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Paradosis. Transmission, i.e. (concretely) a precept; specifically, the

Jewish traditionary law

denotes “a tradition,” and hence, by metonymy, (a) “the teachings of the

rabbis,” . . . (b) “apostolic teaching,” . . . of instructions concerning the

gatherings of believers, of Christian doctrine in general . . . of instructions

concerning everyday conduct.

1. The concept of tradition in Scripture is essentially positive.

Jer. 6.16 (ESV) - Thus says the Lord: “Stand by the roads, and look, and

ask for the ancient paths, where the good way is; and walk in it, and

find rest for your souls. But they said, ‘We will not walk in it’” (cf.

Exod. 3.15; Judg. 2.17; 1 Kings 8.57-58; Ps. 78.1-6).

2 Chron. 35.25 (ESV) - Jeremiah also uttered a lament for Josiah; and all

the singing men and singing women have spoken of Josiah in their

laments to this day. They made these a rule in Israel; behold, they are

written in the Laments (cf. Gen. 32.32; Judg. 11.38-40).

Jer. 35.14-19 (ESV) - The command that Jonadab the son of Rechab gave

to his sons, to drink no wine, has been kept, and they drink none to this

day, for they have obeyed their father’s command. I have spoken to

you persistently, but you have not listened to me. I have sent to you all

my servants the prophets, sending them persistently, saying, ‘Turn

now every one of you from his evil way, and amend your deeds, and do

not go after other gods to serve them, and then you shall dwell in the

land that I gave to you and your fathers.’ But you did not incline your

ear or listen to me. The sons of Jonadab the son of Rechab have kept
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the command that their father gave them, but this people has not

obeyed me. Therefore, thus says the Lord, the God of hosts, the God of

Israel: Behold, I am bringing upon Judah and all the inhabitants of

Jerusalem all the disaster that I have pronounced against them,

because I have spoken to them and they have not listened, I have called

to them and they have not answered.” But to the house of the

Rechabites Jeremiah said, “Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of

Israel: Because you have obeyed the command of Jonadab your father

and kept all his precepts and done all that he commanded you,

therefore thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel: Jonadab the

son of Rechab shall never lack a man to stand before me.”

2. Godly tradition is a wonderful thing, but not all tradition is godly.

Any individual tradition must be judged by its faithfulness to the Word of

God and its usefulness in helping people maintain obedience to Christ’s

example and teaching.1 In the Gospels, Jesus frequently rebukes the

Pharisees for establishing traditions that nullify rather than uphold God’s

commands.

Mark 7.8 (ESV) - You leave the commandment of God and hold to the

tradition of men" (cf. Matt. 15.2-6; Mark 7.13).

Col. 2.8 (ESV) - See to it that no one takes you captive by philosophy and

empty deceit, according to human tradition, according to the

elemental spirits of the world, and not according to Christ.
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1 “All Protestants insist

that these traditions must

ever be tested against

Scripture and can never

possess an independent

apostolic authority over

or alongside of Scripture.”

(J. Van Engen, “Tradition,”

Evangelical Dictionary of

Theology, Walter Elwell,

Gen. ed.) We would add

that Scripture is itself the

“authoritative tradition”

by which all other

traditions are judged.

See “Appendix A, The

Founders of Tradition:

Three Levels of Christian

Authority,” p. 5 of this

document.
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3. Without the fullness of the Holy Spirit, and the constant edification

provided to us by the Word of God, tradition will inevitably lead to

dead formalism.

Those who are spiritual are filled with the Holy Spirit, whose power and

leading alone provides individuals and congregations a sense of freedom

and vitality in all they practice and believe. However, when the practices

and teachings of any given tradition are no longer infused by the power of

the Holy Spirit and the Word of God, tradition loses its effectiveness, and

may actually become counterproductive to our discipleship in Jesus

Christ.

Eph. 5.18 (ESV) - And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery,

but be filled with the Spirit.

Gal. 5.22-25 (ESV) - But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience,

kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such

things there is no law. And those who belong to Christ Jesus have

crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. If we live by the Spirit,

let us also walk by the Spirit.

2 Cor. 3.5-6 (ESV) - Not that we are sufficient in ourselves to claim

anything as coming from us, but our sufficiency is from God, who has

made us competent to be ministers of a new covenant, not of the letter

but of the Spirit. For the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.

4. Fidelity to the Apostolic Tradition (teaching and modeling) is the

essence of Christian maturity.

2 Tim. 2.2 (ESV) - and what you have heard from me in the presence of

many witnesses entrust to faithful men who will be able to teach others

also.
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1 Cor. 11.1-2 (ESV) - Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ. Now I

commend you because you remember me in everything and maintain

the traditions even as I delivered them to you (cf.1 Cor. 4.16-17, 2

Tim. 1.13-14, 2 Thess. 3.7-9, Phil. 4.9).

1 Cor. 15.3-8 (ESV) - For I delivered to you as of first importance what I

also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the

Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in

accordance with the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then

to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five hundred brothers at

one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have fallen asleep.

Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles. Last of all, as to

one untimely born, he appeared also to me.

5. The Apostle Paul often includes an appeal to the tradition for

support in doctrinal practices.

1 Cor. 11.16 (ESV) - If anyone is inclined to be contentious, we have no

such practice, nor do the churches of God (cf. 1 Cor. 1.2, 7.17, 15.3).

1 Cor. 14.33-34 (ESV) - For God is not a God of confusion but of peace.

As in all the churches of the saints, the women should keep silent in the

churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should be in

submission, as the Law also says.

6. When a congregation uses received tradition to remain faithful to

the “Word of God,” they are commended by the apostles.

1 Cor. 11.2 (ESV) - Now I commend you because you remember me in

everything and maintain the traditions even as I delivered them to you.
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2 Thess. 2.15 (ESV) - So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the

traditions that you were taught by us, either by our spoken word or by

our letter.

2 Thess. 3.6 (ESV) - Now we command you, brothers, in the name of our

Lord Jesus Christ, that you keep away from any brother who is

walking in idleness and not in accord with the tradition that you

received from us.

The Founders of Tradition: Three Levels of Christian Authority

Exod. 3.15 (ESV) - God also said to Moses, “Say this to the people of Israel,

‘The Lord, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac,

and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you.’ This is my name forever, and thus I

am to be remembered throughout all generations.”

1. The Authoritative Tradition: the Apostles and the Prophets (The

Holy Scriptures)

Eph. 2.19-21 (ESV) - So then you are no longer strangers and aliens,

but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the

household of God, built on the foundation of the apostles and

prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone, in whom the

whole structure, being joined together, grows into a holy temple in the

Lord.
~ The Apostle Paul

Those who gave eyewitness testimony to the revelation and saving acts of

Yahweh, first in Israel, and ultimately in Jesus Christ the Messiah. This
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testimony is binding for all people, at all times, and in all places. It is the

authoritative tradition by which all subsequent tradition is judged.

2. The Great Tradition: the Ecumenical Councils and their Creeds2

What has been believed everywhere, always, and by all.
~ Vincent of Lerins

The Great Tradition is the core dogma (doctrine) of the Church. It

represents the teaching of the Church as it has understood the

Authoritative Tradition (the Holy Scriptures), and summarizes those

essential truths that Christians of all ages have confessed and believed. To

these doctrinal statements the whole Church, (Catholic, Orthodox, and

Protestant)3 gives its assent. The worship and theology of the Church

reflects this core dogma, which finds its summation and fulfillment in the

person and work of Jesus Christ. From earliest times, Christians have

expressed their devotion to God in its Church calendar, a yearly pattern of

worship which summarizes and reenacts the events of Christ’s life.

3. Specific Church Traditions: the Founders of Denominations and

Orders

The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) has approximately 2.5 million

members, 11,200 congregations and 21,000 ordained ministers.

Presbyterians trace their history to the 16th century and the Protestant

Reformation. Our heritage, and much of what we believe, began with

the French lawyer John Calvin (1509-1564), whose writings

crystallized much of the Reformed thinking that came before him.
~ The Presbyterian Church, U.S.A.

Christians have expressed their faith in Jesus Christ in various ways

through specific movements and traditions which embrace and express the

2 See Appendix B, “Defining

the Great Tradition.”

3 Even the more radical

wing of the Protestant

reformation (Anabaptists)

who were the most

reluctant to embrace the

creeds as dogmatic

instruments of faith, did

not disagree with the

essential content found in

them. “They assumed the

Apostolic Creed–they called

it ‘The Faith,’ Der Glaube,

as did most people.” See

John Howard Yoder,

Preface to Theology:

Christology and

Theological Method.

Grand Rapids: Brazos Press,

2002. pp. 222-223.
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Authoritative Tradition and the Great Tradition in unique ways. For

instance, Catholic movements have arisen around people like Benedict,

Francis, or Dominic, and among Protestants people like Martin Luther,

John Calvin, Ulrich Zwingli, and John Wesley. Women have founded vital

movements of Christian faith (e.g., Aimee Semple McPherson of the

Foursquare Church), as well as minorities (e.g., Richard Allen of the

African Methodist Episcopal Church or Charles H. Mason of the Church

of God in Christ, who also helped to spawn the Assemblies of God), all

which attempted to express the Authoritative Tradition and the Great

Tradition in a specific way consistent with their time and expression.

The emergence of vital, dynamic movements of the faith at different times

and among different peoples reveal the fresh working of the Holy Spirit

throughout history. Thus, inside Catholicism, new communities have

arisen such as the Benedictines, Franciscans, and Dominicans; and outside

Catholicism, new denominations have emerged (Lutherans, Presbyterians,

Methodists, Church of God in Christ, etc.). Each of these specific

traditions have “founders,” key leaders whose energy and vision helped to

establish a unique expression of Christian faith and practice. Of course, to

be legitimate, these movements must adhere to and faithfully express both

the Authoritative Tradition and the Great Tradition. Members of these

specific traditions embrace their own unique practices and patterns of

spirituality, but these unique features are not necessarily binding on the

Church at large. They represent the unique expressions of that

community’s understanding of and faithfulness to the Authoritative and

Great Traditions.

Specific traditions seek to express and live out this faithfulness to the

Authoritative and Great Traditions through their worship, teaching, and

service. They seek to make the Gospel clear within new cultures or

sub-cultures, speaking and modeling the hope of Christ into new

situations shaped by their own set of questions posed in light of their own
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unique circumstances. These movements, therefore, seek to contextualize

the Authoritative tradition in a way that faithfully and effectively leads

new groups of people to faith in Jesus Christ, and incorporates those who

believe into the community of faith that obeys his teachings and gives

witness of him to others.

Defining the “Great Tradition”

The Great Tradition (sometimes called the “classical Christian tradition”) is

defined by Robert E. Webber as follows:

[It is] the broad outline of Christian belief and practice developed from

the Scriptures between the time of Christ and the middle of the fifth

century
~ Webber. The Majestic Tapestry.

Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1986. p. 10.

This tradition is widely affirmed by Protestant theologians both ancient and

modern.

Thus those ancient Councils of Nicea, Constantinople, the first of

Ephesus, Chalcedon, and the like, which were held for refuting errors,

we willingly embrace, and reverence as sacred, in so far as relates to

doctrines of faith, for they contain nothing but the pure and genuine

interpretation of Scripture, which the holy Fathers with spiritual

prudence adopted to crush the enemies of religion who had then

arisen.
~ John Calvin. Institutes. IV, ix. 8.
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. . . most of what is enduringly valuable in contemporary biblical

exegesis was discovered by the fifth century.
~ Thomas C. Oden. The Word of Life.

San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1989. p. xi

The first four Councils are by far the most important, as they settled

the orthodox faith on the Trinity and the Incarnation.
~ Philip Schaff. The Creeds of Christendom. Vol. 1.

Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1996. p. 44.

Our reference to the Ecumenical Councils and Creeds is, therefore, focused on

those Councils which retain a widespread agreement in the Church among

Catholics, Orthodox, and Protestants. While Catholic and Orthodox share

common agreement on the first seven councils, Protestants tend to affirm and

use primarily the first four. Therefore, those councils which continue to be

shared by the whole Church are completed with the Council of Chalcedon in

451.

It is worth noting that each of these four Ecumenical Councils took place in a

pre-European cultural context and that none of them were held in Europe.

They were councils of the whole Church and they reflected a time in which

Christianity was primarily an eastern religion in it’s geographic core. By

modern reckoning, their participants were African, Asian, and European. The

councils reflected a church that “. . . has roots in cultures far distant from

Europe and preceded the development of modern European identity, and [of

which] some of its greatest minds have been African” (Oden, The Living God,

San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1987, p. 9).

Perhaps the most important achievement of the Councils was the creation of

what is now commonly called the Nicene Creed. It serves as a summary

statement of the Christian faith that can be agreed on by Catholic, Orthodox,

and Protestant Christians.
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The first four Ecumenical Councils are summarized in the following chart:

Arianism

Was Jesus God?

PurposeName/Date/Location

First Ecumenical Council

325 A.D.

Nicea, Asia Minor

Second Ecumenical Council

381 A.D.

Constantinople, Asia Minor

Third Ecumenical Council

431 A.D.

Ephesus, Asia Minor

Fourth Ecumenical Council

451 A.D.

Chalcedon, Asia Minor

Defending against:

Question answered:

Action: Developed the initial form of the Nicene Creed to serve as a

summary of the Christian faith

Macedonianism

Is the Holy Spirit a personal and equal part of the Godhead?

Defending against:

Question answered:

Action: Completed the Nicene Creed by expanding the article

dealing with the Holy Spirit

Nestorianism

Is Jesus Christ both God and man in one person?

Defending against:

Question answered:

Action: Defined Christ as the Incarnate Word of God and affirmed

his mother Mary as (God-bearer)theotokos

Monophysitism

How can Jesus be both God and man?

Defending against:

Question answered:

Action: Explained the relationship between Jesus’ two natures

(human and Divine)
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