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Tradition and the Word of God

Italicized below are the Authoritative statements of Roman Catholic Teaching on Tradition and the Word of
God

The Documents of VVatican 11

Hence there exist a close connection and communication between Sacred tradition and sacred Scripture. For
both of them, flowing from the same divine wellspring, in a certain way merge into a Unity and tend toward the
same end. For sacred Scripture is theWord of God inasmuch as it is consigned to writing under the inspiration
of the divine Spirit. To the successors of the apostles, sacred tradition hands on in its full purity God’s word,
which was Entrusted to the apostles by Christ the Lord and the Holy Spirit . . . Consequently, it is not from
sacred Scripture alone That the Church draws her certainty about everything which has Been revealed.
Therefore both sacred tradition and sacred Scripture are to be accepted and venerated with the same sense of
Devotion and reverence. Sacred tradition and sacred Scripture form one sacred deposit of the word of God,
which is committed to the church (p.117).

The Question and Answer Catholic Catechism

59. Where do we find the truths revealed by God?

We find the truths revealed by God in Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradition.

60. How does Sacred Scripture compare with Sacred Tradition?

Both Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradition are the inspired word of God, and both are forms of divine
revelation. Sacred Scripture is divinely inspired writing, whereas Sacred Tradition is the unwritten word of
inspired persons.

89. Why is Sacred Tradition of equal authority with the Bible?

The Bible and Sacred Tradition are of equal authority because they are equally the word of God’ both derive
from the inspired vision of the ancient prophets, and especially from the infinite wisdom of God incarnate who
gave to the apostles what he came down on earth to teach, through them, to all of mankind.

TRADITION AND THE WORD OF GOD---
SUMMARY OF NEW TESTAMENT TEACHING

The first issue to be addressed in any discussion of spiritual truth is that of authority. To say something is true
or false implies an authoritative standard by which we can make such a judgment. But is there such an
authoritative standard by which we can judge whether a particular teaching or system is true or false? The
answer is and unequivocal ‘yes’. That authoritative standard is the Word of God, the Bible. Jesus Christ
himself said of the Bible, “Thy word is truth’ (Jn. 17:17). In settling issues of spiritual controversy the Lord
Jesus always appealed to the Word of God as an authoritative standard by which to judge truth and falsehood.

Mark’s Gospel records an incident in which certain Sadducees came to Jesus to question him. The
Sadducees were the religious liberals of Jesus’ day and they rejected many of the teachings espoused by the
more orthodox sect of the Pharisees. They did not believe in angels or in the resurrection of the dead. A
number of these men came to Jesus to ask him a trick question about life after death. Jesus demolished their
trick question but went on to say this:



Is this not the reason you are mistaken, that you do not understand the Scriptures, or the power of
God?...But regarding the fact that the dead rise again, have you not read in the book of Moses, in the
passage about the burning bush, how God spoke to him, saying, ‘I am the god of Abraham, and the God
of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’? He is not the God of the dead, but of the living; you are greatly
mistaken (Mk. 12:24,25-27).

Twice in this passage Christ tells these men they are greatly mistaken in their views. The reason is that they
do not understand the Scriptures. He appeals to those Scriptures to correct the false concepts these men held.
He points to the Word of God as an authoritative standard by which to judge truth and error. These men are
greatly mistaken because the views they hold and the doctrines they teach contradict the Word of God.

Here you have two opposing views of truth. One says there is no resurrection from the dead, the other says
there if. How do you determine which is true? You go to the Word of God. The Lord Jesus Christ is the Son
of God. He is God in human flesh and therefore whatever he teaches is absolute truth. And according to him
the Word of God is the final and authoritative standard by which all claims to truth are to be judged.

This principle obviously has a direct bearing upon the whole issue of tradition. The Roman Catholic Church
teaches that tradition as well as the Bible constitutes the revealed Word of God. It teaches that the teaching of
the Church Fathers, the Church Councils, and the Traditions of the Church are all “‘one sacred deposit of the
Word of God’.

John Hardon S.J. makes the following statements in his Question and Answer Catholic Catechism:

Sacred Tradition is the unwritten word of God that the prophets and apostles received through the
inspiration of the Holy Spirit and, under His guidance, the Church has handed on to the Christian
world.

Both Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradition are the inspired word of God, and both are forms of divine
revelation. Sacred Scripture is divinely inspired writing, whereas Sacred Tradition is the unwritten
word of inspired persons.

Jesus Christ has some interesting things to say about tradition:

Then some Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from Jerusalem, saying, “Why do Your disciples
transgress the tradition of the elders? For they do not wash their hands when they eat bread.” And He
answered and said to them, ‘And why do you yourselves transgress the commandment of God for the
sake of your tradition? For God said, “Honor your father and mother”...But you say, “Whoever shall
say to his father or mother, *Anything of mine you might have been helped by has been given to God,’
he is not to honor his father of his mother. “ And thus you invalidated the word of God for the sake of
your tradition. You hypocrites, rightly did Isaiah prophesy of you, saying, “This people honors Me with
their lips, but their heart is far away from Me. But in vain do they worship Me, teaching as doctrines the
precepts of men””(Matt. 15:1-9).

In a parallel passage in Mark 7:5-13 much of the same teaching by Jesus is recorded. The Pharisees ask
why the disciples do not walk according to the tradition of the elders. In response Jesus denounces the scribes
and Pharisees and their observance of tradition which is in violation of the Word of God. In effect they have
elevated the teachings of men above the Scriptures. The following sums up Jesus’ evaluation:

1. You teach as doctrines the precepts of men.

2. Neglecting the commandment of God you hold to the tradition of men.

3. You set aside the commandment of God in order to keep your tradition.

4. You invalidate the Word of God by your tradition which you have handed down.



We should note that Jesus is not condemning tradition simply because it is tradition. All tradition is not
wrong. What he is condemning is the elevating of tradition or the teaching of men to equality with the Word
of God. He condemned the scribes and Pharisees for following tradition which violated and invalidated the
Word of God. And then he rebuked them for so teaching others.

Tradition is not necessarily wrong. But tradition is not the Word of God, and for tradition to be acceptable
to God, it must never contradict or violate the clear teaching of the Bible. All tradition must be judged by the
truth of Scripture, including traditions which have their original roots in Scripture. The traditions that the
scribes and Pharisees adhered to, but which Jesus denounced, were traditions which had their roots in
mistaken interpretations of the Bible.

There is one obvious and definitive test which we can apply to all teaching and tradition to determine if it

is true. That test is this” if the tradition or the teaching, even though it arises from the interpretation of a
passage of Scripture, contradicts the clear teaching of another portion of Scripture, then that particular tradition
or teaching is incorrect, for Scripture never contradicts Scripture.

The Word of God alone is our final authority, never tradition. We are told in 2 Timothy 3:16,17 that ‘All
Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in
righteousness; that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for for every good work.” All Scripture is
inspired and is therefore authoritative. And because it is inspired, that is, because it is the Word of a self-
consistent God, it will never contradict itself.

Consequently, we can judge whether or not a particular teaching or tradition is true by comparing it to the
Word of God. If it is consistent with the Word of God, then we can accept it as truth. However, if it clearly
contradicts the teaching of the Bible or makes the Word of God contradict itself, then we know that it is error,
and is to be rejected. Otherwise we shall fall into the same condemnation which Jesus uttered against the
Pharisees.

One question this whole issue brings up is this: can the true church of God fall into error? The answer to
that is “yes’. It is possible for the church leadership to fall into error and be led astray from the truth. For
example, the apostle Peter was publicly rebuked by Paul for the hypocrisy of which he was guilty (Gal. 2:11-
14).

On an earlier occasion the apostle Peter was rebuked by Christ because he tried to hinder the Lord from
going to the cross. ‘But He turned and said to Peter, “Get behind Me, Satan! You are a stumbling-block to Me;
for you are not setting your mind on God’s interests, but man’s”” (Matt. 16:23). The Lord Jesus actually
addressed Peter as Satan, for Satan was using Peter to try to divert him from the will of God. This all transpired
after Peter had been told that he was to be given the keys of the kingdom of heaven (Matt. 16:18-19).

O course, the example of God’s chosen people, the Jews, during the time of the Lord Jesus himself, shows us
clearly that it is possible for the church’s leadership to be deceived. Jesus’ words about tradition were spoken
against the scribes and Pharisees, the religious leadership of God’s chosen people and the true church of that
day. They had fallen into error and had become so blind that they failed to recognize Jesus as the Messiah.
They fell into the error of misinterpreting the Word of God and of elevating tradition and the teachings of the
elders to a level equal in authority to the Scriptures, even though those teachings contradicted the Word of God.
In addition to this Jesus claimed that the religious leadership of his day, because of their adherence to tradition
and misinterpretation of Scripture, were actually responsible for hindering people from entering the kingdom of
God: “Woe to you lawyers! For you have taken away the key of knowledge; you did not enter in yourselves,
and those who were entering in you hindered’ (Lk. 11:52). ‘But woe to you scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites,
because you shut off the kingdom of heaven from men’ for you do not enter in yourselves, nor do you allow
those who are entering to go in’ (Matt. 23:13). If this was true of the religious leadership of God’s chosen
people in the day of Jesus Christ, there is absolutely no guarantee that a church leadership will not fall into error
and mislead people.

Were the Pharisees and scribes of Jesus’ day intentionally trying to deceive people? Not necessarily! Many
of them were doing what they sincerely felt was right. But they were wrong and consequently they were



deceiving people and leading them astray. Sincerity is no guarantee against error. A man can be sincerely
wrong. In the final analysis, as Christ taught, the Word of God is the final authority for determination what is
truth and what is error. Any teaching which contradicts the Word of God must be rejected: ‘To the law and to
the testimony: if they speak not according to this word, it is because there is no light in them’ (Is. 8:20, A.V.).

Luke records that when Paul came to Berea, and preached the gospel in the local Jewish synagogue, the
Bereans ‘were more noble-minded than those in Thessalonica, for they received the word with great eagerness,
examining the Scriptures daily, to see whether these things were so’ (Acts 17:11). The Bereans compared
Paul’s doctrines with the Word of God to see if his teachings were consistent with the teachings of the Word of
God. Only then would they accept the gospel he was preaching. They knew that any teaching that truly
originates from God would not contradict what he had already revealed in his Word.

It is in this spirit that we shall examine the teachings of the Roman Catholic Church.
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