Chapter 1

Renewing the Quest for the
Historical Kerygma

he world is approaching a significant anniversary. The Christian

faith has made itself known for almost two thousand years. To
say it rose from humble origins hardly describes the unlikeliness of
its beginnings. The first followers of Jesus represented a diverse
group: fishermen, tax collectors, prostitutes, members of the San-
hedrin, revolutionaries, Pharisees, adulteresses, respectable women.
Jesus had only a brief ministry of about three years before his exe-
cution by the Romans on a charge of sedition. When the uncertain
political circumstances of the day turned against him, the crowds
and closest associates of Jesus turned their backs on him. One of
his intimates sold him into the hands of his opponents, and all but a
handful of the other closest followers scattered.

THE PROBLEM OF CHRISTIAN FAITH

One can readily understand how a successful, charismatic leader
might have left a powerful legacy by gathering a great following
over the course of many years and by creating a movement to carry
on the mission, as Mohammed did. Likewise, one can appreciate
how a teacher like Buddha prepared a generation of disciples who
stood committed to carry on his teachings. In a rarer case, when the
message of the thinker gains recognition as being of such value to
the culture that the entire political/cultural system appropriates it, a
philosophical position may form the basis for society, as happened
with Confucius.

As one accounts for the presence of the Christian faith after two
thousand years, all of the foregoing dynamics have played a part in
its survival at various stages in different places and times. The
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difficulty comes in appreciating how the Christian faith survived
the death of Jesus. Unlike Mohammed, Jesus did not overthrow the
political/religious power of his day. Unlike Buddha, Jesus did not
leave a group of disciples committed to carrying on his teachings.
On the contrary, at his death the disciples fled. Unlike Confucius,
Jesus did not enjoy the approval and sanction of his culture and its
power structure.

Quite candidly, the Christian faith comprises a collection of
assertions about Jesus, any one of which would render it ridiculous,
and the cumulative effect seems utter foolishness. Saul of Tarsus,
one of the earlier persecutors of the followers of Jesus, who after his
conversion became one of the primary proponents of Jesus,
acknowledged that he asked people to believe foolishness (1 Cor.
1:18-25). When Porcius Festus, Roman Procurator of Judea (ca.
60-62), heard Saul’s account of his faith (by then known as Paul),
he declared him a madman (Acts 26:24). Two thousand years later,
the Christian faith seems even more absurd.

Remarkably, the early followers of Jesus had already rejected
the absurdities of his teaching before his death. They excised what-
ever did not conform to their expectations and theological presup-
positions. They liked Jesus as a faith healer and preacher who drew
large crowds. They liked Jesus as the embodiment of the long frus-
trated national hope for the revival of the kingdom of Israel. They
liked his talk about heaven and his victory over demons. On the
other hand, they did not like his talk about dying. Neither did they
understand his talk about the resurrection. They accepted the concept
of resurrection, but it was supposed to happen at the end of time.
Like most religious people, they expressed a preference for the
supernatural as long as it happened in a different time and a differ-
ent place. When Jesus died, their taith in him as a leader also died.

The twentieth century has witnessed an earnest and deliberate
effort on the part of Christian theologians to make the Christian faith
conform to a modern worldview that has no place for what cannot
be explained through scientific observation. A variety of theories
for the origin of religions and the interpretation of biblical litera-
ture has developed from the point of view of faith as well as skep-
ticism. The understanding of Scripture at the hands of different
schools of thought presents a variety of conceptions: for example,
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a record of God’s saving acts, a reflection about an encounter with
God, a literary construction to meet the needs of a particular group
of people, and a projection of psychic need. Such approaches have
developed in order to make the Christian faith acceptable to the
twentieth century mind and relevant to the contemporary situation.

To an amazing degree, the modern mind with its disdain for
the supernatural shows a common methodology with the ancient
mind and its love of the supernatural. Both share an emotional
inability or unwillingness to deal with what does not conform to
preconceived notions of how things should be. The misdirected
faith of the first followers of Jesus had to die before a faith could
emerge that saw life and reality from a new perspective. In that
sense, modern theology has not performed a particular service to
the world by helping people maintain their own preconceived
notions about the nature of life and reality. The Christian faith must
begin with the honest confession that it is total foolishness from
the perspective of everyone’s worldview. Only then can one pro-
ceed to an assessment of whether this foolishness is true. As the
world approaches the two-thousandth anniversary of Jesus’ death,
any examination of the Christian faith must come to grips with the
absurd message that the followers of Jesus began to spread after
his execution. Then one must wonder why a reasonable person
would believe such things.

To begin, the apostles declared that Jesus had risen from the
dead. The idea of resurrection had common acceptance in the
ancient world. Many Jews, especially the Pharisees, expected a gen-
eral resurrection at the end of time, though this expectation differed
from themes of rising in other Near Eastern religions. The resur-
rection theme in the ancient nature and fertility religions accounted
mythologically for the changing seasons, from the death of winter
to the new life of spring. The Baal cult of ancient Canaan featured
the death of Baal at the hand of Mot and his subsequent rising
through the efforts of his consort/sister Anath, who mutilated Mot
and scattered his parts on the fields. Tammuz and Ishtar played the
same role in Babylonia. Osiris and his consort Isis carried out the
same fertility myth in Egypt. The theme of resurrection also figured
prominently in the mystery religions of the Roman Empire, in the
mythic accounts of the regional and popular deities, particularly of



18 ¢ The Gospel and Its Meaning

Asia Minor. Though they shared the idea of resurrection, these cults
described dramatic episodes that happened “once upon a time.”

Instead of a primordial setting in conflict with a monster like
Mot, Jesus “suffered under Pontius Pilate.” The Romans executed
him publicly outside the walls of Jerusalem. The events surrounding
Jesus took place in a historical setting with which the people of his
day were familiar. J. R. R. Tolkien, scholar of Norse mythology and
writer of fanciful tales, readily admitted the mythic elements sur-
rounding Jesus, but added that in the case of Jesus, the myth really
happened.' He reasoned that the universal presence of the dying/ris-
ing myth served a divine purpose in preparing the world to receive
such a fanciful idea when it happened in a particular place and time.

What the world knows of Jesus comes from those followers
who, in the moment of crisis, fled from him because the Jesus they
believed in was lost. Jesus left no written records. Instead, he
charged his disciples with the responsibility of bearing testimony
to what they knew, like witnesses in a court trial. Those who heard
the testimony played the part of judge. They believed the testimony
of the witnesses, or they did not. What the early followers of Jesus
told people when they gave testimony, then, comprises a helpful
key to understanding why people then, or at any other time and
place, would choose to believe and follow Jesus.

The followers of Jesus prefaced their testimony by calling it
good news. In the vernacular Greek of the first century, the term
used was euangelion, which, when anglicized, becomes evangel
(from which the word “evangelism” comes). Literally, then, evan-
gelism means telling good news. The expression entered the English
language as the Old English word godspel and survives today as
gospel. The gospel is the good news about Jesus that his followers
told people.

Why did the story of Jesus have the status of good news? More
importantly, why would someone receive it as good news personally
so as to change his or her worldview and become a follower of
Jesus? To answer these questions, one must determine what the fol-
lowers of Jesus included when they gave testimony of what they
had heard and seen and of what this gospel meant. The remainder
of this study proposes to identify the elements of the gospel and
their meaning. Two thousand years later, however, one cannot
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ignore a related question. In a highly organized, technological
world, which looks to science for the verification of all knowledge
and adheres to a value neutral morality, does the gospel still mean
anything?

In searching for the central elements of the gospel, a distinction
appears between the Christian faith and the actual form Christian-
ity has taken in different places and times. The gospel precedes the
development of tradition, dogma, or even church organization and
hierarchy. All of these grew out of the gospel, and they immediately
began to appear in the early church. But these elements exist only
as servants of the gospel. When Peter preached the first gospel ser-
mon on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), he did not hold the office of
Bishop of Rome, he had no vestments, and he had no liturgical cal-
endar or prescribed color for the season of Pentecost. He certainly
did not subscribe to the idea of celibacy, if the presence of a wife
bears any evidence in that regard.

On the Day of Pentecost, fifty days after the ancient Feast of
the Passover, when Jesus had been executed, Peter publicly declared
why the scattered disciples of Jesus had come back together. He
explained why the ones who had feared any association with Jesus
fifty days before now identified themselves openly and publicly as
followers of Jesus. The occasion for the speech or sermon leaves
modern commentators with the embarrassment of dealing with yet
another supernatural setting. After forty days of appearing to the
disciples in resurrected form, Jesus told his followers to remain in
Jerusalem until the Holy Spirit came upon them. After this parting
word, he vanished out of their sight. Ten days later, as the group of
gathered disciples met, the promise of Jesus happened. Luke
describes a sound like a rushing wind, accompanied by tongues like
fire that rested on everyone as a visible manifestation of their pos-
session by the Holy Spirit. In contrast to the torment of those poor
wretches described as “demon possessed,” these followers of Jesus
were “God possessed.”

No doubt the experience of Pentecost sealed the faith of the dis-
ciples in Jesus. With his resurrection, they still wondered whether
Jesus might now restore the ancient kingdom of Israel (Acts 1:6).
This view of the Messiah and his work saw salvation as a posses-
sion or commodity to which someone held title. With the coming of
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the Spirit, however, the disciples entered the new age they had not
anticipated. Salvation meant incorporation into the kingdom of God,
which occurred as the Holy Spirit swallowed them. They under-
stood that incorporation into the kingdom meant incorporation into
the King. Until Pentecost, Jesus and the resurrection were wondrous
events outside them. At Pentecost, however, the followers of Jesus
became a part of the body of Christ. All of these ideas found expres-
sion in the writings of the New Testament.

Luke described the phenomenon of the disciples speaking “in
other tongues” as a result of the Spirit’s coming. The rushing sound
and the noise of the speaking drew a large crowd of holiday visitors
to Jerusalem who, according to Luke, could understand the disciples
in the native languages of the countries throughout the empire from
which they had come. In this setting, Peter delivered the first gospel
message (Acts 2:14-40). Significantly, Luke mentions that the
explanation of the disciples’ experience came in response to the
question, “What does this mean?” The subsequent discourse by
Peter explained what the events of the gospel meant for the crowd
in Jerusalem.

THE QUEST FOR THE HISTORICAL KERYGMA

In this century, C. H. Dodd set the agenda for analyzing Chris-
tian evangelism in New Testament times. His 1935 lectures, later
published as The Apostolic Preaching and Its Development, sought
to identify the essential elements of a gospel formula that he
believed the apostles commonly proclaimed.” Dodd began by exam-
ining Paul’s writings, based on his interpretation of 1 Corinthians
1:21: “It pleased God by the foolishness of preaching to save them
that believe” (xJv). Dodd demonstrated that the kerygma, the word
rendered “preaching” in the King James Version, signifies the con-
tent of preaching or the message preached, not the act of delivering
a sermon.

Dodd equated kerygma with the gospel and made a radical dis-
tinction between it and the teaching of the early church, which he
designated as didache. To those outside the church the apostles pro-
claimed kerygma; to those inside the church they proclaimed didache.
In more contemporary terminology, Dodd attempted to demonstrate
an apostolic distinction between evangelism and discipleship.




Renewing the Quest for the Historical Kerygma ¢ 21

In order to find the most primitive form of the apostolic mes-
sage, Dodd went to the writings of Paul, but immediately he met an
obstacle. As writings to his churches, the letters of Paul constituted
didache. Nonetheless, Dodd found support for his thesis in the dis-
tinction Paul drew between foundational precepts and matters of
deeper maturity (1 Cor. 1:23; 2:2-6; 3:10ff.). In his letters, Paul
addressed the implications of the gospel that lead to maturity; thus,
fragments of the kerygma appear throughout the Pauline writings
as the basis for specific instruction.

The most obvious of these passages is 1 Corinthians 15:3b-5,
where Paul reminded the Corinthians in what terms he preached the
gospel to them:

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 Peter. . . .

Paul went on to catalogue a series of resurrection appearances. Hav-
ing stated enough of the gospel to remind the Corinthians of the
centrality of the resurrection for their faith, he then proceeded in the
remainder of this long chapter to elaborate the doctrine of resurrec-
tion. As far as Paul was concerned, the gospel included, at the least,
the facts related to the death of Christ for our sins and his resurrec-
tion. But did it include more?

As he further explored the writings of Paul, Dodd concluded
that the gospel Paul proclaimed also included as major themes:

the return of Christ as Lord and Son of God who intercedes for
us (Rom. 10:8-9; 14:9; 2 Cor. 4:4; Eph. 1:20; Col. 3:1)

the return of Christ for judgment (Rom. 2:16; 14:10; 1 Cor. 4:5;
2 Cor. 5:10; 1 Thess. 1:9-10)

the fulfillment of Scripture (Rom. 1:2)

Christ as Son of God and Son of David (Rom. 1:3-4; 8:31-34)

Dodd made it clear, however, that his treatment of the gospel
revolved around his concern for realized eschatology.’ Thus, he was
working to establish an eschatological formula sanctioned by the
early church.
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In searching for actual examples of how the apostles preached,
Dodd naturally turned to the book of Acts. In the first four speeches
of Peter from Acts 2—4, Dodd identified six major points and sev-
eral subpoints to Peter’s message:

1. The age of fulfillment has dawned (Acts 2:16; 3:18; 3:24).
2. This has taken place through the ministry, death, and res-
urrection of Jesus, which was described with proof from
the Scriptures to attest:
a. His Davidic descent (Acts 2:30-31; cf. Ps. 132:11)
b. His ministry (Acts 2:22; 3:22)
c. His death (Acts 2:23; 3:13-14)
d. His resurrection (Acts 2:24-31; 3:15; 4:10).

3. By virtue of the resurrection, Jesus has been exalted at the
right hand of God, as messianic head of the new Israel (Acts
2:33-36; cf. Ps. 110:1; Acts 3:13; 4:11; cf. Ps. 118:22; Acts
5:31).

4. The Holy Spirit in the church is the sign of Christ’s present
power and glory (Acts 2:33; cf. Joel 2:28-32; Acts 5:32).

5. The messianic age will shortly reach its consummation in
the return of Christ (Acts 3:21; 10:42).

6. The kerygma always closes with an appeal for repentance,
the offer of forgiveness and of the Holy Spirit, and the
promise of “salvation,” which Dodd interpreted as “life of
the Age to Come” for those who enter the new community
(Acts 2:38-39; cf. Isa. 62:9; Joel 2:32; Acts 3:19, 25-26; cf.
Gen. 12:3; Acts 4:12; see also Acts 5:31; 10:43).*

Dodd argued that this summary of the apostolic preaching
formed the outline for the preaching of Jesus as described by Mark
in Mark 1:14-15. That outline had three parts:

1. The time is fulfilled—referring to prophecy and fulfillment
of Scripture.

2. The kingdom of God has drawn near—referring to the min-
istry, death, resurrection, and exaltation of Christ.

3. Repent and believe the gospel—referring to the appeal for
repentance and the offer of forgiveness.’

Without commenting on whether the apostles based their preaching
on the model of Jesus or whether Mark had modeled the preaching
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of Jesus on the apostles, Dodd saw the similarity as supportive of his
view that the gospel circulated as a formula in the early days of the
church.

Dodd noted several differences between the preaching of Peter,
which he called the Jerusalem Kerygma, and the preaching of Paul,
which he called the Pauline Kerygma. The Jerusalem Kerygma did
not refer to Christ as the Son of God, nor did it assert that Christ
died for our sins or that the exalted Christ intercedes for us. Dodd
speculated on how the shift of emphasis may have arisen and
whether the changes represented a change in theology or merely a
change in terminology. This line of thought fit well with his theory
of the development of the gospel away from its apostolic origins.

Though laying out all the elements of his reconstructed gospel,
Dodd fell into the same path as generations of his predecessors. He
singled out the aspect of the kerygma that appealed to him the most,
arguing that his study of the apostles’ preaching drives one to think
of “resurrection, exaltation, and the second advent as being, in their
belief, inseparable parts of a single divine event.”*The apostles were
not so much concerned with an “early advent” as with the “imme-
diate advent” experienced through the Holy Spirit. Dodd’s discus-
sion formed a forum for expounding realized eschatology.

Dodd has come under severe criticism for several major fea-
tures of his argument. (1) He assumed the reliability of Acts as a
faithful example of the primitive preaching, rather than as a literary
creation of Luke. (2) He argued for a fixed formula for the kerygma,
which took on a creedal dimension. (3) He argued for a rigid dis-
tinction between kerygma and didache. On these points, scholars
have argued for over fifty years, but a proper understanding of the
ministry of evangelism requires yet another examination of the sub-
ject. (4) In his discussion another issue requires attention: the role
of the Holy Spirit in the formulation of the gospel.

RELIABILITY OF ACTS

Martin Dibelius argued that the speeches in Acts were compo-
sitions by the author, but that they represent what the author under-
stood the apostolic message to be.” The apostles’ message did not
concentrate on the biographical details of the life of Christ. Instead,
they emphasized “what faith longed to hear and . . . what was likely
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to impress and convert unfaith, vis. that here it was God who spoke
and who was at work.”

Bo Reicke argued that the similarity between sermons in Acts
rests on a real tradition rather than on later constructions by Luke.’
According to this scholar, the preaching of Jesus fell into four basic
form traditions shared in common with the Jewish community. The
apostles then adopted the forms of preaching they had learned from
Jesus. One of these forms, missionary preaching, followed a form
designed to persuade, which included thesis, proofs, and conclu-
sion. Jesus provided the primary topics that comprised the early
apostolic preaching that followed this pattern:

1. Thesis: Jesus was the Servant and the Lord.
2. Proofs
a. His life showed him to fulfill these titles.
b. Scripture bore witness to him.
c. He was raised from the dead.
d. The miracles demonstrated the power of his resurrec-
tion.
3. Conclusion: Everybody must turn to the Lord, including the
Gentiles."

Because of the similarity in form of the apostolic sermons but the
slight differences in theology and development, Reicke suggested
that these early sermons preserved the original tradition of the apos-
tles rather than the creativity of Luke."

Bertil Girtner took strong exception with Dibelius over the reli-
ability of Acts as historically substantial of the early preaching. He
maintained that the church still living at the time of the writing of
Acts, which had heard the apostolic preaching, would have insisted
upon reliability.”? Furthermore, any similarity between the sermons
does not rest on Lucan composition, but on Peter and Paul’s having
the same message to deliver. Gértner believed that shades of differ-
ence among the sermons reflect particular theologies, such as, the
“older” Christology of Peter or concern for justification with Paul."
Girtner discounted Dibelius’s categorization of ancient historiog-
raphy and suggested that the latter’s failure to understand ancient
historiography led to a flawed understanding of Acts as a literary
creation by Luke.
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C. S. C. Williams joined Girtner’s criticism of Dibelius. He
accused Dibelius of failing to take seriously the extent of disagree-
ment among scholars over the degree to which ancient historians
freely composed or relied on factual material in their reports of
speeches." The position of Dibelius assumed a monolithic approach
to writing history by the ancient historians. Michael Green has iden-
tified the variety of approaches pursued by Thucydides, Lucian,
Livy, Cicero, and Philostratus, suggesting how unsafe it is “to argue
from other writers as to what Luke could or could not have done in
his speeches.”" Rather than a Gentile approach to history, Williams
argued that Luke would more likely have followed a Jewish model
for history. Such an approach would have included the rabbinic
method of memorization to preserve important words or sayings.'®
By regarding Acts as simply a literary-theological document with-
out historical substance, Dibelius and others presumed that the
ancient historians had no interest in presenting the content of what
would have been said on significant occasions.

Dibelius does not stand alone in viewing the sermons in Acts as
literary creations of Luke. Hans Conzelmann credited Luke on this
account with being “the first Christian author consciously to try to
conform to the standards of Hellenistic literature.”'” He believed the
sermons in Acts represent Luke’s attempt to imitate the style of
Thucydides.

C. F. Evans insisted that Luke had greater freedom to write as
he pleased in composing Acts since a model did not yet exist in the
church for writing that kind of book.'"® This argument falls, how-
ever, in a comparison with the four Gospels. Though they were a
different kind of book, speeches comprised a major part of them.
Evans also held that the speeches of Acts must be Luke’s composi-
tion rather than the preserved tradition of what was said by the apos-
tles because Evans had difficulty envisioning the Sitz im Leben of
the church that would have preserved and repeated the apostles’
words. He further argued that no one would remember a speech
twenty, thirty, or forty years after it was heard unless it was repeated,
and he found no evidence for such repetition in the church."”

Evans therefore followed Dibelius in his method. In assessing
the individual sermons, one must view them as part of one large
composition, The Acts of the Apostles. Luke composed the speeches
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to illustrate his overall theme. As examples of this kind of compo-
sition, Evans referred to the commissioning by Christ (Acts 1:8) and
Paul’s sermon in Athens (17:22—31). The commissioning of Christ
would not have been preserved by any of the fragmentary traditions
that Luke used, because Evans could not imagine a case calling for
the preservation of such material. The presence can only be
explained, in his judgment, as a composition by Luke.” Evans
makes a similar case for Lucan composition of Paul’s sermon in
Athens. While Paul may be speaking in character for Athens, the
words do not seem appropriate for him.

Though he had no knowledge of Aramaic, Evans undertook to
refute C. C. Torrey’s theory of the Aramaic background of the
speeches in Acts. Evans compared passages in Acts said to come
from Aramaic sources with passages from Luke’s Gospel with sim-
ilar form and structure in his attempt to prove that the Aramaisms
were not present.”' In actuality, however, this strange approach tends
to confirm rather than refute the theory of Aramaic backgrounds,
since the speeches in the Luke all have an Aramaic context. R. A.
Martin’s subsequent analysis of the passages has demonstrated that
the poor Greek of these passages translates into good Aramaic, sug-
gesting that Luke relied on preserved Aramaic sermons for the early
speeches in Acts.”

Rather than supporting the idea of a common kerygma, Evans’
other presuppositions led him to conclude that the similarity
between sermons in Acts resulted from Luke’s literary style. A com-
parison of Peter’s sermon on Pentecost with Paul’s sermon at Anti-
och of Pisidia suggested to Evans that “Luke is operating with a
stereotyped form which is current as the apostolic preaching in his
own day, rather than with historical reminiscences of what the apos-
tolic church in Jerusalem actually preached.”

THE ROLE OF THE HOLY SPIRIT IN THE
FORMULATION OF THE GOSPEL

Critical study of the New Testament in the twentieth century
has tended to neglect at best or deny at worst God’s role in the com-
position of the books that became the New Testament. This attempt
to avoid the transcendent arises from a legitimate concern to main-
tain objectivity in study, but such concern collapses in the face of the
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enormity of subjective presuppositions scholars bring to their study
concerning what could or could not have happened two thousand
years ago. Even worse cases of subjectivity arise when scholars
attempt to reconstruct a life situation in the early church that would
have called for the church to construct miracle stories or ascribe
claims to divinity by Jesus.

In the case of the Acts of the Apostles and the effort to recon-
struct the gospel as the apostles preached it, one school of scholarly
thought has concluded that Acts cannot reveal how the apostles
preached because Luke constructed it as a literary work to express his
own theological concerns. Others argue for the acceptance of the
material in Acts as the legitimate tradition of the church and an accu-
rate representation of how the apostles would have preached. Neither
approach seems entirely satisfactory, however, since neither grap-
ples with the place of God in the development and preservation of the
gospel. Historians, scientists, political scientists, grammarians, musi-
cians, and the full range of academic disciplines have the luxury of
pursuing their research with respect to the finite world. By positing
the existence of God, however, the disciplines of theology cannot
with integrity study their areas without thinking about God.

The Role of the Witness

The role of the witness plays a critical part in the Gospel of
Luke and the Acts of the Apostles. Luke’s Gospel begins by attribut-
ing his and other Gospel narratives to the testimony of witnesses
(Luke 1:1-4). It concludes by describing the instructions of Christ
to his followers that they should be witnesses to the fulfillment of
Scripture, his death, his resurrection, the call for repentance, and
the offer of both forgiveness of sins and the Holy Spirit (24:44-49).
The Acts of the Apostles begins with Jesus’ final instructions to his
followers in which he promised them the power of the Holy Spirit
and charged them to be his witnesses (Acts 1:8). The book closes
with Paul in Rome declaring to the Jews “the kingdom of God and
[trying] to convince them about Jesus from the Law of Moses and
from the Prophets” (28:23), while the preaching and teaching go on
unhindered. In other words, the substantial internal evidence of
Luke’s writings indicates his methodology, which concentrates on
preserving the testimony of witnesses.
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Furthermore, Luke, more than any other New Testament writer,
paid attention to details of setting and confirmation. These details
add credibility to his witness. He dated the birth of Christ “while
Quirinius was governor of Syria” (Luke 2:2). He set the beginning
of John’s ministry “in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Cae-
sar—when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, Herod tetrarch of
Galilee, his brother Philip tetrarch of Iturea and Trachonitis, and
Lysanias tetrarch of Abilene—during the high priesthood of Annas
and Caiaphas” (3:1-2). Only Luke gave the age of Jesus when he
began his ministry as “about thirty years old” (3:23). Luke also had
a habit of including names of people: Mary, called Magdalene;
Joanna, the wife of Cuza, Herod’s steward; and Susanna (8:2-3);
Simon the Pharisee (7:40); Zacchaeus (19:1-10); and Cleopas
(24:18), in addition to names also cited in the other Gospels.

In the Acts of the Apostles, Luke’s citation of names increases
dramatically in relation to the enlargement of the field in which the
story unfolds. The life of Jesus from birth to ascension took place
in a small geographical area with a small number of followers. In
Acts the story spreads throughout the Hellenistic world to the very
capital of the empire. All along the way Luke documents names and
“addresses” of people who heard the testimony and believed. The
internal evidence of Acts indicates how Luke would have come by
so many sermons and sermon fragments years after their delivery.

The Conversion Testimony

C. F. Evans and other skeptical critics can imagine no situation
in the life of the church that would have led to the preservation of
the sermons in Acts. The experience of the church from the time of
Paul to this very day, however, suggests why the sermons would
have been remembered and repeated. At one place Luke described
Paul’s conversion (Acts 9:1-30). In two other places Luke described
how Paul gave testimony of his conversion experience: first before
the crowd in Jerusalem (22:1-21), then before Agrippa (26:1-23).
Converts to faith in Christ remember the circumstances of their con-
version until they die. What is more, converts tend to obey the com-
mand of Christ to be his witnesses. External evidence of this
phenomenon fills volumes of Christian devotional literature of the
last two thousand years, including such classics as Augustine’s Con-
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Jfessions, Bunyan’s Grace Abounding (which he allegorized as The
Pilgrim’s Progress), and C. S. Lewis’s Surprised by Joy.*

While Peter, Paul, Philip, and certainly Stephen would not
likely have remembered what they preached precisely on a given
occasion, they would have known generally that they had preached
Christ. With only that to go by, Luke would have had to resort to lit-
erary license. Luke had no such handicap, however, when writing
his account of how the church fulfilled its commission to bear wit-
ness to Christ. Just as the apostles remembered the words of Christ,
the converts would have remembered the words they heard from
the apostles (cf. 1 Cor. 15:1). Of the three thousand converts on the
Day of Pentecost who returned to the corners of the empire after
their pilgrimage to Jerusalem, Luke undoubtedly encountered many
in his travels who shared their testimony of how they had met Christ
through the gospel on Pentecost when Peter preached.

The church did not preserve the debates, sermons, or discus-
sions that accompanied the appointment of the seven deacons, the
election of a twelfth apostle, or the Jerusalem Council. Only brief
statements by the participants survive. If Luke’s writing pattern had
exercised freedom in constructing speeches, he would surely have
fortified those episodes with some Thucydidean monologues. But he
does not. This suggests that the speeches and sermons in Acts do
have a historical base in Luke’s research.

The concept of the witness that Luke forthrightly accentuates
explains both the preservation of the sermons of the apostles and
the origin of the apostolic kerygma tradition. But witness alone does
not fully explain it. The disciples witnessed many things Jesus said
and did during his ministry, but they understood little or none of
what happened in their midst. They did not understand the parables,
the Transfiguration (Mark 9:6), talk about a resurrection of Jesus
(Matt. 17:9; Mark 9:9; John 11:24), talk about the coming passion
(Matt. 17:23; Mark 9:31-32; Luke 9:22, 44-45; 17:25; 18:31-34),
or their place in the kingdom (Luke 22:24-27). What they had wit-
nessed of Jesus did not have meaning nor did it meet with under-
standing among the disciples until after the resurrection.

All four Gospels bear testimony to the fact that the disciples
had not expected the resurrection. Though singled out for his artic-
ulation of the denial of Jesus, Peter spoke for most of the other
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disciples whose absence from the crucifixion and burial belied the
disappointment of their expectations. Prior to the resurrection the
disciples had more expectation than faith. Luke described how
understanding commingled with faith as they met their risen Lord.
In his description of the resurrection appearances, Luke explained
the origin of the apostolic kerygma tradition.

When Cleopas and the other unnamed disciple met Jesus on the
road to Emmaus, they recited the basic events in the ministry and
death of Jesus (Luke 24:19-24). They knew of his teachings and
miracles and of how the power structure of the establishment had
conspired his death. They even knew the stories of the resurrection
that had begun to circulate that day. They had information, but they
did not know the meaning of it. After the two disciples told Jesus the
news of the crucifixion and the rumors of the empty tomb, Jesus
replied, “How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all
that the prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer these
things and then enter his glory?” (Luke 24:25-26). Luke then adds
that “beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to
them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself” (24:27).

Luke makes clear at the end of his Gospel that the message the
apostles declared in Acts had its origin in the teaching of Jesus
between the resurrection and the ascension. The teaching that
occurred during the resurrection appearances also reiterated what
he had taught during his ministry, but what the disciples had not
comprehended. The passion predictions by Jesus stand as ironic
examples of the disciples’ inability to understand what was hap-
pening. The Synoptic Gospels record three such episodes:

Episode Matthew Mark Luke
1. 16:21-23 8:31-33 9:22
2. 17:22-23 9:30-32 9:44-45
3. 20:17-19 10:32-34 18:31-34

At the empty tomb, the Synoptic Gospels contain an angelic mes-
sage to recall what Jesus had said:

“He is not here; he has risen, just as he said.” (Matt. 28:6)
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“But go, tell his disciples and Peter, ‘He is going ahead of you
into Galilee. There you will see him, just as he told you.””
(Mark 16:7)

“Remember how he told you, while he was still with you in
Galilee: ‘The Son of Man must be delivered into the hands of
sinful men, be crucified and on the third day be raised again.’”
(Luke 24:6-7)

In all three cases, the evangelists emphasize that the disciples had
not grasped the meaning of Jesus’ death nor anticipated the resur-
rection, even though they had heard of it from him. Confused by
many things their master had said, the death and resurrection pre-
dictions seem to have passed out of their thoughts until something
happened to make them remember.

Luke wrote that Jesus did not leave the work of preserving his
Gospel to memory guided by chance. Instead, Jesus taught his dis-
ciples during his resurrection visits the meaning of all that had hap-
pened concerning him.” Luke gave the substance of this teaching in
the last verses of his Gospel:

He said to them, “This is what I told you while I was still
with you: Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me
in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.”

Then he opened their minds so they could understand the
Scriptures. He told them, “This is what is written: The Christ
will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repen-
tance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to
all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these
things. I am going to send you what my Father has promised,
but stay in the city until you have been clothed with power
from on high.” (Luke 24:44-49)

In other words, Luke clearly describes a gospel tradition that origi-
nated with Jesus during his resurrection appearances. The command
to be witnesses came as a command to be witnesses “of these things”
that Jesus recapitulated and the meaning he ascribed to them.
Before undertaking the responsibility of a witness, however, the
disciples received the further instruction to wait in Jerusalem for
the promise of the Father, who would clothe them with power (Luke
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24:49). The Holy Spirit forms the final critical link in the origin and
preservation of the Gospel. While Luke emphasizes this dimension
of the gospel, he does not stand alone. In the Great Commission
recorded by Matthew, the activity of going, making disciples, bap-
tizing, and teaching is framed by (1) the declaration of Christ’s
supreme authority in heaven and on earth, and (2) his promise to
always be with his disciples as they fulfilled this command (Matt.
28:18-20).

The origin and preservation of a gospel tradition by the early
church has been described as a sociological phenomenon by many
critical scholars during the twentieth century. Efforts to reconstruct
the life situation of the church focus on the survival needs the church
would have had that might have prompted a particular tradition.
Efforts at analyzing the mind of the authors focus on the attempt to
discover the creative theological contribution of that author as he
responded in faith to the situation in the church. In contrast to this
approach, the New Testament seems to present the Holy Spirit as the
dominant “life situation” of the church out of which the gospel wit-
ness emerged.

In the Gospel of John, Jesus told the disciples that the Holy
Spirit “will teach you all things and will remind you of everything
I have said to you” (John 14:26). This concept of the role of the
Holy Spirit in the witness to Christ finds a parallel in Luke, where
Jesus said,

When you are brought before the synagogues, rulers and
authorities, do not worry about how you will defend your-
selves or what you will say, for the Holy Spirit will teach you
at that time what you should say. (Luke 12:11-12)

These passages acknowledge both creativity in the gospel message
and the preservation process while ascribing both processes to the
Holy Spirit. By calling to remembrance the circumstances related to
Christ, the Holy Spirit maintains the objective basis for good news,
rooted in what Christ said, what he did, and whom he represented
himself to be. On the other hand, the teaching ministry of the Holy
Spirit takes the truth of Christ expressed by the gospel to impact
each person, culture, and age in a creative, personal way.
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A GOSPEL FORMULA

Martin Dibelius, who had examined the subject before Dodd,
agreed generally that a formula or formulas preserved the gospel in
the early church. He declared that regardless of which sermon one
reads in Acts, “the work of Jesus is presented in brief formulas tes-
tifying to the divine plan of salvation.”” The nature of early Chris-
tian preaching would have sounded like Peter’s message to
Cornelius. It began with the baptism of John as signaling the new
era and went on to include the death of Christ, his resurrection,
details about his deeds and works to substantiate who Jesus was,
the fulfillment of prophecy, the forgiveness of sins, the exaltation,
and the return for judgment.”’

A. M. Hunter argued that the kerygma had three main headings:
the fulfillment of the prophecies of Scripture, a presentation of the
life, death, resurrection, and exaltation of Jesus, and a summons to
repent and accept the forgiveness of sins in Jesus.*® Hunter allowed
that the presentation of the second point would also include such
matters as the dawning of the new age, the Davidic descent, good
deeds and works of power, and the return of Jesus as Judge and Sav-
ior. Hunter found this kerygma in the Gospels and the letters of the
New Testament, though it was often restated, as Hebrews does with
Platonic imagery, for a particular audience.” Hunter believed that
the gospel must “be restated in terms intelligible to modern men
and women for whom the technical terms of Jewish eschatology—
the conceptions of the Kingdom and the Messiah and the Two
Ages—mean little or nothing.”*

T. F. Glasson proposed a kerygma containing five points:

1. Fulfillment of Scripture
2. The death of Christ

3. The resurrection of Christ
4. Forgiveness of sins

5. Apostolic witness™

In this construction, he deliberately omitted any reference to the
return of Christ in glory to judge the world. To support his view, he
pointed out that Acts 2, 3, 5, and 13 do not make reference to the
judgment.” At most, the coming of Christ is part of the promise of



34 « The Gospel and Its Meaning

what God will do. Since the apostles could not bear witness to a
future event, they could not preach the return of Christ as part of
their message. Glasson also deleted the Holy Spirit from the gospel
because reference to the Spirit does not appear with the frequency
of reference to the apostolic witness sighted five times in Acts (2:32;
3:15;5:32; 10:40-41; 13:30-31).” Glasson defined the kerygma as
a “proclamation of certain facts about Jesus, particularly the Res-
urrection; and this was certified by witnesses.”*

Bertil Girtner held that the missionary preaching contains
recurring ideas that seem to reflect a formula “embodying the salient
features of God’s redeeming action through Jesus Christ. ...”* He
went on to identify seven elements of this formula:

1. The ministry of Jesus, his suffering, death, and resurrection

2. Prophecies being fulfilled

3. Jesus as the Lord and Messiah, exalted to the right hand of
God and bestowing the Holy Spirit

4 The apostolic message directed also to the Gentiles

5. The expectation of the advent and the judgment of the Lord
(the eschatological motif)

6. The exhortation to conversion

7. The bearing of witness*

Giirtner drew his conclusions in the context of a study of Paul’s ser-
mon in Athens, a sermon Dodd had oddly ignored in his study. In
Athens, Paul’s sermon included four elements that Dodd did not
treat: natural revelation, God, idolatry, universalism and the divine
plan of salvation.”” Nonetheless, Girtner agreed with Dodd’s cate-
gories enough to say that only the latter part constituted kerygma
and offended the sensibilities of the Athenians.* Girtner did offer
the observation that Acts holds four different kinds of missionary
sermons, including preaching to Jews, preaching to Gentiles, the
type of Stephen’s defense, and Paul’s farewell speech at Ephesus.”

Ethelbert Stauffer contended that missionary preaching repre-
sented the liveliest and most original form of preaching for the early
church, but that for all its freedom of expression, it had a “‘dogmatic
center” with the kerygma. In his preaching, Paul labored to repro-
duce this “official” version of the gospel formula “word for word.”*
Stauffer also pointed out that the relationship between Christ and
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the one and only God received attention in the early preaching (Acts
14:15; 17:231t.; 22:14; 24:14; cf. Rom. 3:30; 16:27; 1 Cor. 8:4; Gal.
3:20; 1 Thess. 1:9; Phil. 2:11; 1 Peter 4:19; Jude 25).* This obser-
vation by Stauffer, combined with Gértner’s identification of the
elements of the Athens speech, raises serious question about the
need to include another element about the one God in the kerygma,
a question to be addressed later.

Floyd Filson’s list of elements for inclusion in the kerygma only
numbered four, but his third point about the historical Jesus had nine
subpoints! For the most part Filson mentions items already intro-
duced, though he makes it a special point to emphasize the impor-
tance of the historicity of Jesus.” A point he adds focuses attention
on John the Baptist as preparatory to the coming of Christ as a com-
mon feature of early preaching (Acts 10:37; 13:24—25).* The cru-
cial matter Filson insisted upon was the resurrection, as the title of
his study suggests.

In a later study, Filson distanced himself from Dodd though still
holding basic agreement about the gospel message in the first
decades of the church. Filson moved away from using the term
kerygma because in it one loses sight of the kingdom of God as the
focus of preaching, seen in how God has established his rule through
Christ. Filson held that the use of an esoteric Greek term that never
occurs in Acts as the “algebraic x which vaguely points to the
gospel” did not help clarify matters.* H. J. Cadbury had even less
regard for the technical use of kerygma in his remarks, “When a
term from a foreign language is employed in such matters it often
seems to the simpleminded to give the concept a validity even
greater than if plain English was used.”*

With Rudolf Bultmann, the question of the historical origin of
the preaching became irrelevant for he only cared that the preach-
ing of the death and resurrection of Christ were the word of God. In
rejecting the “quest for the historical kerygma,” he did not reject the
idea of an apostolic message so much as the discipline of modern
historical research as a tool for evaluating the Bible. In a sense his
radical approach to criticism is a rejection of any form of criticism.
He argued that the resurrection cannot be proven or accepted on his-
torical grounds; it can only be appropriated by faith.
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Bultmann recognized a basic kerygma similar to that identified
by other scholars of his generation, but he argued that it was
shrouded in the mythological worldview of the first century.* The
idea of a preexistent divine Being appearing on earth as a man, aton-
ing for sin in a sacrificial death, abolishing death, vanquishing
demonic forces through a resurrection, and returning to the right
hand of God as Lord and King only to return one day soon to com-
plete redemption and judge the world all smacked of mythology.
Though he viewed the kerygma as a mythological construction that
spoke to the needs of its day, he would not abolish it with Harnack
and the older liberals; rather he sought to interpret it.*” Furthermore,
he criticized the philosophers for thinking that humanity can do any-
thing about its fallen condition because it is total.*

Bultmann further criticized liberalism and the history of reli-
gions school for disregarding the person of Jesus, whom the New
Testament presents as “the decisive event of redemption.”* The love
of God is only an abstract idea unless God reveals that love. That is
why, for the Christian, faith means faith in Christ, for God demon-
strated his love in Christ.*® Bultmann declared that “he who formerly
had been the bearer of the message was drawn into it and became
its essential content.”' The first preachers of the gospel were con-
cerned to show that the cross had meaning because of the signifi-
cance of Jesus; thus, they told about the Jesus they had known. The
cross had meaning for Bultmann, however, because of its insepara-
ble unity with the resurrection.”” Yet, Bultmann declared that “an
historical fact which involves a resurrection from the dead is utterly
inconceivable!”*

Thus, Bultmann disagreed with Glasson, Gértner, and others
who had made the apostolic witness an element of faith, since the
apostles could not have witnessed what did not happen. More impor-
tantly for his approach, however, faith can never come as a result of
proof; otherwise it would not be faith. In his existential system,
“Christ meets us in the preaching as one crucified and risen.”*

Ernst Kdsemann followed Bultmann’s lead and asserted that
those who hoped to demonstrate a unity of early kerygma and tra-
dition are “trying to maintain that the kerygma includes the recital
of facts as mediated by the tradition.”* Kasemann held that the
church modified the tradition to meet the challenges represented in
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changes of time and place, which led in turn to variations in the
kerygma, though the early church held fast to the same profession
of faith throughout the changes.” While the Gospels tell the life of
Christ, Kdsemann insisted that only the “Cross and the Resurrec-
tion” had any real importance for the early church.”

Késemann concluded that neither miracles, nor the tradition of
the church found in the canon of accepted Scripture, nor the histor-
ical Jesus sought by scholarly criticism can give security to faith.
Instead, only the Holy Spirit can enable a person “to come to Christ
and believe in him as Lord.”*® When he looked at the New Testa-
ment, he saw so wide a variability in the form and content of the
kerygma that the evidence compelled the recognition “not merely of
significant tensions, but, not infrequently, of irreconcilable theo-
logical contradictions.”” This variability demonstrated for Kése-
mann that primitive Christianity had a variety of confessions by the
time of the writing of the New Testament, which constantly replaced
one another in dialectic fashion, mutually delimiting one another.®
Though he recognized that the gospel serves as the foundation for
the church, he declared that “the question, ‘What is the Gospel?’
cannot be settled by the historian according to the results of his
investigations but only by the believer who is led by the Spirit and
listens obediently to the Scripture.”®

In his comparative study of 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 and 1 Timothy
3:16, Edward Schweizer examined the passages as “creeds” or
kerygmatic formulas. He suggested that 1 Corinthians 11:23-25 has
the same creedal concern as 1 Timothy 3:16 and that Philippians
2:6—11 has the same creedal concern as 1 Corinthians 15:3-5.* He
further suggested that both strands could have emerged from an
even earlier creed like one he identified as beginning with Romans
1:3. Both passages concern what God did in Christ, but 1 Corinthi-
ans 15:3-5 stresses the death and resurrection, while 1 Timothy
3:16 stresses the incarnation and exaltation.” Schweizer resolved
the discrepancy by citing the cultural context in which the gospel
found expression. The death and resurrection of Christ spoke to the
problem of the Palestinian Jew: “How may I get rid of my sins, how
shall T get through doomsday?” The incarnation and exaltation
spoke to the problem of the Gentiles in the Hellenistic world: “How
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may I be freed from the powers of a blind fate? How may I obtain
access to the heavenly, divine world?”*

Schweizer’s study suggests that different elements of the gospel
speak to different issues of human existence. The elements of the
gospel an evangelist might employ in presenting Christ and the mes-
sage of salvation depend, to a great extent, on the kinds of funda-
mental questions that plague a person or culture. This conclusion
has profound implications not only for New Testament criticism,
but more immediately for how a Christian presents Christ to a non-
believer anywhere in the world on the eve of the twenty-first cen-
tury. Schweizer asked pointedly,

... since the Japanese people do not think in ontological terms,
must we convert them first to our Greek thinking or to West-
ern thinking as a whole in order that the gospel might be
preached in these terms?®

Alternatively, in preaching the gospel, Christians ought to present
Christ as the answer to the problem of a person who does not under-
stand that problem as one of sin. The loneliness and meaningless-
ness of modern life represent nothing else than a contemporary
nomenclature for the old biblical term “sin.”

The Christians of the New Testament church spoke specifically
to the particular issues of life and expressed the gospel in terms
that communicated with their audience, regardless of the cultural
context within or beyond the Roman empire.” When the evange-
lists moved outside the context of a Jewish community, they no
longer bound themselves to the language of the people of the
covenant, wrapped up as it was with a remote time, place, and tra-
dition. Instead, they employed language that communicated the
same message, but to a people who never knew the Law or the
Prophets.*®* Nonetheless, they retained the basic elements of the
kerygma, even where they did not have the same meaning. For the
modern church, Schweizer warned of the danger associated with
only retaining those elements of the gospel that suit her. Different
elements of the kerygma speak with different power in different
ages. The church does not have the liberty to discard what it con-
siders out of date or difficult to understand.”
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C. E. D. Moule took a similar track to Schweizer. He proposed
that Christianity in apostolic times took many forms throughout the
empire and beyond. Factors such as geography, socio-economic
standing, educational background, cultural setting, religious envi-
ronment, and local politics played a part in shaping the way Chris-
tianity expressed itself in a given locale. Though the New Testament
writings reflect a wide variety of theological perspectives, the
kerygma gives “‘coherence to all the diversity within the New Tes-
tament.”” Particularly, the affirmation of the incarnation of Jesus
and his resurrection maintain this coherence.

The New Testament letters reflect the strong sense of responsi-
bility the church felt for receiving, preserving, and handing on the
authentic gospel message (cf. 1 Cor. 11:23; 15:1; Gal. 2:2; Col. 1:5-
6; 1 Thess. 2:2—4; 1 Tim. 2:7; 2 Tim. 2:8; Heb. 2:3; James 1:18, 21;
1 Peter 1:23-25; 1 John 2:20, 27-28; Rev. 2:25)." In spite of the
variability observed by such commentators as Kisemann, the vari-
ous writings of the New Testament “speak with a remarkably unan-
imous voice of a single Gospel and of one Lord.”” In fact, Moule
argues, this kerygma became the basis for evaluating the legitimacy
of writings for inclusion in the canon:

Judged by this standard, any estimate of Jesus which did not
acknowledge his historical existence and his real death would
be out; so would any which did not acknowledge the resur-
rection and the decisiveness of his fulfillment of God’s plan
of salvation outlined in the Old Testament.”

This standard excludes the writings of Gnostic dualism as well as a
variety of other unorthodox views that emerged in the first centuries
of the life of the church. Moule contends that the application of this
test may be found in 1 and 2 John.™

Ralph P. Martin carried even further the idea that the one gospel
found multiple expressions. As the church spread into the Hellenis-
tic world, the bearers of the gospel faced the problem of translating
the message of Christ into terms with which the common person
could identify and understand, while clearly demonstrating how
Christ met the deepest needs of life.”” Martin identified what he con-
sidered the greatest needs of the Hellenistic age:
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1. freedom from evil spirits

2. freedom from the bondage of archons (spiritual powers) and
the rule of “destiny” and “necessity”

3. deliverance from sin, mortality, and finitude™

In 1 Corinthians 15:3—4, the forgiveness of sins was a burning issue
for the community in Corinth. In Philippians 2:6—11, however, the
problem that demanded attention was the “purposelessness of exis-
tence and the conquest of those agencies which tyrannized over Hel-
lenistic man.”” In Philippians the gospel provides the basis for
explaining how God in Christ has all authority and power, thereby
assuring the meaningfulness of life.” Martin contended that interest
in prophecy and the concern over estrangement from God have lit-
tle appeal today, but the questions that lie behind the fears of the
ancient world persist into the modern age.”

While Dodd’s critics appear to be correct that the kerygma did
not exist as a fixed formula, Dodd was correct to the extent that the
kerygma existed as a fixed content upon which the early Christians
drew when proclaiming their faith in Christ.

PREACHING AND TEACHING IN CONTEXT

When C. H. Dodd began “the quest for the historical kerygma,”
he sought to identify a gospel creedal formulation acknowledged
by the apostles. Any deviation from this formulation constituted
“development” or the introduction of new theological views by an
author. The primary theological idea he attacked as a new develop-
ment was the idea of a future return of Christ. Dodd wrote from
what many would call a conservative point of view to establish a tra-
dition that went back to the early church. Rudolf Bultmann wrote
from what many would call a liberal point of view, in order to free
the gospel from tradition altogether. Both shared a presupposition,
however, one that is common to many who study the New Testa-
ment, that the New Testament is a human book full of traditions
about what people believed or taught about Jesus long ago. From
this perspective, any differences in the gospel message or nuances
in theological formulation occur as a result of the personal quirks of
the authors of the New Testament books.
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If, on the other hand, the Holy Spirit actually guided the apos-
tles in what they said and how they said it, one might expect a
change in the expression of the message without an alteration in its
substance. Rather than reciting a creedal formula, the apostles pre-
sented Jesus Christ, the Savior. They said enough about him to set
him apart, to indicate in what sense he is the only Savior, and to
explain from what and to what he saves. Presenting Jesus in the Hel-
lenistic world required the translation or transformation of termi-
nology wed to the Jewish context, such as the substitution of
“Christ” for the term “Messiah.”®

In moving beyond the Jewish context to the nations, more than
terminology needed attention. The gospel had assumed several fun-
damental elements that Peter did not have to elaborate in Jerusalem.
He could assume a common understanding and belief in the Cre-
ator God, who upheld the universe by his power. This represented
not only the religion of the Jews, but also their worldview. The Cre-
ator God had taken the initiative to provide salvation for his crea-
tures. To this end, God had spoken by the prophets to prepare Israel
for the appearing of the Messiah. Floyd Filson has criticized C. H.
Dodd’s study of the apostolic preaching in Acts for concentrating his
analysis on the messages that appear in a Jewish context while
ignoring Paul’s messages in the pagan settings of Lystra (Acts
14:15-17) and Athens (17:22-31).®" In these settings, Paul first had
to proclaim the Creator God who made the heavens and the earth.
Filson observed:

In a world of polytheism and idolatry it was necessary to pre-
sent the basic message of monotheism, the one God who is
Creator, Lord, and Judge, and under whom all life is lived. It
was necessary to state clearly man’s moral responsibility
before God, and in doing this the Resurrection and the final
Jjudgement were proclaimed.®

This theme forms the prologue to John’s Gospel as well as to
Hebrews. It figures prominently in Paul’s letters, particularly in
Romans 8, Ephesians 1, and Colossians 1.

In Jerusalem Peter spoke of Jesus as Lord (Acts 2:36). He never
referred to him as “Son of God” the way Paul did in Damascus after
his conversion (9:20). Though Paul used the terminology “Son of
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God” in his writings (Rom. 1:4; 1 Cor. 1:9; 2 Cor. 1:19; Gal. 2:20),
he more frequently used the term of preference of Peter in
Jerusalem, which had constituted the confession of Thomas: “My
Lord and my God” (John 20:28). Rather than a “theological devel-
opment,” the “Son of God” terminology constituted the effort to
express to the Gentiles what “Lord” meant to the Jews.

For centuries, the Jews had refrained from speaking the holy
name of Yahweh, the Lord God Almighty, who redeemed Israel
from Egypt and declared his name to Moses. When the rabbis came
to the holy name in Scripture, rather than speak it, they substituted
the word Adonai, the Lord. Modern translations of the Hebrew
Scriptures maintain this tradition by writing the name Yahweh as
“Lorp.” Instead of a low Christology, by using the divine title when
referring to Jesus, Peter expressed the highest of Christologies.®
The title “Lord” ascribed to Jesus had its origin in Palestine in the
Jewish community, as the ancient Aramaic prayer Maran atha,
“Lord, come” (1 Cor. 16:22), indicates.* The confession “Jesus is
Lord” meant something to those who understood what Lord meant.
The Gentile world, however, had many lords. The term “Son of
God” expressed for the Gentile the divine relationship that “Lord”
conveyed to the Jews.

In Jerusalem, Peter never stated specifically that Christ died for
our sins. Paul stressed this meaning of the death throughout his writ-
ings. Instead of a theological development in the understanding of
the atonement, the difference between Peter and Paul reflects the
cultural difference of their audiences. In Jerusalem on the Day of
Pentecost, Peter could assume a common understanding of sin and
its remedy. In the shadow of the temple, the pilgrims that day under-
stood better than any that the Law of Moses prescribed that for-
giveness of sin only came through sacrifice. Peter proclaimed the
death of Jesus that took place at Passover, and he proclaimed for-
giveness of sins in Jesus’ name. The details did not require expla-
nation, for the understanding of an atoning sacrifice had formed over
a thousand years of the consciousness of Israel.

In the Gentile world, however, Paul had a formidable problem.
The Gentiles offered sacrifices to their gods, but sacrifices served as
bribes to enlist the aid of a god or to pacify an offended deity. Paul
had to explain the moral demands of a holy God and the signifi-
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cance of the death of Jesus with respect to the problem of human sin.
Without the preparation of the Law and the Prophets, the Gentile
world required explanation that the Jewish community did not need.

Paul indicated in the strongest of terms that the apostles felt no
freedom to alter the terms of the gospel. His manner of presenting
the gospel to Gentiles came to him by way of revelation from Jesus
Christ (Gal. 1:6—12). Peter also claimed divine revelation as the
basis for his message to the Gentiles when he had his vision in Joppa
before witnessing to Cornelius (Acts 10:9-16, 19-20, 28, 34-35).
Philip received similar guidance in witnessing to the Ethiopian
eunuch as he expounded the fulfillment of Scripture in Christ (8:26—
29). Likewise Ananias received divine counsel before witnessing to
Saul when he demonstrated the power of the Holy Spirit (9:10-17).
By divine revelation, Stephen of all the apostles bore witness to the
exaltation of Christ to the right hand of the Father and the freedom
his reign has given to those in persecution (7:56). In each case, how-
ever, the revelation did not alter what the witness had received of the
gospel. Rather, the revelation amplified and gave deeper meaning to
particular aspects of the gospel.

Instead of the rigid distinction C. H. Dodd drew between
kerygma and didache expressed by evangelism and discipleship, the
New Testament seems to imply that the gospel cannot be separated
from the meaning ascribed to it in the apostles’ teaching. The gospel
simply declares that Christ died for our sins, but the meaning of this
declaration includes deliverance, redemption, cleansing, forgive-
ness, and justification. Those who have faith receive the gift of the
Holy Spirit, but the meaning of this declaration includes regenera-
tion, adoption, assurance, sanctification, and empowerment.

Salvation comes through faith in Jesus Christ who has the power
to save. The gospel is God’s instrument of revealing Jesus Christ
(Rom. 1:16—17). The evangelist does not have the freedom to con-
form the gospel to the expectations of any person or culture. Rather,
the evangelist has the responsibility to demonstrate what the gospel
of Jesus Christ means to each individual and culture. For Paul it
meant freedom from the curse of the law, but to the Gentiles he
addressed in Colosse it meant freedom from the “elemental spirits of
the universe” (Col. 2:8 NRsV). For Stephen the gospel offered hope to
die, but to the Philippian jailer it offered hope to live (Acts 16:29-31).
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As the church prepares to enter the third millennium of its mis-
sion on earth, the same Holy Spirit that guided the apostles moves
in its midst to bring the gospel to a world suffering from the conse-
quences of sin. The challenge now as then involves presenting
Christ as the Savior to a world of different people and cultures.
Whether the message focuses on the fulfillment of Scripture in
Christ as it did when Philip witnessed to the Ethiopian, the Creator
God as it did when Paul spoke at Lystra and Athens, the challenge
to faith as it did when Paul witnessed to the Philippian jailer, or the
gift of the Holy Spirit as it did when Paul taught in Ephesus, the
message addresses the gospel to the world’s experience of the
effects of sin and presents Christ as the only Savior.

CONCLUSION

Jesus Christ formed the sum and substance of the apostolic mes-
sage. People who joined themselves to the fledgling band of disci-
ples did so because they had joined themselves to Jesus Christ. The
message presented Christ as the one who answered life’s deepest
questions; thus, he came through the message as a Savior. In pre-
senting Christ, the apostles told the significant aspects of Christ and
demonstrated their saving import. Though the apostles used differ-
ent terms in different settings, they spoke about the same basic mat-
ters, telling of Christ from eternity, through earthly ministry, to
eternity.

When the apostolic kerygma focused on the death of Christ, the
apostolic didache for that person related the significance of the other
saving activity of Christ. When the apostolic kerygma focused on
the fulfillment of Scripture in Christ, then the apostolic didache for
that person related the significance of the other saving activity of
Christ. Thus, the New Testament contains no single formula of the
gospel, though the many instances of gospel proclamation and
teaching form a consistent pattern.

In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul’s discussion of resurrection indicates
the relationship between gospel proclamation and teaching about
the implications of the gospel. Paul began by reminding the
Corinthians of the terms in which he preached the gospel and cited
the death for sins, the burial, and the resurrection, all according to
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Scripture. Instead of a declaration of the definition of the gospel,
however, the passage shows how the gospel formed the foundation
for all apostolic teaching. Paul laid out only enough of the gospel to
lay a foundation for the subject he had to address. Resurrection was
the issue in Corinth that required addressing.

The good news of Christ requires both kerygma and didache.
The kerygma establishes Christ concretely as the decisive act of God
for the salvation of the world and preserves the historical and eter-
nal claims of Christ. The didache unfolds the significance of the
kerygma for salvation. Thus, while the apostles “preached” the
gospel, the New Testament describes their methodology in terms of
“teaching.” This ministry of presenting Christ revolved around sev-
eral basic elements:

1. The Creator God Salvation came as a work of the Creator who
has the right to all creation and who exer-
cises authority over all creation.

2. The fulfillment Jesus came to fulfill Scripture rather than to
abolish the faith of Israel, and stands in con-
tinuity with all God had spoken by the
prophets as the culmination point of Israel’s
relations with the God of Creation.

3. Son of God/ Jesus stood uniquely related to God and

Son of David humanity, which suited him alone to be the
Savior, as demonstrated by his teaching and
demonstrations of power.

4. Death for sins The death of Christ came as the plan of God
for salvation from sin, rather than as an
unfortunate mishap.

5. Resurrection God raised Christ from the dead as a demon-
stration of his Lordship and victory over sin
and death, revealing his power to save.

6. Exaltation Christ reigns at the right hand of God, pro-
viding immediate access to God for all who
abide in him.

7. Gift of the Christ sends the Holy Spirit to live within all
Holy Spirit who have faith in him.
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8. Return for judgment | Christ will return to bring this age to an end,
judge the nations, and complete redemption.

9. Response The good news always expected the decisive
response of repentance and faith.

Throughout the centuries, these simple foundational elements of
the faith have grown into the body of systematic theology and
dogma. By the third century, the church had begun to develop a
gospel formula in the form of creeds. In their earliest form the
creeds summarized the basic teachings about Christ, but over time
they grew longer as the church added to them in response to theo-
logical controversies. The final form of the Nicene Creed was twice
the length of the final form of the Apostles’ Creed as the church
sought to clarify, amplify, define, and set the boundaries for the
orthodox faith.

The Apostles’ Creed reads like many of the twentieth-century
reconstructions of the kerygma. It does indicate how the emphasis
of teaching had shifted. In the early apostolic preaching, the apos-
tles stressed the descent of Christ from King David. The Apostles’
Creed of a church now long removed from Palestine and the Jew-
ish world did not speak of the Davidic descent and all its messianic
implications. Instead, it stressed the virgin birth. Both the Davidic
descent and the virgin birth, however, struck at the human nature of
Jesus in counterpoint to his relationship to God the Father Almighty.

The Apostles’ Creed

I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven
and earth: and in Jesus Christ his only Son, our Lord; Who
was conceived by the Holy Ghost; born of the virgin Mary,
suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead and buried;
He descended into hell; the third day He rose again from the
dead; He ascended into heaven and sitteth on the right hand
of God the Father Almighty; from thence He shall come to
judge the quick and the dead. I believe in the Holy Ghost, the
holy catholic church; the communion of saints; the forgive-
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ness of sins; the resurrection of the body; and the life ever-
lasting. Amen.®

The Nicene Creed follows the Apostles’ Creed in basic outline,
but devotes a major exposition to what is meant by Son of God. The
development of the creeds illustrate how the church has added the
theological discussions, speculations, and debates to the gospel in
each successive generation.

The Nicene Creed

I believe in one God the Father Almighty, Maker of
heaven and earth, and of all things visible and invisible. And
in the Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten son of God, Light
of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made; being of
one substance with the Father, by whom all things were made:
Who for us men and for our salvation came down from
heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Ghost of the virgin
Mary, and was made man; and was crucified also for us under
Pontius Pilate. He suffered and was buried; and the third day
He rose again according to the Scriptures, and ascended into
heaven, and sitteth on the right hand of the Father. And He
shall come again, with glory, to judge both the quick and the
dead, whose kingdom shall have no end.

And I believe in the Holy Ghost, the Lord and Giver of
life, Who proceedeth from the Father and the Son, Who with
the Father and the Son together is worshipped and glorified:
Who spake by the prophets.

And I believe in one Christian and apostolic church. I
acknowledge one baptism for the remission of sins, and I look
for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to
come. Amen.*

Each element of the gospel became the foundational element
for the major doctrines of the church over time as the church
attempted to address the issues of life and culture through the cen-
turies. The basic elements of the gospel identified above have their
corollary doctrine in the body of systematic theology:
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Gospel Element Doctrine

Creator God God, Providence, Creation, Grace,
Humanity, Natural revelation

Fulfillment of Scripture Inspiration/Specific revelation

Son of God/Son of David Incarnation, Christology, Ethics

Death for sins Justification, Atonement

Raised from the dead Resurrection

Exaltation Lordship, Ecclesiology

Gift of the Holy Spirit Regeneration, Sanctification, Adoption
Return for judgment Eschatology, Theodicy

Response Conversion

Throughout the centuries theologians have tended to organize
their theological systems either around one of these elements or
around a related group of these elements (see Fig. 1-A). Thomas
Aquinas, for example, oriented his theology around the Creator God
and the doctrine of natural revelation. Martin Luther oriented his
theology around the death of Christ for our sins and the doctrine of
justification. John Wesley oriented his theology around the gift of
the Holy Spirit and the doctrines of sanctification and regeneration.
Karl Barth and Carl F. H. Henry oriented their theologies around
Christ as the fulfillment of Scripture and the doctrine of specific rev-
elation. Reinhold Niebuhr oriented his theology around the Creator
God and the doctrine of humanity. Walter Rauschenbusch oriented
his theology around Christ as Son of God and Son of David and the
doctrine of the incarnation. Rudolf Bultmann oriented his theology
around the response to the gospel and the doctrine of conversion.
Dietrich Bonhoeffer oriented his theology around the exaltation and
the doctrine of the Lordship of Christ. C. I. Scofield oriented his
theology around the return of Christ and the doctrine of eschatology.
John Calvin oriented his system around the Creator God and the
doctrine of grace.




Renewing the Quest for the Historical Kerygma ¢ 49

Though most of these figures would acknowledge the truth and
reality of most of the elements of the gospel here identified, their
theological agenda gives entirely different nuances to the meaning
of the gospel. Each approach has tended to explain the entire gospel
in terms of one particular doctrine. In the past century, Protestant
evangelicals have tended to equate preaching the gospel with
explaining the doctrine of justification with the parallel tendency to
equate salvation and justification. Salvation certainly includes jus-
tification, but it also includes regeneration. The twentieth century
has witnessed the strange phenomenon of evangelical gospel pre-
sentations inquiring if someone is “born again” or would like to
have eternal life. Rather than explaining how to be born again or
receive eternal life, however, the presentation explains how to
receive forgiveness of sins and the imputed righteousness of Christ.
This theological abridgment of the gospel has emerged as evangel-
ical Christians have avoided reference to the Holy Spirit for fear of
Pentecostal or charismatic expression.

If the gospel is the good news of salvation in Jesus Christ, it
must be free to address more than the issue of justification.®” For the
person experiencing the conviction of sin as guilt, which includes a
significant number of people in the United States, justification is the
issue and the death of Christ should be stressed. People experience
conviction of sin, however, in other terms than guilt over trans-
gression. This experience is particularly true for those who have
never known the law. The gospel demonstrates how salvation
extends to whatever way the Holy Spirit is convincing of sin, right-
eousness, and judgment.

The remainder of this study will explore each element of the
gospel described here from a biblical as well as historical/theolog-
ical perspective, in order to demonstrate how the gospel has
addressed the ultimate spiritual issues of people in different times
and cultures. The study will suggest how each element of the gospel
addresses ultimate issues of life concerning which the Holy Spirit
convinces people of sin. In this regard, bearing witness to Christ
by proclaiming good news to people laboring under sin will always
be a spiritual exercise. It involves the willingness to care about
people as Christ cared, to listen for how the Holy Spirit is con-
vincing them of sin, and to rely on the Holy Spirit to give guidance
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in demonstrating how Christ saves from the manifestation of sin
in a person’s life. Finally, suggestions will be made as to the kind
of ministries that best address the issues each element of the gospel
satisfies.
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