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Kerygma Part I:   

If someone asked you what Christianity is all about, what would you say? 

Most of us probably have a number of complicated responses, but the real answer is simple: 

Christianity — specifically the Gospel — is the announcement of what God has done in the 

person of Jesus. 

It’s an announcement about events — events that happened in history and that were witnessed 

not by people long, long ago, in a galaxy far, far away but in fact not that long ago, historically 

speaking, and at the crossroads of the largest empire in the world at the time, the Roman Empire. 

It is important to stress that there are reasons to believe these witnesses are credible. The 

testimony of these witnesses eventually became part of our sacred Scripture. 

At the heart of this testimony is what is called the kerygma. Kerygma is a Greek word that means 

“proclamation.” In his apostolic letter Unleash the Gospel, Archbishop Allen H. Vigneron 

writes, “The ‘kerygma’ is the New Testament word for the simple, radical, countercultural and 

joyful message of the Gospel — that ‘initial ardent proclamation by which a person is one day 

overwhelmed and brought to the decision to entrust himself to Jesus Christ by faith.’” Let’s 

pause for a moment. Have we been “overwhelmed” by the proclamation of the Gospel? Or did 

we learn the faith as a set of rules when we were growing up? 

The archbishop continues, quoting Pope Francis, “The kerygma … needs to be the center of all 

evangelizing activity and all efforts at Church renewal. … On the lips of the catechist, the first 

proclamation must ring out over and over: ‘Jesus Christ loves you; he gave his life to save you.’ 

… This first proclamation is called ‘first’ not because it exists at the beginning and can then be 

forgotten or replaced by other more important things. It is first in a qualitative sense because it is 

the principal proclamation, the one which we must hear again and again in different ways. …” 

Finally, the archbishop reminds us, “The kerygma is often described in terms of four essential 

elements: (1) the loving plan of God for human beings; (2) sin and its devastating consequences, 

especially separation from God; (3) God’s answer to our predicament in the sending of his Son 

for our salvation; and (4) the response this gift calls for from every person: to repent of our sins, 

believe in Jesus and be baptized, so we can be filled with his Holy Spirit and live a new life in 

his family, the Church. It is essential for all preachers and catechists to learn the art of 

proclaiming the kerygma and to reflect on how to make all their preaching and teaching more 

kerygmatic.” 

I have found it personally helpful to further simplify the kerygma to four words: Created, 

Captured, Rescued, Response. But it’s crucial to remember in all of this that the goal isn’t simply 

to memorize these; the goal is to reflect on them and, more importantly, to pray with them, so we 



will be overwhelmed by what God has done in Jesus and respond by surrendering our lives to 

him in faith. 

CREATED, CAPTURED, RESCUED, RESPONS 

Life-changing news 
The Gospel is not just news; it’s extraordinary news — it’s the kind of news that changes your 

life forever. An analogy that I find most helpful is D-Day. Imagine you’re living in France in 

1944. For several years now, your homeland has been occupied by a demonic tyrant, who has 

destroyed your country, deported many of your friends and neighbors and killed some of your 

family. Then, on June 7, you wake up to this headline in the papers: “Allies Land at 

Normandy!”How would you react? Would you simply turn the page to check out the weather 

and wonder what’s for breakfast? Of course not! 

That headline would give you hope, because something has happened. And what’s happened is 

the kind of event that changes everything. Someone has come to fight for you, to rescue you, to 

liberate you. This is the kind of news the Gospel is, except infinitely better. 

When we see pictures of the Allies landing at Normandy, it’s obvious what they have come to 

do: They have come to fight and to rescue those who were oppressed. Unfortunately, when we 

look at paintings of Jesus lying in the manger, it’s not so clear why he’s there. But he’s there for 

the same reason: to fight, to invade a kingdom by his stronger kingdom and to set his people free 

from a tyrant. “Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel; he has come to his people and set them 

free,” many of us pray every morning in the Benedictus. 

But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. What happened that God would need to liberate his 

people? Who is this tyrant who holds humanity captive? Where did he come from? Where, in 

fact, did everything come from? 

For each part of the kerygma, there is a question that can help us better dive in: 

 Why is there something rather than nothing? 

 Why is everything so obviously messed up? 

 What, if anything, has God done to fix the mess? (And if he’s fixed it, why are things still so 

messed up?) 

 And how should we reasonably respond to what God has done for us in Jesus? 

Each of these could take many pages to fully answer, but let’s look very briefly right now at the 

first question: Why is there something rather than nothing? 

THE GOSPEL IS NOT JUST NEWS; IT’S EXTRAORDINARY NEWS — IT’S THE KT 

A radical worldview 

The first few chapters of Genesis often cause people a lot of confusion! The best explanation I’ve 

ever heard is that chapters 1-11 of Genesis are inspired poetry. They communicate truth to us, 

but in a poetic, not a literal, way. The authors are less concerned with communicating how God 

created the world than with why God created the world. Oftentimes people want to pit science 



against the Bible and turn these chapters into a fierce debate. But there is no debate 

between evolution and creation; the debate is between chaos and creation. 

God revealed to the sacred authors a radically different worldview than the one that governed the 

mindset of Israel’s neighbors. The people of the Ancient Near East saw the world more or less in 

this way: There were many gods, none of whom was really and truly good. They were, instead, 

more or less like us: angry, greedy, lustful and spiteful. At a certain moment in time, these 

godscreated man to be their slaves. As such, there was no ultimate point to life. Life was truly 

meaningless. With a worldview like that, what could be the goal except to maximize pleasure 

and minimize pain? In a world like that, despair was rampant — how could it not be? 

Into that world, God revealed that reality was something very different. There was but one God, 

and he was good. Everything that is, he made — freely, without effort and out of love. And the 

highlight of everything he made is the human person, male and female, in his own image and 

likeness:“Let us make human beings in our image, after our likeness. … God created mankind in 

his image; in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them.” 

In the biblical vision of reality, then, the human person is not created to be a slave but has 

extraordinary dignity. 

Being made in God’s image means far more than we can address here, but among the things that 

are important to highlight are these: the capacity for reason, freedom and being made for 

friendship and love. Now, freedom is a word that is often terribly misunderstood. We tend to 

think of freedom in our culture as the ability to do whatever we want, but that’s not freedom, 

that’s lawlessness. The true purpose of freedom is to be able to love and to be loved. Only a free 

person can choose to love. And only love can satisfy the human heart, because you and I are 

created in God’s image and likeness and God is love. 

THE TRUE PURPOSE OF FREEDOM IS TO BE ABLE TO LOVE AND TO BE 

Created to love 
Before we close, let’s reflect for a moment on one other thing. God is quite simply 

incomprehensible. Whatever picture you and I have of God, it’s wrong. He’s powerful beyond 

all imagining! The universe is roughly 46 billion light years across. It’s made up of roughly 100 

billion galaxies, each with roughly 100 billion stars in them. And he created this with one 

sentence: “Let there be light!” But in the midst of this massive, immeasurable universe, the 

creature God most loves, the one who catches his eye, so to speak, is you, and me, personally 

and by name, for God never sees crowds. 

Grasping the biblical answer to the question “Why is there something rather than nothing?” gives 

us further answers to some of life’s most critical questions: Why am I here? Where am I going? 

How do I get there? 

The answer, biblically, to all three of these questions is one word: love. Why am I here? Because 

the creator of this massive universe, who simply said, “Let there be light,” chose to create me. 



He willed me into being. I don’t just happen to be here; you don’t just happen to be here. 

You’re here because in God’s mind, it’s good that you exist! 

Where am I going? What’s the end for which I was made? What’s the purpose of my life? Love. 

You and I were created to be divinized! To share forever in God’s own abundant life, joy, 

happiness and love forever. 

And how do we get there? We get there by his love, which was poured out for us on the cross. In 

other words, we get there by God loving us. But we also get there by loving God and each other 

in return; this, after all, is the first and greatest commandment, as Jesus teaches us. 

As we reflect on this first part of the kerygma — Created — let us realize with wonder and awe 

that the God who is infinitely good and powerful beyond all telling not only willed me into 

existence but is right now, at this very moment, holding me and you and everyone we love and 

care about firmly in his hands. He says to us right now, “You are my son, my daughter. Your life 

is firmly in my hands. Don’t be afraid. Don’t be anxious. I have a plan for your life. I have 

created you to be infinitely happy. And it is my good pleasure that you would know me and my 

love and all I have done for you, and to give joyful witness to this extraordinary news.” 

 

Kerygma part II 

Our archbishop often says, “God wants his world back.” 

We might ask: What happened that God needs to do something to get it back? What happened is 

the second part of what the kerygma calls “sin and its consequences” or what I have come to 

simply designate by the word “captured.” 

If the Gospel is the Good News, then we can call this the bad news. And the bad news is far 

more horrific than our worst nightmare. I would suggest the Gospel is considered, mistakenly, by 

many to be simply news, because they don’t recognize — or haven’t heard proclaimed — just 

how bad the bad news is. Only when this is grasped is the proclamation of what God has done 

for us in Jesus truly good, extraordinary, life-changing news. 

One way to get into this most important truth of the faith is to ask the question, “Why did God 

become man?” Why did the second person of the Holy Trinity become incarnate in the womb of 

the Blessed Virgin Mary? Did he merely come to tell us stories? Did he come to do miracles? Or 

did he come for something more? I find it helpful to recall what one author says: The incarnation 

of the second person of the Trinity was the invasion of one kingdom — the kingdom of darkness 

— by another and stronger kingdom — the kingdom of God. Or, in the words of 1 John 3:8, 

“Indeed, the Son of God was revealed to destroy the works of the devil.” In other words, God 

became man to fight, to liberate and to rescue his creation held bound by the one Jesus calls “the 

ruler of this world” (Jn 12:31; 16:11). 



THE INCARNATION OF THE SECOND PERSON OF THE TRINITY WAS THE IK  
Let’s try to understand this second part of the basic message of the Gospel by looking at five 

things: 

 The identity of this person Jesus refers to; 

 His reason for rebelling against God; 

 His strategy; 

 His goal for your life and mine; 

 The consequences of sin. 

In looking at these, we hopefully will grasp just how bad the bad news is and why our lives 

should be a joyful, wholehearted surrender in faith to the God who has fought for us. 

The identity of the enemy 

When we looked at the beauty of creation, we saw that God is the creator of everything and that 

he made everything out of love and it was good. Our opponent, the one Jesus came to fight, was 

one of these creatures made by God. He was an angel. St. Paul tells us that the enemy often 

disguises himself as an “angel of light” (2 Cor 11:14); that is, he doesn’t appear with a pitchfork 

and horns and reveal himself as evil. He’s subtle; he’s smooth; he’s a master at marketing, we 

could say. Two names we most commonly use for the enemy are the devil and Satan. These 

names reveal something about his character. “Devil” means “the divider.” This is what the 

enemy seeks to do: He tries to sow division — within marriages, families, parishes, workplaces, 

friendships, countries, etc. The word “Satan” means “the accuser.” This creature, as we’ll see in 

a moment, loves to accuse. He accuses God, he accuses us and he accuses others in our minds 

and thoughts. 

The enemy’s reason for rebelling 

Why would this angel, created out of love by God, rebel? The reason, according to Scripture, is 

envy. “But by the envy of the devil, death entered the world, and they who are allied with him 

experience it” (Wis 2:24). Envy is something far worse than jealousy. The Catechism of the 

Catholic Church reminds us that envy is “sadness at the sight of another’s goods” (2539). 

So, who was this angel envious of? When I first heard this, everything changed for me. He 

wasn’t envious of God. He was, and is, envious of us. This creature was so incensed at God’s 

plan for us to become partakers of the divine nature (cf. 2 Pt 1:4) that he rebelled and went to 

war against the creature God loves most of all, the one made in his image and likeness and to 

share in his own abundant life: you and me. 

WHO WAS THIS ANGEL ENVIOUS OF? HE WASN’T ENVIOUS OF GOD. HE WAS, 

The strategy of the enemy 

Often in sports, coaches prepare their teams for the opponent by watching copious amounts of 

game film. In other words, you record what the other team does and then you study it and 

prepare a game plan based on what you see the opponent does well and not so well. At various 



points in Scripture, God is giving us, if you will, “game film” on the opponent. He is revealing to 

us the strategy of this one who hates us. 

One of the most important places God reveals this strategy to us is in the account of the Fall in 

Genesis 3. Genesis 3 doesn’t merely reveal to us what happened way back at the beginning of 

our race, when our first parents were deceived into rebelling against God. It shows us what 

always happens. In other words, it shines a light on the tactics of this angelic creature who is 

envious of us and is trying to keep us from the end for which we were created. 

So, what is that strategy? Simple: He tries to tempt us to think that God is not good, that he’s not 

a loving father. Instead, the enemy whispers in our ears, “He’s holding out on you. He’s your 

enemy. You could be happier without God.” This is at the heart of the temptation by the serpent 

in the garden. Here’s how St. John Paul II described what happened that fateful day and what we 

learn about the enemy: “The spirit of darkness is capable of showing God as an enemy of his 

own creature, and in the first place as an enemy of man, as a source of danger and threat to man. 

In this way Satan manages to sow in man’s soul the seed of opposition to the one who ‘from the 

beginning’ would be considered as man’s enemy — and not as Father. Man is challenged to 

become the adversary of God!” (Lord and Giver of Life, 38). 

Whenever things go wrong, when prayers are unanswered or answered in a way we didn’t want 

— when the diagnosis comes back malignant, when some tragedy happens — the enemy is there 

in our minds whispering, “See! He doesn’t love you. He doesn’t care! He’s not a good God. Isn’t 

it obvious? If he was good, he wouldn’t have let this happen!” I don’t know about you, but I’ve 

heard that voice countless times in my mind. 

The goal of the enemy 

Jesus addresses the enemy’s goal for your life and mine perhaps most powerfully in John 10:10: 

“A thief comes only to steal and slaughter and destroy.” The Letter to the Hebrews says this 

creature has the power of death and holds us in bondage to the fear of death (Heb 2:14-15). In 

other words, the desire of this creature is to deceive us into rebelling against God and to lead us 

into bondage, destruction and death. It can’t be said strongly enough: This creature absolutely 

hates you and me. He wants to destroy us, mock us, humiliate us and trick us into rebelling 

against God so we won’t reach the end for which God has created us: to be divinized. And it’s all 

out of envy. 

The consequences of sin 

What, then, are the consequences of sin? What was the result of the Fall of our first parents? 

Often, this is simply answered by saying the consequences of sin are separation from God. This 

is true, to be sure! But it doesn’t grasp the whole horror of the bad news. And I don’t know about 

you, but when I was younger, this didn’t really matter to me. “So what?” I thought. “I’m 

separated from God. What’s the big deal about that?” 



THE ENEMY WHISPERS IN OUR EARS, “HE’S HOLDING OUT ON YOU. HE’S Y    
To understand more fully what happened as a result of sin, we need to understand that our first 

parents, unknowingly, sold not only themselves but our human race into slavery to powers that 

we cannot compete against. These powers include most especially Sin and Death, which are best 

understood by being written with capital letters. Sin is not only something I do or don’t do; it is 

first and foremost a power, almost like a government or authority, constantly trying to exert 

pressure on me to cooperate in its maliciousness and rebellion. This might sound a bit too much 

to our ears, but I think it’s actually rather easily proven by our experience. Have you ever done 

something you knew you shouldn’t do, and you didn’t want to do — in fact, perhaps 

you hated doing — but you did it anyway (cf. Rom 7:19)? I do all the time! Have you ever 

wondered why? This is the reason. Because on our own, without God’s grace and the power of 

the Holy Spirit, we are powerless to overcome Sin. It’s not enough for us to repent, as important 

as that is; we need to be delivered from the tyranny of Sin. 

Death as a power is much more obvious, I think. No matter how much money I have, no matter 

the medical care I have access to, no matter what area of the world I live in, the best I can do is 

delay death. It comes for us all, and anyone who has ever been there at the bedside of a loved one 

watching them breathe their last knows painfully well just how truly impotent we are in the face 

of this horrific power. 

A modern-day image 

For me, personally, the most powerful way to enter into this part of the kerygma is to pray about 

the image of a human trafficker, a modern travesty of unimaginable proportions. Our race, as a 

result of the Fall, is like someone who has been captured and is now in the hands of a human 

trafficker who exploits, uses and abuses that person. And there is no way out unless someone 

stronger comes to the rescue. 

And that’s exactly what happened. That’s why Jesus came. And that’s why we give God praise 

and thanks and glory and honor and surrender to him in faith. 

 

KERYGMA PART III – RESCUED 

So far, we have looked at the first two parts of the kerygma — that is, the basic proclamation of 

the Gospel message. We have seen the goodness of creation and the horrific news that explains 

why everything is so messed up. We stressed that without this second part, or what we might call 

the “bad news,” the Gospel is just news. The Gospel, however, is not just news; it is 

extraordinary news! It’s extraordinary news because of the third part of the kerygma: God’s 

response to sin in the person of Jesus — or what I shorten to simply to the word “rescued.” 

The basic message of the Gospel 

Perhaps we could reduce the Gospel to something as simple as this: You matter! You matter 

more than you could ever possibly imagine. The one who made the universe that is 46 billion 

light years across thinks you are worth fighting for. The one who hung the stars in the sky thinks 



you are worth dying for. And he has fought for you and died (and risen) for you because you 

could never have gotten free on your own. The Gospel is extraordinary news because God has 

come to his people and set them free — free from the power of Death, free from the dominion of 

Sin and free from Satan’s grip. And God has done this in a most remarkable fashion. 

Let’s pause here and remember that the intent of hearing this proclamation and praying with it is 

to be overwhelmed by God’s love, mercy and power and to respond by entrusting ourselves to 

Jesus in faith. Or, we could turn that around and say the intent of sharing this message with 

family, friends, co-workers and anyone we meet — unleashing the Gospel — is to overwhelm 

them with the good news that they matter. 

Hunted or hunter? 

This theme of God’s rescue of the creature he made in his own image and likeness and destined 

to share in his own divine nature can be approached from many angles. One way is to ask a 

question: Is Jesus in his passion and death the hunted or the hunter? Is he the victim or the 

aggressor? 

This would seem to be a silly question. After all, we’re looking at a man arrested, chained, 

scourged, crowned with thorns and then nailed to a cross. Obviously, he’s the hunted and the 

victim! But is he really? Jesus is … God. He is the second person of the Trinity made flesh in the 

womb of the Virgin Mary. How in the world is it possible to nail God to a cross? Where would 

someone buy such a nail? There is only one way for God to get on a cross: He has to want to be 

there. But why would he want to be there? In trying to answer this question, it’s worth saying 

that there have been three basic ways of understanding the passion, death and resurrection of 

Jesus down through the ages. 

IS JESUS IN HIS PASSION AND DEATH THE HUNTED OR THE HUNTER? IS HE 

Three Ways of Approaching the Passion 

The first way of approaching Jesus’ passion is to see it as a revelation of God’s love. Every 

baseball game on TV used to have a guy sitting behind home plate with a sign that simply said 

“John 3:16.” That famous verse tells us, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son.” 

Jesus later tells us, “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” 

(Jn 15:13). Blessed be God that this is true, and many people are moved deeply when they hear 

it. 

A second way of approaching Jesus’ passion is to see that Jesus on the cross is making 

atonement for our sins. One thinks here of Paul’s words to the Church in Corinth: “For our sake 

he made him to be sin who did not know sin, so that we might become the righteousness of God 

in him” (2 Cor 5:21). Peter also uses this theme when he writes, “He himself bore our sins in his 

body upon the cross, so that, free from sin, we might live for righteousness. By his wounds you 

have been healed” (1 Pt 2:24). This is likewise true, although many of us can have a harder time 

approaching this understanding of the passion. We can easily think, wrongly, that we’re not that 

bad — Jesus didn’t really need to go through all that for me. 



These first two approaches are the ones I think we most often hear. I know they’re the ones I’ve 

most often heard and most often preached, too. But there is a third way of understanding Jesus’ 

passion, and it is used over and over again in the writings of the early Church fathers. This way 

sees Jesus’ passion as his going to battle for us against those powers from which we cannot 

escape on our own: Sin, Death, Satan and Hell. In other words, God’s response to sin is not 

simply to forgive, although he does forgive; it is to free us from the tyrant. 

Jesus’ words in the Gospels can help explain this third approach. After having driven out a 

demon from a man, Jesus is accused by some of the religious leaders of driving out demons by 

power of the prince of demons. In response, and as a way of explaining what he has come to do, 

Jesus tells this parable: “When a strong man fully armed guards his palace, his possessions are 

safe. But when one stronger than he attacks him and overcomes him, he takes away the armor on 

which he relied and distributes the spoils” (Lk 11:21-22). In Matthew’s account of this parable, 

Jesus says, “How can anyone enter a strong man’s house and steal his property, unless he first 

ties up the strong man? Then he can plunder his house” (12:29). Who is the strong man? The 

devil. What is his house? This world. What are his goods? Us, the human race, which has 

unwittingly sold itself into slavery to him by our rebellion at the beginning. Who, then, is the one 

stronger than he who binds him so the goods can go free? Jesus. 

 Utterly unconquerable 

This message is especially important for us to ponder. Jesus is not simply kind, or gentle, or 

merciful, or patient, or generous. He is all of these, to be sure, and so much more. But Jesus is 

utterly and absolutely unconquerable. He has no rival. And out of his inestimable love for us, he 

has come in disguise as a man so as to engage the enemy in a battle so we can go free and 

become all God has intended us to be from the beginning. 

Early Church figures such as Irenaeus, Origen, Augustine and Gregory of Nyssa, to name a few, 

all use this imagery in describing Jesus’ passion. But one in particular drives this home most 

powerfully: Melito of Sardis. In an Easter vigil homily given in the early 2nd century, Melito 

preached these words: “Who is he who contends with me? Let him stand in opposition to me. I 

set the condemned man free; I gave the dead man life; I raised up the one who had been 

entombed. Who is my opponent? I, he says, am the Christ. I am the one who destroyed death, 

and triumphed over the enemy, and trampled Hades under foot, and bound the strong one … This 

is the alpha and the omega. This is the beginning and the end — an indescribable beginning and 

an incomprehensible end. This is the Christ. This is the king. This is Jesus. This is the general. 

This is the Lord. This is the one who rose up from the dead. This is the one who sits at the right 

hand of the Father.” 

Paul, in his Letter to the Colossians, describes the result of the passion, death and resurrection of 

Jesus in a most powerful passage. He writes that God disarmed “the principalities and the 

powers, he made a public spectacle of them, leading them away in triumph by it” (2:15). These 

principalities and powers are Sin, Death and Hell. God made sport of them and then finally 

triumphed over them in Jesus. That word, triumph, was a technical word in Paul’s day. A 

triumph was a mega parade in an empire filled with parades. There were very precise conditions 

under which they could be held, and they were meant to show the power of the emperor and the 



defeat of the enemy, whoever that was at the time. It would be common that a triumph would be 

a massive celebration, often after a decisive battle against an opponent. The emperor would ride 

through Rome in his chariot, dressed a particular way, with a long train of the spoils of war 

behind him. And sometimes, at the very end of that train would be the enemy general, chained, 

naked and caged as if to say to the people of Rome, “This is the one who used to threaten and 

tyrannize us. He will do that no more!” This, Paul is telling us, is what Jesus has done to our 

enemy. 

What, then, is the reasonable response to someone who saves you from Death? What is the 

reasonable response to someone who saves you from Hell? What is the reasonable response to 

someone who has bound the strong man so you can go free? Isn’t it reasonable to trust him? Isn’t 

it reasonable to surrender to him? And isn’t it reasonable to tell others? 
 

 


