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| am writing this article from the veranda of a small resort on
Kovalam Beach, in the Southern tip state of Kerala, India, overlooking the
Indian Ocean. The article, though, did not begin here. Specifically, it began
a year ago in a 7-week series | delivered at CityChurch of Ames—Des
Moines, a network of 12 churches. The series was designed to address the
nature of our 12 churches—a church of churches—as kerygmatic
communities. It has been my long-held belief that we need to rethink the
fragmentation of evangelism and missions in our modern Western structures
and reintegrate them, along with the more recent notion of church planting,
with local churches themselves and to stop seeing them as “departments” of
ministry. This article continued to develop in Peru in August, when Javier
Velasquez? insisted that | present the entire series in one message, at the
2011 ETBIL Summit. He took my PowerPoint slides from the entire
7-week series and carefully reduced them to 168 slides. Then after much
persuasion, exhausted by back-to-back trips to India, NYC, Peru, and back
to NYC again, | agreed to do the message. After reducing it to the most

1 This is the fourth of a series of articles written under the branding of a modern-day
encyclical (a double play on words: encyclical mean circulating amongst the churches, and
encyclopedia is the cycle of knowledge that the churches, especially the leaders, need to cycle
through), designed to circulate among networks of churches around the world. Most of these
articles deal with critical issues of the early churches, intended to help today’s leaders develop
complex networks of well-trained apostolic teams moving amongst well-connected, strong,
multiplying churches, all carefully founded on “the way of Christ and his Apostles.” The first
paper, “From Jesus to the Gospels,” dealt with the massive modern day confusion of
discipleship and the Gospels and reset the whole issue of the use of the apostolic teaching in
Acts and the letters of the Apostles as foundational to returning to the “way of Christ and his
Apostles,” as we establish churches today. The second article, “The Churches of the First
Century: From Simple Churches to Complex Networks,” brings into view the complex
network of the early churches and how this network forms a map for our church-planting
movements today. The third encyclical “Women and the Spontaneous Expansion of the Early
Churches,” focused on the vital and commonly misunderstood role of women in the
spontaneous expansion of the churches. The fifth encyclical will be on the issue of
shepherding and counseling in the early churches and the sixth on the flow of money through
the churches.

2 Javier is Associate Dean with the Antioch School of Church Planting and Leadership
Development, in charge of Hispanic programs.
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essential 148 slides, | delivered the message, in one long sitting, and was
again convinced this needed to be the next encyclical.

Building on an earlier encyclical, “The Churches of the First
Century: From Simple Churches to Complex Networks,™ in this paper we
will take a fresh look at what really happened in the early churches. We will
begin by addressing the issue of evangelism today, which | will suggest has
been reduced to a very sloppy and fragmented theological concept. We will
then turn our attention to a careful examination of evangelism in the early
churches, moving from Jesus’ original kerygmatic community in Mark, to
the Jerusalem community in early Acts, to the multiplication of these
communities under Paul, to the Empire-wide network of these communities.
Then we will focus on the kerygmatic nature of these communities as
evangelism in their essence—properly understood and integrated. And
finally, we will focus on the role of evangelists in the continued progress of
the gospel through the multiplication of these communities.

The Fragmented Concept of Western Evangelism

I want to begin by posing a series of questions to those of you
primarily in the United States, though these questions are relevant to
everyone, since our systems of evangelism have been marketed to every
corner of the globe.

e What is your idea of evangelism?

e  What system did you learn?

e Why are we entering a post-Christian culture if 33% are
evangelical and we have dozens of good ‘“evangelism”
systems?

e How can what happened in the Early Church (which continued
for 300 years and turned the entire world upside down) happen
now?

Today, we have divided up the idea of the progress of the gospel
into compartments of ideas that really fragment and confuse the idea of the
gospel’s proclamation and progress. Evangelism is one department,
missions is another, and now church planting has become a new specialty,
which is not clearly defined as to how it relates to both missions and
evangelism.  When we think of evangelism today, two primary categories
come to mind: individual evangelism and household evangelism. However,
both of these forms are disintegrated from churches because they are
understood as something an individual or individual family does. Even
church-wide programs or campaigns motivate an individual or individual
family to carry out the activity of evangelism, rather than evangelism being
a part of the DNA of community life itself. Individual evangelism outside

% In footnote 2 of “The Churches of the First Century: From Simple Churches to Complex
Networks,” | introduce a “school of scholarship” devoted to the study of the early churches in
their Greco-Roman socio-historical context. | expanded on this set of authors and key works
in “Women and the Spontaneous Expansion of the Early Church” in footnote 3.
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the context of a kerygmatic community is not very effective. Household
evangelism outside the context of a kerygmatic community is also very
limited. In fact, the concept of evangelism is a very sloppy and fragmented
theological concept. As we will grow to see in this study, evangelism is
effective only in the context of churches whose identity is essentially
kerygmatic.

To get at these issues we need to ask ourselves a new set of
questions. How did the early communities “evangelize”? How was the
gospel proclaimed? How and why was the proclamation so effective?
Many of you grew up in different traditions. Some of you are from high
church—Catholic, Episcopal, Lutheran, some Baptist, some Pentecostal.
Think about your tradition. What would you say was understood as the main
purpose of the churches within your tradition? Now contrast this with what
you know from the New Testament about the purpose of the first century
churches. What was their purpose? What was their identity? In this paper,
| am going to attempt to demonstrate that their identity can best be described
as kerygmatic. I’ve chosen to call these churches kerygmatic communities.
| believe this to be a very important choice. The only way | know how to
“rebrand” churches today, in the midst of all the confusing and dying
Western traditions, is by using a biblical term, a term actually used by the
Early Church. Using the term kerygma, | will attempt to rebrand the entire
concept of evangelism.  The concepts of the kerygma and kerygmatic
communities are as misunderstood as the didache” today. But why use the
term kerygmatic? And why did the early churches refer to the essence of the
gospel and its proclamation as “the kerygma”? So the task at hand:
rebranding churches as “kerygmatic communities.” To begin this, let’s look
in on the very first community—Jesus’ community!®

Jesus’ Kerygmatic Community

They all stood staring into space as Jesus exited the rather motley
team of leaders. They were still a long way from putting the whole picture
together. Most of the massive crowds who followed Jesus during the most
intense part of his 3% years of ministry had long ago deserted him. The
twelve looking up at Jesus had not exactly demonstrated a strong
followership. The main leader, Peter, had denied Christ. After his
resurrection, several failed to recognize him, again a matter of little faith.

* The concepts of kerygma and didache are thoroughly introduced in the first encyclical
“From Jesus to the Gospels.”

%It is important to note here that there have been several movements in the last half of the
century that have been moving the directions | am encouraging in this paper: the cell
movement, the house church movement, and the saturation church-planting movement. All
three of these are steps in the right direction, all tying the multiplication of churches into the
core mission of the church. | established the essential weakness of the three movements in
“The Churches of the First Century: From Simple Churches to Complex Networks.” The main
problem is that these movements, again steps in the right direction, are not sustainable on at
least two fronts: they lack the carefully thought out apostolic network structure of the early
churches, and they lack the carefully designed household of households structure for
establishing churches. In addition, the essential elements of both the kerygma and didache of
the early churches are not carefully laid at the foundation of the churches.
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And now, a few days after his resurrection, he disappears. Two men in
white robes then appear and ask them what they are staring at. Jesus will
return just as he left. They sort of appear to be saying, “What are you
standing around for. Go get to work.” So the twelve left and journeyed one
day back to Jerusalem (Acts 1:9-11). When they got back to Jerusalem, to
the upper room where they were all staying, they were joined by several
others: certain women and Jesus’ brothers. And they were fervently
praying, waiting for the Spirit to come who would give them their next
instructions. This was all that was left—a small group of about 70. Who
were these people? How would you describe them? What was the essence
of what they were to be doing?

To begin answering these questions | have chosen to turn to the
Gospel of Mark, for the most basic of answers. Mark was written to the
churches® to help them, and us, understand just such questions. So let’s start
at the beginning of Mark. Mark begins with a few very simple statements in
his first chapter.

! The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of
God.... * John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming
a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins...* Now after
John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good
news of God, ** and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom
of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.”’

Two key words appear here—words that will form the heart of the gospel
statement later to be formed by Peter and the disciples, words that will take
on deep theological significance as well as will appear in the everyday
conversation of the early churches. The words are found in the phrase
“proclaiming the good news.” Good news appears in verses 1 and 14.
Proclaiming appears in verses 4 and 14. They appear together in v. 14.
Good news literally means “good words—good news, gospel,” and is the
root from which we get the word evangelist (transliterated from Greek =
euangeliov). The second word is proclaiming, which means “to announce,
proclaim.” Literally, it is the root word for kerygma (transliterated from
Greek = keryrusso), the word that became so important to the early
churches. Together they refer to the proclamation of the good news, the
essence of Jesus’ preaching activity. So the two key words are proclaiming
(kerygma) and good news (gospel). The Early Church called the
proclaiming of the gospel the kerygma.

Now let’s turn our attention to the end of the Gospel of Mark,
chapter 16, where we see the same phrase appear.

®itis important to note that the Gospels were written to the churches after most of the Epistles
were written. They need to be interpreted with the knowledge of the Epistles.

" The New Revised Standard Version (NRSV). Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture will be
taken from the NRSV.
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> And he said to them, “Go into all the world and proclaim the
good news to the whole creation.... ?° And they went out and
proclaimed the good news everywhere, while the Lord worked with
them and confirmed the message by the signs that accompanied it.?

What began with John the Baptist and Jesus, continued with his followers.
The exact same phrase appears two times: “proclaimed the good news.”
That is what they went about doing after Jesus left and the Spirit appeared.
We see this more clearly if we turn back to the book of Acts chapter 1.

® So when they had come together, they asked him, “Lord, is this
the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?” ’ He replied,
“It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has
set by his own authority. ® But you will receive power when the
Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in
Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” °

This section appears just before the scene we described earlier, when the
disciples were left staring into the sky as Jesus exited. Jesus gave them the
essence of their directives. These directives would be filled out over the
next 30 years as Jesus unfolded the entire picture of his new community in
the teachings he delivered to the Apostles, through the Spirit. So how
should we describe the essence of Jesus’ community of followers? What
was their main purpose? What is their reason for existence? They were to
be witnesses: beginning in Jerusalem, extending to Judea and Samaria, and
eventually to the uttermost parts of the earth. This was their essence. They
were a kerygmatic community—proclaimers of the gospel” communities—
yes, but with a global mandate: Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the
uttermost parts of the earth. This small community of 70 was soon to be part
of a global enterprise.

Let’s dip a little deeper into Mark and look at this kerygma more
closely. In three passages Jesus predicts his death and resurrection: Mark
8:31, 9:30-31, and 10:32-34. In each passage he predicts his suffering and
death at the hands of the Jewish and Gentile leaders. With these passages,
in the context of the Mark narrative, we see Jesus preached the “news of
victory” of God:

e The time is fulfilled (for Israel’s restoration) and the kingdom

of God is near.

¢ Repent and believe in this, and follow Jesus.

e Jesus is the promised Messiah, promised in the Old Testament,

who would restore Israel and set up the kingdom.

e All who follow him will be spared the coming judgment on

Israel and be part of the New Covenant he is setting up with
his followers.
So this then is the storyline. Jesus became the Kerygma. He proclaimed it
and became it. The community was built around him. They were to wait for

8 NRsV
¥ NRSV





