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CHAPTER ONE. 

 

On Apostolic tradition, and its various distinction. The memorable locus of Basil regarding these is 

explained. Traditions of this sort are partly unchangeable, partly changeable. Various examples 

of both kinds. What is the note, and property of Apostolic tradition. 

 

Most ancient indeed, and springing from the first times of Christianity, is that distinction of 

orders, from which the ecclesiastical hierarchy, as they say, is composed. Amongst which are three 

which are chief, the episcopate, the presbyterate, and the diaconate. Of these, laying aside the 

diaconate, the whole controversy has arisen regarding the first two between me and Salmasius, that 

is, between the Christian and catholic party and the sects of the heretics. And indeed, the enemies of 

the Roman church assert that the episcopate is plainly the same order as the presbyterate from the 

institution of Christ, and the usage of the Apostles, and of Apostolic times; and that in no place in 

the Scriptures can they be differentiated from one another, but they are always used promiscuously, 

so that either bishops are only named conjointly with deacons, or presbyters only with deacons, but 

never these three separately, bishops, presbyters, and deacons. We have recalled some examples of 

this matter from the Acts of the Apostles, and the epistles of the same, in the first book of our 

Dissertationes ecclesiasticæ, in the first chapter; which, since they may be found there, I will not 

relate here, lest I run on longer. 

Now, in that locus I have composed the whole matter in such a way, that we concluded that both 

those orders and grades are diverse, of themselves, and by their nature, and from the institution and 

will of Christ; that is, of such kind, that they would be able to be disjoined from one another, and be 

in separate persons, insofar as someone would be only a presbyter, yet with all the inferior orders 

adjoined, through which he ascended by degrees to the presbyterate; likewise another, besides the 

presbyterate, and the rest subjoined to that, in addition would receive the episcopate. Although in 

the first times of the Church both of these orders and degrees, distinct amongst themselves, were 

conferred on the same person, which usage thus required, as has been explained with many things 

in its own place. 

II. The following reason demonstrates that this is not a conjecture of ours, and a divination, but 

a firm and certain judgment. For if bishop and presbyter were one and the same order, and one and 

the same form, and οùσία from the institution of Christ: it would be impermissible to take these 

otherwise, than as he had established them. For it is not in the power of men to change those things, 

which have once been ordained by Christ; or to treat them in a way other than from his prescript and 

will. The theologians generally express this thus, that certain of the ecclesiastical institutions are of 

divine law, others of positive and human law. Of the first sort are those, which, whether explicated 

by name in the Scriptures, or received by the Church from the tradition of the ancestors, it is clear 

that they have been ordained such as they are by Christ the Lord himself, and not entrusted to the 

decree and judgment of men; such as are those things which pertain to the Christian faith, and the 

substance, as I may say, of the sacraments. Of the second sort are those, which concern the rites, 

with which the former are treated, or which have come by any way at all into the consuetude of 

Christians. 

To both of these two kinds pertain those things, which are referred without writing to the 
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Apostles as their authors, by tradition alone. For these are thought to be partly of divine, and 

immutable law, and partly human, that is positive, law. 

Regarding both kinds, there is the luculent testimony, thus oft-used by theologians, of Basil in 

the book De Spiritu sancto, which testimony is to be accurately expounded by us here; for upon it 

turns the summit of our question and controversy. 

III. Since, in the closing of solemn prayers which consisted of the appeal of the three persons, 

Basil not only used ἐν πνεὑματι, that is, in the Spirit, as was the custom, but also σὺν τῷ πνεύματι, 

that is, with the Spirit; he incurred the reprehension of some, not only of the heretics, who were 

hostile to the idea of regarding the holy Spirit as equal with the Father, or even with the Son; but of 

Catholics as well, whom, thinking otherwise rightly of the holy Spirit’s divinity, that novelty 

offended. For this reason he wrote the book De Spiritu sancto to Amphilochius; in which, with 

various arguments, and authorities, he confirmed his faith, and that formula and profession as a 

witness thereof; and, as regards the present matter, in the twenty-seventh chapter, vindicated to it 

force and weight from ancient and Apostolic tradition. And thus he speaks first of Apostolic 

traditions generally. Some of their dogmas, and preachings, which are preserved in the Church, we 

have from doctrine given into writing; some, on the other hand, we have received from the tradition 

of the Apostles communicated to us, in mystery (that is, as things arcane); both of which have the 

same force with respect to piety. He immediately recalls various examples of those dogmas, and 

rites, which contain partly consuetudes, partly decrees of the Christian faith. The consuetudes are, 

to sign oneself with the sign of the Cross: to turn oneself to the east in prayer: to consecrate water 

with a blessing for baptizing: to immerse thrice in water those who are baptized: not to kneel on 

Sunday, and for forty days after Easter, and many things of that sort. Thus he says that these things 

were passed on without writing to the faithful, lest they be divulged to profane, and uninitiated men. 

And pertaining to the faith, from the same tradition, is the profession of faith, whereby we believe in 

the Father, and the Son, and the holy Spirit, which profession is committed to no letters; and finally, 

that formula, whereby we express the equality of the holy Spirit, and his conjunction with the two 

other persons, so that we say: Glory to the Father and to the Son with the holy Spirit. 

IV. From this disputation of Basil, what we said a little before is clear, that Apostolic traditions 

not given into writing comprehend those things which pertain both to the Christian faith, and to rites 

and consuetudes. Between these there is this difference, that the former are of divine law, and, being 

received from the mouth of Christ, or the revelation of the holy Spirit, the Apostles handed them 

down to the Church with this law and warning, that it would be unlawful to change, or utterly to 

abrogate them. But the latter all have neither always, nor everywhere been observed, and, with 

contrary [practices] gradually creeping in, have passed into oblivion. See, that profession of faith, 

whereby we say we believe in the Father, and the Son and the holy Spirit, which profession Basil 

affirms we have from no Scriptures, is Apostolic tradition, which it is permitted to no one to disturb 

or pervert without punishment. Thus it is not permitted to the universal Church, and still less to any 

private person, to appoint those things which pertain to the substance, as they say, of the sacraments, 

otherwise than as the Apostles have passed them down from the magisterium of Christ; of which 

sort would be, to confer baptism with something other than water. Indeed, Calvinists, or the heretics 

of some other sects, must maintain for themselves from Apostolic tradition alone that water is 

necessary for baptism, as they deny that the words of Christ the Lord, Unless a man be born again 
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of water and the holy Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God,1 pertain to the sacrament of 

Baptism; but they think water is used there in the manner of a trope. Therefore the water, which they 

have learned from Apostolic tradition is the matter of that sacrament, no Christian may dare to reject 

from Baptism; but the threefold immersion in water, the origin of which Basil invokes from the same 

Apostolic tradition, has gradually been changed by the consuetude of the Church, and been reduced 

to a simple sprinkling; to say nothing of rites of lesser importance, which neither have been received 

by all, and where they have for some time been retained, have afterward ceased to be in use. This 

leads to the same conclusion as I have taught above: that, of Apostolic traditions, some are 

considered to be immutable, and of divine law; others are of human and positive law, which can be 

abrogated by ecclesiastical, or Pontifical authority, or by contrary custom. 

V. I will add another example of that first kind which is fixed by divine and eternal institution, 

from the same Basil, an example meriting the chiefest attention, regarding that unction, which had 

been accustomed to be administered during baptism. He means chiefly the unction which is proper 

to the sacrament of Confirmation, and which was bestowed immediately after Baptism, as the synod 

of Laodicea attests, in canon 48, decreeing thusly:  That those who are baptized must, after Baptism, 

receive the celestial chrism, and be made partakers of the kingdom of Christ. And thus Basil denies 

that there is express mention of this sacrament in the sacred letters, inasmuch as it consists of chrism 

and unction, which is the proper matter of this sacrament—which sacrament Pacianus, in his sermon 

De baptismo, and Augustine call the Sacrament of chrism,2 and makes it equal to baptism, as it 

pertains to the genus of visible signs. For in scripture there is related only the imposition of hands,3 

through which the holy Spirit is given. But, as we shall demonstrate in another place, the most 

ancient Fathers, and what is more, the general synods teach us, that the giving of the holy Spirit, and 

the sacrament of Confirmation, consisted, not only of the imposition of hands, but of unction also, 

or chrismation, as being a part thereof necessary, and οὐσιώδει. Indeed the Greeks (as all agree) have 

never used anything besides oil in that Sacrament, and even today persevere in that rite, without any 

imposition of hands. And although Scripture has never openly and by name recalled the use of 

unction in that sacrament of Confirmation; nevertheless the ancients have testified that it has come 

forth from Apostolic tradition, such that it was not of human decision and law, but of a higher, and 

sanctioned by divine authority. No less is it considered of divine tradition, that, as Cyprian says in 

his epist. LXIII, in the Sacrifice of the new law, and in the sanctifying of the Lord’s chalice, and its 

ministration to the people, that chalice, which is offered unto a commemoration of him, is offered 

together with wine. Cyprian calls this the Dominical tradition, and moreover the Evangelical, and 

Apostolic discipline, plainly delivered without writing by the Apostles, and he forbids it to be altered; 

and they who should dare to change it, the Church condemns as being amongst the heretics. Indeed 

it is necessary to follow, not the custom of man, but the truth of God, as the same writes. 

VI. Thus does Augustine affirm,4 regarding the baptizing of children, that authority has without 

doubt been given to the whole Church by the Lord, and the Apostles. And against the Donatists,5 

speaking of another consuetude, on not rebaptizing heretics, to which Cyprian seemed opposed, he 

says, I believe that this consuetude comes from Apostolic tradition, just as many things are not found 

 
1 John III, 5. 
2 Lib. II con. Petil., cap. civ. 
3 Act. III, 17. 
4 Lib. I de Peccat. mer. et rem. cap. xxvi. 
5 De Bapt. con. Don. lib. III, cap. vii. See also lib. IV, cap. xxiii. 



Translated by Timothy Wilson 

in their letters, nor in the councils of those who came after them; and yet because they are preserved 

throughout the whole Church, they are believed to be handed down and commended by none but 

them. And in another place.6 The Apostles have commanded nothing thereafter; but that consuetude, 

which was opposed to Cyprian, is to be believed to have taken its origin from their tradition. Just as 

there are many things which the whole Church holds; and because of this they are well believed to 

be commanded by the Apostles, although they are not found written down. And all throughout, 

Augustine professes that this tradition, and that given above regarding the baptizing of children, has 

come forth from the Apostles. Pope Stephen also, when he contended against the African bishops 

on not repeating the baptism of heretics, opposed to this nothing other than tradition, writing thus, 

as Vincent of Lerins testifies7: Nothing is to be innovated, naught but what has been handed down. 

Now, that this tradition stood, not on merely ecclesiastical authority, that is, human, and, 

however sacrosanct, yet changeable, but upon entirely divine, and sempiternal authority, is known 

sufficiently from the fact, that Pope Stephen, prelate of the Apostolic see, with his other colleagues, 

with great zeal for that tradition, and the most vigorous contention, resisted Cyprian, and the other 

Africans, since he knew well, as Vincent says in the same place, that the nature of piety admits 

nothing else, than that everything received from the Fathers be consigned to their sons with the same 

faithfulness in which they were received; and that we must not lead religion whither we wish, but 

follow it whither it leads. These words indicate, that that ἄγραφον [unwritten] tradition is plainly of 

divine law, and pertains to the Christian faith, and religion. For if it were something left to the will 

of men, and the ecclesiastical power, Stephen would not take up so vehement a struggle for it, as to 

threaten to cut them off from his communion unless they desist; and it would have been able to be 

abolished, either through his permission, or connivance, or gradually by way of contrary consuetude. 

VII. Tertullian treats broadly of these traditions, but as they pertain to rites, and usage, in the 

book De corona militis, in the third chapter; and he recounts many, which have received authority 

without writing, and by consuetude alone: Consuetude (he says in the chapter following) in civil 

affairs, is taken as law, when law fails. Moreover, regarding the same there is that well-worn saying 

of Augustine8, which yet ought not thus to be passed over. He says, It is given to be understood, that 

those things we preserve which are not written, but handed down, and which are observed 

throughout the whole world, are retained as being commended and established either by the Apostles 

themselves, or by the plenary Councils, whose authority in the Church is most salubrious. And 

insofar as traditions are employed according to the norm and rule of faith, there is the lucid text of 

the same Augustine9, in which he adjoins his own authority to the judgment of Cyprian, and thus 

says: What he urges us—that we return to the well-spring, that is, to Apostolic tradition, and direct 

the channel thence onward into our times—is best, and is to be done without hesitation. 

And in the same work, in the fourth book, chapter XXIII, he provides this mark, and κριτήριον 

[criterion] as it were, for discerning Apostolic tradition: That which the Church holds, which has not 

been instituted by Councils but always retained, is most rightly believed to be given by none but 

apostolic authority. This judgment of Augustine is of very outstanding importance indeed, and is to 

be especially noted. For it helps exceedingly in the recognition of traditions of both sorts, and in 

assigning them their origin. 

 
6 Ibid. lib. V, cap. xxiii. 
7 Cap. vi. 
8 August. ep. cxviii. 
9 Lib. VI de Bap. con. Don. cap. xxvi, tom. VII. 
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VIII. And, so that I may dispute in the first place regarding the dogmas and decrees of faith, what 

we heard Basil relating a little before—that there are many decrees belonging to the Christian faith, 

given without writing, by tradition alone, and that Apostolic—is affirmed from that rule [of 

Augustine]. That such there are, no man, howsoever obstinate, may dare to deny; such decrees, 

passed on within the Church from her first times, have permeated the common sense of the faithful; 

or at least of those, who were learned in the finer letters, and were more eminent than others in 

knowledge. Certainly, when the ancient Fathers contend against heretics regarding the chief articles 

of the Christian faith, they are frequently engaged in this sort of argument: and again and again they 

direct their adversaries to the Apostolic Churches, that is, those founded by the Apostles themselves, 

and to their tradition. This is done conspicuously by Irenaeus: who first circumscribes tradition 

which is from the Apostles in this way: which is guarded through the successions of the presbyters 

in the Churches. Then in the chapter following, he says that the same Apostolic Tradition is 

propagated by those, who were instituted by the Apostles, the bishops, and their successors, and that 

it is to be sought from these, especially from the Roman see. Regarding this locus of Irenaeus, we 

shall treat of it again later. 

Tertullian also, in chapter XXVI of the book De præscriptionibus, recalls the heretics to the 

Apostolic Churches, that is, those founded by the Apostles, and bids them search out the traditions 

received thence from their authors. Augustine defends the same also, especially against the 

Donatists, and Pelagians: when from ancient, and Apostolic tradition, he demonstrates, against the 

former, that baptism is not to be repeated: and against the latter, that it is necessary for children. 

IX. The same manner, and force of argumentation, is adapted by them to the other sort of 

traditions, which is defined by rite, and consuetude, that is, by the mode and prescript of action. Now 

this is found to be twofold. There are some traditions of the sort of institution which is πρακτικὸν, 

that is, involved in acting, which ought to be of a single manner, nor can they be changed without 

peril, so that, even if they are not hitherto considered by any decree of the Church to be amongst the 

dogmas of faith, yet it would be considered unlawful to act otherwise, than is maintained by the 

ancient tradition, received from the forefathers, and approved by the weightier part of the Church. 

For example, that this form of Baptism is necessary, which contains the express naming of the three 

persons, is a sure, and Apostolic tradition; regarding which today no Christian doubts. But whether, 

immediately from the appearance of Christianity, it was considered so necessary as it is now, that he 

who would be baptized in the name of Christ only, would receive no Sacrament at all, is in 

controversy, and a very ancient one at that. Ambrose, in his book De Spiritu sancto, in the third 

chapter, thinks that baptism was administered in the name only of Jesus, and thus was the eunuch of 

the queen of Candace baptized by Philip10; and that in Acts XIX there were some, who had been 

initiated by only the baptism of John. And moreover, he says, if you express one [of the Persons] in 

speech, either the Father, or the Son, or the holy Spirit, and in faith deny neither the Father, nor the 

Son, nor the Spirit, it is the full sacrament of faith, as also today, when one person is named, the 

baptism is ratus. Basil agrees to this in book V Contra Eunomium.11 But many others disagree, such 

as Cyril of Alexandria in dialogue VII De Trinitate, and Basil himself eloquently in the book De 

Spiritu sancto, chapter XII; likewise Didymus near the beginning of the second book De Spiritu 

sancto: and Facundus of Hermiana in the first book, third chapter. 

 
10 Act. VIII. 
11 Cap. iii. 
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X. Wherefore, although it is ambiguous, whether the Apostles sometimes had baptized in the 

name only of Christ, as some scholastics have asserted; yet no one will think that to be lawful at this 

time, or that there is a true baptism under this formula; or that it is not Apostolic tradition, that the 

three persons are named in this sacrament. And thus is that tradition fixed and immoveable, which 

it is certainly not permitted to anyone to undermine, or change. For, even if it were clear that it was 

done otherwise by the Apostles, we would not doubt, that they did so by an extraordinary right, and 

with a faculty temporarily conceded. So that for them there was, in a certain way, a twofold tradition, 

the one, that it would be for a very brief time lawful to baptize in [the name of] Christ, in order to 

commend the authority of his name: the other, that thereafter there would be in the Church no other 

formula of baptizing, than one that would use the three names distinctly. From which it follows, that 

it is not prejudicial to any tradition such that it cannot be considered Apostolic, that at the beginning 

of Christianity, and even from the Apostles themselves, something different from that tradition was 

used, and employed. 

And who will doubt, that it was Apostolic tradition, and that instituted by Christ as its author, 

that the Judaic rites and ceremonies would be rejected amongst Christians? And yet it is clear, that 

they sometimes were observed by the Apostles themselves. Justin Martyr, in the Dialogus cum 

Tryphone, even after so much time, believed, that one who was Jewish, and mixed Jewish sacred 

things with the Christian law, was able to reach salvation: and perhaps also if one already Christian 

were afterwards to conjoin Judaic rites. Although he admitted that others held the contrary opinion, 

who should wish to share neither roof nor conversation with those retaining the Jewish worship. 

XI. And no one will not judge, that these latter certainly thought better than the former ones, and 

even Justin himself, who was one of them. For already that time had passed away in which the Judaic 

ceremonies were indeed unprofitable, but not yet pernicious: and for a long time already had begun 

to be deadly to Christians: as is clear from Augustine’s epistle XIX to Jerome. 

But if there was some example of Justin, or of another furnished with equal authority, in which 

he has mixed observances of the ancient law with the Christian religion: nevertheless we would 

persevere, as to confess that the contrary tradition of denying the Judaic worship from the use of 

Christians is Apostolic, and sanctioned by divine law. For it is needful that a common dogma, and 

institute of the Church, received from antiquity, not be outweighed by the infrequent testimonies and 

examples of a few. Nor yet will these great men have to be blamed, even those near to the Apostles, 

or even the Apostles themselves, and the Disciples of Christ, for having taken up something adverse 

to a certain, and confessed tradition. Indeed, we should think that what they did against it, they did 

either by some private right, and by the instinct of the holy Spirit: or they thought that the obligation 

of that decree was not yet so precise and absolute, as it was to be after their time. 

XII. And indeed it befits us to be more constant in guarding Apostolic tradition, and in defending 

its authors the Apostles, no indeed its unique founder Christ, for which reason it is of great 

importance, and cannot be omitted, or changed, without great peril to salvation, as we have said a 

little before. Of this sort is the baptism of children, and the appeal of the three persons in its formula, 

and other traditions of this sort. For in the things which present no peril to eternal salvation, we shall 

be more equitable against pertinacious disputers, who concede them to be Apostolic, such that they 

deny them to be constituted by divine law. As an example, besides the things which have been said 

about dislodging the Judaic ceremonies at the beginning, there is the celebration of the Christian 

Pascha, regarding which there was such an ardent, and bitter contention amongst Christians in the 

first three centuries, and after that, in some Churches, when the Asiatics especially, performing it in 



Translated by Timothy Wilson 

the Judaic manner, preferred the Apostolic tradition mandated by John the Apostle, and Evangelist 

to their provinces, while the rest, led by the Roman Pontiffs, alleged no less Apostolic authority for 

their rite, which they had received from Peter and Paul, the founders of their church. On account of 

these things, the latter gained the upper hand, and with the Jewish manner [of the Pasch] gradually 

having been extinguished, the Roman use prevailed with all. Nevertheless, as Polycarp, Polycrates, 

Irenaeus, and others confirm, there is no doubt that, as the Romans very truly claimed for themselves 

the Apostolic tradition derived from Peter, and Paul: so the Asians did not at all falsely present an 

equally Apostolic custom propagated by John. For it is not right to think that such great men, gifted 

with such great sanctity, lied in such a matter. Altogether to be read is Eusebius, book v, chapter 

XXIII and XXVI of the Historia ecclesiastica; as well as what we have written12 in the second book 

of De doctrina temporum regarding the same subject. Therefore both of those customs of celebrating 

Pascha, although contrary, yet proceeded from Apostolic tradition. And indeed the Apostles, a great 

many times, as the matter occasioned it and the manner of administering the Gospel required it, 

mixed something of those ceremonies in which they had been reared with the rites of the Christians, 

lest they alienate from themselves the minds of the Jews: until such time as the Church, strengthened, 

and enlarged day to day with the number of gentiles, would put aside Judaism entirely. 

XIII. To the same sort of Apostolic traditions pertains that which Cyprian relates regarding the 

election of Bishops in epistle LXVIII: Hence, from divine tradition, and Apostolic observance, that 

is to be diligently observed, and held, which is held amongst us also, and throughout almost all the 

provinces, that in order duly to celebrate ordinations, all the nearby bishops of the same province 

should convene with that people, over whom the one is ordained to be their overseer, and the Bishop 

is chosen with the people present, who have the fullest knowledge of the life of the individuals, and 

have observed the action of each and every one from his conduct. In this place it is to be noted, that 

this is called a divine tradition, which the Apostles, instructed by God and the holy Spirit, have 

sanctioned. Indeed they did not only receive a mandate regarding those things, which would have to 

be fixed by a perpetual, and immutable law: as are the Sacraments, and what things pertain to their 

substance, as they say: but they also learned those things, the observance of which would last for a 

certain time in the Church. For other things, having the Apostles for their authors, and even the Lord 

himself, had been constituted for a time: which afterward were abrogated by contrary institutions. 

Neither Christ himself, nor the Apostles wished the use of things of this sort to be everlasting: but 

of a certain, and definite time. Indeed, the election of Bishops in the presence of the people was 

neither everywhere received, nor did it perpetually remain in the place where it was observed. 

Finally, regarding these traditions, I should not wish to pass by the remarkable locus of 

Epiphanius, from Heresy LXI, which reads thus. But tradition is also to be employed. For not all 

things can be sought from the Scriptures. Hence the holy Apostles have left some things in writing; 

others by means of tradition. Just as the holy Apostle says:13 “As I have delivered them to you”: And 

elsewhere:14 “Thus I teach, and thus I have delivered it amongst the Churches.” Amongst these 

traditions he numbers this: that nuptials are illicit after one has made a solemn promise to bind 

oneself to chastity for God. But this will be discussed in another place. 

 

 
12 Cap. lvii, and in adnot. Epiph. ad Hæres. LI. 
13 1 Corinth. xi, 2. 
14 1 Corinth. xv, 3. 


