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Comparing Roman Catholic 
and Evangelical Protestant Theologies 

 
 
Class Syllabus 
 
I.  Source of Authority 
  Understanding classification of Sacred Scripture & Sacred Tradition 
  Issues associated with authoritative interpretation 
  Understanding revelation (general & special) 
  Different approaches to canonization 
 Read and pray through: 
   Deut 4:2, 12:32; Mark 7:5-9, 13; Col 2:8, 20-23; 2Thes 2:13-15; 2Tim 3:16; 2Pet 1:19-21 
 
II  Salvation 
  Justification: how does one merit standing before God? 
  Sacraments and the role they play in a believer’s salvation 
  The Gospel of salvation: our condition and His remedy; examining issues of permanence, 

sufficiency and efficacy 
  Sanctification: the role of works in the life of a believer 
 Read and pray through: 
   Gen 15:6; Rom 3:21-26, 4:1-8; Gal 3:1-9; Eph 2:1-10; Jam 2:14-24 
 
III.  Eternity 
  Heaven/Hell/Purgatory: qualifications and entrance 
  Concept of Limbo and the role of sacramental baptism 
  Mortal and venial sins 
  Indulgences: role and effect 
  Treasury of the Church for purification 
  Issue of permanence in our eternal state 
 Read and pray through: 
   Mat 12:22-32; 25: 41-46; John 3:16-18, 8:21-24, 19:30; 1Cor 3:10-15; Heb 7:25-27; 
   1Pet 1:3-5; Rev 20:11-15 
  Apocrypha: 2Mac 12:40-45 
 
IV.  The Mass 
  Transubstantiation: Eucharistic sacrifice 
  Sacramental necessity 
  Understanding an ordinance: symbolic remembrance 
  Analogia Fidei / Analogia Scripturae 
 Read and pray through: 
   Mat 26:26-29; Luke 22:18-20; John 6:1-71; 1Cor  11:17-34 
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V. The Priest and Priesthood 
  The Papacy and hierarchical divisions 
  The Apostle Peter and apostolic succession  
  Ministering of the Sacraments and priestly absolution 
  The priesthood of believers 
  New Covenant sacrifices 
 Read and pray through: 
   Mat 16:13-20; John 20:19-23; Heb 5:1-10, 13:15,16; 1Pet 2:1-10; Rev 1:6, 5:6-10 
 
VI. Mary 
  Significant titles and positions 
  Significant roles related to the church 
  Adoration & devotion 
  Blessedness & honor 
 Read and pray through: 
   Mat 13:53-58; Mark 6:1-3; Luke 1:26-56; 11:27,28; John 19:25-27 
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Roman Catholicism 
 
I. SOURCE OF AUTHORITY 
 
In the revealing of the written Word of God (Sacred Scriptures), the Roman Catholic’s approach 
is very similar to that held by Protestants (variation is seen regarding the acceptance of a handful 
of Old Testament time-period writings known as the Apocrypha).  Therefore, the description of 
‘General Revelation’ and ‘Special Revelation’ will be handled in the Protestant presentation.  The 
larger discrepancy results from what is included beyond/in addition to Sacred Scripture.  
 
The Roman Catholic church holds that the Word of God is contained in two sources of authority: 
 
A. Sacred Scriptures  
B. Sacred Tradition 
 

The Council of Trent (1546) declared that the Word of God is contained in both the Scriptures 
and in Tradition, and that the two are of equal authority, and that it is the duty of every 
Christian to give them equal veneration and respect. 

 
 “Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture make up a single sacred deposit of the Word of God, 

in which, as in a mirror, the pilgrim Church contemplates God, the source of all her riches.” 
[97]1 see also [81, 85, 182]. 

 
 
The Word of God 
 
A.  Sacred Scriptures (46 O.T.   27 N.T.) 
 Of the O.T. Apocrypha (not common to the Modern Protestant Bible): 
 Tobit, Judith, 1&2 Maccabees, Wisdom of Solomon, Sirach (Ecclesiasticus), Baruch, [120] 

Also: additions to Esther, Song of the Three Holy Children, Susanna, Bel and the Dragon 
(additions to Daniel). 

 
 These apocryphal books (literally, “hidden things”) were generally written during the time 

period between the close of the Hebrew O.T. and the N.T. (c. 400 B.C. to 40 A.D.).  They 
were first found in the Septuagint (ancient O.T. written in Greek, c. 250 B.C.). 

 
 Major Roman Catholic Translations of the Bible 
   Vulgate (translated into Latin by Jerome, c. AD 400) 
    Douay (1610) 
   The Jerusalem Bible (1966) 
   The New American Bible (1970) 
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Roman Catholicism 
 
 
B.  Sacred Tradition [81-83] {classification according to Jesuit scholar, Bellarmine (1542-1621)} 
 i) Divine (as passed down from Christ Himself) 
 ii) Apostolic (as passed down from the apostles) 
 iii) Ecclesiastical (as passed down from the church fathers) 
 
 It is argued that: “the N.T. itself demonstrates the process of living Tradition.” [83]  
 Commonly used proof texts include:  John 20:30; 2Thes 2:15; 2Pet 1:20 
 
 
Issues Associated with Interpretation 
 
The Magisterium 
 
The Magisterium is the teaching office of the Roman Catholic Church 
 
  The Magisterium has the right to define truth found only obscurely or implicitly in 

Revelation [66, 88, 2035]. 
 i) “even if Revelation is already complete, it has not been made completely explicit” [66] 
  ii) “The Church’s Magisterium exercises the authority it holds from Christ … when it 

proposes truths contained in divine Revelation or having a necessary connection with 
them.” [88] 

 
  The Magisterium alone has the right to authoritatively interpret the Word of God 
 The task of interpreting the Word of God authentically has been entrusted solely to the 

Magisterium of the Church, that is, to the Pope and the bishops in communion with him.” 
[100] see also [85, 939]. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1All Bracketed References are to paragraphs in :The Catechism of the Catholic Church, Second Ed., United States 
Catholic Conference Inc. and Libreria, Editrice Vaticana, 1997. [ISBN 1-57455-110-8] 
A note concerning the Catechism of the Catholic Church:  This document has 2865 paragraphs.  It is the first 
officially published catechism of the Roman Catholic Church in 400 years.  The purpose in writing this document 
was to provide a summary of the essential and basic teachings of the Roman Catholic Church.  It was commissioned 
by Pope John Paul II and written under the direction of Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger (became, Pope Benedict XVI).  
The Roman Catholic Church published the First Edition English translation in 1994. 
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Evangelical Protestantism 
 
I. SOURCE OF AUTHORITY 
 
The Word of God is known to us only because God has revealed Himself to us.  We believe that 
God has revealed Himself in two ways: 
 
A. General Revelation 
B. Special Revelation 
 
A.  General Revelation 
 Through General Revelation we learn much about God.  But that which we can learn falls 

short of providing a means by which we can be reconciled to Him. 
  Look inward 
  God is revealed through our sense of Moral correctness, our conscience and capacity to 

reason and worship. 
    Rom 2:14-15; Eccl 3:11 
  Look outward  
   God is revealed through His creation 
    Rom 1:20; Psa 19:1-6; Acts 14:15,17; 17:24-31 
 
B.  Special Revelation 
 This is God’s solution to man’s predicament, the means by which He makes known His plan 

of redemption.  Whenever God has reached out in some form of special communication to 
man, we call this a special revelation.   

 
  Jesus Christ was the ultimate of all divine revelation. 
  “The Word became flesh and lived among us.”  God in the Person of Jesus Christ, True 

God and True man.  John 1:1ff, 14 
  The Inscriptured Word of God is wholly contained within the Bible.  He makes Himself 

known to us through His Word. 
 i) The Bible comes directly from God to us through inspiration 
   2Tim 3:16; 2Pet 1:20,21; Rom 3:2 
 ii) The text of the Bible He gave us in original form is without error 
  In short, if this is God’s Word, and God cannot lie or be in error, then the Bible is 

inerrant. 
   Tit 1:2; 2Sam 22:31; John 10:35; Psa 19:7; Psa 119 
 iii) The church discovered, confirmed and accepted God’s Word 
  See attached presentation of Canonization 
 iv) The Bible is all we need for life and godliness.  There is no more we need to know. 
   2Pet 1:3; John 20:30-31; Rev 22:18; Rom 15:4 
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Evangelical Protestantism 
 
Issues Associated with Canonization 

 

Protestant Position on Canonization 
 

Incorrect Approach Correct Approach 
The church determines Canon   The church discovers Canon 
The church is the mother of the Canon   The church is the child of the Canon 
The church is the judge of the Canon   The church is the witness of the Canon 
The church is the master of the Canon   The church is the servant of the Canon 

 
 
 
 
 
Issues Associated with Interpretation 
 
All Believers are Called to Interpret, Understand and Apply the Bible 
We believe that the indwelling Holy Spirit teaches all believers as they study and obey the 
Scriptures. 
 All Believers have the Spirit of God,  Rom 8:9 
 All Believers have spiritual discernment through the Spirit,  1Cor 2:6-16 
 All Believers are taught by the Spirit;  1John 2:27 
 
This is not to say that God has gifted everyone equally to teach and preach the Scriptures, as this 
is clearly define as a specific calling and gift for some, toward the end of building up the Church 
unto unity in the faith and in the knowledge of Christ.  Eph 4:11-13 
 
The Word of God is over the Church.  It is complete, it is authoritative, and it is timeless.  We 
observe, interpret and apply the Word of God as we work the garb of culture and history. 
 
 
Concerning Traditions 
 
What does the Bible say? 
  On the good side   2Thes 2:15; 3:6 
  On the bad side   Col 2:8; 20-23 
  On the right side   Mark 7:5-9, 13 
 
 Never let tradition set aside the Word of God! 
 

Canon 
 

Church 

Church 
 

Canon 


