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The disciples that became Apostles handed on what Jesus taught them to the new Christians. 
Some of what they taught was written down. Because parchment was expensive and few people 
could read, the Faith was passed on orally more than by writing. The Oral Tradition was 
supported by the Written Tradition. When there were disputes they held Councils (local and 
ecumenical) to work them out. 1 Timothy chapter 3 Paul tells Timothy that the Church is the 
Pillar and Foundation of the Truth, not the Bible. . John's Gospel also tells us in chapters 20 and 
21 that everything is not written in what we now call the Bible because no book could hold it all. 

 When the Apostles went out and founded Churches, they would appoint successors that we now 
call Bishops by laying hands on them. In 1 Timothy chapter 4, Paul tells Timothy to be a good 
minister, to teach soundly and to not neglect the gift he was given through the laying on of his 
hands. Paul reminds him again in 2 Timothy 1:6 “Remember the gift you received with the 
laying on of my hands” referring to when he made Timothy a Bishop. Paul also warns Timothy 
to be careful about whom he lays hands on and be sure they know and follow the Faith before 
laying hands on them. This shows how the Faith was passed on through the teachers not just a 
book. In Ephesians chapter 4 Paul also lists the different positions in the Church like Prophets, 
teachers, readers etc. In Titus chapter 1, Paul reminds Titus that he left him in Crete to teach the 
people rightly and appoint presbyters in every town to properly hand on the Faith. Paul also tells 
Titus that the men he appoints should teach and appoint other men following the Tradition of 
Apostolic Succession.   
In 1 Corinthians chapter 10 and 11, Paul tells the Corinthians of the Church practices and that we 
have no other practices and neither do the Churches of God. Unity in practice was expected 
among the Christians then and now. 

In John chapter 20 right after Jesus’ resurrection, He tells the Apostles that any sins they forgive 
are forgiven and any sins that are retained are retained. This is a passing on of Jesus’ Authority 
from the Father to His Apostles.  In Matthew chapter 28, before ascending into Heaven, Jesus 
tells the Apostles that all the authority that God gave Him, he passes onto the Apostles. Jesus also 
told the Apostles to go out and teach the world everything that He taught and to Baptize them in 
the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Jesus promises to be with them until the end of the age.  

We call this handing down of authority Apostolic Succession. The line of authority is from God 
the Father to Jesus; Jesus to the Apostles; the Apostles to the Bishops they ordained; and the 
Bishops to the Bishops that they ordained. These Bishops continue to hold Councils that give 
Holy Spirit inspired, binding, decrees to the Christians like the Church leaders in Acts chapter 15 
at the Council of Jerusalem. The decree of the Council of Jerusalem directly contradicted 
Genesis chapter 17 where God required Abraham and his descendants to be circumcised. This 
shows that the Apostles had the Authority from God to change the law of the Old Covenant. 

In 90AD the Church in Corinth had a dispute so they wrote a letter to the Bishop of Rome. 
Clement Bishop of Rome wrote back that the Apostles received their authority from Jesus and 



the Bishops received their authority from the Apostles. This shows that from the beginning the 
Bishops recognized their authority came from the Apostles. 
                                                                                                            
In 107AD Ignatius Bishop of Antioch writes that the teachings of the Church are passed on 
through the Bishops not a book. Ignatius also tells us that wherever the Bishop is, there is the 
catholic Church.  

In 180AD Irenaeus Bishop of Lyon wrote a 5 volume book against Heresies. Irenaeus learned the 
Faith from Polycarp Bishop of Smyrna, who learned the Faith from the Apostle John. Irenaeus 
writes that if two Churches have a doctrinal dispute they need to see which Church can trace its 
history back to an Apostle. Or he says, all you have to do is find out what the Church in Rome 
teaches, because all Churches have to be in agreement with that Church because Peter and Paul 
taught there.  

It took about 350 years for the Catholic Church to decide which of the early writings were the 
inspired Word of God based on the Apostolic origin of the writing, how well it supported the 
Apostolic Tradition and if it was read in the Churches known to be founded by Apostles.  

Originally the scrolls that the Jews used had only the consonant letters on them to save space. 
The vowels used with the consonant letters were taught by the Rabbis to their students who 
would read it during the worship activity in the Synagogues. Later vowel points were added 
between the lines of consonants to establish the full spelling of the words. The text of Jewish 
Scriptures with consonants and vowels is known as the Masoretic Text that was developed 
between 400 and 900AD.  

Just as the interpretation of the Old Testament was passed on by Oral Tradition the interpretation 
of the New Testament was passed on by the Apostles to the Bishops they ordained and onto the 
Bishops they ordained. When there were disputes about interpretation they held local councils 
(synods) to determine interpretation just like the Apostles did at the Council of Jerusalem.  

The later Ecumenical Councils gave binding decrees just like the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 
ch15). The problem is that some people don't want to accept the authority of the Council and 
split. This happened in 431 after the Council of Ephesus and in 451 after the Council of 
Chalcedon. Some Christians always reject the decisions of Councils, even up through Vatican II, 
and put their Salvation at risk.  

In our modern American society few people want to accept authority, especially when it comes to 
interpretation of the Bible or religion in general. People want to believe what they are convinced 
is right.  

Jesus left behind a Church with Kingdom like Authority because the Messiah was to sit on the 
Throne of David. The Kings of that time had ministers that helped run the Kingdom. Their 
authority was symbolized by their Keys. Jesus gave the "Keys" to Peter and the Apostles who 



handed on their authority through Apostolic Succession. Unity can only be maintained through 
Authority. The question is whose authority do you accept? Our best chance of Salvation is 
through the Church that Jesus left behind to carry on His Mission. That Church is the Catholic 
Church. 


