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Many of us have heard the term ‘Divine Revelation.’ What exactly is it? Is it the same as 

scripture? How is it transmitted? Who is responsible for faithfully handing it down from one 

generation to the next? In order to understand these and other related matters, we turn to the 

Vatican II document Dei Verbum (DV), The Word of God. This document is further elaborated 

upon in the Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC).  

 

Revelation in Dei Verbum 

DV doctrinally explains God’s self-communication to humanity for salvific purposes. The CCC 

(51-73) expands chapter 1 of DV. God reveals Himself progressively by creating life and nature 

through the preexistent Word, and to His people through Abraham, Moses, the prophets. 

culminating in the preexistent Word becoming Jesus Christ. It is Christ who mediates, completes 

(DV 2; CCC 65) and ends public revelation (DV 4; CCC 66) through His Passion, Resurrection 

and Ascension (DV 4). The Synoptic Gospels do not seem to consider the idea of revelation 

formally, and it is clear from the other New Testament writings and from the synoptics 

themselves why they do not. Jesus is the self-manifestation of God, and in relating His life, death 

and resurrection, they propose the ultimate in revelation. This is why CCC 67 states, 

“Throughout the ages, there have been so-called "private" revelations, some of which have been 

recognised by the authority of the Church. They do not belong, however, to the deposit of faith. It 

is not their role to improve or complete Christ's definitive Revelation, but to help live more fully 

by it in a certain period of history. … Christian faith cannot accept "revelations" that claim to 

surpass or correct the Revelation of which Christ is the fulfilment, as is the case in certain 

non-Christian religions and also in certain recent sects which base themselves on such 

"revelations". 

 

The Deposit of Faith – Scripture and Tradition 

The CCC (74-100) explains divine revelation being transmitted through Scripture and Tradition - 

as a single deposit of the word of God (DV 10) with Jesus Christ uniting them – guided by 

Magisterial teaching. The Sacred deposit of faith then are the words and deeds of Jesus 

documented in Scripture namely the gospels and oral catechesis, liturgy, hymns, memorised 

prayer recitations etc. Some of these later took written form in the early Church thus defining her 

piety, spirituality and common life given to the present day Church. St. Paul is remembered 

asking Timothy, then leading a Christian community, to guard what has been entrusted to you (1 

Tim 6:20) and to guard the good treasure entrusted to you, with the help of the Holy Spirit living 

in us (2 Tim 1:14). This is the deposit of faith or Divine Revelation, explained by Tradition and 

Scripture. 

 

Tradition  
Most of us understand tradition to be inherited conventions, social forms, modes of government 

or social institutions evolved over time, effectively adapting to the needs of people having a 

default authority. Traditions celebrates inculcated norms, values, collective behavioural patterns 

often ritualised from a past, real or imagined. In Roman Catholicism however, tradition stems 



 

 

from apostolic authority - teaching, beliefs and practices going back to those Apostles and 

apostolic men (DV 7, 18) or other men associated with the apostles. (CCC 76). The New 

Testament identifies apostles as the Twelve and St. Paul. The Twelve were the Eleven after Judas’ 
death prior to Matthias’ election. (Mt 28:16; Mk 16:14; Lk 24:9, 33; Acts 1:26). Paul identifies 

Himself as an apostle like the Twelve and accepted by them. The apostolic men of DV and other 

men associated with the apostles in the CCC are those outside the Twelve and St. Paul that the 

New Testament identifies as apostles like Barnabas (Acts 14:14), James the brother of the Lord 

(Gal 1:19) who was not among the Twelve mentioned apart from the Twelve by Paul         

(1 Cor 15:1-10), Andronicus and Junia (Rom 16:7) and the seventy (Lk 10). Through them, the 

oral tradition later written was communicated or handed down to succeeding generations.  

 

A History of Tradition 
The New Testament is a collection of books largely pieced together by a consciousness of the 

apostolic tradition carried by generations of Church leaders from the late second to the early fifth 

century C.E. (DV 8;CCC 83). The New Testament itself provides evidence of oral teaching or 

oral tradition (1 Cor 11:23; 15:3) prior to 1 Corinthians becoming part of that collection. Writing 

to the Christian commnity in the city of Corinth around 55 C.E, Paul cites prior teaching from a 

now lost letter (1 Cor 5:9). Luke writing around 90 C.E. mentions prior documentation      

(Lk 1:1-3). The New Testament canonical process possibly began around 120 C.E. But there was 

prior extra-Biblical documentation like 1 Clement (95 C.E. - predating Revelation by 1 year), the 

Didache (100 C.E) and the 110 C.E. letter of Ignatius of Antioch (37 - 110 C.E.). The Didache 

predates the late post-Pauline and the Johannine correspondances. Justin Martyr’s (100 - 165 

C.E.) writings show a similarity to Johannine Christology signifying inheritance from a common 

tradition prior to a New Testament canon being recognised.    

 

The Apostolic Tradition - archaeological evidence 

The Apostolic Tradition is evidenced both textually and archaeologically. The early Christian 

significance of Jesus’ crucifixion was discovered in 1897 at a late second century Palatine Hill 

wall now at the Palatine Museum inscribed in koine Greek reading ΑΛΕ ξΑΜΕΝΟϹ ϹΕΒΕΤΕ 
ϑΕΟΝ (Alexamenos worships God) mocking Christian belief accompanied by the figure of a 

crucified person having the head of an ass before whom Alexamenos kneels. A late second 

century inscription into the marble of a ruin at Ephesus in koine Greek the ΙΧΘΥΣ (ichtus) 

meaning ‘fish’ abbreviates early Christian belief as Ι - Iesos Χ - Christos Θ - Theos Υ - Huios Σ - 
Soter or “Jesus Christ, God’s son, saviour.” This abbreviation was also discovered at an early 

third century funerary Roman insccription, the ΙΧΘΥϹ ΖΩΝΤΩΝ (ichtus zonton - fish of the 

living). Other evidences of the apostolic tradition are found in the artwork of the Roman 

catacombs and other catacombs in Roman Gaul. 

 

Church Structure and Apostolic Tradition 
However, the Apostolic Tradition is not fossilised in the textual or archaeological past (DV 8, 12; 

CCC 83, 113, 289, 639, 1124, 2663, 2672, 2683, 2684, 2690, 2693) but grows and develops with 

new insights as the Christian understanding of that Tradition sharpens. This development is seen 

in the New Testament books arranged in chronological order. From the start there was a 

structured leadership in the Church that guarded the Apostolic Tradition. In the early first century, 

it was the Twelve who from the mother Church in Jerusalem exercised a kind of overall 

leadership. Local churches seem to have had a hierarchal leadership of apostles, prophets and 



 

 

teachers (1 Cor 12:28) or the precusor to the bishopric and present day hierarchal structure. 

(Philippians 1:1). These too are the apostolic men of DV. The apostles of the later New 

Testament books outside of the Twelve were itinerant preachers who cannot be considered 

apostolic men living a generation after the apostles. They together with prophets of a later 

generation were Church leaders at a time when a visible hierarchy of bishops, priests and 

deacons were beginning to take shape. But they together with the emerging hierarchy were 

inheritors of the apostolic tradition. We can say for certain that the modern bishopric originated 

at Antioch in Syria as evidenced by the 110 C.E. letter of Ignatius of Antioch, himself a bishop. 

He writes like as if the bishopric had been existing for sometime together with priests and 

deacons. This Church governance from Antioch spread westward reaching Rome by 154 C.E, in 

other words, while the New Testament canonical process was still developing. These documents 

DV and the CCC remind us that the primary guardians of the Apostolic Tradition also seen in the 

liturgical and scramental life of the Church is the bishopric. (DV 7, 10, 25; CCC 76-77; 815;1087; 

1209)  

 

Conclusion 

Revelation has reached us in the 21
st
 century, thanks to the sources and the structures involved. 

This progression must continue into the future. But for Catholics to appreciate and to carry that 

revelation into the future, a sense of the history of revelation from apostolic times should be 

known so that we can situate ourselves into that history, proud of our heritage journeying into the 

future in faith, in hope and in love. 

 

 

 

This wall was discovered at the Palatine Hill in 1897 now 

at the Palatine Museum. An example of how Christians 

were mocked in the 2nd century C.E. for worshipping the 

crucified Christ. Christianity then was not considered a 

legal religion and therefore there were instances of both 

institutionalised and social persecution. The cartoon 

depiction beside the picture of the wall is the scraped 

picture and alphabets into the wall plaster. Clearly seen 

are the Greek letters stating ΑΛΕ ξΑΜΕΝΟϹ ϹΕΒΕΤΕ 
ϑΕΟΝ. (Alexamenos worships God). Alexamenos being a 

Greek sounding name may have been a Christian 

discovered to be one by the then Roman society and 

mocked for it. 

 
 

 

 
The ΙΧΘΥΣ (ichtus meaning fish) abbreviation in 
koine Greek scraped into a piece of marble going 

back to the third century at Ephesus. The 

abbreviation describes a faith statement ‘Iesos 

Christos theou huios soter’ meaning Jesus Christ, 

God’s son saviour - archaeological evidence 

describing the apostolic faith. The circle with the 

aesterisk appearance beside the abbreviation 
 

An early third century 

marble funerary steel with 

the koine Greek inscription 

ΙΧΘΥϹ ΖΩΝΤΩΝ ("fish of 

the living"), now at the 

National Roman Museum. 

This may have been taken 

from the grave of a 

Christian woman since the 

Latin insciptions  below  

the fishes at the first line are 

discernable. The woman’s 
name appears to be Licinia 

Amia. The second line says 

‘nemerenti vixit’ or 



 

 

combines all the alphabets. well-deserving lived. In 

between the fishes is the 

drawing of an anchor. 
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