter’s sermon at Pentecost (Acts 2:14-36). Standing before a diverse crowd in Jerusalem, Peter declares the fulfillment of prophecy: “God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of it” (Acts 2:32). This sermon, which cites Joel 2 and Psalm 16, demonstrates how the first Christian preachers rooted their message in scriptural authority while presenting Jesus as the crucified and risen Lord. The Pauline letters further develop this proclamation, particularly in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5, where Paul presents an early creedal formula: “For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, and then to the Twelve.” This passage, widely recognized by scholars as one of the earliest confessional statements of the Christian faith, encapsulates the kerygma’s fundamental elements—Jesus’ death, burial, resurrection, and post-resurrection appearances.

The theological reflection on kerygma has been central to Christian thought throughout history. In the early Church, Clement of Rome (c. 96 CE) and Ignatius of Antioch (c. 110 CE) emphasized the centrality of apostolic preaching as the means by which faith was transmitted. Justin Martyr (c. 100-165 CE), in his First Apology, argued that the proclamation of Jesus as the divine Logos was a continuation of the Jewish prophetic tradition. By the time of Augustine of Hippo (354-430 CE), the kerygma had become deeply integrated into theological discourse, particularly in his doctrine of divine grace.

In modern scholarship, the study of kerygma has been profoundly influenced by Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976), who argued for a distinction between the kerygma and mythology in the New Testament. In his influential work New Testament and Mythology (1941), Bultmann proposed a demythologization of the biblical message, seeking to uncover the existential core of the Gospel beneath its first-century cultural expressions. While his approach has been widely debated, it has led to deeper inquiries into the nature of proclamation and the existential response it demands. Other scholars, such as C.H. Dodd (1884-1973), emphasized the realized eschatology within the kerygma, arguing that Jesus’ message was not merely about the future kingdom but about a present reality breaking into human history.

The geographical and cultural spread of the kerygma in the first century was remarkable. From Jerusalem to Antioch, Ephesus, Corinth, and ultimately Rome, the proclamation of the Gospel transcended linguistic and cultural boundaries. The Didache (c. late 1st century) provides insight into the way early Christian communities structured their teaching and proclamation, showing that the kerygma was not a static formula but a dynamic, living message adapted to different audiences. Paul’s missionary journeys (c. 46-64 CE) illustrate the flexibility of the kerygma, as he contextualized the message for Jewish and Gentile listeners alike, as seen in Acts 17 when he preaches in Athens, referencing Greek poets to communicate the Gospel.

The kerygmatic message remains at the heart of Christian faith. It is not merely doctrinal content but an existential call to transformation. The early Church Fathers, the Reformers, and contemporary theologians have all wrestled with how best to articulate this proclamation in new historical contexts. In an age of skepticism and secularism, the challenge remains the same as it was in the first century—to proclaim Christ crucified and risen, calling all people to faith and repentance. The New Testament kerygma, therefore, is not just ancient history but an ongoing reality, a divine invitation that continues to echo through the centuries, summoning humanity to encounter the living God.
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Chapter 2: The Old Testament Background
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The kerygmatic message of the New Testament does not emerge in isolation but is deeply rooted in the theological and historical currents of the Old Testament. The foundational concepts that shape early Christian proclamation—God’s sovereignty, covenant, salvation, judgment, and redemption—are drawn from the rich tapestry of Hebrew Scripture. To understand the kerygma as proclaimed by Jesus and the apostles, one must trace its antecedents in the narratives, laws, prophecies, and poetry of the Old Testament, where the divine plan unfolds progressively across centuries.

From the earliest moments of Israel’s history, divine proclamation served as the means through which God revealed Himself to His people. The covenantal structure of biblical history begins with Abraham, whom God calls in Genesis 12:1-3, promising that through him, “all peoples on earth will be blessed.” This covenantal promise, reiterated in Genesis 15 and 17, establishes a paradigm of divine election and mission: God chooses a people not for their own sake alone, but as a conduit of blessing for all nations. The kerygma of the New Testament ultimately finds its fulfillment in Christ, the true offspring of Abraham, through whom universal salvation is realized (Galatians 3:16).

The Sinaitic covenant, delivered to Moses around the 13th or 15th century BCE (depending on various historical and archaeological perspectives), provides the legal and ethical framework that undergirds Israel’s identity. Exodus 19:5-6 declares, “Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” This vision of Israel as a priestly people, mediating God’s rule to the nations, foreshadows the New Testament’s universal call to proclaim the Gospel. Peter echoes this very language in 1 Peter 2:9, applying it to the Church, which now carries forward the mission of divine proclamation.

The role of the prophets is particularly significant in shaping the kerygmatic message. The Hebrew prophets were not merely foretellers of the future but heralds (kērux in Greek, cognate to kerygma), proclaiming the word of the Lord with authority. The prophetic tradition, spanning from the 9th century BCE with Elijah and Elisha to the post-exilic prophets such as Zechariah and Malachi in the 5th century BCE, is fundamentally kerygmatic in nature. The prophet Isaiah, writing in the 8th century BCE, provides some of the most profound anticipations of the messianic kerygma. Isaiah 52:7 proclaims, “How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of those who bring good news, who proclaim peace, who bring good tidings, who proclaim salvation, who say to Zion, ‘Your God reigns!’” This passage not only echoes through the New Testament (Romans 10:15) but also captures the essence of the Gospel proclamation: the announcement of divine kingship and salvation.

The Servant Songs of Isaiah (Isaiah 42, 49, 50, 52-53) are particularly foundational to the Christological kerygma of the New Testament. Isaiah 53 presents a striking image of a suffering servant who bears the sins of many: “But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed” (Isaiah 53:5). The New Testament authors, especially Paul and the evangelists, saw in this passage the clearest foreshadowing of Christ’s atoning death. The kerygmatic core of the Gospel—that Christ died for sins and rose again—is deeply indebted to this prophetic vision.

The Psalms, composed across centuries and attributed to figures such as David (10th century BCE) and Asaph, serve as another vital reservoir of kerygmatic theology. Psalm 2 declares, “I have installed my king on Zion, my holy mountain... You are my son; today I have become your father” (Psalm 2:6-7). This royal psalm, originally reflecting the enthronement of the Davidic king, is reinterpreted in the New Testament as a messianic prophecy fulfilled in Christ (Acts 13:33; Hebrews 1:5). Psalm 22, which Jesus quotes on the cross (“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”), vividly portrays the suffering of the righteous one and his ultimate vindication, forming a central component of the early Christian proclamation.

The exilic and post-exilic periods (6th-5th centuries BCE) deeply influenced Jewish eschatological expectations and, consequently, the kerygmatic message of the early Church. The Babylonian exile (587 BCE) was a theological crisis that led to a profound reassessment of divine justice and the hope for restoration. The prophet Ezekiel, writing during this period, speaks of a future Davidic shepherd who will reign over a restored Israel (Ezekiel 34:23-24). Similarly, the Book of Daniel, composed in the 2nd century BCE (or possibly earlier in its Aramaic sections), introduces the apocalyptic vision of the Son of Man (Daniel 7:13-14), a figure given eternal dominion by the Ancient of Days. Jesus adopts this title for Himself more than any other, and the early Church proclaims Him as the fulfillment of this prophecy (Mark 14:62; Revelation 1:7).

The Second Temple period (515 BCE–70 CE) saw the development of theological currents that shaped the New Testament kerygma. The Septuagint (LXX), the Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures completed by the 2nd century BCE, influenced the vocabulary of early Christian proclamation. The word euangelion (Gospel), for instance, appears in Isaiah 61:1 LXX, where the anointed one is sent to proclaim good news to the poor—words that Jesus applies to Himself in Luke 4:18-21.

The Dead Sea Scrolls (discovered in 1947 at Qumran) provide further insight into the eschatological expectations of the time. The scrolls depict a dual-messianic expectation (a priestly and a royal messiah), a heightened emphasis on the coming judgment, and a belief in the intervention of God to establish righteousness on earth. These themes resonate with the New Testament kerygma, particularly in John the Baptist’s proclamation of the coming judgment and in Jesus’ announcement of the Kingdom of God.

The Old Testament background of kerygma thus presents a grand narrative of divine action in history, culminating in Christ. The covenant with Abraham, the prophetic oracles, the royal psalms, the suffering servant motif, the apocalyptic visions of Daniel, and the eschatological hopes of post-exilic Judaism all converge in the proclamation of Jesus as Lord. The early Christian kerygma does not discard the Old Testament but sees in it the unfolding plan of God, now fully revealed in the death and resurrection of Christ. The apostolic preaching, therefore, is not a departure from Jewish tradition but its climactic fulfillment, as Peter proclaims in Acts 3:18: “But this is how God fulfilled what he had foretold through all the prophets, saying that his Messiah would suffer.” The New Testament kerygma is, at its core, the realization of the divine promise echoed throughout the pages of the Old Testament.
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Chapter 3: The Kerygma in Jesus’ Preaching
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The kerygmatic proclamation of Jesus marks the central turning point in salvation history, bringing to fulfillment the expectations shaped by the Old Testament and inaugurating a new era of divine revelation. Jesus does not merely continue the prophetic tradition; He embodies the very message He proclaims. His words are not detached from His person, for in Jesus, proclamation and identity are inseparable. The kingdom of God, the core of His preaching, is not an abstract concept or distant hope but a reality made manifest in His presence, words, and actions.
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