
 

The RomanCatholic

Claims
Testedby

Scripture andHistory

By
The Ven. ArchdeaconDavies,

M.A.B.D., F.R.H.S., Th. Soc.

Principal of MooreTheological College.

C88

Published under the Auspices of the N.S.W. Council

of Churches. 



ot
e

TheRomanCatholic Claims

asTestedbyScripture &History

The RomanCatholic claims maybe stated in a series of propositions
after this manner:—

(1) The Lord Jesus Christ “set blessed Peter over the rest of the
Apostles.”

(2) Our Lord thereby madePeter the ruler of the wholeChurchcf
Christ.

(3) Peter becameBishop of Rome,and thereby established Ronie as
the centre of sovereignty in the true Churchof Christ.

(4) Peter bequeathedthis supremacyto his successors in the bishopric
of Rome.

(5) The Pope, being Peter's successor, is supremeruler of the Chris-
tian Churchthroughoutthe world. Hencethe Popeclaims:—

i “Superiority of ordinary powerover all other churches.”

ii To be “the supremejudge of the faithful.”

iii “The supremepowerof, teaching.”
(6) “The RomanPontiff, whenhe speaks ex cathedra, that is, when

‘in discharge of the office of pastor and doctor of all Christians, by virtue
of his supremeApostolic authority, he defines a doctrine regarding faith and
motalsto be held by the universal Church,by the divine assistance promised
to himin blessed Peter, is possessedof that infallibility with whichthe divine
Redeemerwilled His Churchshould be endowedfor defining doctrine re-
garding faith or morals; and that, therefore, such definitions of the Roman
Pontiff are irreformable of themselves, and not from the consent of the
Church.”

“But if any one—whichmayGodavert—presumeto contradict this
our definition: let himbe anathema.”

(The quotations are taken from “The DogmaticDecreesof the Vati-
can Council concerning the Catholic Faith and the Church of Christ”
(1870). The English translation used is that of ArchbishopManning’s

/ Petri Privilegium’” (London1871), as printed in Schaff's ‘‘Creeds of the
Greekand Latin Churches”).

Thus the assertion that our Lord Jesus Christ ‘set blessed Peter over
the rest of the Apostles” is madethe starting point of a series of claims that
are pushedfurther and further, until they reach an assertion of absolute
supremacyand infallibility as inherent in the Papal position and office.

The very audacity of so tremendousa claim makesit compellingly at-
tractive to several types of menand women. It is essentially an appeal
to mobpsychology, and it exerts a strong fascination over those whoare
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too lazy or ignorant to think for themselves. A crowd is always more
easily persuadablethan a separate individual. The lazy and ignorant tend
to act like a mob. Individuals in a mobwill do and say things of which
they would be ashamedeven to think of by themselves, and they are
ashamedto think of themafterwards.

But the assertion of an absolute authority, while it appeals mainly to
the lazy and ignorant, also exerts an attraction over a few whoare neither
lazy norignorant, but whoreally are perplexed. Theyare so anxious to
find security that they will pay any price for it. Anyport seemssafe in
a storm.

Thus, so long as there are people in this world whoare afraid, or
‚unable, or unwilling fo think for themselves,so long also will any claim

to infallible authority find menand womenready to submit themselvesto
it. Manypatent medicinesenjoy a large sale simply becausethey are ad-
vertised with an air of assurance. Advertisementis an appeal to mobpsy-
chology. Somebody’spills are sold by the ten million at a shilling for
two dozen, becausesuch claims are madefor themby posters and placards
and every other device of publicity. Exactly the samekind of pill, and of
a better quality, can be boughtat a shilling a gross under another name
which is not advertised so conspicuously, but whichcan easily be obtained
by those whowill take the trouble to find it out.

The point of the illustration is twofold, namely:—(1)That so many
people take an assertion of authority on its face value without really testing
its validity. (2) That they pay too big a price for whatthey get from

it.

Let us then examinethe Romanclaims in the light of Scripture and
history.

THETESTOFSCRIPTURE.

First of all there is the assertion that the Lord Jesus Christ “set blessed
Peter over the rest of the Apostles,” and thereby madePeter the ruler of
the wholeChurchof Christ. It will be convenientto take these two pro’
positions together.

Three passagesof Scripture are quotedin support thereof;—

(a) John 1:42, “Thouart Simon, the son of Jona; thous shalt be
called Cephas,which is byinterpretation, A Stone.”

(b) Matthew16: 18,19, “Thouart Peter, and uponthis rock I will
build mychurch: and the gates of hell (“Hades”) shall not
prevail against it. AndI will give unto thee the keys of the
kingdomof heaven;and whatsoeverthou shalt bind on earth
shall be boundin heaven: and whatsoeverthou shalt loose on
earth shall be loosed in heaven.” :

(c) John 21:15 to 17, “Feed mylambs'; Feed mysheep”; Feed
mysheep,” being the threefold charge given to Peter by our
Lord after His resurrection.

(d) Luke 21:32 is sometimesadduced‘in addition to these, namely,
our Lord’s wordsto Simonjust after the Last Supper, “I have
prayed for thee that thy faith fail not: andwhenthou art con’
verted, strengthen thy brethren.”

The RomanCatholic Church, in basing its claims uponthese passages
has madeat least two serious mistakes. In the first place it has ignored
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the circumstancesandcontext of these utterances of our Lord, andsecontly,
it has ignored those other passagesof Scripture whichtell strongly aza.ns:
its claims.

The key-passageis Matthew16:18, 19, for if the Romaninterpretation
and application of these verses is wrong, then the other passages cited
neednot occupyour attention. Let us then examinethe famousdeclara-
tion of our Lord to Peter.

Whatwere the circumstances?. Jesus had not yet declared Himself to
be whatHewas. Hehad not evensaid that Hewasthe Messiah. Hehad
said and done things which implied a claim to exercise Divine authority,
but had hitherto refrained from a specific description of Himself as the
Son of God, evento His disciples. Hepreferred to let themform their
ownopinions from: the impression which He had madeby their personal
contact with. Him. Whenthe time wasripe Heaskedthemwhatmensaid
about Him. Theyreplied that somesaid that HewasJohn the Baptist;

someElijah, and others Jeremiah, or one of the prophets. ThenHeput
the challenge to themdirect, “But whosay ye that I am?” Impulsive
Peter answers, “Thouart the Christ, the Son of the living God.’ Our
Lord ‘commendedPeter for his confession of faith, and goes on to say the
wordswhichweare trying to elucidate. Heconcludesby charging the dis-
ciples to tell no manthat Hewasthe Christ.

Havingelicited this confession, OurLord beganto speakto His dis-
ciples about the trials in store for Him,whichwouldend in His death and

* resurrection. This wasa great shock to His disciples, and impulsive Peter
exclaims, “Be it far from thee, Lord: this shall not be unto thee.” But
Jesus “turned and said unto Peter, ‘Get thee behind me, Satan; thou art
an offence unto me: for thou savourest not the things that be cf God, but

thoseיהו that be of men’.

Whenthe wholepassageis thus carefully studied in close relation to
the context and circumstances,it conveysan altogether different impression
and suggestion from the Romaninterpretation. This different impression
is strengthenedand confirmedby a study of the other passagesof Scrip-
ture in which Peter is mentioned. It wouldtake too long to study them
all in detail, but they do not indicate that Peter wasgiven or that he exer-
cised any official authority over the other disciples. He is “impulsive
Peter,” the one whowas first to speak. He is certainly the mostpremi-
nent figure in the group aroundour Lord, but that is not to say that he
wasgiven an absolute sovereignty over them. In fact, there is an incident
recorded in Matthew20, verses 20 to 28, which clearly contradicts the as-
sertion that our Lord “set blessed Peter over the rest. of the apostles.”

Jamesand John asked Jesus for the very position that Peter is said to oc’
cupy. Our Lord does not grant’ their request, but He also says nothing
about Peter. In fact, Heuses the incident to dissuade any of the dis
ciples from claiming or exercising authority over each other. The whole
passageis a direct negation of the claims of Rome.

Again there are the passageswhich refer to the “powerof the keys."
"There is the passage, already quoted, in Matt. 16:19, which is addressed
to Peter; there is the passagein Matt. 18:18, which is addressedto the dis-
ciples as a body, and there is the charge, again addressedto the disciples
as a body, after our Lord’s resurrection, recorded in John 20:23.

These three passagesmustbe taken together, and they clearly imply
that in addressingPeter on the first occasion our Lord wasregarding himas
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a representative of the bodyrather than as one whowasapart from them
or overthem. Else whydid our Lord repeat the statementto themas a
group? Peter wasthe first of themto confess faith in Jesus as the Sonof
God, and to Peter, therefore, Christ speaksfirst of the authority which His
‘Church is to exercise over its members.But on two later occasions He
commitsthat authority Himself direct to the disciples as a body, and not
through Peter. It wouldseem,from a comparisonof all the passagesbe-
fore us that our Lord wascareful to avoid giving His Churchthe form of
an absolute monarchy. In fact, He solemnlywarnedHis disciples against
entertaining any such idea. He did so whenJamesand John approached
Himwith their ambitiousrequest. Hedid so again at the Last Supper, St.
Luke tells us (20:24-27), whenat that most inopportunemoment“there
was also a strife amongthem, which of themshould be accounted the
greatest.” If Christ had already promisedthe primacy to Peter, why
should this strife have occurred in His very presenceon stich a serious
occasion? Our Lord settled the dispute, not by saying that Peter wasset
over them, but by telling themthat no one of themwasto claim or exer:
cise authority over the others.

Wehave, therefore, reached this conclusion that the Lord Jesus
Christ did not “set blessed Peter over the rest of the Apostles,” nor did
HemakePeter the ruler of the wholeChurchof Christ. Hewascareful,
in fact, to avoid giving any one disciple authority over the rest.

This conclusion we have drawnfrom a study of the Gospels, and it
is borne out and fully confirmedby a study of the Acts and the Epistles.
Peter seemsto take the lead in the assemblyof the disciples after the
Ascension (Acts 1:15-26), but no. official position is. ascribed to him. He
simply stands up and makesa proposition to the hundredand twentywho
‘are present that they should choose one to fill up the gap in the twelve
that was left by the defection of Judas Iscariot. The appointmentwas
made,not by Peter, but by the assembly. Verse 23 says, “and they ap-
pointed two, Joseph, called Barsabas, whowassurnamedJustus, and Mat-
thias,” Of these two Matthias waschosenby lot.

Peter is undoubtedlythe most conspicuousfigure in the first twelve
chapters of the Acts, but he acts as spokesman,not as ruler or sovereign.
He goes to Samaria(Acts 8:14), not on his ownauthority, but as the
agent and representative, together with John, of the Churchat Jerusalem.
Peter and John-weresent to Samaria by the Apostles which were at
Jerusalem. In Acts 11 Peter is called to accountby those “that wereof the
circumcision” at Jerusalem, for his actions at Caesarea. Hereplies to the
charge, not by asserting his authority, but by explaining the circumstances.
In the greater part of the Acts, the last sixteen chapters, Paul is the domi
nant figure. Peter appears only once, namely, at the conference in
Jerusalem described in chapter 15. It is James, the brother of the Lord,
whoacts as the president of the conference,and declares its decision (verse
19). Peter makeshis contribution to the discussion, an important contri-
bution, but the decision is the workof the conferenceas a whole, as verses
25 and 28 makeclear. “It seemedgoodto us,” and the meaning of
“us” is decided by verse 23, namely, “The apostles and elders and breth-
ren” whosend the letters conveyingthe decision of the conferenceto “the
‘brethren which are of the Gentiles in Antioch and Syria and Gilicia.’

WhenPaul arrived at Rome(Chapter 28), he is metand welcomed
by the brethren, but no mentionis madeof Peter.
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Paul mentionsPeter several times in his Epistles, but on no occasion
does he even hint at any supremacyof Peter. In the Epistle to the Gala’
‘tians, Paul emphatically asserts his independenceas clearly as he acknow-
ledges his fellowship with Peter, and gives him credit for his work, Each
of themhas his ownspecial sphere of work. Onone occasion Paul takes
Peter severely to task for inconsistent behaviourat Antioch (Gal. 2:14-16).

In his Epistle to the Romans,Paul (15:20), whenhe is announcing
his intention of visiting Rome,says that he is careful to avoid intruding in-
to another man’ssphere of work, and he makes nomentionwhatsoeverof
Peter, although he sends greetings to a large numberof personsby name.

Again and again in his Epistles Paul asserts his ownauthority as an
apostle of Jesus Christ, but he knowsnothing of any Primacyof Peter.

Neither does Peter in the letters ascribed to him claim any such pri
macyfor himself, or speak as one possessing authority of that kind.
Peter’s namedoes not appearin any of the other Catholic Epistles, nor in
the “Bookof the Revelation.”

THETEST OF HISTORY.

Thus examined’by the test of Scripture, the Romanclaim that Peter
was set over the rest of the Apostles and madethe ruler of the whole
Churchof Christ is seen to be without foundation. Perhapsthis is one
reasonwhythe RomanChurchhas always beenshy of the openBible for
its members.

Thus the first two propositions which form the basis of the Roman
yclaims are shownto be untenablein the face of those very statements of
‘Scripture which havebeenalleged as their mainsupport. TheNewTesta-
mentis our only documentaryauthority for the teaching of Jesus Christ
and his Apostles, and that authority is against the primacyof Peter, upon
whichthe claims of Romeare supposedto rest.

The witness of history is as clear as the witness of Scripture against
the claims of Rometo rule Christendom. The growthof the Papacycan
be fully accountedfor by the course of events in WesternEurope. As the
authority of the RomanEmperorwanedin the West, the influence of the
Bishop of Romefoundnewscope, and in manyrespects the Popetook the
place of the Emperoras the centre of such unity as remainedafter the bar-
barian invaders had established their kingdomswithin the boundariesof
the ancient empire. Wecan fully recognise the debt that Christian civilisa-
tion owesto the Papacywithout endorsingthe theories and traditions upon
which the Papacybased its claims to the authority which it undoubtedly
exercised. The service renderedto mankindby an-institution is one thing;
the claim put forward by that institution is quite anotherthing. Takenat
its best, the Papacywas trying to do somethingthat was absolutely neces:
sary for the welfare of WesternEurope. It claimed authority to do. its
work effectively, and based its claim on groundsthat wouldappeal to the
people whomit tried to keep in the right path. Wemight even go so
far as to say that the Popes (in the eleventh or any century), whomade
extravagantclaims, were sincere in their belief that they had a right to
makesuch claims. But it is one thing to makeclaims, howeversincerely, it
is quite another thing to justify them. Goodworkdonemay,and does,

6



constitute a claim to regard and respect. But evengoodworkdonecannot
justify, claims that are put forth upongroundsthat will not bear candid
investigation. Andwhenthose claims are used to justify a policy and ac
tions that are bad, then there is the strongest of all reasonsfor rejecting
them.

Nowthe course of history reveals two sides to the history of the
Churchof Rome. Onone side there are the services which it has un’
doubtedlyperformedfor the Churchand the world at large, and on the
other there are events that showthat Churchin a mostunfavourablelight,
and are a completenegation of its claim to infallibility.

Hencethe test of history can be applied first of all to the groundsupon
which the claims of the RomanChurchhave been asserted, and secondly,
to the actual history of that Churchas it bears uponthose claims.

The claims of Romecentre in the authority alleged to have beenen-
trusted to Peter by our Lord Himself. That point has already been dealt
with. The next point concerns the connection betweenPeter and Rome.
It is asserted that Peter wasthe first Bishop of Rome. In the first piace
it has yet to be provedthat there wasa Bishop of Romeat all during the
first century) Paul wrote an-Epistle to the Churchat Rome,and also wrote
several Epistles during his long sojourn at Rome. Manynamesare given
in those letters, and greetings are exchanged,but nothing whateveris said
about Peter being at Rome,and nothing also is said about any Bishop of
Rome. TheNewTestamentdoes not in anywayconnectPeter with Rome.
It is absolutely silent on the subject, whenit mighteasily havementionedit.

Whenwecometo the earliest Christian literature, wefind rare re
ferences to Peter in the Apostolic Fathers, but nothing in whichwecan do
morethan conjecture that Peter was at Romeand suffered martyrdom
there. The Epistle credited to Clement,and dated about A.D. 95 alludes
in a rhetorical mannerto the martyrdomof Peter. Ignatius, of Antioch, in
his letter to the RomanChurch,addresseshis letter, not to the Bishop, who
is not even mentioned,but to the Churchas a whole, and says that the
Romanshad beenenjoined by Peter and Paul, but has nothing beyondthat
to say about Peter. He says nothing about an alleged primacy
of Peter, nor does he say anything about Peter being Bishop
of Rome. In fact, the tradition that Peter was Bishop of
Rome‘is not clearly expressed until a century and a half after
the period to which his episcopateis assigned. Thestory of Peter’s episco-
pate at Romeis obviously a legend of a type familiar to the historical stu-
dent. The earliest and best evidence that we have suggests that Peter
visited Rome,and probablysuffered martyrdom.there,and that evidenceis
by no meansconclusive.

Without going into further detail we can sumup the historical evi-
dence thus: It is not certain that Peter was ever at Rome. It
is even moreuncertain that he wasBishup of Rome. There is not a
scrap of evidencethat Peter established Romeas the centre of sovereignty
in the true Churchof Christ. TheRomanclaims are basedupona sup-
position resting uponanother supposition that is suggestedby an unprov-
able tradition. Whenwe get to the assertions that Peter bequeathedhis
alleged supremacyto his successorsin the see of Rome,wereach the region
of simple fiction, and needgo no further.
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Thus the claims of the Romanchurch that are based on its supposed
connection with Peter, whenthey are examinedin the light of Scripture
and history, vanish into thin air. They fail to pass the test of Scriptural
authority and historic witness.

HISTORICEXPLANATIONOF ROME’SPOWER.

If weare challenged to showhowotherwise the RomanChurchcould
have grownto whatit is to-day, weare able to answerthe challenge. We
freely admit that the RomanCatholic Churchis a world-wide institution
‘that wields.an immenseinfluence. That is a plain and obvious fact, and
there mustbe an explanation of it. Of course there is, but wehavefailed
to find that explanation in the assertions which that Churchmakesabout
Peter.

Wecan find an adequateexplanation in the historical circumstances
that markedthe gradual dissolution of the RomanEmpireduring the tran-
sition from ancient to mediaevalEurope. These circumstances may be
‘briefly described as the confusions caused by the barbaïian incursions and
final settlementsin WesternEurope. The Imperial powerhad lost its grip,
but the magicof the Romannamestill remainedas a persistent idea, even
amongthe batbarian tribes whoworkedtheir will in the ancient empire.
ThePopetook the place of the Emperoras the embodimentof the Roman
imperial idea, and the RomanCatholic claims are in essence the assertion
of an ecclesiastical Caesarism. The Roman.Churchowesmoreto Caesar
than to Peter.
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