
 

 

 

SACRED SCRIPTURE, SACRED TRADITION AND THE CHURCH 
(C 101-141, USC Ch. 3) 

 

Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradition form one sacred deposit of the Word of God which is 

committed to the Church… The task of authentically interpreting the Word of God, whether written 

or handed on, has been entrusted exclusively to the living teaching office of the Church, whose 

authority is exercised in the name of Jesus Christ. This teaching office is not above the Word of 

God but serves it, teaching only what has been handed on…. with the help of the Holy Spirit: it 

draws from this one deposit of faith everything which it presents for belief as divinely revealed.  

 

Divinely revealed truth, also called the “deposit of faith” is transmitted from one generation to another 

through Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradition. The Church is the guardian and the authentic interpreter 

of this divinely revealed truth. We will look more fully at how the tripod of Scripture, Tradition and the 

Church are interrelated and support each other in the task of transmitting, guarding and interpreting the 

living Word of God. 

 

THE BIBLE: THE CHURCH’S BOOK 
 

The Church inherited from the Israelites, our spiritual ancestors, the 46 books of the Old Testament, and 

gave birth to the 27 books of the New Testament. In 393 AD at the Council of Hippo, the Church 

decided which sacred books in circulation should be admitted and not be admitted to the Canon of the 

New Testament (Canon is the term used to refer to the 73 books of the Bible and means measuring rod 

or standard). Catholics trust that the Holy Spirit was guiding the Church when she made the very 

important decision concerning the Canon of the New Testament. It was a decision based on which books 

best captured the vision and message of Jesus, which books best nurtured the faith of the people. The 

Church recognized her own image in these books. So without the Church, we would not have a Bible. 

Seven “extra” books in the Catholic Bible 

The Catholic Old Testament Canon contains seven books not found in Protestant Bibles. These books 

are Judith, Tobit, Baruch, Wisdom, Sirach and 1 & 2 Maccabees. In addition, the Catholic Bible has 

longer versions of the books of Esther and Daniel. Catholics sometimes call these books 

deuterocanonical (meaning “second” canon). Protestants call them apocryphal (meaning “counterfeit” 

or “hidden”). Why the extra books? In brief, the Old Testament books were written in both Hebrew 

and Greek, the latter having the seven above named books. As the gospel spread to Greek-speaking 

Jews and Gentiles, the Church generally used the Greek edition (also called the Septuagint). When 

Martin Luther, the founder of Protestantism, translated the Old Testament in the sixteenth century, he 

used the Hebrew canon only which did not contain the above seven books. 

 

  



 

SACRED TRADITION 
 

The word Tradition literally means “what is handed on.” Tradition refers to the process by which the 

message of Christ is transmitted from one generation to another.  

 

• In the early decades of Christianity, the Word of God (Divine Revelation) was not transmitted in 

written form because the books of the New Testament were not yet written. And after they were 

written, they were not available to all of the Christian communities, and they were not intended to 

contain all that Jesus said and did. John ends his gospel with these words: “There are many other 

things that Jesus did, but if they were to be described individually, I do not think that the whole world 

would contain the books that would be written” (21:25). 

• When the books of the New Testament were written, they became an invaluable and infallible source 

of Divine Revelation. But Divine Revelation also continued to be passed on orally and in the 

communal and worship life of the Church. In his second letter to the Thessalonians, Paul writes: 

“Hold the teachings that you have learned whether by word or letter of ours” (2:15). When the term 

Tradition is used in the context of the early decades of Christianity, it is referred to as Apostolic 

Tradition because of its closeness to the time of the Apostles. 

• In time, Sacred Tradition came to include the writings of the early Church Fathers. These writings are 

very important for a true and authentic understanding of God’s Word (both oral and written) because 

these men lived and wrote in the generations after the apostles. They were the recipients of what we 

called above Apostolic Tradition. They wrote and interpreted it for the people of their time.  

• Creedal statements (The Apostles' Creed ) of faith by early Church councils also became a part of 

Sacred Tradition. As aspects of Christian belief were erroneously or falsely interpreted, the Church 

formulated creedal statements of faith like the Nicene Creed and the Apostles’ Creed. Such creedal 

statements helped the faithful to steer clear of false teachings and profess what was true doctrine. 

 

• The dynamic element of Sacred Tradition. The Catholic understanding of Tradition not only refers to 

a set of Christian beliefs received from the past, it also refers to how the Church throughout the 

centuries has, through prayer and study, grown in her understanding of what is passed on and handed 

down from one generation to another. This growth in understanding is always a “growth from partial 

to fuller vision, so what was believed continues to be believed, though its depths and consequences 

are more fully realized” (The Teaching of Christ, p.218). Each of us personally participates in this 

growth in understanding of our Catholic faith whenever we take time to study and contemplate it. 

• Another aspect of Sacred Tradition is that Catholic beliefs that are only found in seed form in 

Scripture later blossomed as the Church continued to meditate on Scripture. Examples of this are 

beliefs about Mary and about Purgatory. Catholics' belief that Mary was assumed into heaven. The 

Assumption of Mary was nonetheless an important belief in the early Church and that is why it has 

been passed on through the generations as part of Sacred Tradition. Other examples are the roles of 

bishops, priests, and the Pope in Christian ministry, the authority of the Pope--the belief that the 

Pope cannot teach falsely when he speaks officially as head of the Church on matters of faith and 

morals. Another example is our understanding of the Sacraments and their place in Christian life 

• Having stated how some beliefs in our Church only fully developed over the centuries, it is very 

important to note that for Catholics, nothing in Tradition can be contrary to what is contained in the 

Bible. In fact, the Church must often examine her beliefs and practices in the light of Sacred Scripture. 

For example, the pastoral practice of baptizing infants is not explicitly stated in the Bible. But neither 

is it forbidden. It is implied in Acts which speaks of whole households being baptized (Acts 16:33). 

 



 

• Distinguishing Tradition from tradition. As we use the term Tradition, it is important that we distinguish 

it from human traditions (sometimes called tradition with a small ‘t’). There are many traditions in the 

Catholic Church which do not belong to Sacred Tradition. These traditions, include such things as 

special prayers and devotions and stories concerning certain Saints. These traditions may help people 

grow closer to God, but they are not as important as Sacred Tradition, with a capital "T". The latter 

refers to man-made rules, customs and practices that are connected to core teachings of the Church but 

are not in themselves core Church teachings. For example, Catholic belief in the real presence of Jesus 

in the bread and wine at Mass is a core Church teaching that cannot be changed. But how we celebrate 

the Mass belongs to human tradition. It can change from generation to generation. The Mass can be 

said in Latin or in the language of the people. People can receive Holy Communion in their hand or on 

their tongue. The sacrament of Holy Orders belongs to Tradition with a large ‘T’. The Church has no 

authority to state that it will no longer have this sacrament. But the practice of mandatory celibacy for 

all seeking ordination is a human tradition or belongs to tradition with a small ‘t’. The Church could 

and has ordained married men. When Jesus condemned traditions in the Bible (Mt 23), he was 

condemning human traditions that were an obstacle rather than a help to people in their relationship 

with God. Sacred Tradition, together with Scripture, includes those beliefs and practices that are most 

important to the Church because they have been revealed by God and because they have been affirmed 

by the teaching authority of the Catholic Church. That is why Sacred Tradition can help us to live a 

better Christian life. 

 

THE ROLE OF THE CHURCH 

When it comes to the transmission and interpretation of Divine Revelation, the role of the Church is to 

be protector and interpreter of God’s Word. We can say that the Church’s role is twofold: to protect the 

deposit of faith from false and erroneous interpretations (Acts 20:28-32) and to draw forth a deeper 

understanding of the spiritual treasures found in Divine Revelation. 

 

THE MAGISTERIUM.  

Catholics believe that the Holy Spirit enables the bishops in union with the pope to recognize God’s 

Revelation. The Magisterium is a living source of discernment for our Church family. When it comes to 

the protection and interpretation of Divine Revelation and the life of the Church, the role of the 

Magisterium (the bishops’ teaching in union with the Pope) is that of a watchdog of orthodoxy (right 

belief). Down through the ages, great theological battles have taken place concerning Church beliefs and 

practices. Sooner or later, it is the role of the Magisterium to step in and proclaim what theological 

opinions, pastoral practices or devotions are faithful or unfaithful to Sacred Tradition. Since the beginning 

of Protestantism in the sixteenth century, Christianity has been divided into hundreds of new churches 

usually concerning the interpretation of Scripture. One of the inherent strengths of Catholicism is the 

ministry of the Pope who works with the Magisterium to protect the unity of our faith. Having a Bible 

without the Magisterium is like having a Constitution without the Supreme Court. 

 

When it comes to the Church protecting the deposit of faith from false interpretations and discovering its 

rich treasure.  For example euthanasia, this is why the task of the Magisterium, or teaching office of the 

Church, to develop and not merely conserve the Tradition. For example when the Magisterium taught on 

euthanasia, it was a further a development of the fifth commandment: You shall not murder. The task is 

to apply old truth to new situations. In this case, euthanasia has been condemned multiple times.  In one 

sense, it’s nothing new, since the Church has always condemned the taking of innocent human life. But 

it is new because now we face a culture that predicates the value of human life on things like pleasure 

and productivity instead of on inherent dignity. So things our ancestors took for granted must now be 

laboriously explained to an increasingly anti-natural culture. 

 



 

The Magisterium is always applying Christ’s moral teaching to modern situations. In recent times they have 

given moral direction on such issues as 

• Human rights 

• Genetic testing 

• Use of embryos in medical research 

• Abortion / Euthanasia 

• The death penalty 

• Birth Control 

 

 

HOMEWORK 

As we’ve discussed previously, consider purchasing a Catholic Bible with commentary to help your 

study. Or consider getting a daily devotional like The Word Among Us which has the readings used at 

daily Mass with a brief reflection on one of the two readings. You can also download an app such as 

Laudate.  Spend some time in the morning with the day’s readings and reflection and writing your 

thoughts and impressions in a daily journal.  It’s fascinating to look back how God is working and 

moving in your life. 


