Church Tradition

The role of the Church in the interpretation of Scripture has been a long-standing and hotly debated topic.  The question mainly concerns the role of Church tradition in defining Christian faith.  Of all Christian confessions, the Roman Catholic Church and the Eastern Orthodox Church give the greatest weight to the value of Church tradition, so we will center our discussion on these two groups.

A. The Eastern Orthodox Position

We will begin our treatment of Church tradition with a discussion of the Eastern Orthodox view, since our evaluation of Eastern Orthodoxy’s stand on Sacred Tradition will serve as a response to the Roman Catholic view as well.  In our subsequent discussion of Catholicism, then, we will be able to focus on its unique conviction concerning the Pope’s primacy.

1. Description

The Orthodox Church claims that God reveals Himself through the spiritual experience of the Church.  The Holy Spirit, who is the source of revelation, reveals God’s truth to the Church community at large.  Any one person is not the receipt of inspiration, but rather the entire Church body.  In the Encyclical of the Eastern Patriarchs of 1848, we read, “…neither Patriarchs nor Councils could then have introduced novelties amongst us, because the protector of religion is the very body of the Church, even the people themselves, who desire their religious worship to be ever unchanged and of the same kind as that of their fathers” (№ 17).
  The Church perceives this revelation in a mystical manner.  It is felt that the Church has an inherent spiritual intuition that enables it to perceive God’s truth.
  

Sergey Bulgakov claims that this “intuitive knowledge” may initially appear in the Church’s liturgical worship and only later become dogma: “The immediate, concrete experience of the Church contains the seed of dogma… from which dogma arises as the definition of truth in words and concepts.
  Russian Orthodox Metropolitan Ilarion agrees: “…one must coordinate theology with Church worship practices, not correct worship practices by means of some theological concepts… dogma is divine revelation, precisely because it is born in the experience of prayer.”
 

Several arguments are advanced in support of the Orthodox position.  First, since the Holy Spirit is active in directing the Church, it logically follows that when He reveals something, it will be done in the context of the Church.  Jesus did promise that the Holy Spirit would lead the Church into all truth (Jn 16:13).  Second, Jesus also promised that His presence would always be with the Church (Matt 28:20).  Therefore, one may expect Him to continue to operate through the Church and reveal to it His truth.  Third, the Bible describes the Church as a living and growing organism, which has a vital connection with its head, that is, with Christ.  The Church will always have access to a living word from the Lord – He will regularly impart revelation to it. 

Furthermore, Orthodoxy takes into consideration the historical nature of Christianity.  Christianity is the record of God’s intervention in human history.  God continues to intervene in human history through the Church, which He personally leads and instructs.  Finally, God would not leave the Church without direction in forming its doctrines.  He loves His people and will personally teach them.  Therefore, the Church is the recipient and preserver of God’s revelation.

Orthodoxy also appeals to specific passages of Scripture that emphasize obtaining the knowledge of God through personal fellowship with Him.
  Jeremiah 31:34 states, “They will not teach again, each man his neighbor and each man his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ for they will all know Me.”  In 2 Corinthians 3:3 we read, “You are a letter of Christ, cared for by us, written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts.”  We also recall 2 Corinthians 3:6, “The letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.”

In Orthodox thought, the Church not only receives revelation, it communicates it in the form of Sacred Tradition.  In the first century, the Church expressed the revelation it received from the Lord in the form of holy texts, which became our New Testament.  Before the writing of the New Testament, though, this Tradition was passed on orally.  So then, the New Testament is simply the written expression of the Tradition received by the first-century Church.  Later, the fourth-century Church, intuitively recognizing the spiritual quality of the 27 books of the present New Testament, canonized it.  Furthermore, Orthodox note that the word “tradition” is used in the New Testament (1 Cor 11:2, 23; 15:3; 2 Фес. 2:15; 1 Tim 6:20; 2 Tim 1:12).  The assumption is that Tradition preceded the writing of the New Testament and, therefore, the latter is simply one of the expressions of the former.

At the same time, Orthodox acknowledge Scripture to be the most authoritative part of Sacred Tradition, to which all other elements of it must correspond.  Orthodox scholar Andrew Kuraev writes, “We do not place (Church) experience above apostolic (preaching).  We measure the patristic writings by the Evangelical standard.”
  In the Orthodox Catechism of 1839 we read, “We must follow that tradition, which agrees with divine revelation and Holy Scripture.
 

Nonetheless, after the composition of the New Testament, the Holy Spirit did not abandon the Church, but continues to instruct it in all truth.  He inspired (more precisely, “enlightened”) the Church Fathers to give the proper interpretation of biblical texts, and so their works are authoritative for establishing Christian doctrine.  The Scriptures possess a “spiritual sense” that is revealed only to those worthy to receive it, namely the Church Fathers.
 

One must note that the teachings of any one Church Father are not considered authoritative, but only those teachings found among them in common.  This is especially true if the teaching has existed in Church tradition for a long time. Vincent of Lérins coined the now-famous expression: “In the Catholic Church itself, all possible care must be taken, that we hold that faith which has been believed everywhere, always, by all.”
  So then, along with Holy Scripture, the teachings of the Church Fathers is another expression of Sacred Tradition.

In addition, Orthodox highly value, even consider infallible, the decrees of the early Church Councils and their decisions on cardinal truths of Christian faith.
  At the same time, in line with the Orthodox conception of Church “corporality,” Bulgakov comments that councils do not so much define truth, as give expression to it: “Ecclesiastical authorities (council of bishops, or even individual bishops within their parish) are only the official organ to proclaim that, which in its own consciousness is the expression of the truth of the Church.”

The Orthodox Church recognizes seven great Church Councils: 

· Council of Nicea (325): condemnation of Arianism

· First Council of Constantinople (381): condemnation of Apollinarianism

· Council of Ephesus (431): condemnation of Nestorianism 

· Council of Chalcedon (451): condemnation of Eutychianism

· Second Council of Constantinople (553): condemnation of the teachings of Theodore of Mopsuestia, Theodoret and Ibas)

· Third Council of Constantinople (680): condemnation of Monophysitism.

· Second Council of Nicea (787): defense of icon veneration 

In addition, Orthodoxy is ready, to a more limited degree, to recognize the doctrinal decisions of later Church Councils.
  Finally, the Church expresses God’s revelation in practice when conducting the Church liturgy.  The seventh-century Orthodox mystic Maximus the Confessor expresses the Orthodox understanding of Tradition, summarized by Pelikan: “Authority in Christian doctrine was, then, the authority ‘of a council or of a father or of Scripture.’”

Some early Church Fathers underscored the importance of tradition in the life of the Church.
  Basil the Great wrote, 

Of the beliefs and practices whether generally accepted or publicly enjoined which are preserved in the Church some we possess derived from written teaching; others we have received delivered to us “in a mystery” by the tradition of the apostles; and both of these in relation to true religion have the same force.  And these no one will gainsay; – no one, at all events, who is even moderately versed in the institutions of the Church.  For were we to attempt to reject such customs as have no written authority, on the ground that the importance they possess is small, we should unintentionally injure the Gospel in its very vitals; or, rather, should make our public definition a mere phrase and nothing more (On the Holy Spirit, 27.66)
Tertullian also commented on Church practices: 

And how long shall we draw the saw to and fro through this line, when we have an ancient practice, which by anticipation has made for us the state, i.e., of the question?  If no passage of Scripture has prescribed it, assuredly custom, which without doubt flowed from tradition, has confirmed it.  For how can anything come into use, if it has not first been handed down?  Even in pleading tradition, written authority, you say, must be demanded.  Let us inquire, therefore, whether tradition, unless it be written, should not be admitted.  Certainly we shall say that it ought not to be admitted, if no cases of other practices which, without any written instrument, we maintain on the ground of tradition alone, and the countenance thereafter of custom, affords us any precedent (De Corona, 3.1-3.2). 

Commenting on 2 Thessalonians 2:15, John Chrysostom writes, 

Hence it is manifest, that they did not deliver all things by Epistle, but many things also unwritten, and in like manner both the one and the other are worthy of credit.  Therefore, let us think the tradition of the Church also worthy of credit (Homily on the Second Epistle of Paul to the Thessalonians, 2.15).

Even Luther and Calvin, leaders of the Protestant Reformation, honored Church tradition and never intended to eliminate it.
 

Moreover, in the early years of Christianity, there existed an entity called the “rule of faith,” consisting of a general understanding (i.e., tradition) among the congregations of the basic elements of Christian faith.  The Early Church evaluated the truth-value of any teaching not only by apostolic writings, but also by the “rule of faith.”  Irenaeus and Tertullian testify to its existence and importance: 

Suppose there arose a dispute relative to some important question among us, should we not have recourse to the most ancient Churches with which the apostles held constant intercourse, and learn from them what is certain and clear in regard to the present question?  For how should it be if the apostles themselves had not left us writings?  Would it not be necessary, [in that case,] to follow the course of the tradition which they handed down to those to whom they did commit the Churches? (Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.4.1).

Our appeal, therefore, must not be made to the Scriptures; nor must controversy be admitted on points in which victory will either be impossible, or uncertain, or not certain enough.  But even if a discussion from the Scriptures should not turn out in such a way as to place both sides on a par, (yet) the natural order of things would require that this point should be first proposed, which is now the only one which we must discuss: “With whom lies that very faith to which the Scriptures belong.  From what and through whom, and when, and to whom, has been handed down that rule, by which men become Christians?”  For wherever it shall be manifest that the true Christian rule and faith shall be, there will likewise be the true Scriptures and expositions thereof, and all the Christian traditions (Tertullian, The Prescription against Heretics, 19).

Concerning the Orthodox view of Scripture, it is important to note that the Bible is thought not to contain all truths necessary for the life and success of the Church.  It is claimed that God cannot be contained in a book.  The Bible cannot contain all that God could reveal about Himself.  At the end of his Gospel, the apostle John wrote, “And there are also many other things which Jesus did, which if they were written in detail, I suppose that even the world itself would not contain the books that would be written” (Jn 21:25).  In his third epistle John adds, “I had many things to write to you, but I am not willing to write {them} to you with pen and ink; but I hope to see you shortly, and we will speak face to face” (3 Jn 13-14).
  Therefore, the preferred method to receive revelation from God consists of vital fellowship with Him in the context of the Church.
  Maximos Aghiorgoussis comments,

The Holy Bible, and more specifically the New Testament, does not contain all the doctrine and teachings of Christ.  The Church, which has produced the Bible, does not completely submit itself to only one of the epiphenomena of its life, even if it is the most authoritative one, the Holy Scriptures.  An important part of the teachings and doctrine of Christ continues to be present and handed down to the generation of Saints through other means and ways that are also part of the life of the Church, a life in the Holy Spirit.

Kuraev also affirms,

True, Orthodoxy indeed asserts that God did not cease to reveal His will to people after the final apostle placed the final period in his book.  True, although we may not speak of the divine inspiration of the works of the Fathers, we nonetheless sense their divine enlightenment.
  

In addition, Orthodox teach that Scripture can be properly interpreted only with the aid of other elements of Sacred Tradition.  They ask the question, “What good is an inspired Bible unless we also have an infallible interpretation?”
  Russian scholar Georges Florovsky observes that the Orthodox view arises from the inner memory of the Church – only this inner memory can uncover the hidden meaning of the text.
  In the words of the Russian philosopher Aleksey Khomyakov: “Truth is not attained by individual reflection, but only by corporate reflection, interconnected by love.  This means that only the mind of the Church can be the organ for knowing the whole body of truth.”
  

Orthodoxy believes that the New Testament left “imprints” on its early readers.  Therefore, since the Church Fathers lived closer to the time of the New Testament’s writing, they can produce a more faithful rendering of apostolic teaching.
  Orthodoxy also claims that since the Church gave us the New Testament, it has the right to interpret it as well.  In his day, Tertullian asserted that the writings of the apostles are the possession of the Church, which heretics are forbidden to use in defense of their spurious doctrines.

Interestingly, the Orthodox claim that in order to escape the subjectivity of postmodern interpretation of Scripture (see chapter 15 below), one must rely on the Sacred Tradition.  Commenting on the postmodern crisis, Kuraev writes, “Whoever would speak of Scripture, speaks more of himself than of the Gospel…. The choice of passages commented on and the commentary itself… depends on the experience and culture of the individual.”
  In addition, “Interpretation is unavoidable, but an absolutely straightforward and reliable ‘reflection’ (of the meaning) is not possible.”
  Kuraev especially critiques Protestants for their subjectivity: “What do the Protestants preach, but their own understanding of the Gospel?”
 

Kuraev offers the following escape from the problem of subjectivity: “In order to appropriately interpret the Holy Text, one must have internal spiritual experience…. People who have this experience, to the measure humans can possess it, are called by the Church “saints.”
  Furthermore, “Orthodoxy has carried through the centuries the sense of Jesus of Nazareth’s preaching that was given by the first, mainly Near Eastern generation of Christians.”
  Additionally, “It is not logical to expect religious revelation and religious teaching from a hedonistic, basically materialistic civilization…. We live in a hedonistic civilization today.”
   

So then, even though Scripture is considered the premier channel of revelation, it can only be properly interpreted in the light of the doctrinal decisions of Church councils, the teaching of the Church Fathers, and other elements of Sacred Tradition.  Orthodox fear that if Scripture interpretation is attempted outside the context of Tradition, then each individual will give his/her own interpretation and thus disrupt the unity of the Church.  In addition, personal interpretation of Scripture may threaten not only the Church unity, but also the spiritual health of believers.  Did not Peter warn believers that in Scripture “are some things hard to understand, which the untaught and unstable distort… to their own destruction?” (2 Pet 3:16).

If the Orthodox are correct, however, that God continues to reveal Himself to the Church, then the question arises as to how to verify true revelation.  How can the Church decide if a certain revelation is truly from God?  Since, according to the Orthodox understanding, God does not reveal Himself to individuals, but to the Church corporately, then, theoretically, the entire Church must give the ruling.  Yet, for practical purposes, the Church hierarchy makes the actual decisions.
  The Church hierarchy claims this right by virtue of the “apostolic succession,” which we will describe and evaluate in our discussion of Catholicism.  

Finally, the Orthodox are not concerned that the Church will error in defining Christian faith and practice.  They recall the promise of Jesus, “The gates of Hades will not overpower (the Church)” (Matt 16:18).  This verse is understood in the sense that Satan will never succeed in leading the Church astray.  In doctrinal questions, the Church will remain infallible.
  They also cite Paul’s words, that the Church is the “pillar and support of the truth” (1 Tim 3:15).  This guarantees that God will unquestionably guard the Church from error.
  

2. Evaluation

a. The Spirit’s Activity in the Church

One cannot object to the claim that the Holy Spirit is active in the Church.  He leads and teaches God’s people.  It is commonly thought that the Orthodox understanding of Tradition differs from the Roman Catholic understanding in that the latter is more “legal,” while the former is more “pneumatic.”  In other words, the Catholics determine doctrine by a specialized organ – the Magisterium.  In Orthodoxy, though, the Holy Spirit determines true teaching and Christian practice.  Yet, this distinction is not accurate.  Catholics also believe that the Holy Spirit is the Teacher of the Church.  They differ from the Orthodox in claiming that the Spirit leads the Magisterium, not the entire Church.  Therefore, it is misguided to think that only the Orthodox view is “pneumatic.”

At the same time, the Protestant teaching on God’s revelation is no less “pneumatic.”  Protestants differ in their conviction that the Spirit does not lead or teach through a Magisterium or through mystical intuition, but through the Bible.  The Spirit continually turns the Church’s attention to Holy Scripture and gives insight into its interpretation and application in line with the grammatico-historical method.  Therefore, a better description of the three understandings of the Spirit’s work in the Church is as follows: the Catholic view is “centralized,” the Orthodox view is “mystical,” and the Protestant view is “biblical.”

The problem in Orthodoxy, however, is that the epistemological system “mysticism,” as shown in chapter 1, is fraught with difficulties.  Its claims cannot be verified by any objective criteria.  How can we know that a certain teaching, embraced by the Church, is really from the Holy Spirit, unless we measure it by the objective standard of Scripture?  To simply assume that the Holy Spirit leads the Church in a hidden, mystical way is not acceptable as a means of verifying the vital truths of God.

Additionally, there is no guarantee that the Church, even if led by the Spirit, will always follow His lead.  The fact that even the finest people can error makes us cautious of the claim that people in the Church will always inerrantly hear God’s voice.  One need only to look at the example of Israel, who received direct revelation from God, yet strayed from Him.  Through Jeremiah, God reproved His Old Testament people, “How can you say, ‘We are wise, and the law of the LORD is with us?’  But behold, the lying pen of the scribes has made {it} into a lie” (Jer 8:8).
  It is equally possible that the Church, having received God’s revelation, might also, at least for a time, stray from Him and distort the revelation it received.

We must also consider that in the history of God’s revelation, we observe without exception that He revealed Himself not to His people as a whole, but to specially chosen people, such as Moses, David, Isaiah, Peter, Paul, etc.
  Even at the Jerusalem Council, when James claimed, “It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us” (Acts 15:28), he was speaking as a representative not of the entire Church, but of the participants in the Council, i.e., “the apostles and elders” (Acts 15:6). 

It is also notable that when Jesus promised the direction of the Holy Spirit in knowing the truth (Jn 14:26; 16:13), He was speaking primarily to His apostles.  The Spirit would remind only them of “all that I said to you” (Jn 14:26), and to only them He would “disclose… what is to come.” (Jn 16:13).  Assistance from the Spirit, of course, is available to all believers, but only in a secondary sense.  The authorized representatives of Christ’s teaching are those that He personally appointed – the Twelve Apostles.  In their capacity as apostles, they received special inspiration from the Spirit to write an infallible text.  There are no grounds to claim that such an “infallible” guidance by the Spirit extends to the entire Church for all time. 

Furthermore, the claim that the Church gave us the New Testament is false.  The Spirit gave us the New Testament not through the Church per se, but through specially chosen ministers of the Church, namely the apostles.
  God also used them to establish the organized Church, of which they serve as its foundation, with Jesus Christ as its cornerstone (Eph 2:20).  The New Testament differs from the Church, however, in that the former is infallible, whereas the latter is still in process.  Consequently, the former is the preferred source for obtaining God’s truth.

Concerning Paul’s teaching in 2 Cor 3:3-6, that “the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life,” here Paul is contrasting life under the Law to life in the Gospel.  Moreover, a personal relationship with Lord, as described in Jeremiah 31:34, in no way eliminates the need for direction from God’s Word.  In both Old and New Testaments, God exhorts His people to seek Him through His Word (see Josh 1:8; Ps 1:1-3; Ps 119; Prov 4:20-22; Matt 4:4; Кол. 3:16; Acts 20:32; 1 Pet 2:2).

b. The Gates of Hades Will Not Prevail (Matt 16:18)

Jesus promised that the “the gates of Hades will not overpower (the Church)” (Matt 16:18).  Does this mean that the Church cannot error in doctrine?  A more careful reading of this verse rules out that possibility.  In Jewish literature of the time, the expression “gates of Hades” refers to the power of death.
  Therefore, Jesus is promising here that death cannot overpower the Church.  Jesus was assuring His disciples that the Church itself cannot die, i.e., cease to exist.
  Therefore, the verse is not speaking of the infallibility of the Church, but of its indestructability.  The Church will triumphantly persevere through every trial and, in the end, emerge victorious.

On the one hand, the above-mentioned interpretation agrees with the Orthodox claim that true doctrine will stand the test of time.  In other words, since the Church is indestructible, errant doctrines or movements cannot remain in it indefinitely.  Eventually, Jesus will present to Himself “the church in all her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any such thing” (Eph 5:27).  Does this mean, then, that the Orthodox Church, which traces its history to the post-apostolic times, is the true representation of this indestructible Church?  Not necessarily. 

Our interpretation of Matthew 16:18 fully corresponds to Protestant faith as well.  The indestructible nature of the Church does not necessarily imply that the Church cannot diverge from true faith for a period of time.  The experience of Israel testifies that this can indeed occur.  When Paul describes the apostasy of Israel, in fact, he warns the Corinthian church, “Now these things happened to them as an example, and they were written for our instruction, upon whom the ends of the ages have come” (1 Cor 10:11). 

Therefore, Jesus’ promise in Matthew 16:18 can be fulfilled in that the Church survived a period of apostasy during the Middle Ages and experienced revival during the Protestant Reformation.  So then, we can regard the existence and success of the Protestant movement as a fulfillment of Jesus’ promise: “The gates of Hades will not overpower (the Church).” 

In connection with what we have said thus far, we must clarify the question, “What exactly is the Church?”  When Jesus promised that the Church was indestructible, which “Church” did He have in mind?  Can the Orthodox substantiate that God’s promises relate only to them?  Does their longevity prove that they enjoy the status of being the one, true Church?

When we turn to God’s Word for a definition of the Church, however, we discover that the Church consists only of truly born-again believers in Jesus Christ as Son of God and Savior.  The key passage on this is 1 Corinthians 12:13, where Paul writes, “For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body… we were all made to drink of one Spirit.”  Consequently, when a person receives the Holy Spirit in the New Birth, he/she is, speaking figuratively, “baptized” by that same Spirit into the Body of Christ, that is, he/she is engrafted into the Church.
  

The Church, then, consists of all true believers in Jesus worldwide throughout all time.
  On that basis, we can conclude that inclusion in the Kingdom of God is not limited to members of any certain Christian confession, but includes all true believers regardless of confessional preference.  The Bible instructs us, “The firm foundation of God stands, having this seal, ‘The Lord knows those who are His’” (2 Tim 2:19).

All descriptions of the Church in Scripture, both literal and figurative, relate to its spiritual condition and quality.  There is no indication that the Church will have an uninterrupted historical continuation in one ecclesiastical organization.  In Scripture, the Church is characterized not by organizational stability, but by spiritual excellence.  Certainly, the Church will continue its existence, since it is indestructible.  Yet, instances can occur where a certain organized Christian confession may cease to manifest the necessary spiritual qualities that characterize the Church.  Then, God may raise up other confessions or movements that more faithfully reflect the spiritual essence of the Church.  

Therefore, in order for the Orthodox to prove that it is the true Church, they must demonstrate not that their movement historically traces back to the beginning of Church history, but that it manifests the necessary spiritual qualities that characterize the true Church of Christ.  Yet, even if they are able to so do, this would in no way exclude non-Orthodox believers in Jesus Christ, which hold to sound doctrine and produce appropriate spiritual fruit, from being considered true Christians as well.  Furthermore, the claim that only Orthodoxy has apostolic foundation is unconvincing.  Apostolic foundation consists not in a succession list dating back to the apostles, but preserving apostolic teaching, contained in the New Testament.
 

c. The Church as the Pillar and Support of the Truth (1 Tim 3:15)

Does the fact that the Church is the “pillar and support of the truth” guarantee that God will prevent the Church from error?  First, we note that the verse does not claim that the Church is the source of truth, but only its “pillar and support.”  Second, this verse was written by an apostle, Paul.  In the verses preceding, he writes more about his authority over the Church: “I am writing these things to you, hoping to come to you before long; but in case I am delayed, {I write} so that you will know how one ought to conduct himself in the household of God…” (1 Tim 3:14-15а).  So then, if an apostle has authority to define the status of the Church in relation to God’s truth, then in doctrinal matters an apostle has more authority than the Church, and we are advised to heed, first of all, the apostle’s words before the Church’s. 

Finally, it is vital to consider that the phrase “pillar and support” does not necessarily describe the condition of the Church at any given time, but rather its intended function.  God’s intention is for the Church to preserve the truth and advance it.  Yet, accomplishing this mission does not come automatically, but requires the participation of the Church.  This is why Paul instructs Timothy “how one ought to conduct himself in the household of God.” 

It is implied here that if Timothy (or other leaders in the Ephesian church) do not conduct themselves appropriately, then the intended function of the Church to preserve truth may not be fulfilled.  We may draw a parallel with the intended function of the Old Testament temple.  God appointed the temple a “house of prayer,” but God’s people of that day transformed it into “a robbers’ den” (Matt 21:13).  Similarly, God has ordained the Church to be the “pillar and support of the truth,” but living up to that status requires the Church’s cooperation.  It is certainly possible that the Church, by not conducting itself as needed, could, at least for a time, distort God’s truth. 

d. The Sufficiency of Scripture and the “Supplemental” Function of Tradition

Although sometimes it is claimed that in Orthodox Faith, Sacred Tradition functions only in the interpretation of Scripture, this is not actually so.  Orthodox share with Roman Catholics the view that Tradition may supplement the truths revealed in Scripture.  We recall the above-cited statements that the Bible “does not contain all the doctrine and teachings of Christ,” and that “God did not cease to reveal His will to people after the final apostle placed the final period in his book.”  In addition, one may list a number of Orthodox doctrines that are weakly, if at all, supported by Scripture.
  In defense of such positions, Orthodoxy appeals not so much to Scripture as to the works of the Fathers.   

According to Evangelical Faith, the Bible is fully sufficient for instruction in the Church and revelation of the will of God.  We do acknowledge, along with Orthodoxy, that God cannot be contained in a book.  Yet, neither is He contained in the “mystical experience” of the Church.  Therefore, this “intuitive” knowledge of God cannot claim, on this basis, superiority to Scriptural revelation.  

God’s goal in revelation is not to reveal all that is possible to know about Him, but rather that which is necessary for doing His will.  Paul speaks of a time when he will see God “face to face,” and “know fully just as I also have been fully known” (1 Cor 13:12), yet that day has not yet come.  In another place, Paul claims that Scripture is “profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness; so that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work” (2 Tim 3:16-17).
  This verse clearly confirms our conviction of Scripture’s sufficiency.

In response to the objection that John was not able to say all that could be said about Jesus’ life (Jn 21:25), we note that John did write enough to bring his readers to faith: “Therefore many other signs Jesus also performed in the presence of the disciples, which are not written in this book; but these have been written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; and that believing you may have life in His name” (Jn 20:30-31).  Therefore, the biblical revelation, although not all encompassing, is nonetheless sufficient to direct an individual’s spiritual life.  Concerning 3 John 13-14, it is obvious that a personal encounter with an apostle is superior to written correspondence with him.  Tradition, however, does not offer us a personal encounter with an apostle, but only what rumor says that some apostle or another might have taught.
   

Moreover, when we look at the Fathers’ writings, it is clearly evident that they in no way considered their works of equal value to Scripture.
   Augustine makes a valuable contribution here:

As regards our writings, which are not a rule of faith or practice, but only a help to edification, we may suppose that they contain some things falling short of the truth in obscure and recondite matters, and that these mistakes may or may not be corrected in subsequent treatises…. Such writings are read with the right of judgment, and without any obligation to believe.  In order to leave room for such profitable discussions of difficult questions, there is a distinct boundary line separating all productions subsequent to apostolic times from the authoritative canonical books of the Old and New Testaments (Reply to Faustus the Manichian, 11.5). 

In addition, he wrote to Jerome:

I do not need to say that I do not suppose you to wish your books to be read like those of prophets or of apostles, concerning which it would be wrong to doubt that they are free from error (Letter 82.3). 

So then, any supposed “further revelation” from God through the Church can in no way add to that which He has already revealed in the Old and New Testaments.  The New Testament writers warn us about this very thing:

· Beloved, while I was making every effort to write you about our common salvation, I felt the necessity to write to you appealing that you contend earnestly for the faith which was once for all handed down to the saints. (Jude 3).

· But even if we, or an angel from heaven, should preach to you a gospel contrary to what we have preached to you, he is to be accursed! (Gal 1:8).

· I testify to everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if anyone adds to them, God will add to him the plagues which are written in this book; (Rev 22:18).

We acknowledge that the Reformers (at least Luther and Calvin) respected Church tradition.  Yet on the other hand, they rejected many Roman Catholic doctrines that were based on tradition alone and insisted that Church tradition must submit to Scripture and be verified by it.  Although the Reformers did not intend to eliminate Church tradition, they were nonetheless intent on “purifying” it.  Bray appropriately comments that although Luther quoted the Fathers, he was “careful to distinguish the true from the false in the fathers, and is not afraid to reject Augustine when necessary.”
 

e. The “Interpretive” Function of Tradition

Orthodox believers claim that the correct and proper interpretation of Scripture is found only in the writings of the Church Fathers.  We also affirm the need for correct interpretation, but challenge the claim that the Fathers alone possessed it. 

Supposedly, the Fathers enjoyed the inspiration (more precisely, the “enlightenment”) of the Spirit in their interpretive work.
  If that be so, then they themselves were not aware of it, since they nowhere claim that privilege.  We just provided examples where the Fathers refrained from comparing their works with those of the apostles.  We may again cite Augustine in this regard: “I confess to your Charity that I have learned to yield this respect and honour only to the canonical books of Scripture: of these alone do I most firmly believe that the authors were completely free from error” (Letter 82.3).  The claim that the Fathers alone possessed a special inspiration or enlightenment from the Lord is unsubstantiated. 

If a need exists for an authoritative interpretation of Scripture, then that implies that such a commentary on Scripture communicates God’s truth more clearly that the inspired books themselves.  The contradiction is clear.  It does not aid the Orthodox position to claim that the Fathers’ teaching is based on oral apostolic tradition.  That would be tantamount to saying that oral tradition from the apostles, passed on through many persons over time, more clearly communicates God’s truth than the written works of the apostles themselves!
 

Scripture commentaries, of course, can prove very beneficial.  Yet, we reject the necessity for an authoritative interpretation.  The Bible itself is capable to clearly and effectively communicate God’s truth to the reader.  As Athanasius stated, “The tokens of truth are more exact as drawn from Scripture, than from other sources.”

We also take into consideration that the New Testament is, in essence, an interpretation of the meaning of Christ’s appearance in the world.  The apostles, led and inspired by the Spirit, give us this insight.  Warfield comments, “The entirety of the New Testament is but the explanatory word accompanying and giving its effect to the fact of Christ.”
  However, if an interpretation of the apostles is necessary, then we will be operating on an interpretation of an interpretation of the significance of Christ, made by people who have no claim to Spirit-inspiration.  Why, then, should we bypass the original inspired interpretation of Christ, given by His apostles? 

We encounter yet another difficulty with the Orthodox position.  If the right to interpret Scripture lies primarily, if not exclusively, with the Church Fathers, then who has the right to interpret the Fathers?
  When we read the works of the Fathers, it is evident that their writings are much more complicated and theologically/philosophically sophisticated than the Bible.  If the Orthodox respond that the present Church hierarchy has the right to interpret the Fathers, we ask on what basis this is so.  The only recourse the Orthodox have is to claim that the “intuitive” knowledge of the truth that the Church possess enables their clergy to properly interpret the Fathers.  Yet, we have already demonstrated the weakness and implausibility of this position.  

What about Peter’s warning that in Scripture “are some things hard to understand, which the untaught and unstable distort” (2 Pet 3:16)?  Notice that, in response to this possible threat, Peter does not recommend that his readers avoid personal interpretation of Scripture.  In fact, they must exercise personal interpretation of these words of Peter in order to heed them!  In addition, Luke praises the inhabitants of Berea because they personally tested the preaching of Paul against Scripture (Acts 17:11). 

Moreover, the majority of New Testament epistles were addressed not to Church hierarchy, so that they would interpret them for the laity, but to the congregations themselves.  Especially notable is the Paul’s greeting to the Philippians: “Paul and Timothy, bond-servants of Christ Jesus, to all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi, including the overseers and deacons” (Phil 1:1).  This epistle was intended, first and foremost, for the “saints in Christ Jesus,” and only after that for the “overseers and deacons.” 

f. Disruption of Church Unity

Orthodoxy objects that if Scripture interpretation is not correlated with Sacred Tradition and is not regulated by the Church hierarchy, then each individual will interpret the Bible as they deem best, which will undermine the unity of the Church.  We affirm that God has appointed leaders in the Church (Eph 4:11; 1 Cor 12:28; Acts 20:28) and, as a rule, believers should submit to their leadership (1 Pet 5:5; Heb 13:17).  Yet, there are instances when submission to Church leadership is inappropriate.    

A clear example is the case with Gaius, recorded in John’s Third Epistle.  The apostle John praises Gaius that in spite of Diotrephes, the congregation’s leader, forbidding him to do so, he received the messengers sent by the apostle (v. 5-10).  This indicates that loyalty to one of the Twelve Apostles has priority over loyalty to a congregational leader.  In addition, in the Book of Revelation, Jesus praises church members who reject those who “call themselves apostles, and they are not, and you found them {to be} false” (Rev 2:2).  We also recall a point earlier made, that Luke praises the inhabitant of Berea because they personally tested the preaching of Paul against Scripture (Acts 17:11). 

In the Old Testament, we learn that, at that time, God ordained two types of leaders: regular and charismatic.  The regular leadership consisted of the kings and the priests.  Yet, there were times when the regular leadership did not follow the Lord and led the people away from Him.  God responded by raising up “charismatic” leaders, that is, the prophets, who rebuked the figures in power and introduced reform.  In such cases, it behooved God’s regularly appointed leaders to submit to the voice of God through the prophets.

Similarly, it is God’s usual order for believers to obey congregational leaders.  At the same time, every believer has the right and even the responsibility to object to any teaching or interpretation of Scripture that, in his/her opinion, leads people away from the truth.  Again, each Christian confession has the right to define doctrine and enforce them on members of that confession.  At the same time, each member of any given confession has the right to suspend their participation in that group if, on biblical grounds, he/she is in sharp disagreement with its teaching.  Yet, such a person can still consider himself/herself a genuine Christian. 

Freedom does not alarm God.  He created persons free, so that they would voluntarily come to Him and follow Him.  He does not gain our allegiance by coercion.  In a similar fashion, true Church unity does not come about by suppressing all opinions that differ from confessional positions and excommunicating all dissenters. 

Suppression and excommunication, of course, are necessary to maintain order in the congregations and for control of heresy.  On the other hand, since no one confession is likely correct in all its doctrines and practices, we have no guarantee that church discipline will result in genuine church unity.  In spite of applying strict disciplinary measures, Orthodoxy historically has not achieved the desired end of unity.  For centuries, debates have raged with Orthodox “Old Believers,” and strife and intrigue between rival patriarchs abound. 

The unity of the Church is a natural (more precisely, “supernatural”) process – the result of the spiritual maturation of all members of the Body with the aid of the teaching gifts of the Church (from various confessions) “until we all attain to the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a mature man, to the measure of the stature which belongs to the fullness of Christ” (Eph 4:13).  The present divisions among true Christians are a temporary phenomenon.  To the degree that the Body matures, it will progressively manifest more and more of its intrinsic unity, based not on hierarchical decrees, but on voluntary cooperation. 

Concerning the claim that appeal to the Fathers is the only escape from subjectivity in interpretation, see the discussion on postmodern thought in chapter 14 below. 

g. Witness of the Church Fathers

As was mentioned earlier, in defense of their position on Church tradition, Orthodox appeal to the writings of the Church Fathers.  At the same time, is it not circular reasoning to appeal to Church tradition (in the form of the teaching of the Fathers) in defense of Church tradition?  Moreover, we know that the Fathers themselves gave priority to Scripture over Tradition.  Irenaeus wrote,  

We have learned from none others the plan of our salvation, than from those through whom the Gospel has come down to us, which they did at one time proclaim in public, and, at a later period, by the will of God, handed down to us in the Scriptures, to be the ground and pillar of our faith (Against Heresies, 3.1.1).  

Gregory of Nyssa also affirms, 

We make the Holy Scriptures the rule and the measure of every tenet; we necessarily fix our eyes upon that, and approve that alone which may be made to harmonize with the intention of those writings (On the soul and the resurrection). 

Augustine agrees, 

This Mediator, having spoken what He judged sufficient first by the prophets, then by His own lips, and afterwards by the apostles, has besides produced the Scripture which is called canonical, which has paramount authority, and to which we yield assent in all matters of which we ought not to be ignorant, and yet cannot know of ourselves (City of God, 11.3). 

We must also note that not all the Church Fathers held such a high view of Church tradition.  Cyril of Jerusalem comments, 

Have thou ever in thy mind this seal, which for the present has been lightly touched in my discourse, by way of summary, but shall be stated, should the Lord permit, to the best of my power with the proof from the Scriptures.  For concerning the divine and holy mysteries of the Faith, not even a casual statement must be delivered without the Holy Scriptures; nor must we be drawn aside by mere plausibility and artifices of speech.  Even to me, who tell thee these things, give not absolute credence, unless thou receive the proof of the things which I announce from the Divine Scriptures.  For this salvation which we believe depends not on ingenious reasoning, but on demonstration of the Holy Scriptures (Catechetical lectures, 4.17).
We also question the reliability of Church tradition in light of internal contradictions that exist between various early Christian writers.  A 12th-century critic, Peter Abelard, composed a work called Sic et non (which means “Yes and No”), in which he compared the teachings of the Fathers and discovered 158 instances of divergences between them or with Scripture.

The Orthodox respond that the teaching of one Father in isolation is not authoritative, but rather the agreement between them.  Yet, this claim encounters an inconsistency.  If the Fathers were truly inspired (or “enlightened”) to give the authoritative interpretation of the Bible, then one would expect more precision in their work, reflecting the mind of the Spirit, which supposedly stood behind their individual efforts.
  Some Fathers, in fact, were given such exalted titles as the “God-bearing teacher,” (Athanasius), “the great eye of the Church” (Basil the Great), “the philosopher of philosophers” (Clement of Alexandria), and the one who “truly spoke of God” (Dionysius).
  In addition, the fact that the Fathers lived in antiquity does not necessarily force the conclusion that their understanding of God’s truth was superior to others.  In other words, “antiquity” does not necessarily imply “correctness.”
 

h. “Tradition” in the New Testament

Since the word “tradition” appears in the New Testament (1 Cor 11:2, 23; 15:3; 2 Thes. 2:15; 1 Tim 6:20; 2 Tim 1:12), Orthodoxy concludes that: (1) Tradition preceded the New Testament, (2) the New Testament is one expression of Sacred Tradition, and (3) Tradition contains more than what was recorded in the New Testament.
   Yet, we see no indication that by the term “tradition” Paul meant anything different than was written in his epistles or in other New Testament writings.  Paul certainly did not write one thing, but say another.  

It is also imperative to note that Paul himself passed on to the churches this oral tradition, which consisted of the apostolic teaching and testimony.  It is without doubt that the oral teaching of an apostle would not differ from his written instruction.  Subsequent Church tradition, though, is not passed on by an apostle, but through many intermediaries and thereby forfeits its authoritative status in comparison with the written apostolic works. 

Furthermore, we can claim without hesitation that in the course of human history, the apostolic teaching, which Paul called “tradition,” was not preserved without corruption.  We have already referred to many doctrines held by Catholics and Orthodox that possess no biblical (i.e., apostolic) support, and to which no passage of Scripture makes reference.  It is clear that the apostolic tradition underwent change. 

Hirsch makes the following interesting observation.  He defines tradition as the history of the interpretation of a text.  This means that every generation of interpreters accepts the already accepted understanding of a text, alters it some, and passes it on to the next generation.  Therefore, unlike the biblical canon, tradition is unstable and, consequently, cannot serve as the norm for establishing Christian doctrine.
  In the context of his refutation of the hermeneutical method of Gadamer, Hirsch writes, “Tradition cannot really function as a stable, normative concept, since it is in fact a changing, descriptive concept.”
 

Finally, the New Testament does not always speak positively about tradition.  In Colossians 2:8, it is said, “See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deception, according to the tradition of men, according to the elementary principles of the world, rather than according to Christ.”
  We also take into consideration that a system similar to the present Church tradition existed at the time of Jesus, where the Jews acknowledged two lines of transmission for God’s revelation: written (Tanakh) and oral (Mishna).  In His teaching, however, Jesus never appealed to Jewish tradition, but actually spoke out against it.  Mark chapter 7 contains the following rebuke of the Pharisees: “…invalidating the word of God by your tradition which you have handed down” (see Mk 7:1-13).

i. Use of the “Rule of Faith”

As we mentioned earlier, in defining true Christian faith, the Early Church operated not only on New Testament writings (in the form they existed at that time), but also on the “rule of faith.”  Very likely, Irenaeus details this rule in the following passage: 

The Church, though dispersed throughout the whole world, even to the ends of the earth, has received from the apostles and their disciples this faith: [She believes] in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven, and earth, and the sea, and all things that are in them; and in one Christ Jesus, the Son of God, who became incarnate for our salvation; and in the Holy Spirit, who proclaimed through the prophets the dispensations of God, and the advents, and the birth from a virgin, and the passion, and the resurrection from the dead, and the ascension into heaven in the flesh of the beloved Christ Jesus, our Lord, and His [future] manifestation from heaven in the glory of the Father “to gather all things in one,” and to raise up anew all flesh of the whole human race, in order that to Christ Jesus, our Lord, and God, and Saviour, and King, according to the will of the invisible Father, “every knee should bow, of things in heaven, and things in earth, and things under the earth, and that every tongue should confess” to Him, and that He should execute just judgment towards all; that He may send “spiritual wickednesses,” and the angels who transgressed and became apostates, together with the ungodly, and unrighteous, and wicked, and profane among men, into everlasting fire; but may, in the exercise of His grace, confer immortality on the righteous, and holy, and those who have kept His commandments, and have persevered in His love, some from the beginning [of their Christian course], and others from [the date of] their repentance, and may surround them with everlasting glory (Against heresies, 1.10.1).
First, we notice here that the contents of this passage in no way differs from New Testament teaching.  Irenaeus indirectly acknowledges this correspondence between the rule of faith and the New Testament when he writes, “How should it be if the apostles themselves had not left us writings?  Would it not be necessary, [in that case,] to follow the course of the tradition which they handed down to those to whom they did commit the Churches?” (Against heresies, 3.4.1).  In another place, it seems that Irenaeus equates Church tradition with the apostolic writings: “Since, therefore, the tradition from the apostles does thus exist in the Church, and is permanent among us, let us revert to the Scriptural proof furnished by those apostles who did also write the Gospel” (Against heresies, 3.5.1).  The Didache warns, “Do thou in no wise forsake the commandments of the Lord; but thou shalt keep what thou hast received, neither adding thereto nor taking away therefrom” (4.13).  Therefore, it is improper to employ the conception “rule of faith” to support any doctrine that is foreign to the New Testament. 

Second, Irenaeus and Tertullian appeal to the rule of faith in their battle against heresy.  Therefore, the rule of faith is not a method for revealing new truth, but a way of preserving the truth already revealed to the apostles.
  Lane agrees, 

Irenaeus appealed to apostolic Scripture (New Testament) and to the apostolic teaching handed down (tradition) in the apostolic churches.  The latter was not intended to add to the message of the New Testament.  It was especially because the Gnostics did not accept the New Testament that Irenaeus had to appeal to tradition.
 

In the following excerpt, Irenaeus confirms that the proper use of the rule of faith is for recognizing false teaching: 

In like manner he also who retains unchangeable in his heart the rule of the truth which he received by means of baptism, will doubtless recognize the names, the expressions, and the parables taken from the Scriptures, but will by no means acknowledge the blasphemous use which these men make of them (Against heresies, 1.9.4).

Irenaeus also commends the literal interpretation of Scripture for refuting heresy: 

In doing so, however, they disregard the order and the connection of the Scriptures…. these persons patch together old wives’ fables, and then endeavour, by violently drawing away from their proper connection, words, expressions, and parables whenever found, to adapt the oracles of God to their baseless fictions (Against heresies, 1.8.1)

Then, again, collecting a set of expressions and names scattered here and there [in Scripture], they twist them, as we have already said, from a natural to a non-natural sense (Against heresies, 1.9.4).

Third, the Early Church valued the rule of faith not as an expression of Tradition, mystically obtained by the Church, but because it was established by the apostles and was held by the congregations established by the apostles.  We recall the words of Irenaeus: “Should we not have recourse to the most ancient Churches with which the apostles held constant intercourse?” (Against heresies, 3.4.1).  So then, the rule of faith did not arise from the Church, but from the ministry of the apostles, just as the New Testament did.  

Fourth, in the course of time, as the memory of the apostolic testimony began to wane among the congregations, it became necessary to rely more on the written apostolic works than on oral tradition.  Written sources are more stable and reliable.  Bahnsen comments, 

The drawback to having revelation in oral form (or tradition) is that it is much more subject to various kinds of corrupting influences that stem from man’s imperfect abilities and sinful nature (e.g., lapses of memory and intentional distortion)… a written document is capable of universal distribution through repeated copying, and yet it can be preserved in various kinds of depositories from generation to generation.  As such it can function both as a fixed standard by which to test all doctrines of men and as a pure guide to the way of life.

Finally, we take into consideration that Irenaeus termed the “ground and pillar of our faith” not oral tradition, but apostolic writings: 

We have learned from none others the plan of our salvation, than from those through whom the Gospel has come down to us, which they did at one time proclaim in public, and, at a later period, by the will of God, handed down to us in the Scriptures, to be the ground and pillar of our faith (Against Heresies, 3.1.1). 

B. The Roman Catholic Position

1. Description

Roman Catholicism heartily affirms that the Bible is God’s inspired Word.  At the same time, besides Scripture, there exists another “line of transmission” for God’s revelation – Sacred Tradition.  It is felt that the teachings of the Church Fathers and other recognized teachers (like Thomas Aquinas) along with the decisions of the great Church Councils are also authoritative and reliable sources of God’s truth.
  According to the Catechism of the Roman Catholic Church:

Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture, then, are bound closely together, and communicate one with the other.  For both of them, flowing out from the same divine well-spring, come together in some fashion to form one thing, and move towards the same goal.  Each of them makes present and fruitful in the Church the mystery of Christ, who promised to remain with his own “always, to the close of the age” (№ 80).

As a result the Church, to whom the transmission and interpretation of Revelation is entrusted, does not derive her certainty about all revealed truths from the holy Scriptures alone.  Both Scripture and Tradition must be accepted and honoured with equal sentiments of devotion and reverence (№ 82).

Catholics hold that the Church has the exclusive right to give the authoritative interpretation of Scripture.  To the Church, as noted above, “the transmission and interpretation of Revelation is entrusted.”  Raymond writes, “The church has the power to determine infallibly the meaning of Scripture in matters of faith and morals,” and, “the liturgical and doctrinal life of the church constitute a ‘hermeneutical place’ where Scripture speaks most truly.”

The primary feature of the Catholic view, however, is the following.  The authorized organ for defining Christian faith and practice is the Magisterium of the Catholic Church, which consists of the entire college of bishops headed by the Pope.
  In consort with the college of bishops, the Pope makes the final determinations about the official teachings of the Catholic Church.  The Catechism of the Roman Catholic Church states: 

The task of giving an authentic interpretation of the Word of God, whether in its written form or in the form of Tradition, has been entrusted to the living teaching office of the Church alone.  Its authority in this matter is exercised in the name of Jesus Christ.  This means that the task of interpretation has been entrusted to the bishops in communion with the successor of Peter, the Bishop of Rome (№ 85).

Freemantle summarizes the conventional attitude of the Catholic toward the Bible: 

As the Catholic sees it… it is not for him to “judge” the divine message, but only to receive it.  Since he receives it from a living, teaching organ, he does not have to puzzle over the meaning of the revelation because the ever-present living magisterium (teaching office) can tell him exactly what the doctrine intends.
 

In this view, the authority of the Church rests on “apostolic succession.”  Catholics believe that Christ gave the apostles authority to establish the Church and rule it.  The apostles, then, gave this authority to their successors, who, in turn, passed it on to their successors to the present day.  It is claimed that the present day Roman Catholic Church now possesses that authority.   

The Eastern Orthodox also recognize apostolic succession, yet they differ from the Catholics in that the latter claim that Peter occupied a place of supremacy among the Twelve, and his successor is the bishop of Rome, i.e., the Pope.  The Pope, therefore, holds pride of place among all other bishops and has authority over the entire Church.  His privileged position in the Church affords him the right to define the true interpretation of Scripture. 

Roman Catholics appeal to Scripture itself to substantiate their claim of apostolic succession.  For example, in Mark 3:14, Jesus chose twelve disciples “so that they would be with Him and that He {could} send them out to preach.”  Moreover, before His ascension, the Lord directed His apostles, “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations” (Matt 28:19), i.е. they became His representatives in the world.  Other passages of Scripture speak of the apostles as the foundation of the Church (Eph 2:20; Rev 21:14).  In addition, the apostles ordained others, passing on, it is claimed, the apostolic authority that they received from Christ (Acts 14:23; 2 Tim 1:6).

Special attention in paid to Matthew 16:18-19, where Jesus said, “I also say to you that you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build My church; and the gates of Hades will not overpower it.”  Peter’s name means “rock.”  Therefore, the “rock,” on which the Church is built, is thought to be Peter, to whom Jesus gave authority over the entire Church.  Jesus then added, “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven,” which indicates that Peter and his successors have authority to give people access to God’s kingdom and to administer the sacraments.  Jesus concluded by saying, “Whatever you bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven.”  This supposedly gives Peter the authority to forgive sins. 

The following Church Fathers testify to an apostolic succession:

Let (the heretics) produce the original records of their churches; let them unfold the roll of their bishops, running down in due succession from the beginning in such a manner that [that first bishop of theirs] bishop shall be able to show for his ordainer and predecessor some one of the apostles or of apostolic men, – a man, moreover, who continued steadfast with the apostles.  For this is the manner in which the apostolic churches transmit their registers: as the church of Smyrna, which records that Polycarp was placed therein by John; as also the church of Rome, which makes Clement to have been ordained in like manner by Peter.  In exactly the same way the other churches likewise exhibit (their several worthies), whom, as having been appointed to their episcopal places by apostles, they regard as transmitters of the apostolic seed (Tertullian, The Prescription against Heretics, 32.1).

It is within the power of all, therefore, in every Church, who may wish to see the truth, to contemplate clearly the tradition of the apostles manifested throughout the whole world; and we are in a position to reckon up those who were by the apostles instituted bishops in the Churches, and [to demonstrate] the succession of these men to our own times; those who neither taught nor knew of anything like what these [heretics] rave about (Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.3.1). 

Our apostles also knew, through our Lord Jesus Christ, that there would be strife on account of the office of the episcopate. For this reason, therefore, inasmuch as they had obtained a perfect fore-knowledge of this, they appointed those [ministers] already mentioned, and afterwards gave instructions, that when these should fall asleep, other approved men should succeed them in their ministry (Clement of Rome, I Clement, 44). 

We also note the existence of ancient succession lists, dating back to Peter.  Irenaeus, a bishop from the late second century, lists these successors of Peter: Linus, Clement, Evaristus, Alexander, Sixtus, Telephorus, Hyginus, Pius, Anicetus, Soter, Eleutherius (Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.3.3).
  Moreover, Irenaeus stressed the importance of submitting to the Roman Church: “For it is a matter of necessity that every Church should agree with this Church, on account of its pre-eminent authority, that is, the faithful everywhere, inasmuch as the apostolical tradition has been preserved continuously by those [faithful men] who exist everywhere” (Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.3.2).

2. Evaluation

In spite of their common features, a fundamental difference nonetheless exists between the Catholic and Orthodox views on Sacred Tradition.  Unlike the Catholics, the Orthodox do not recognize “two lines” of revelation: Scripture and Tradition.  For the Orthodox, only one line of revelation exists – Sacred Tradition, of which Scripture is a component part.  Also unlike Catholicism, Tradition and Scripture are not equal in weight in Orthodoxy; rather all other components of Sacred Tradition must align with the Bible. 

The other main distinction from Orthodoxy, as noted above, is the Catholic view of the Pope’s role in defining Christian faith and practice.  According to the First Vatican Council, if the Pope makes an official declaration of faith, his decree is infallible.
  His authority, as mentioned earlier, derives from the teaching of apostolic succession.  Let us, therefore, examine the doctrine of apostolic succession in general, and then its application to the bishop of Rome. 

The teaching of apostolic succession encounters several problems.  First, no biblical evidence exists to confirm the claim that the apostles intended to establish such a system in order to pass on their authority over the Church.  All that is stated in Acts 14:23 and 2 Timothy 1:6 is that the apostles ordained minsters either for local churches, or as members of their apostolic team.  Moreover, in New Testament times, the office of a bishop did not differ from the office of elder or pastor.  The following passages equate these three offices with one another: 1 Pet 5:1-2; Тit 1:5-7; 1 Tim 3:1ff; Phil 1:1; Acts 20:28.  There are different names for the same office.  Therefore, the apostles did not set “bishops” over the Church, since a three-tiered church hierarchy (laity, “priests,” and bishops) did not exist at that time.  

Also vital to note is that in the final epistles written by the preeminent apostles Peter and Paul before their executions, we see no mention of a transfer of authority to successors, which one would expect to see in their “farewell” letters.  This has special significance in Paul’s case, since he wrote his last epistle to Timothy, whom one might expect Paul to appoint as his successor.  On the contrary, Paul’s last exhortation to his protégé Timothy was not to rule the Church in his place, but to preach the Word (2 Tim 4:1).  Therefore, Timothy would not occupy Paul’s authoritative position in the Church, but rather continue his ministry of preaching. 

The testimony of Clement of Rome, Irenaeus and Tertullian, however, do indicate a succession of leadership.  This likely was done to preserve order in the Church and to ensure that the apostolic witness, also called the “rule of faith,” was preserved in the Early Church.  The apostolic doctrine was preserved as well, of course, in the apostles’ inspired writings, and one would expect that as soon as the apostolic epistles were recognized and accessible to Christian congregations, their written witness would become the standard for future determinations of Christian faith and practice.  In fact, the “successors of the apostles” themselves, i.e., the Church Fathers, held this exalted view of the New Testament writings, as we shall see later. 

Second, the Bible teaches that Church leaders do not hold total sway over the Church, but in a sense, submit to the congregation.  The New Testament instructs local churches to test claimants to the apostolic office (Rev 2:2; Gal 1:8).  We can conclude that local congregations today have the same right to test Church leaders.  The Church Father, Cyprian, in fact, who strongly supported the authority of Church leaders, nonetheless acknowledged that local congregations may reject unworthy ministers.  We read from Cyprian’s 67th letter, “On which account a people obedient to the Lord’s precepts, and fearing God, ought to separate themselves from a sinful prelate, and not to associate themselves with the sacrifices of a sacrilegious priest, especially since they themselves have the power either of choosing worthy priests, or of rejecting unworthy ones” (67.3). 

Third, many of the teachings of so-called “successors” of the apostles often differ markedly from the New Testament, which contains the very teachings of the apostles themselves.
  Here, we must recall Paul’s warnings in Galatians 1:6-8 not to receive any teaching that differs from the apostolic witness. 

Often Catholics (and Orthodox) defend their doctrinal positions by appealing to the antiquity of their organizations – that they can trace their history to the early years of Christianity.  However, Kirby Riles insightfully comments that a confession that departs from original biblical teaching cannot claim, no matter how old their organization may be, preeminence over “newer” movements that hold to the more ancient, true biblical witness, found in the New Testament.
 

So then, in light of the above considerations, it is fair to conclude that the doctrine of apostolic succession is highly suspect and cannot serve as justification for the Catholic or Orthodox claim that the Church’s leaders have the exclusive right to interpret Scripture.  We in no way deny, though, that the Church has an apostolic foundation.  It consists, however, not in modern-day bishops claiming to have apostolic authority, but in the teachings of the apostles of Christ themselves found in the New Testament and interpreted in accordance with standard methodology of biblical hermeneutics (see chapter 7).

Next, we will examine the unique claim that the Pope enjoys supremacy in the Church.  First, we note that the Early Church did not so esteem the bishop of Rome, but that this view developed over time.  To this day, in fact, many segments of Christendom still do not recognize the Pope’s preeminence, namely Orthodox and Protestants.  In addition, the bishop of Rome did not always claim this supremacy.  Leo I first claimed sole ecclesiastical rule only in the sixth century.
  In the subsequent century, the title “Universal Bishop” was conferred on Boniface III.
  Before that time, the sixth canon of the Council of Nicea (325) placed the bishop of Rome on par with the other Christian bishops, each of which had jurisdiction over their respective “territories.”  The Council of Chalcedon (451) confirmed this order.
 

For many years, the Roman Catholic Church appealed to two documents: the Donation of Constantine and the Forged Decretals, which supposedly supported the claim that the papacy was recognized much earlier in Church history.  Yet, it is now recognized that these documents were composed in the ninth century, and therefore shed no light on the early history of papal authority.
  Moreover, the plausibility of the Catholic claim depends greatly on whether Peter actually served as bishop of Rome.  The New Testament nowhere records that Peter ever served as a bishop.  In fact, when Paul wrote his epistle to Rome in 58 AD, no mention is made of Peter’s presence or activity there.

Furthermore, does Matthew 16:18-19 really prove Petrine preeminence?  Other interpretations of this passage need to be examined.  Some say that in this passage, Jesus is speaking of Himself as the foundation of the Church.  Others think that the foundation consists of all the apostles.  Still others argue that the revelation that God gave Peter concerning Jesus as Messiah is that foundation.  Nonetheless, it is more plausible that Jesus truly spoke of Peter as the rock on which the Church was to be built, but not in the sense of ruling authority over the entire Church, but the privilege and opportunity to be the first to preach the gospel.

In support of the last theory, we turn our attention to the phrase in Matthew 16:19: “keys of the Kingdom of Heaven.”  Jesus used a similar phrase in Luke 11:52: “Woe to you lawyers! For you have taken away the key of knowledge; you yourselves did not enter, and you hindered those who were entering.”  In this passage, the “key” means “knowledge.”  By their teaching, the lawyers hindered people from entering the Kingdom.  In Matthew 16:19, the word “key” may well have the same meaning.  Through his teaching and preaching, Peter would give people knowledge that would lead them to salvation.  

The “keys of the Kingdom,” then, would not be ecclesiastical authority, but the preaching of the gospel.  Corresponding to this, the saying, “Whatever you bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven,” would relate to the requirements for salvation that Peter would announce in his gospel preaching.  

All the apostles, of course, had opportunity to preach the gospel.  Yet, Jesus gave Peter the right to be the first.  He was the first to preach to the Jews on Pentecost Day and the first to preach to the Gentiles, as recorded in Acts chapter 10.  Peter himself speaks of this privilege in Acts 15:7: “Brethren, you know that in the early days God made a choice among you, that by my mouth the Gentiles would hear the word of the gospel and believe.”  We also note that a third ethnic group, the Samaritans, having received the gospel, did not receive the Holy Spirit until Peter and John arrived and laid their hands on them (Acts 8). 

Also of note is that after Peter preached to the Gentiles, his prominence in the Book of Acts diminishes.  In chapter 12, he is imprisoned.  In chapter 15, he participated in the Jerusalem Council, but not as its leader.  In Galatians chapter 2, Paul rebukes Peter for hypocrisy.  At the end of the Book of Acts, the leader among the Jewish believers in Jerusalem is not Peter, but James.  

What happened to Peter?  When he preached Christ to the Gentiles (Acts 10), he used up his last “key.”  The “keys” enabled him to open the door of faith, first to the Jews, then to the Gentiles.  After that, the keys no longer had significance, and Peter ceased to occupy his privileged position among the apostles.  On this basis, we conclude that the “keys of the Kingdom of Heaven” indicate the opportunity to be the first to preach the Good News.

C. Conclusions

In the material here presented, we have described and evaluated the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox views of Church tradition.  In the final analysis, we cannot support these views.  They lack adequate substantiation and actually threaten the integrity of the Christian faith, since they give church hierarchy license to introduce into Christianity doctrines unsupported by Scripture and often standing in contradiction to it.  

We acknowledge that the Early Church preserved and valued the oral tradition of the apostles, yet this was a temporary phenomenon until the apostolic teaching appeared in its complete written form in the New Testament.  Moreover, the “rule of faith” was never used in the Early Church to introduce new doctrine, but only to preserve established Christian truth.  It is much more prudent to rely on works actually written by the apostles themselves than on supposed apostolic tradition that has been handed down for many generations and in many ways differs from New Testament teaching.

It is also misguided to think that the Holy Spirit directs the Church through some kind of mystical experience.  Such an approach can easily leads to error, since it lacks objective criteria for verifying truth claims and relies purely on the subjective experience of the church hierarchy, who, on behalf of the “entire Church,” makes authoritative determinations regarding Christian doctrine.

Believers in Christ, of course, highly respect the early Church leaders (the so-called “Church Fathers”) and value the contribution they made in the early years of the Faith.  However, we must not romanticize our predecessors, or ascribe to them authority and status which they never claimed for themselves.  It is certainly worthwhile to read their commentaries and theological works, but we do not regard them as authoritative, even when we observe agreement between them.  As Geisler appropriately comments, “These authorities may be used only to help us discover the meaning of the text of Scripture, not determine its meaning.”
  We regard the teachings of the Fathers in the same way we regard any other proposed interpretation of Scripture, heeding Paul’s instruction, “But examine everything {carefully;} hold fast to that which is good; abstain from every form of evil” (1 Thes 5:21-22). 

Therefore, we hold to the sufficiency of Scripture, which is the Word of God.  The Bible alone is adequate for defining Christian faith and practice, and has no need for a supplementary “Christian Mishna,” that is, Church tradition, for its interpretation.  We determine the meaning of the biblical text not by appealing to the Fathers, but with the aid of the grammatico-historical method, which uncovers the authorial intent of the biblical writers. 

In conclusion, we will introduce a thought for consideration.  When we look back on Church history, we notice an interesting phenomenon.  It seems that, although God gave His full revelation in Scripture, the Church only progressively comprehends it.  The early Christian centuries witnessed the development of the doctrines of Christ and the Trinity.  To this very day, the Christological and Trinitarian definitions of the Councils of Nicea, Constantinople and Chalcedon are standards in Church dogma. 

Yet, as we will see in later volumes of this series, the Church Fathers deviated greatly (and almost immediately) from apostolic teaching in other doctrinal questions.  They introduced justification by faith and works, new birth through baptism, infant baptism, a sacramental understanding of the Lord’s Supper, neglect of the supernatural, veneration of icons, Mary and the Saints, episcopal form of Church government, and other distortions. 

Only in time did the Church begin to grasp other aspects of New Testament revelation.  In the 16th century it recovered justification by faith alone, in the 16th-17th centuries – believer’s baptism, 17th-18th centuries – the sanctifying work of the Spirit, and in the 20th century – the baptism in the Spirit and the full spectrum of spiritual gifts.  It is also interesting that these “breakthroughs” seem to occur with greater frequently, likely in anticipation of the Second Coming of our Lord.  Therefore, the teachings of the Fathers are most valuable in the doctrinal areas where the Holy Spirit was most active in the Church at that time, i.e., concerning the Trinity and the doctrine of Christ. 
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