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UNDERSTANDING THE BIBLE FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF CHURCH: 

SCRIPTURE, TRADITION AND CHURCH

Fr. Dr. Renjan R. Mathew

TRI-UNION

• God is Trinity

• Human created in the image of God is a tri-Union.

• Another important tri-Union is the compressive unity of Scripture, tradition and 

church.

• From an Orthodox Perspective Scripture, tradition and church are viewed as a 

comprehensive unity with interdependent parts.

FOUNDATION OF CHRISTIAN FAITH

• Christianity is based on the revelation of God- as revealed in Christ

•

SCRIPTURE, TRADITION AND CHURCH

• Scripture finds its center in the mystery of the eternal Christ, 

• Veiled in the Old Testament and revealed in the New Testament.

• Tradition 

• The sum of Scripture's saving message

• Church

• The ongoing living community of God's people

• The body of Christ

• The Temple of the Holy Spirit

• As such, the church forms the very ground from which Scripture and tradition emerge 

and together

•

THE NATURE OF SCRIPTURE

To know the nature of the Bible is to acquire insights into its origin, contents, character, 

purpose and saving value.

I. Orthodox tradition advocates the supreme authority and primacy of Scripture

• In terms of divine inspiration, the primary or the of Scripture is God himself.

• Scripture represents God's oracles or sacred words (Romans 3:2)

• Justin Martyr cited- many of the Old Testament text with the words God speaks and 

God Says as the immediate speech of God

• The later church fathers continued this tradition and viewed the entire corpus of 

Scripture old and New Testament, has directly inspired by God and disclosing God's 

express will.
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Scripture old and New Testament, has directly inspired by God and disclosing God's 

express will.

• Therefore, God is the main actor both behind and in the Bible

• The Bible constitutes the record of divine revelation

• The Bible also forms the measuring standard for faith and practice of the church.

• What is the evidence for the authority and primacy of Scripture in Orthodox 

tradition?

• The official evidence for the authority and primacy of Scripture is the canonization 

of Bible as the sacred corpus in the church’s tradition over the first four centuries 

of church life.

The content and purpose of Bible

• If the Bible is God's word, what does God wish to communicate through Scripture?

• Three aspects define the substance of the Bible

• 1. The narration of the great deeds or wonders of God (Acts 2:1)

• Ranging from the creation to the outpouring of the Spirit at Pentecost.

• These great acts of God form the bedrock of Revelation on which everything else 

depends

• 2. The disclosure of the will of God 

• Will of God recorded in the form of commands, theological truths, moral teachings 

and spiritual wisdom concerning God and salvation

• So in this sense Bible offers instructions about a way of life that pleases God and 

leads to salvation.

• 3. Personal encounter and communion with God

• The third and deepest aspect of the Bible is the personal encounter and 

communion with God

• Knowledge about God leads to immediate knowledge of God in his loving 

presence and power

• Through prayerful reading and worshipful hearing of God's word the presence and 

power of God is disseminated

•

The content and purpose of Bible Condt.

• Purpose of Bible 

• What is the purpose of Bible is not about:

• The purpose of Scripture is not the mere conveyance of religious knowledge

• What is the true purpose of Scripture?

• The personal disclosure of and intimate communion with the mystery of God

• Scripture is never an end in itself, but as a sacred roadmap pointing to his spiritual 

world

• Church father’s called Scripture the ‘true realities’, at the heart of which is the 
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world

• Church father’s called Scripture the ‘true realities’, at the heart of which is the 

mystery of Christ and new life in him.

•

III. Human factor in the composition of the Bible

• Bible is written in human Words-Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek

• How can it be speech from God and the word of God?

• Mechanistic view of inspiration: computer printout of the mind of God 

• The biblical authors themselves never seem to have considered the human factor 

in the composition of Bible

• Likewise, some early Christian theology is, such as Athenagoras (2nd century), and 

very likely many ordinary believers, held at a mechanistic view of inspiration.

• They believe that God whispered directly in the human author’s ears just as the 

author’s hand recorder God's exact words

• Kind of computer printout of the mind of God

• Every word would have been taken literally and absolutely

• If you held this viewpoint you would be committed to the literal historicity of all 

events in the Old Testament

• Again you need to commit to the literal truth of all religious and moral instructions in 

the entire Bible

III. Human factor in the composition of the Bible Condt.

• Problem with the mechanistic view of inspiration

• This creates a set of impossible intellectual and moral problems pertaining to the 

Bible text

• For example, hatred and curse for enemies, killing of children, human slavery, 

subservience of women to men and of course, and literal seven-day creation.

III. Human factor in the composition of the Bible Condt.

• Alternate mature perspective of church fathers: understanding the intrinsic human 

element behind the genesis of the Bible

• The preeminent church fathers of the fourth Century-Athanasius, Basil the great, 

Gregory the theologian, Gregory of Nyssa, and John Chrysostom

• The church fathers of fourth century, perceived and intrinsic human element 

behind the origin of Bible.

• The Bible is the word of God in human words

• Without diminishing the divine inspiration of Scripture in its saving message, those 

fathers acknowledged that God's revelation inescapably involved human beings 

with intellectual and spiritual limitations

• They assumed a dynamic view of inspiration that allows for the contingency of 

human understanding

•

III. Human factor in the composition of the Bible Condt.

• Not every verse of the Bible is to be taken literally
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III. Human factor in the composition of the Bible Condt.

• Not every verse of the Bible is to be taken literally

• To speak of Scripture as the word of God pertains not necessarily to every word of 

the Bible

• But to the Bible's saving message and to those of its passages and verses that 

communicate its saving message in various degrees of clarity

• For example,

• The Bible in places appears to teach straight predestination (Jn 12:39-40; Mk 

4:11-22; Rom 8:29)

• John Chrysostom called such instances idioms of Scripture which must not be 

taken at face value

• Otherwise ideas unworthy of God would accrue, presenting him as an arbitrary 

and cruel tyrant.

• Another example,

• In revelations @0:2-4, we read about the expectations of a Millennial kingdom 

upon Christ's glorious return.

• But the major ancient interpreters from Origon to Gregory of Nyssa either 

entirely ignored this book or interpreted it symbolically

• The church eventually condemned the teaching of and literal millennium as a 

heresy

III. Human factor in the composition of the Bible Condt.

• Another example,

• Numerous text of Bible percent women as being subservient to men

• But Gregory the theologian, when consulted by Emperor Theodosius on 

marriage and divorce, strongly argued that his interpretation of the underlying 

message of Scripture that the same rights ought to be equally accorded to both 

men and women

• In summary, the major church fathers from the early centuries, with respect to biblical 

interpretations, held a flexible view of Bible as a divine and human book.

IV. understanding Scripture: the divine and human aspects in the incarnation

• A paradigm for understanding the nature of Scripture in its divine and human aspects 

is the incarnation

• Christ is the incarnate divine word (logos) who, by becoming human, experienced the 

whole range of human attributes and emotions such as physical growth, hunger, pain, 

Joey, anger, sorrow and true death, apart from sin (Hebr 4:15; 5:7)

• By analogy, though not to be pressed too far, the Bible is an ‘incarnation of God's 

saving will’ embodied in human categories of language and expressions 

• The human categorization, language and expressions which are not necessarily 

inerrant in every detail but only in the underlying saving message.

• Scripture constitutes the image of truth or record of revelation in human words 

• Scripture is not the original direct revelation behind the reported biblical events and 

narratives

• The Bible is true and trustworthy in its theology, and ethical teachings
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narratives

• The Bible is true and trustworthy in its theology, and ethical teachings

• The Bible is not always inerrant in its specific historical and geographic data

• Moreover, even theological and ethical passages must be assessed in the light of the 

Bible's governing purpose and saving message

V. The ecclesial character of Scripture

• Another definitive aspect of Scripture is its ecclesial character

• St. Irenaeus of Lyons in the late second century argued powerfully that Scripture 

belonged exclusively to the church

• Those outside of the church had no right to it

• Modern scholarship has collaborated the fact that the historical origins of the Bible, 

in both Israel and the church, lie primarily in the respective communal memories and 

traditions celebrated in acts of worship and handed down by word of mouth over the 

generations.

• For example,

• Pentateuch and the gospel largely incorporate oral traditions and interpretations 

first transmitted orally and eventually committed to writing.

• Justin martyr proffered to the Gospels as the memories of the apostles

• In the case of the apostle Paul, we have the composition of individual letters by a 

specific and known order

V. The ecclesial character of Scripture Condt.

• He too, however, lived, worked and wrote within the broad stream of the Jewish 

and Christian traditions

• In fact, part of Paul's distinct concern was from strong adherence to developing 

Christian traditions (Rom 6:17; I Cor 11:2; 15:3,2 2 Thess 2:15; 3:6).

• The force of tradition behind the formation of the Bible is so enormous that 

scholars have thought whether the slogan ‘the Bible alone’ (Sola scriptura) ought 

to be replaced with the slogan ‘tradition alone’ (sola traditio)

• But in fact neither slogan is true because Scripture and tradition a source re 

mutually interdependent

VI. The Church is the foundational reality

• The church is the foundational reality behind both Scripture and tradition

• Memories and traditions neither arise nor endure without a community

• When God called Abraham, God intended to create a community

• When God summoned Moses to liberate Israel from Egypt, his goal was to establish a 

community of covenant people

• When Christ com's missioned Paul on the Damascus Road, he charged him to preach 

the gospel to the Gentiles, calling them to join the body of Christ, the church

• Divine revelation neither occurs in a vacuum nor is primarily addressed to individuals

• God's word establishes and nurtures community

• It is through community that God seeks to fulfill his purpose in history.

• In their mutual interdependence, Scripture, tradition and church cannot be played off 
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• It is through community that God seeks to fulfill his purpose in history.

• In their mutual interdependence, Scripture, tradition and church cannot be played off 

against each other

VII. The Protestant Reformation

• Those Christians who follow the Protestant Reformation claim that the gospel is 

supreme

• They claim that gospel itself established the church

• They also claim that gospel stands above the church and its tradition

• What is the Orthodox perspective?

• In Orthodox perspective, what established the church was not the gospel as such, 

but the original acts of revelation experienced by specific men and women drawn 

together by the Holy Spirit to form the early church.

• It is neither the tradition nor the gospel that established the church

• In other words, the claim that gospel has supremacy over church and tradition is 

not true

• Because it is not the gospel that established the church

• The experience of the revelation of God through Jesus Christ as inspired by the Holy 

Spirit became the foundation of the church

VII. The Protestant Reformation Condt.

• The gospel as the saving message has intrinsic power but no voice of its own

• There could be no gospel apart from Peter, James, Paul, Mary Magdalene, 

Barnabas and the others who proclaimed the good news

• The opponents of Jesus, who put him to death as the religious and political 

troublemaker, were not about to advance his cause in the world

• The ones who did proclaimed him where the apostles and others who experienced 

the decisive (significant) acts of revelation and were thrust forward by the 

outpouring of God's Spirit.

• The gospel was never a disembodied, floating message that could exist or act 

apart from the church

• It was within the church that the gospel lived and to which it leads

• Moreover, empowering and increasing the church, the gospel from earliest time 

was seen as tradition, indeed the heart of the apostolate tradition as St. Paul 

declares, using the explicit language of PARADOSIS or tradition (1 Cor 15:1-2)

Conclusion

• In its canonical status, Scripture occupies the primacy among the church’s traditions

• The gospel informs and empowers the soul of the church

• The Bible as the supreme record of revelation is the indisputable norm of the church’s 

fate and practice

• The Scriptures thereby bear God's authority and challenge the church, making it 

accountable to the revealed will of God

• The neglect of the Bible and the silencing of its prophetic witness are inimical 

(unacceptable) to the church’s evangelical vibrancy and sense of mission in the world.
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• The neglect of the Bible and the silencing of its prophetic witness are inimical 

(unacceptable) to the church’s evangelical vibrancy and sense of mission in the world.

• Nothing in the church must therefore contradict the teaching and spirit of the Bible

• Everything in the church must be in harmony with the scriptural witness

• The church in every generation is called to maintain the primacy and centrality of the 

Bible in its life, always attentive, dependent and obedient to God's word.
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