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“Progressive revelation” refers to the idea that God progressively revealed the doctrines of scripture as the Bible was being written. Sometimes a later doctrine abrogated and replaced an earlier doctrine. Sometimes doctrines developed from more primitive to more sophisticated forms, or from less elaborated to more fully explained forms.

Vatican Council II, a worldwide meeting of Catholic bishops from 1962-1965, published the document Dei Verbum (Dogmatic Constitution On Divine Revelation, 1965) in which it affirmed the existence of progressive revelation in scripture. It said:

ch. 1 § 2: Christ is “the fullness of all revelation.” (If Christ is the fullness of revelation, then revelation was less than full before Christ.)
ch. 4 § 14: “Israel daily gained a deeper and clearer understanding of His ways . . .”
ch. 4 § 15: the Old Testament books reveal knowledge of God and humans “in accordance with the state of mankind before the time of salvation established by Christ . . . [They] contain some things which are incomplete and temporary, . . . and in them the mystery of our salvation is present in a hidden way.”
ch. 5 § 17: “The word of God . . . is set forth and shows its power in a most excellent way in the writings of the New Testament. For when the fullness of time arrived (see Gal. 4:4), the Word was made flesh . . . This mystery had not been manifested to other generations as it was now revealed . . . ”
ch. 5 § 20: in “the epistles of St. Paul and other apostolic writings [Jesus’] true teaching is more and more fully stated . . . For the Lord Jesus was with His apostles as He had promised (see Matt. 28:20) and sent them the advocate Spirit who would lead them into the fullness of truth (see John 16:13).”



Here are several examples of teachings in the Bible which progressively developed as the Bible was written.

1. God (from anthropomorphism to transcendence)
a. anthropomorphic God
1) Gen 2:7, “then the LORD God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a living being.”
2) Gen 2:19-20, “out of the ground the LORD God formed every animal of the field and every bird of the air, and brought them to the man to see what he would call them; . . . 20but for the man there was not found a helper as his partner.”
3) Gen 8:20-21, “Then Noah built an altar to the Lord, and took of every clean animal and of every clean bird, and offered burnt-offerings on the altar. 21 And when the Lord smelt the pleasing odour, the Lord said in his heart, ‘I will never again curse the ground because of humankind . . .’”
b. transcendent God
1) Gen 1:3, “Then God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light.” (Almost all scholars agree that Gen 1 is a later writing than Gen 2.)
2) 1 Tim 6:16, God “dwells in unapproachable light, whom no one has ever seen or can see . . . ”
3) 1 John 4:8, 4:16, “God is love. . . . 16 Fod is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them.”

2. God (from good and evil to only good)
a. God is the source of good and evil.
1) Job 1:6-2:10, (after Job loses his sons and daughters and all his possessions) 21 “He said, “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return there; the LORD gave, and the LORD has taken away; blessed be the name of the LORD.”
2) 2:7, 10, “Satan . . . inflicted loathsome sores on Job from the sole of his foot to the crown of his head. . . . 10 But he said . . . , “Shall we receive the good at the hand of God, and not receive the bad?”“
b. God is the source of good only. (New Testament passages)
1) God loves his enemies.
a) Matt 5:44-45 (//Luke 6:35‑36), “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45so that you may be children of [may be like] your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous.”
2) God cares for creation.
a) Matt 6:26-30, “Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. . . . 28 Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin, 29 yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not clothed like one of these. 30 But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which is alive today and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe you—you of little faith?”
b) See also: hairs of your head (Matt 10:28‑31), prodigal son (Luke 15:11-32), God is love (1 John 4:7‑16).

3. Satan (increasingly menacing and cosmic)
a. fall narrative
1) Gen 3:1-6, “Now the serpent was more crafty than any other wild animal that the LORD God had made. He said to the woman,” etc.
b. Job
1) Job 1:6-22, 2:1-10, “One day the heavenly beings came to present themselves before the LORD, and Satan also came among them. 7 The LORD said to Satan, “Where have you come from?” Satan answered the LORD, “From going to and fro on the earth, and from walking up and down on it.” 8 The LORD said to Satan, “Have you considered my servant Job? There is no one like him on the earth, a blameless and upright man who fears God and turns away from evil.” 9 Then Satan answered the LORD, “Does Job fear God for nothing? 10 Have you not put a fence around him and his house and all that he has, on every side? You have blessed the work of his hands, and his possessions have increased in the land. 11 But stretch out your hand now, and touch all that he has, and he will curse you to your face.” 12 The LORD said to Satan, “Very well, all that he has is in your power; only do not stretch out your hand against him!”“ Etc.
c. temptations
1) Luke 4:3‑13, “The devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become a loaf of bread.” 4Jesus answered him, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone.’” 5Then the devil led him up and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of the world. 6And the devil said to him, “To you I will give their glory and all this authority; for it has been given over to me, and I give it to anyone I please. 7If you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours.” 8Jesus answered him, “It is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’” 9Then the devil took him to Jerusalem, and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, saying to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here, 10for it is written, ‘He will command his angels concerning you, to protect you,’ 11and ‘On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’” 12Jesus answered him, “It is said, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 13When the devil had finished every test, he departed from him until an opportune time.”
d. fall like lightning
1) Luke 10:18, Jesus to disciples): “I watched Satan fall from heaven like a flash of lightning.”
e. dragon
1) Rev 12:1-10, “A great portent appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars. 2She was pregnant and was crying out in birthpangs, in the agony of giving birth. 3Then another portent appeared in heaven: a great red dragon, with seven heads and ten horns, and seven diadems on his heads. 4His tail swept down a third of the stars of heaven and threw them to the earth. . . . 7And war broke out in heaven; Michael and his angels fought against the dragon. The dragon and his angels fought back, 8but they were defeated, and there was no longer any place for them in heaven. 9The great dragon was thrown down, that ancient serpent, who is called the Devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world—he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him. 10Then I heard a loud voice in heaven, proclaiming, “Now have come the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Messiah, for the accuser of our comrades has been thrown down, who accuses them day and night before our God.”
f. See also: sower (Mark 4:15), “get behind me, Satan” (Mark 8:33), a kingdom divided against itself (Luke 11:18), the bent-over woman (Luke 13:11, 16), Satan possesses Judas Iscariot (Luke 22:3), and “sift like wheat” (Luke 22:31).

4. personal morality (from collective guilt to individual responsibility)
a. God sanctions the death of the innocent.
1) Korah, Dathan, and Abiram
a) Num 16:1‑7): Korah, Dathan, and Abiram “confronted Moses. . . . 19Korah assembled the whole congregation against them . . . 27and Dathan and Abiram came out and stood at the entrance of their tents, together with their wives, their children, and their little ones. . . . 31and the ground under them was split apart. 32The earth opened its mouth and swallowed them up, along with their households—everyone who belonged to Korah and all their goods. 33So they with all that belonged to them went down alive into Sheol; the earth closed over them, and they perished from the midst of the assembly.”
2) Achan
a) Josh 7:1-26): Achan “took some of the devoted things; and the anger of the LORD burned against the Israelites. . . . 10The LORD said to Joshua, . . . 15”the one who is taken as having the devoted things shall be burned with fire, together with all that he has . . . ” [After determining that Achan was the thief,] 24Joshua and all Israel with him took Achan . . . , with his sons and daughters, with his oxen, donkeys, and sheep . . . 25And all Israel stoned him to death; they burned them with fire, cast stones on them, 26and raised over him a great heap of stones that remains to this day. Then the LORD turned from his burning anger.”
3) Canaanites
a) Josh 11:20. “it was the Lord’s doing to harden their hearts so that they would come against Israel in battle, in order that they might be utterly destroyed, and might receive no mercy, but be exterminated, just as the LORD had commanded Moses.”
4) See also Hormah (Num 21:1‑3), the battle of Jericho (Josh 6:15-21), Jonathan (1 Sam 14:24-45), the Gibeonites (2 Sam 21:1-14), David’s census (2 Sam 24), and the king of Babylon (Isa 14:22).
b. God does not sanction the death of the innocent.
1) Ezek 18:4-32, “it is only the person who sins that shall die.
5 If a man is righteous [and] 7 does not oppress anyone, [but] gives his bread to the hungry and covers the naked with a garment, . . . 9 he shall surely live . . . 
10 If he has a son who is violent, a shedder of blood, 11 who . . . defiles his neighbor’s wife, 12 oppresses the poor and needy, commits robbery, . . . 13 he shall surely die . . . 
14 But if this man has a son who sees all the sins that his father has done, considers, and does not do likewise, . . . he shall not die for his father’s iniquity . . . 
19 Yet you say, “Why should not the son suffer for the iniquity of the father?” . . . 
21 But if the wicked turn away from all their sins . . . and do what is lawful and right, they shall surely live . . . 23 Have I any pleasure in the death of the wicked, says the Lord GOD, and not rather that they should turn from their ways and live? 24 But when the righteous turn away from their righteousness and commit iniquity . . . , they shall die. . . .
30 Therefore . . . Repent [and] 31 get yourselves a new heart and a new spirit! Why will you die, O house of Israel? 32 For I have no pleasure in the death of anyone, says the Lord GOD. Turn, then, and live.”

5. Israelite exclusivity (from particularity to universality)
a. particularity
1) Ezra 9:1-10:16, “officials approached me [Ezra] and said, “The people of Israel, the priests, and the Levites have not separated themselves from the peoples of the lands with their abominations . . . 2 For they have taken some of their daughters as wives for themselves and for their sons. Thus the holy seed has mixed itself with the peoples of the lands, and in this faithlessness the officials and leaders have led the way.” 3 When I heard this, I tore my garment and my mantle, and pulled hair from my head and beard, and sat appalled. . . . 10:2 Shecaniah [said], “. . . 3 let us make a covenant with our God to send away all these wives and their children . . . ” 10 Then Ezra the priest stood up and said to them [the Israelites], 11 “separate yourselves from the peoples of the land and from the foreign wives.” 12 Then all the assembly answered with a loud voice, “It is so; we must do as you have said . . . 14 until the fierce wrath of our God on this account is averted from us.” . . . [111 men are found to have foreign wives.] 44 All these had married foreign women, and they sent them away with their children.”
b. universality
1) Ruth 1-4, “In the days when the judges ruled, there was a famine in the land, and a certain man of Bethlehem in Judah went to live in the country of Moab, he and his wife [Naomi] and two sons. . . . 4 [The two sons] took Moabite wives; the name of the one was Orpah and the name of the other Ruth. . . . 8 [The man and his two sons died, and] Naomi said to her two daughters-in-law, “Go back each of you to your mother’s house. . . . [Orpah left.] 16 But Ruth said, “Do not press me to leave you or to turn back from following you! Where you go, I will go; Where you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my people, and your God my God. . . . 2:1 Now Naomi had a kinsman on her husband’s side, a prominent rich man, of the family of Elimelech, whose name was Boaz. . . . 4:13 So Boaz took Ruth and she became his wife. When they came together, the LORD made her conceive, and she bore a son. . . . 17 They named him Obed; he became the father of Jesse, the father of David.” (So a Moabitess was David’s great-grandmother.)
2) Jonah 1-4, “Now the word of the LORD came to Jonah son of Amittai, saying, 2 “Go at once to Nineveh, that great city, and cry out against it; for their wickedness has come up before me.” 3 But Jonah set out to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the LORD. . . . 17 But the LORD provided a large fish to swallow up Jonah; and Jonah was in the belly of the fish three days and three nights. . . . 2:10 Then the LORD spoke to the fish, and it spewed Jonah out upon the dry land. . . . 3:3 So Jonah . . . went to Nineveh . . . 4 And he cried out, “Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” 5 And the people of Nineveh believed God; they proclaimed a fast, and everyone, great and small, put on sackcloth. . . . 4:1 But this was very displeasing to Jonah, and he became angry. 2 He prayed to the LORD and said, “. . . That is why I fled to Tarshish at the beginning; for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful . . . ” 4 And the LORD said, . . . 11 “should I not be concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and also many animals?”

6. the problem of evil (from double-retribution theory to Job and Qoheleth)
a. The double-retribution theory maintains: if you are good, you are rewarded; if you are bad, you are punished.
1) Deut 28:1-30:19, “Deut 28:, “If you will only obey the LORD your God, by diligently observing all his commandments that I am commanding you today, the LORD your God will set you high above all the nations of the earth; 2 all these blessings shall come upon you and overtake you, if you obey the LORD your God . . . 7a The LORD will cause your enemies who rise against you to be defeated before you . . . 9 The LORD will establish you as his holy people, as he has sworn to you, if you keep the commandments of the LORD your God and walk in his ways. . . . 15 But if you will not obey the LORD your God by diligently observing all his commandments and decrees, which I am commanding you today, then all these curses shall come upon you and overtake you: 16 Cursed shall you be in the city, and cursed shall you be in the field. . . . 23 The sky over your head shall be bronze, and the earth under you iron. . . . 25 The LORD will cause you to be defeated before your enemies; you shall go out against them one way and flee before them seven ways. You shall become an object of horror to all the kingdoms of the earth. . . . 30:19 I call heaven and earth to witness against you today that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and your descendants may live . . . ”
2) Jdg 2:11-3:30, “Then the Israelites did what was evil in the sight of the LORD and worshiped the Baals . . . 14 So the anger of the LORD was kindled against Israel, and he gave them over to plunderers . . . 15 . . . and they were in great distress. 16 Then the LORD raised up judges, who delivered them . . . 18 . . . he delivered them from the hand of their enemies all the days of the judge; for the LORD would be moved to pity by their groaning . . . 19 But whenever the judge died, they would relapse . . . 20 So the anger of the LORD was kindled against Israel; and he said . . . , “21 I will no longer drive out before them any of the nations . . . 3:7 The Israelites did what was evil in the sight of the LORD, forgetting the LORD their God, and worshiping the Baals and the Asherahs. 8 Therefore the anger of the LORD was kindled against Israel, and he sold them into the hand of King Cushan-rishathaim of Aram-naharaim; and the Israelites served Cushan-rishathaim eight years. 9 But when the Israelites cried out to the LORD, the LORD raised up a deliverer for the Israelites, who delivered them, Othniel son of Kenaz, Caleb’s younger brother. 10 The spirit of the LORD came upon him, and he judged Israel; he went out to war, and the LORD gave King Cushan-rishathaim of Aram into his hand; and his hand prevailed over Cushan-rishathaim. 11 So the land had rest forty years. Then Othniel son of Kenaz died. 12 The Israelites again did what was evil in the sight of the LORD; and the LORD strengthened King Eglon of Moab against Israel, because they had done what was evil in the sight of the LORD. . . . 14 So the Israelites served King Eglon of Moab eighteen years. 15 But when the Israelites cried out to the LORD, the LORD raised up for them a deliverer, Ehud . . . 30 So Moab was subdued that day under the hand of Israel. And the land had rest eighty years.”
b. The books of Job and Qoheleth (Ecclesiastes) question the double-retribution theory.
1) In Job 1-2, Job does nothing wrong but loses his possessions and health. The remainder of Job is a dialogue questioning such injustices.
1) Qoh 8:14, “There is a vanity that takes place on earth, that there are righteous people who are treated according to the conduct of the wicked, and there are wicked people who are treated according to the conduct of the righteous. I said that this also is vanity.”
2) Qoh 9:3, “This is an evil in all that happens under the sun, that the same fate comes to everyone.”
3) “Proverbs’ “optimistic teaching is in conflict with the Books of Job and Qoheleth. The conflict is not to be denied: the suffering of the just person is not adequately handled in Proverbs (see Prov 3:11-12), and Qoheleth takes a harsh stand against traditional wisdom, as it does not provide the answers to the questions he is asking.” (Murphy 29)

2. after death (from Sheol to afterlife)
a. Sheol
1) For most of their existence, the Israelites did not believe in an afterlife—though there is reference to “Sheol,” a dim place just underground, where everyone is an indistinguishable shade or shadow.
2) Num 16:33, Korah, Dathan, and Abiram with their families “went down alive into Sheol; the earth closed over them, and they perished from the midst of the assembly.”
3) Isa 14:4-20, “you will take up this taunt against the king of Babylon: How the oppressor has ceased! . . . 9Sheol beneath is stirred up to meet you when you come; it rouses the shades to greet you, all who were leaders of the earth; it raises from their thrones all who were kings of the nations. 10All of them will speak and say to you: “You too have become as weak as we! You have become like us!” 11Your pomp is brought down to Sheol, and the sound of your harps; maggots are the bed beneath you, and worms are your covering. . . . 15you are brought down to Sheol, to the depths of the Pit. . . . 18All the kings of the nations lie in glory, each in his own tomb; 19but you are cast out, away from your grave, like loathsome carrion, clothed with the dead, those pierced by the sword, who go down to the stones of the Pit, like a corpse trampled underfoot. 20You will not be joined with them in burial . . . ”
4) Qoh 12:7, “the dust returns to the earth as it was, and the breath returns to God who gave it.”
b. afterlife
1) The latest books of the Old Testament do contain references to an afterlife.
2) Dan 12:1-3, “At that time Michael, the great prince, the protector of your people, shall arise. There shall be a time of anguish, such as has never occurred since nations first came into existence. But at that time your people shall be delivered, everyone who is found written in the book. 2Many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt. 3Those who are wise shall shine like the brightness of the sky, and those who lead many to righteousness, like the stars forever and ever.”
3) Wis 3:2-9, “In the eyes of the foolish they seemed to have died, . . . 3but they are at peace. . . . 4their hope is full of immortality. . . . 8the Lord will reign over them forever . . . 9the faithful will abide with him in love . . . ”
4) Wis 9:15, “a perishable body weighs down the soul, and this earthy tent burdens the thoughtful mind.”
5) Wis 1:15, “righteousness is immortal.”
6) The rewards of a good life (Prov 3:2, “years of life and abundant welfare”; Prov 3:4, “favor and good repute”) were “limited by the reality of Sheol, the inevitability of death; in the Book of Wisdom now the grip of death is broken by a deeper vision of the life that wisdom brings.” (Murphy, Roland E. The Tree of Life: An Exploration of Biblical Wisdom Literature. Anchor Bible Reference Library. New York: Doubleday, 1990. 87.)
7) “The long, dark night of Sheol, which cast its shadows across the pages of the Bible, was ended, for the just.” (Murphy Tree of Life 86)

