
THE KERYGMA OF THE EARLY CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY. 1 

DID THEY GET JESUS RIGHT? IS WHAT THE APOSTLES TAUGHT ABOUT JESUS 2 
‘TRUE’? 3 

Kerygma means ‘proclamation.’ It refers to the proclamation of the early Church about Jesus. 4 
The first Apostles and disciples of Jesus had first-hand experience of his message.  They 5 
knew him personally. They listened to him.  They witnessed his ministry.   6 

The Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles are records of Jesus’ life and the early church 7 
community, BUT they are not written by Jesus himself.  What we actually have is a portrait 8 
of Jesus from the view of the Gospel writers – and in terms of ACTS of the Apostles – 9 
(scholars believe) Luke’s record of the events of the early church.   10 

(N.B. Remember the redaction critics suggested the reason for the differences between the 11 
birth narratives was because the authors edited the material to suit their purpose and 12 
audience.  Similarly, when we read the anything about the life of Jesus, we are reading 13 
SOMEONE ELSE’S perspective on Jesus.  We meet Jesus through this person’s ‘lens’). 14 

 15 

The Acts of the Apostles is dated c80 C.E.  However, ACTs 2 and 3 records the events of the 16 
early church immediately after the death and resurrection of Jesus.  The Pentecost event, 17 
which precedes Peter’s speech in ACTS 2, occurs 50 days after the Resurrection.  Luke, 18 
however, is not present at this event, yet he is recording the speeches of Peter and Paul.  How 19 
can we be sure that Luke has these events correct?  How can we be sure that these speeches 20 
are historically accurate? In other words, is what the early Church recorded in ACTS accurate 21 
with what Jesus did and said or has the early church community adapted or changed Jesus’ 22 
message to suit their own purposes and needs?  23 

C.H. DODD and the KERYGMA 24 

C.H. Dodd believes that we can trust the records of the Acts of the Apostles and that the early 25 
Church community had indeed remained true to the initial teachings of Jesus. So, who is C.H. 26 
Dodd and what are his ideas? 27 

 28 

C.H. DODD and the Kerygma. 29 

Charles Harold Dodd (April 7, 1884 – September 25, 1973) was a New Testament Scholar. In 30 
his book ‘The Apostolic preaching and its development’ (1936) Dodd makes a distinction 31 
between ‘preaching’ – kerygma and ‘teaching –‘didache’ and believes the New Testament 32 
writers themselves also made this distinction. 33 
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‘The New Testament writers draw a clear distinction between preaching and teaching’.   34 

For Dodd, teaching – or the didache – imparts moral advice and instructions to believers 35 
whilst the kerygma is concerned with what the early church were communicating to non-36 
believers. Of course, these can overlap. For example, the person of Jesus, the cross and 37 
Resurrection are central to the preaching about Jesus (Kerygma) and also central to the 38 
teaching/instruction that guides a believer. 39 

Dodd explores this kerygma of the early church.  His aim was to answer ‘how far it is 40 
possible to discover the actual content of the Gospel preached or proclaimed by the 41 
Apostles.’ In other words, when we read the Gospels we cannot expect to find ‘bare fact.’  42 
The Gospels are influenced by the preaching (kerygma) of the early church.  If we can 43 
identify this, we can they move to identify what is genuine. 44 

 45 

Through a comparative study of several New Testament writings Dodd reconstructs the main 46 
teachings of the early church found in Paul’s letters and compares them to the speeches found 47 
in the Acts of the Apostles. He uses Paul’s letters because they are the earliest Christian 48 
writings and therefore the closest to the initial events. Dodd says: ‘Paul at least believed that 49 
in essentials his Gospel was that of the primitive apostles.’ 50 

In comparing the content of Paul’s writing and the speeches in Acts, Dodd finds SIX areas 51 
that he believes are genuine.  These six points are the Kerygma (the proclamation and 52 
preaching about Jesus) of the early Christian community: 53 

1. The prophecies of the Old Testament have been fulfilled 54 
2. Jesus has fulfilled these prophecies by 1) lineage of David 2) Through his life and 55 

work 3) By his crucifixion d) by his Resurrection. 56 
3. Jesus has ascended back to God. 57 
4. Jesus has sent the Holy Spirit. 58 
5. Jesus will come again – the second coming. 59 
6. The need for people to repent. 60 

TASK:  Reading the set texts identify evidence of the above 6 points. 61 

 62 
As a result, Dodd says that we  63 

a) Have enough residue of historical fact for an in-depth understanding of the main 64 
elements of Jesus’ life and teaching and that 65 

b) The rest we can safely rely on the primitive and relatively constant kerygma of the 66 
early Christian community. 67 

Dodd says: ‘The Gospel is not a statement of the general truths of religion but an 68 
interpretation of that which once happened.’ 69 

Dodd’s point is that a powerful kerygma depends upon the historical existence of a powerful 70 
and influential Jesus.’ In other words, the Gospels give us some facts, but they would not 71 
have been recorded without the preaching of the early Christian church.  Equally, there would 72 
be nothing to preach without the historical existence of Jesus and his ministry. 73 
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 74 

TASKS:  Write your answers in your RE notebook.  Doing so carefully, diligently and in 75 
detail, will help you become confident in the content and aid you for revision purposes. 76 

1. What does the word ‘kerygma’ mean? 77 
2. Who is C.H. Dodd, what is he attempting to explore in his work? 78 
3. Dodd uses 2 main NT texts – what are they and why? 79 
4. What 6 areas does Dodd believe are the Kerygma of the early church. For each 80 

support with reference to the key passages in ACTS of the Apostles. 81 
5. Explain why Dodd believes that we can trust the teaching of the apostles and that it 82 

remained true to the initial experience of Jesus. 83 
 84 

CHALLENGES TO THE KERYGMA  85 

Some have challenged the historical reliability of the ACTS of the APOSTLES.  If these 86 
challenges hold up, then Dodd’s view of a consistent Kerygma is threatened, and we cannot 87 
be as sure that what we have from the early Church about Jesus is reliable. 88 

1. Luke (If indeed he is the author of ACTS) is a gentile and is not present at the events 89 
in ACTS 2 and 3. 90 

2. Luke-Acts is written approx. 50 years after the events are reported. 91 
3. The book of Acts is a highly organised work and this suggests that it has gone through 92 

stages of transition and editing. 93 
4. The language of Paul’s speeches as recorded in ACTS are very different in style to 94 

Paul’s own letter writing. To what extent can we be sure that Paul actually spoke 95 
these words? 96 

5. The things Paul writes about in his letters are not present in ACTS. 97 
6. ACTS contains miraculous events which seem impossible in our modern world. 98 

 99 

To counter these challenges, it could be argued that: 100 

1. The book was never seriously questioned about its authenticity by the early church 101 
community. The book reports on public events.  If these events did not happen as 102 
recorded surely those who were there would challenge the records. 103 

2. Luke did know Paul and travelled with him.  He would have had access to first-hand 104 
accounts of what had happened. 105 

3. It is natural for Luke to use his own style and language when recording Paul’s 106 
speeches. This does not mean that the content of those speeches is incorrect - simply 107 
expressed in Luke’s manner and style. 108 

4. Paul had different aims for the different communities he was writing for. Just because 109 
those concerns are not part of ACTS does not mean that ACTS lacks historical 110 
authenticity – it means ACTS had a different purpose to those letters. 111 
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DODD concludes, after examining the letters of Paul and ACTS, that the kerygma 112 
presented in both are the same. He also concludes that Luke knew Paul and would have 113 
been personally acquainted with the Apostles and witnessed their preaching. 114 

TASK:  AO2.  The historical reliability of the kerygma is doubtful.  Assess this view. 115 

Introduction – how will you argue – BONES OF CONTENTION – What are they- 116 
conclusion  117 

C.H. DODD AND REALISED ESCHATOLOGY.  IS THE 118 

KERYGMA IRRELEVANT? 119 

(page 27-28 of textbook may be useful here) 120 

Some have argued that the Kerygma of the Apostles and Jesus are irrelevant.  Both thought 121 
that the world would end in their lifetime with some sort of cataclysmic coming of God.  122 
They held an eschatological world view. 123 

 124 

According to this world view Jesus never envisioned that he was founding an ongoing 125 
movement.  He believed that he was living in the ‘end times’.  Jesus himself says ‘there are 126 
some here who will not taste death until the Son of Man comes in his kingdom.’ It seems that 127 
the early church also believed they were living in the end times; ‘for the coming of the Lord 128 
is near’. So perhaps in the book of Acts the early church were still in the grip of this 129 
eschatological world view. Since this never happened, and as time progressed it is quite 130 
possible that the early church began to lose hope. It certainly seems to make the kerygma 131 
irrelevant for today. 132 

 133 

REALISED ESCHATOLOGY. 134 

So how does Dodd deal with this criticism?  Dodd argues that the Kerygma had little to do 135 
with a belief in an imminent end of the world.  This may have been one aspect, but it was not 136 
the only aspect of the preaching. In fact, the Kerygma seems far more concerned with an 137 
experience of God in the present moment than in an imminent return of Jesus.  After all, the 138 
church does not fall apart when Jesus does not return. 139 

Dodd argues that Jesus himself not only believed in the coming of God at the end of time but 140 
also that God had broken into the world through his own life and work. This he called 141 
‘realised eschatology.’  One does not have to wait for the return of Jesus to experience the 142 
fullness of God - it is possible to experience this in the here and now.  For the early Christians 143 
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then, the fact that Jesus had not returned yet was insignificant since they could continue to 144 
experience the presence of God in this life too. 145 

Tasks:   146 

1. Explain the ‘eschatological world view that Jesus and the early church had. 147 
2. Explain why some people therefore argue that the kerygma of Jesus/apostles is 148 

irrelevant. 149 
3. Explain how Dodd overcomes this challenge with reference to the concept of realised 150 

eschatology. 151 
 152 


