
THE BIBLE COMPASS 

CHAPTER 2 

Scripture, Tradition, and the Magisterium 

God's revelation is intensely personal. It is not a word spoken long ago that remains locked 

up in the past. It is not a series of teachings, principles, and prophecies merely to be understood 

and followed. Rather, it is the intimate self-disclosure of our God, who seeks us out and makes 

himself known to us so that we can ever more respond to him in a relationship of love. 

 

This chapter will lay important foundations for understanding the Church's teachings on 

divine revelation. We will first look at how God reveals himself to us and how this revelation has 

been passed on faithfully from Jesus Christ and the apostles to us today. Here, we also will see 

how more than the Bible is necessary to know and understand all that God has revealed. In addition 

to Scripture, Sacred Tradition and the Church's teaching office (the Magisterium) are essential for 

knowing God's word. What is Tradition? What is the Magisterium? And why do we need these to 

understand Scripture? These are some of the many fundamental issues that we will explore in this 

chapter 

 

Faith and Reason 

 

The Catechism begins its treatment on divine revelation by noting how there are "two 

orders of knowledge"-two ways we can know reality. On the one hand, God gave us natural reason. 

Through our human intellects, we can know many things. With sound reasoning, we can come to 

know that 2 + 2 = 4. We can discover how the earth revolves around the sun and learn to build 

bridges, airplanes, and rockets. Through our human reason alone-apart from the Bible or the 

Church-we also can come to know certain moral principles, such as the fact that murder and 

stealing are wrong. We can even come to know through human reason that there must be a God 

who created the world. 

 

But the Catechism goes on to explain that there is a second order of knowledge "which 

man cannot possibly arrive at by his own powers." This is called "the order of divine 

Revelation."10 Divine revelation enables us to know many things about God and his plan for us 

that we could not know by reason alone. For example, sound reasoning might lead one to the 

conclusion that there must be a God, but no sage or philosopher, by reason alone, ever came up 

with the notion that God exists as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The Holy Trinity was revealed to 

us by Jesus Christ and explained by the Church over the centuries. Likewise, while man does not 

need the Bible or the Church to know that God exists, reason alone could not conclude that this 

God would become man and die for our sins. The Incarnation was revealed to us by God through 

his Son, Jesus Christ. 

 

These revealed truths are called mysteries of faith. Though this word sounds "mysterious," 

we should not think that the mysteries of Christianity require purely blind leaps of intellectual 

faith, as if reason were completely tossed out the window when one enters the realm of Christian 

belief. Faith and reason are meant to go together. Mysteries of the faith like the Trinity and the 

Incarnation go beyond what human reason could fully grasp, but they are not opposed to reason. 

In fact, they are eminently reasonable. 
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The Back of the Book 

 

By way of analogy, we can think of the mysteries of faith revealed to us by Christ as 

somewhat like the answers in the back of the book. In junior high, I struggled with math. When I 

went off to high school, I remember being nervous on the first day of my freshman math class. 

This was high school algebra, and I was going to be stretched like never before in my mathematical 

abilities. Our teacher handed out our textbooks, and I cringed as I flipped through the pages, where 

I found strange symbols, letters, and numbers thrown together in all sorts of equations that were 

completely new to me. But then, at the back of the book, I discovered something I had never seen 

before. To my amazement (and great joy!), the back of my math textbook included the answers to 

all of the odd numbered questions in the book. I suddenly realized that I now at least had a chance 

to pass high school algebra. For every homework assignment, I would be starting off with at least 

fifty percent of the answers correct! 

 

Why do textbook publishers put the answers to the odd numbered questions in the back of 

the book? It is certainly not to help students cheat by giving them a fifty-percent start. The answers 

are given not only so that students can check if their work is correct, but also to help students when 

they are struggling to solve a math problem. With the answer revealed, the student can "work 

backward" and figure out how to arrive at the right answer. 

 

Of course, divine revelation is quite different from the answers in the back of a textbook. 

But at least in this sense, there may be a similarity: When God reveals a mystery of faith that is 

beyond our full comprehension, we can apply our mind to the mystery and begin to see its 

reasonableness. Thus, while human reason on its own could never come up with the idea of God 

being three divine Persons possessing one divine nature, once the doctrine of the Trinity is 

revealed, our reason can "work backward," aided by the light of faith, and begin to see that this 

doctrine is not contrary to reason but is, actually, reasonable. 

 

The Unveiling of God 

 

Next, the Catechism addresses the "what," "why," and "how" about divine revelation itself. 

 

First, the Catechism discusses the question of "what": What does God reveal? "It pleased 

God, in his goodness and wisdom, to reveal himself and to make known the mystery of his will."11 

Notice that the Catechism doesn't say God reveals Bible stories, doctrines, or moral codes. Rather, 

God reveals himself. This tells us that divine revelation is not merely about passing on information 

abstract dogmas to believe and theoretical principles to follow. Divine revelation is something 

much more intensely personal. It is God's intimate disclosure of himself. In fact, the Greek word 

for revelation (apokalypsis) means an "uncovering," "unveiling," or "disclosure." Like a bride 

unveiling herself to her bridegroom, God lovingly discloses himself to his people. All the doctrines 

and moral precepts of the Church must be seen as bearing witness to this loving self-

communication of God, as aspects of his intimate unveiling of his face to us. 

 

Second, the Catechism addresses the question of "why": Why does God reveal himself? 

"God ... wants to communicate his own divine life to the men he freely created, in order to adopt 

them as his sons in his only-begotten Son."12 Here, we see that divine revelation is profoundly 

relational. God reveals in order to invite us into an intimate relationship with him as our heavenly 

Father. The main purpose of divine revelation, therefore, is not to provide us with a lot of good 

religious information and make us smart Christians. God reveals himself not to make us 

theologians but to make us his children. As the Catechism explains, God unveils himself and his 

plan to us so that we will respond to him in love. "By revealing himself God wishes to make [us] 
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capable of responding to him, and of knowing him, and of loving him far beyond [our] own natural 

capacity." 

 

A man who holds all the right doctrines and memorizes the Catechism is not a good 

Christian if he does not respond to God's revelation with love, entrusting his life to the Lord and 

following his commands. While orthodoxy-right doctrine-is absolutely essential for the Christian 

life, it is not enough. Right doctrine is meant to lead to right living. Indeed, all the truths God 

reveals the doctrines, moral principles, and ways of life and worship-are meant to be life-

transforming, leading us to holiness and equipping s to grow in love. 

 

The Divine Pedagogy 

 

Finally, the Catechism addresses the question of "how": How does God reveal himself? 

First, God reveals "by deeds and words."14 When thinking about God's revelation to humanity, 

we might envision certain dramatic, revelatory moments such as God giving the Ten 

Commandments on Mount  Sinai, God  calling Moses at the burning bush, or the heavenly voice 

at Christ's baptism, saying, "This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased" (Mt 3:17; see 

Lk 3:22). However, the Catechism teaches that God communicates not only through his words but 

also through his actions in history. And sometimes, his actions speak louder than his words. For 

example, God may say that he loves his people Israel, but he reveals his love for the Israelites even 

more powerfully through his actions in the Exodus, hearing their cry for help, liberating them from 

their suffering as slaves in Egypt, and leading them to the Promised Land. In the same way, Jesus 

may teach in the Sermon on the Mount, saying, "Love your enemies and pray for those who 

persecute you" (Mt 5:44), but he communicates that message even more powerfully when he 

embodies it by forgiving his own enemies during the crucifixion, saying, "Father, forgive them, 

they know not what they do" (Lk 23:34). Therefore, we should pay close attention not only to the 

words of God spoken through his mediators, prophets, and apostles, but also to his actions in 

salvation history, for God communicates in words and deeds. 

In addition, God "communicates himself to man gradually." God is the perfect teacher, 

revealing the right thing at the right time for his people. Throughout the Old Testament, God 

prepared Israel and humanity for the coming of Christ. He unveiled himself in stages through 

Abraham, Moses, David, and the prophets, disclosing more of his plan of salvation step by 

step. 

This divine revelation culminated in the person of Jesus Chris t.15 Jesus is not just 

a teacher, prophet, or a messenger sent on behalf of a distant deity who remains far removed 

from our lives. Jesus is God himself who became man and dwelt among us. As the Letter to 

the Hebrews begins, "In many and various ways God spoke of old to our fathers by the 

prophets; but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son" (Heb 1:1-2). As the God-man, 

Jesus himself is the fullness of divine revelation. His entire life-his words and deeds-is the 

fullness of God's unveiling of himself to the human family. Since revelation is complete in 

Christ, no new public revelation is to be expected before the Second Coming of Christ at the 

end of time. 

 

From Christ to the Church: Scripture, Tradition, and the Magisterium 

 

This divine revelation summed up in Christ was meant to be passed on to subsequent 

generations and proclaimed to all of humanity. After his resurrection, Jesus told the apostles, "Go, 

therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the 

Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you" (Mt 28:19-

20). Christ's apostles and their successors began to fulfill this "Great Commission" by handing on 

the revelation of Christ in two ways: orally and in writing.17 

ragra
Highlight

ragra
Highlight

ragra
Highlight

ragra
Highlight



 

The oral form of passing on the Gospel is known as Sacred Tradition, while the written 

form refers to Sacred Scripture. Both Scripture and Tradition are entrusted to the Church's 

Magisterium, or teaching authority, as the authentic guardian and interpreter of the heritage of faith 

passed on from the time of the apostles to the present day. Like the three legs of a tripod, Scripture, 

Tradition, and the Magisterium are each needed to know and understand God's revelation. As 

Vatican II taught, "It is clear, therefore, that in the supremely wise arrangement of God, sacred 

Tradition, Sacred Scripture, and the Magisterium of the Church are so connected and associated 

that one of them cannot stand without the others. Working together, each in its own way, under 

the action of the one Holy Spirit, they all contribute effectively to the salvation of souls." 

 

We will look at Scripture, Tradition, and the Magisterium in more detail in other sections 

of this book, but here is a brief introduction to these concepts: 

 

Sacred Scripture. Christ's message of salvation was put into writing by some of the apostles 

and their associates. These sacred authors, along with the authors of the Old Testament books, 

wrote in a human way, making full use of their own abilities and writing styles, with their original 

audience in mind. But under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, they "consigned to writing whatever 

he wanted written, and no more."19 Thus, the Scriptures truly have God as their author as well. 

Indeed, the Scriptures are the words of God in the words of man. "For in the sacred books, the 

Father who is in heaven meets his children with great love and speaks with them.” 

 

Sacred Tradition. Long before the New Testament Scriptures about Christ were ever 

written, the apostles were already setting out to fulfill the Great Commission. From the beginning 

of the Church at Pentecost, they were passing on the revelation of Christ and inviting people into 

communion with him (see Acts 2-5). In these earliest years of the Church, the Gospel was handed 

on through various unwritten means: through their preaching, their example, and the institutions 

they established. Each of these means embodied a living tradition-a whole way of life-that the 

apostles received directly from living with Christ and from the prompting of his Holy Spirit.21 St. 

Paul himself commands his followers to observe not only the written form of his teaching, but also 

the oral traditions he passed on: "Stand firm and hold to the traditions which you were taught by 

us, either by word of mouth or by letter" (2 Thess 2:15). The Holy Spirit guides this living 

transmission of the Christian faith throughout the centuries, as the faith is passed on from 

generation to generation through the Church's doctrine, life, and worship.22 (For more on Sacred 

Tradition-what it is, where we find it, and the crucial role it plays in interpreting Scripture 

correctly-see Chapter 5.) 

 

The Magisterium.   The great heritage of faith contained in Scripture and Tradition was 

handed down from the apostles and entrusted to the teaching office of the Church, called the 

Magisterium. The Magisterium consists of the apostles' successors (the bishops) teaching in union 

with the successor of St. Peter (the pope). They are the only authoritative interpreters of the word 

of God. However, we should not think of the Magisterium as a separate source of divine revelation, 

but as the guardian and protector of the divine revelation contained in Scripture and Tradition. The 

Magisterium is "not superior to the word of God, but is its servant." 23 Assisted by the Holy Spirit, 

the Church's Magisterium "listens to this devotedly, guards it with dedication, and expounds it 

faith fully."24 We will discuss the Magisterium in greater detail in Chapter 6. 


